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Abstract: 

The emergence of nationalism in the late 18
th

 century greatly impacted human 

society and culture, making it impossible to think outside its framework. This impact 

also resulted in the emergence of the concept of “National Literature”. To better 

understand this concept, it is necessary to look into literatures that have been affected by 

this. Two such examples are modern Hebrew and modern Japanese literature which both 

developed in the late 19
th

 century in direct correlation with the appearance of Zionism 

and Japanese nationalism. Writers of these literatures began to create works that reflected 

the new framework of “National Literature”. Mori Ōgai’s novella Maihime (1892) and 

Haim Nachman Bialik’s novella Me’akhorei Hagader (1909) both attempt to address 

questions of national identity and belonging, and both reflect the ideology of nationalism. 

Comparing these works shows that even though nationalism affected literature in general, 

the way each author interpreted this concept differed according to their own background. 

 

Keywords: 

Nationalism, National Literature, Zionism, Mori Ōgai, Haim Nachman Bialik  

 



一神教世界 10 

42 

1. Introduction 

The emergence of nationalism in the late 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries had a far-reaching 

impact on human culture and society, one that is still felt today. As Benedict Anderson 

asserts, nationalism is a “cultural artefact of a particular kind ,” which, reaching maturity 

during the 19
th

 century, has exerted an immense influence on the modern world.
1
 This 

influence touched all aspects of human culture with almost no community escaping its 

ideological reach. One aspect of human culture which has been impacted by nationalism 

from its earliest stages of development, as Anderson also notes, is literature. During the 

19
th

 century, the term “national literature” came to describe the dominant framework 

within which literature is composed, consumed, and thought of, a dominance which still 

persists even in academic circles today. But what is this national literature? And what 

was the actual impact that nationalism had on literature?  

Questions such as these have been addressed by many literary scholars, both within 

the boundaries of the “national literature” itself and in a comparative perspective.
2
 

However, these studies, in particular the comparative ones, have tended to focus on 

so-called “Western” literature, that is, literature written in European languages such as 

English, German, French, etc. This also reflects an understanding of “national literature” 

as something that developed in the West and influenced other literatures. As such, 

comparative studies have often concentrated on tracing this influence. While such an 

influence cannot be denied, it is also necessary to study the ways in which writers of 

non-European languages interpreted the concepts of nationalism and national literature, 

how they reflected this in their own writings, and how this deferred from culture to 

culture. Two literatures which are ripe for such examination are modern Japanese 

literature and modern Hebrew literature. In the late 19
th

 century, both the Jews and the 

Japanese were undergoing national transformation with the emergence of Japanese 

nationalism and Zionism, prompting many writers to grapple with questions of 

nationalism and national identity. Two such writers were the Japanese novelist Mori Ōgai 

and the Jewish poet and writer Haim Nachman Bialik. Both began writing during the 

1890s, a period of surge in nationalistic sentiments in both of their communities, and a 

period in which both Japanese and Hebrew literature began to emerge as “national 

literature”. Hence, by analysing and comparing their writing, it is possible to see how 

ideas of nationalism were integrated into literature during this period.  

By looking into two literary works from the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, the 

novella Maihime by Ōgai and Me’akhorei Hagader by Bialik, this article will argue that 

by subverting literary conventions both from their own literary traditions and from 



Shirah Malka Cohen: Literature in a National Context 
 

43 

Western literature, these writers tried to renegotiate the representation of their nationality, 

and to redefine their national identity.
3
 And while there were some similarities in their 

methods and conclusions, their definitions depended on their own ideology and cultural 

background, with each interpreting the ideas of nationalism and national literature 

differently. Whereas his time in Germany and involvement with the Japanese government 

and army guided much of Ōgai’s writings, a secular approach to Judaism and cultural 

Zionism was the main influence behind Bialik’s compositions.  

 

 

2. Nationalism and Literature 

Before discussing the two novellas, it is first necessary to explore certain theoretical 

matters concerning the concept of national literature, asking what national literature is, 

and how it should be defined. The term “national literature” is comprised of two 

elements: “national” (which is derived from “nation”) and “literature”. So, in order to 

find a definition for national literature, first the two terms will be considered separately.  

“Nation” is a highly contested term. There is no clear consensus as to whether it has 

existed since time immemorial or whether it is a modern creation. Here, however, I 

follow the theory developed by Benedict Anderson that the nation is a modern concept 

which began to emerge in the late 18
th

 century, and mostly developed during the 19
th

 

century. Anderson defined the nation as “an imagined political community – and 

imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.”
4
 According to him, it is imagined 

because most of the members of a certain nation will never know each other no matter 

how small it is, but will still believe themselves to be members of this community. In this 

definition, nations are not necessarily tangible things. They exist in people’s mind, and it 

is the people who give them their characteristics, who imagine them to have tangible 

assets. Another definition comes from Anthony D. Smith, who, using more concrete 

elements, defines the nation as “a named human community residing in a perceived 

homeland, and having common myths and a shared history, a distinct public culture, and 

common laws and customs for all members.”
5
 However, these elements cannot create a 

nation by themselves, as they need something to legitimize them. This legitimacy comes 

from nationalism. 

Nationalism is another ambiguous term. A good definition of this concept comes 

from Smith who argues that it is “[a]n ideological movement for attaining and 

maintaining autonomy, unity and identity for a population which some of its members 

deem to constitute an actual or potential ‘nation’.”
6
 In this sense, nationalism is an 
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active movement, something that is constantly at work for the well-being of a certain 

nation. Another useful definition comes from Umut Özkirimli who defines nationalism 

as a discourse, that is “a way of seeing that is at once socially constituted and 

institutional, hence ‘real’ in its consequences.”
7
 The claims of this discourse revolve 

around elements connected to the nation: identity claims (who are ‘we’), temporal claims 

(proving authenticity), and spatial claims (connections to a homeland). This means that 

nationalism is an action connected to a nation. Whether as an ideological movement or as 

a discourse, it is constantly attempting to define and legitimize a certain nation. 

Therefore, it is possible to conclude that nationalism is an ideological movement 

involving a distinct discourse which attempts to legitimize a conglomeration of shared 

elements such as homeland, history, culture, laws, and customs as the unique assets of a 

specific nation, the members of which believe themselves to be one distinct and 

autonomous community. 

Literature, like “nation” and “nationalism”, is also a contested term that has had a 

variety of definitions over the years. A major question that arises in regard to these 

definitions is whether literature can have an objective definition, or is it simply whatever 

scholars, writers, or readers decide it to be. The literary scholar Terry Eagleton addresses 

this question, concluding that literature is neither “an ‘objective’, descrip tive category,” 

nor is it “just what people whimsically choose to call literature.”
8
 He instead states that 

literature is determined by social values which are historically variable, as well as having 

a close relation to social ideologies. These social values, argues Eagleton, are not private 

preferences, but instead refer to “the assumptions by which certain social groups exercise 

and maintain power over others.”
9
 Hence, what constitutes literature in a certain society 

is determined by the social ideology of a dominant authority (this can refer to the 

dominant ruling class, but it can also mean the academia, for example), and as such is 

probably composed of works which reflect the morals and values of this authority, 

meaning that the definition of literature can change with time. Therefore, literature can 

be understood as a variable product of social ideology.  

Going back to “national literature”, it is possible to understand the term as 

“literature of the nation”. This can mean two different things: firstly,  that it is a literature 

belonging to the nation, and secondly, that it is a literature representing the nation. The 

first meaning implies that there is an established literary canon that is the possession of a 

certain nation, and which only the people of that nation have the right to its composition, 

its meaning, and its interpretation. The second meaning implies that the said literary 

canon is an expression of the essence of a specific nation. In this sense, national 
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literature is a literature tied to a certain nation in the minds of both those who belong to 

the nation and those who do not. Considering Eagleton’s definition of literature as 

something that is shaped by prevailing social ideology, it is possible to understand 

national literature as a literature shaped by the prevailing ideology that comes with the 

nation, i.e. by nationalism. National literature, then, is a specific canon of literature 

which is shaped by nationalism, and understood as belonging to a certain nation and as 

representing its national essence. Hence, national literature can be understood as 

constituting part of the discourse of nationalism.   

If national literature can be understood as a kind of discourse of nationalism, then 

what exactly is the function of this discourse? In her survey of the relationship between 

literature and nationalism, Julia M. Wright identifies two main functions national 

literature can have: firstly, as an expression of the nation’s character and identity, and 

secondly as evidence of the nation’s merit and legitimacy.
10

 The first function is the 

more obvious one. Forming part of a nation’s national culture, a national literature can 

stand as an expression of cultural identity, being seen as the amalgamation of the nation’s 

literary tradition, and consequently a manifestation of the presumably unique character 

of its culture. Not only that, a national literature, particularly one written in the 

vernacular, can be a medium for spreading national identity, and become essential to the 

spread of nationalism and the process of nation building.  

The second function has to do with the emphasis put on creativity in human 

society.
11

 Because so much emphasis is placed on creativity, there is a tendency to 

measure the worth of a people by the quality of their creative output. This is also applied 

to nations. In his research into the development of Irish national literature, David Lloyd  

formulated a theory regarding the relation between the idea of autonomy and literature. 

He argues that people often categorise literary works into either ‘major’ or ‘minor’. A 

‘major’ literary work is a work “directed toward the production of an autonomous ethical 

identity for the subject,” making the work itself self-contained and original, as well as 

universal.
12

 Essentially, a major literary work is universal and can be included in a 

literary canon, while a minor literary work is neither. In a society that determines worth 

through creativity, this idea seeps into the realms of politics; a nation that is creative 

enough to produce a major literary work is seen as mature, in the sense that it is like an 

adult, capable of self-determination. On the other hand, a nation that has not produced 

such a major literary work is perceived as not capable of political autonomy. Hence, it is 

possible to conclude that the two functions of national literature have to do with 

legitimization: either cultural legitimization (i.e. creation of a national identity), or 
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political legitimization.   

 

 

3. Mori Ōgai’ and Maihime 

Mori Rintarō (1862-1922), better known by his pen name Mori Ōgai, was a 

Japanese author of the Meiji Period. Growing up in a time of change for Japan, he was 

one of the first distinctly modern authors of Japanese literature. As a youth, he studied 

medicine and became a doctor in the Japanese Army. In 1884, he was sent to Europe to 

study Western medicine and hygiene, and consequently spent four years in Berlin, 

Leipzig, and Münich. During this time, he became familiar with European culture, in 

particular with German literature, which had a great impact on his writing later on. After 

returning to Japan he translated and published several literary works, and in 1890, 

published his first novella, Maihime (“The Dancing Girl”), thus beginning his literary 

career. Ōgai contributed much to the modernization of Japanese literature. Firstly, his 

Japanese translations of major European literary works such as Goethe’s Faust and the 

works of Henrik Ibsen introduced the Meiji reading public to Western literature and 

influenced the emerging generation of writers. As J. Thomas Rimer argues, this 

introduced “Western modes of psychological expression in Japanese literature,” and 

“[enlarged] the scope of Japanese fiction to include intellectual and philosophical themes 

once reserved to poetry and essays.”
13

 Secondly, he himself developed a new style of 

writing in his own work which managed to fuse together Western and Japanese styles of 

writing. In particular, he introduced into Japanese literature themes from German 

literature such as “the psychology of marital discord … or the relationships between 

political and personal malaise” which were not part of traditional Japanese writing un til 

then.
14

 

His first, and perhaps best-known work, the novella Maihime is of particular interest 

when looking at the development of Japanese national literature. Being his first original 

publication after publishing translations of several European literary works, it is clearly a 

work attempting to create Japanese literature similar to the Western European literature 

and is abound with ideas about nationalism and national identity. The story, which takes 

place entirely in Berlin, is inspired by Ōgai’s time as a student in Germany, with some 

theories suggesting that it describes a love affair Ōgai himself had with a local girl while 

in Berlin, though this idea has mostly been discredited.
15

 Maihime tells the story of Ōta 

Toyotarō, a young diplomat on a study mission in Berlin. During his stay in Berlin he is 

torn between his duty to the state and his young German lover Elise (Erisu in the 
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Japanese original), a dancer at a local theatre. At the climax of the story, Ōta is persuaded 

by his friend Aizawa Kenkichi to return to Japan in order to take up a prestigious 

position, abandoning the pregnant Elise, who goes mad from grief over losing Ōta. As 

Tomiko Yoda notes, the novella is considered “to be one of the earliest examples of the 

full-fledged modern novel in Japanese,” mainly due to its use of a self-conscious 

first-person narrative and its themes.
16

 By adapting these themes and forms to Japanese 

literature, Ōgai was attempting to redefine Japanese literature.  

The most obvious influence on the novella, as Masao Miyoshi pointed out, was the 

Bildungsroman, a genre which was prominent in European literature of the 19
th

 century.
17

 

A Bildungsroman usually dealt with the moral or spiritual growth of a youthful 

protagonist, with the latter often coming to terms with the rules and restrictions of 

society through harsh experiences. These thematic lines are clear in Maihime. The only 

difference is that where European readers except to find a German, French, or English 

protagonist, Ōgai placed a Japanese youth. By doing so, he in fact places Japanese 

people in the same context as Europeans, saying “Japanese people can have the same 

experience of spiritual growth as the Europeans do”. Moreover, through his relationship 

with Elise, Ōgai lets Ōta have a kind of authority which is rarely accorded to Eastern 

characters in Western literature. The story of a doomed romance between a European and 

a non-European (usually a European man and an Eastern woman) appears very 

frequently in European literature. An example involving a Japanese context is Pierre 

Loti’s Madame Chrysanthéme (1887), which influenced Puccini’s opera Madama 

Butterfly. Usually in these stories, the relationship is unbalanced; the European man, who 

is seen as enlightened and thus more powerful, normally has authority over a subjugated 

Eastern woman, and at the end, returns to his country, leaving the woman behind. In 

Maihime, however, Ōgai subverts these conventions by having Ōta, the Japanese man, 

being the enlightened and educated man who constructs an unequal relationship with and 

eventually deserts the socially weaker Elise, who is described in similar terms to how 

Eastern women are usually described.
18

 All of this works to reimagine the Japanese not 

as they were conventionally represented in Western literature, but in the same context as 

the Europeans, thus seeking legitimacy for the idea of “Japanese nationality”.  

Still, the main function of the novella is as a Bildungsroman, and as such, the main 

focus is on the protagonist’s attainment of some sort of ideal or spiritual awareness. But 

what is this ideal in the context of this novella? Christopher Hill suggests that this is a 

national identity. Hill argues that the narrative of the story is that of “the emergence of 

consciousness of oneself as national,” which parallels a narrative of the nation coming to 
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self-consciousness.
19

 Hence, Hill argues that Ōta’s decision at the end to leave Elise and 

return to Japan represents a rejection of a universal and cosmopolitan identity in favour 

of a national one. This theme is developed through the contrast between, on the one hand, 

Elise and the city of Berlin, representing the European cosmopolitan identity,  and on the 

other, Aizawa Kenkichi and Count Amagata, representing a Japanese national identity.
20

 

Ōta is torn between the two, and has to decide which to choose. Two things influence his 

choice: his desire for honour and success, and his realisation of his  supposed primordial 

belonging to Japan. 

At the beginning of the novella, Ōta sets out for Berlin with a desire to make a name 

for himself. However, he soon starts to feel dissatisfied with his position, with the 

impression that he is being treated as a “living dictionary” or “a machine”.
21

 What he 

wishes for is something to give him a sense of self confidence. He gains this when he 

begins taking courses on culture and literature, and when he meets Elise. Elise is a kind 

of blank slate, having neither real personality or character. Instead, she becomes a kind 

of canvass upon which Ōta can project his own ideals and desires. Being less educated 

than Ōta, Elise allows him to act out his cosmopolitan idealism, by teaching her German 

diction and literature. However, while his relationship with Elise gives Ōta a way of 

living a cosmopolitan life, it also makes him lose the thing he set out to achieve in Berlin 

in the first place, that is, his honour and good name.  

A way to regain these appear when Ōta’s friend Aizawa arrives in Berlin. This 

places Ōta back in a Japanese context, eventually leading to Count Amagata offering him 

a position in the Japanese government. Accepting this will mean giving up Elise and the 

cosmopolitan ideal she represents, while turning this down will mean giving up on 

recovering his honour. This leads Ōta to realize that he does not want to remain in Berlin 

after all; he is struck by the fear that “[he] might die in this sea of humanity, in this vast 

European capital,” and that he might lose his homeland and his chance to regain his 

honour.
22

 Clearly, it is at this moment that Ōta becomes aware of his own identity as a 

Japanese, and of his primordial tie to his homeland to which he is bound for life (hence 

he does not want to die on foreign shores). He also realizes that what is most important 

to him is his honour, and the only way to regain it is to embrace his Japanese identity. 

Therefore, Ōta must return to Japan, and leave behind all that is not Japanese about his 

life: the German Elise and his unborn child who is neither German nor Japanese, and 

whom he only scarcely recognizes as his own (he refers to him at the end as “the child 

that I had left in the womb of the poor mad girl”).
23

 It becomes apparent, then, that Ōgai 

is urging for the realization of a national identity, and one that is created through the 
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state (Ōta attains his national identity by returning to work for the state). This bodes well 

for Ōgai’s own support of the Meiji Government’s efforts to create a unified Japanese 

nation.  

One problem with this interpretation, though, is Ōta’s concluding remarks: “Aizawa 

… to this very day there remains a part of me that curses him.”
24

 These are clearly 

words of resentment towards Aizawa, and thus against the identity he represents. 

However, this can be explained by Ōgai’s understanding that the enforcement of a 

Japanese identity dictated by the government entails some degree of oppression and 

requires certain sacrifices from the population. Ultimately, it is assumed, it will all be for 

the best. After all, Ōta is narrating this story on his way back from Berlin, only a few 

weeks after the events have taken place. Whether he will feel differently after more time 

has passed is left to be seen.    

 

 

4. Haim Nachman Bialik and Me’akhorei Hagader 

Haim Nachman Bialik (1873-1934), a Jewish poet, author, editor, and publisher 

from Volhynia in modern day Ukraine, was one of the most impactful figures in the early 

development of Modern Hebrew Literature (MHL). Often considered Israel’s “National  

Poet”, it is hard to deny the influence that his writings had on shaping the language, form, 

and history of MHL. Bialik began writing at a time when MHL was beginning to fully 

form; he contributed to its growth in particular through his creative expressiveness in the 

Hebrew language which combined modern ideals with “rare virtuosic mastery of Biblical 

and Talmudic Hebrew.”
25

 Bialik’s rise to prominence was quick. By the time he moved 

to Odessa, at the age of 27 in 1900, he was already hailed as the “national poet” of the 

new Jewish Nation, and as a leading voice of the Zionist movement.
26

 At a young age, 

Bialik was inspired by the ideology of Hovevei Zion, especially by the writing of Ahad 

Ha‘am who later became his mentor. And although he was very critical o f Political 

Zionism, he had great concern for the state of the Jews in the diaspora, and from early on 

his works was concerned with themes of Jewish identity.
27

  

By 1909 when Me’akhorei Hagader was originally published, Bialik was already a 

well-known and respected figure in MHL circles, and had previously published several 

short stories beside his prolific output of poetry. The story is heavily influenced by 

Bailik’s own childhood in modern day Ukraine. The story itself is a Romeo and 

Juliet-like love story between two neighbours, the Jewish boy Noah and the Christian 

orphan Marinka, whose abusive guardian is entangled in a bitter feud with Noah’s 
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parents. Growing up, Noah is differentiated from his Jewish family and neighbours 

through his love for nature and all things that grow, something that is alien to the Jews, 

many of whom are in the lumber business, which involves cutting down things that grow. 

Noah’s love for nature becomes the foundation of his friendship with Marinka, which 

through the years and despite the many obstacles grows into a sincere attachment 

between the two. At the climax, Noah and Marinka are united, only for the narrator to 

immediately tell us that Noah soon abandons Marinka and marries a Jewish girl, a 

marriage arranged for him by his parents, with Marinka left to care for their love-child, 

while watching Noah and his wife from behind the fence. 

Like Maihime, Me’akhorei Hagader is also a Bildungsroman, tracing the 

protagonist’s growth from childhood to adulthood, with his initial rebel lion against his 

society’s conventions eventually turning to acceptance, ending with the protagonist’s full 

initiation into his parents’ values, morality, and identity. Also like in Maihime, Bialik 

deals with ideas of national identity by subverting literary conventions. However, in this 

case, these conventions are Jewish ones and not European ones. As Ziva Shamir points 

out, the world created in Me’akhorei Hagader is almost the opposite to the one portrayed 

in Jewish literature up until then.
28

 In most Jewish literature (at least that of European 

origins), Jews are portrayed as a persecuted minority, reflecting the situation of the Jews 

in the Diaspora. Protagonists of Jewish literature were usually in a weak position, often 

even disabled or sick, and were seen as persecuted by the Christian European majority.
29

 

But in Me’akhorei Hagader the story takes place in a suburban area in which the Jews 

are the majority, having driven out the Christians except for Shakoripinshchika, 

Marinka’s guardian, who is a target of persecution and abuse from the Jews. Furthermore, 

Noah, the Jewish boy, comes from an affluent home with loving parents, while Marinka, 

the Christian girl, is an orphan who is abused by her guardian. In their relationship, it is 

Noah who has the upper hand, the one who has the higher social standings, and it is Noah 

who abandons Marinka to her desolate end.  

By doing this, Bialik was not attempting to degrade Jewish identity. On the contrary, 

he was attempting to show the need to reform Jewish identity by showcasing how much 

it has been corrupted. This stems from Bialik’s own belief in Cultural Zionism. The idea 

of Cultural Zionism was largely shaped by Ahad Ha‘am, who argued for a secularization 

of Jewish identity, with a national identity that is based on culture, and for Palestine (or 

the Land of Israel) to act as a cultural heart for the Jews.
30

 This ideology is apparent 

throughout Bialik’s writing, in which he often uses Biblical and other Jewish literary 

sources as a cultural background. By having this background, his aim was to express his 
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own ideas about Jewish national identity. In Me’akhorei Hagader, as stated previously, 

this appears as a criticism against the state of Jews in the diaspora, and as an incitement 

to reconfigure Jewish national identity.    

But how is this portrayed in the actual text? Again, similar to Maihime, it is done by 

placing the protagonist between two contrasting choices of identity. These two are 

described as being in many ways, the opposite of each other and are represented in the 

story by the two neighbours, Noah’s parents (including their house, their society, etc.) 

and Marinka together with her guardian’s garden which she protects. The Jews, who 

make up the majority of the inhabitants of the suburbs, are mostly, like Noah’s parents, 

lumber merchants and thus are often described as being dry and dead like the lumber 

they handle. A lot of these images are conveyed through the contrasting description of 

the two neighbouring houses of Noah’s parents and Shakoripinshchika’s. Noah’s parents’ 

yard, for example, is described as being filled with “heaps and stacks of beams, boards, 

sticks, poles, shavings, and plain wooden utensils.”
31

 Even the name of area is part of 

this metaphor: “The Lumber District” (“parbar ha‘ezim” in Hebrew) implies that nature 

there is supposed to be cut down, to be used as dead wood. The message here is clear: the 

Jewish spirit, the Jewish identity in the diaspora is as good as dead. On the other hand, 

Marinaka and her guardian’s house and garden are described in relation to nature, and as 

being one with nature. For example, the roof of the house is described as sprouting “all 

sorts of vegetables, grasses, and thistles.”
32

 Marinka, in particular, is usually 

encountered in natural environment, in particular Shakoripinshchika’s garden, which, as 

many critics have pointed out, can be understood as standing for the Garden of Eden, the 

original source of life and creation, with its orchard full of apples and its fresh and 

verdant foliage.
33

 Thus, the metaphor here is also clear: Marinka represents the source of 

new life and rejuvenation.  

As a child of Jewish lumber merchants, Noah is expected to be like his parents, and 

grow to have a Jewish identity. However, Noah’s own inclinations seems to be towards 

nature and growing things, something that is already apparent from his first encounter 

with Marinka, during which Marinka sees him through a hole in the fence running 

joyfully, clutching the seeds he manged to steal from his mother in order to plant them 

and shouting: “Everything, everything; there’s everything here!”
34

 He often rebels 

against his community as represented by his parents and his teachers at the Cheder and 

later on even refuses to take part in communal activities such as going to the synagogue,  

or Jewish activities such as praying with his Tefilin. In fact, he does not even have a 

proper Bar-mitzvah, as his father guides him through it instead of a rabbi. He frequently 
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longs for the village his family had left when he was little (as seen at the beginning of 

chapter 4) and has a constant hunger for fruits and other products of nature, always 

taking or even stealing fruits and mushrooms from Marinka’s garden, from the 

wilderness behind his house, and from anywhere else he can find. That is why Noah 

becomes friends with and later develops a passion for Marinka, who is a representation 

of nature in its purest form. Noah’s rebellion against his parents and their community and 

his affinity for nature places him in a position to bring change, and create a new identity 

for himself. By choosing Marinka and consequently nature, he could fashion for himself 

an identity different from his parents’, one that is in fact inspired by the origin of Jewish 

belief, the Book of Genesis and the Garden of Eden.  

However, Noah’s understanding of nature is only superficial. He yearns for it, but 

he does not truly comprehend it. This is apparent from the scene previously mentioned, 

when he steals seeds and attempts to plant them. As he scatters them in the alley, 

Marinka tells him there is no sunlight in the alley, which means the plants will not grow 

properly. But Noah does not seem to understand this. “So what? (wu ma bekhakh?)” he 

says to Marinka when she tells him of the sunlight, and proceeds to call her a liar when 

she explains to him that the plants will not grow.
35

 Noah also seems to share in his 

parents’ destructive tendencies towards nature, as seen when he and Marinka encounter a 

snake in the wilderness; Noah immediately wants to kill it, while Marinka protests 

saying, “killing snakes is forbidden!”. “We are commanded to kill them,” Noah replies, 

telling her that in the countryside their yard was full of their carcases, as his father would 

“go out with his axe and kill them off.”
36

 As such, his love for Marinka is also 

superficial and not based on a full understanding of the girl. His inability to truly 

understand nature means that even though he almost succeeds in breaking free, like the 

apple he cannot reach, he is ultimately doomed to fail.
37

 He is, after all, his parents’ son, 

and the bonds of their identity are too difficult to cast away. So, despite having had a 

chance to reform Jewish identity by choosing Marinka and rejuvenating his stagnant 

identity, Noah conforms to his parents’ version of Jewish identity. The tragedy of this 

outcome is well portrayed in the first sentences of the last chapter: “wu be’ekhad haleylot 

‘amad noach vebarakh ‘im marinka?... (And so did Noah get up one night and elope with 

Marinaka?)”.
38

 The question mark followed by the ellipses says it all. The reader’s hope 

that Noah will do the right thing and seize the opportunity for change (as well as giving 

the romance a happy ending) is completely betrayed. “You do not understand the mind of 

an inhabitant of the lumber quarter!”, reads the next  line.
39

 And just like that Bialik 

makes his point, simply and clearly. The spirit (nefesh) of the Jews will not change. As 
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long as the Jews remain set in their Diasporic mindset, Jewish spirit/identity will remain 

dead, confined to its bare garden, with all chances of change shut out on the other side of 

the fence.  

 

 

5. National Literature: A Comparative Perspective 

As has been discussed so far, it is clear that both Ōgai and Bialik attempted to 

grapple with newly emerging ideas about nationalism and national identity which were 

coming to dominate their respective societies. Their novellas, Me’akhorei Hagader and 

Maihime seems to be reflecting these changes in distinct ways. Although there may be 

some reservations regarding comparing these two works, such as the fact that they were 

written almost two decades apart, and the quality of their composition (Me’akhorei 

Hagader is written with all of the sophistication of Bialik’s long career as a poet, while 

Ōgai’s immaturity as a writer is still apparent in Maihime)
40

, the historical and cultural 

background of the authors, as well as the issues the two works deal with justify a 

comparison.  

The most obvious similarity between the two novellas is their plot, which follows 

the protagonist’s mental growth through his experience of a love affair with a young girl 

from a different nation, ending with the tragic abandonment of the girl and their child by 

the protagonist. Both follow the basic themes and narrative elements of a Bildungsroman, 

which usually traces a protagonist’s growth from immaturity to maturity. The 

protagonist’s maturity in this case is in fact his initiation into a national identity, which is 

explored through the contrast with an “other”, a foreigner. In both novellas, the 

protagonists are placed between two contrasting identities. The protagonists begin by 

resenting and rejecting their national identity which they feel is imposed on them by a 

figure of authority (Noah’s parents, Ōta’s supervisors). Instead they choose to align 

themselves with an identity offered to them by an “other”, in both cases a girl from a 

different nation. However, this does not last, and by the end of the novellas the 

protagonists willingly return to their national identities. By doing so and placing their 

protagonists between two contrasting possible identities, the authors were able to 

highlight certain aspects of their ideas regarding national identity. This use of the form of 

the Bildungsroman suggest a preoccupation with idea of growth and development typical 

of newly emerging nations. Another similarity between the two which has been pointed 

out is the way in which Ōgai and Bialik subverted literary conventions in order to 

illustrate their points. Through this subversion, the authors attempt to negotiate their 
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national identity not only internationally, but also internationally, in opposition to 

established European nations. Hence, the “other”, into which position Jews and Asians 

are usually coerced in Western literature, is instead occupied by those dominant powers 

(the poor, defenceless Elise instead of the typical white colonialist of most European 

literature, and the orphaned Marinka instead of the Christians of most European and 

Jewish literature) creating an inversion of power relations which allows the authors to 

negotiate their perceived right to nationhood. Here, then, there is similarity in theme 

(national identity), form (the Bildungsroman), and technique (subversion).  

However, this last part is also where the principal difference between them start to 

become apparent. By putting the Japanese in the position of the Europeans, Ōgai gives 

them a sense of dignified power, while the Europeans are portrayed in the figure of Elise, 

easily dominated and abandoned. This puts the Japanese on the same platform as the 

Europeans, portraying them as having the potential of going above them. On the other 

hand, Bialik’s portrayal of the Jews in the traditional position of the Christians is a 

negative one, for the Christians in the Jewish mind (especially in the Pale of Settlement) 

are violent, abusive figures. And so, Bialik’s use of subversion is a criticism of the 

Jewish state, not an assertion of possible power. Furthermore, the figure of Marinka with 

its association with the Garden of Eden holds within it the possibilities for correction of 

this negative state, and her abandonment at the end is tragic because of the loss of these 

possibilities. As such, in this novella, Bialik seems to exhibit a more open approach to 

the source of national identity, that it does not necessarily have to be based on the total 

denial of the “other” as is the case in Maihime in which Ōta has to abandon everything 

not associated with a “Japanese identity”, but rather that it can be made through the 

maintenance of a relationship with it. These differences may be prescribed to the 

difference in the situation of the two authors and to the nature of Japanese and Hebrew 

national literatures at that time. Considering the fact that national literature is formed 

through the influence of the elite ruling class, then there is a great disparity between the 

Japanese situation and the Jewish one. At the end of the 19
th

 century, it had already been 

20 years since the Meiji Restoration, and Japan had formed a strong ruling and 

intellectual elite with distinct governmental and academic institutions. Hence, it is not 

surprising that the government plays such an integral role in Ōgai’s  novella. It is strong, 

governmental figures who define and enforce national identity, and hence it is a narrow 

and absolute one. In contrast to this, the Jews had no central authority, and the 

intellectual elites, to which Bialik belonged, were a small and disparate group which did 

not have much influence. Because of this it makes sense that in Bialik’s novella there is 
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no absolute identity, for there is no one to enforce it. The rabbis, the traditional figures of 

authority in the Jewish community, are mostly lazy, inept, and even drunk and are just as 

degenerate as the rest of the Jews, and Noah’s fall back into his parents’ identity seems to 

be a result of convenience and lack of any real guidance. In the Diasporic world of the 

Jews, then, it is necessary to look for sources for an identity outside of the community.  

 

 

6. Conclusion  

In the 1880s and 1890s, Japanese nationalism was beginning to take form officially 

under the Meiji Government, while ideas of Zionism were beginning to emerge mainly in 

Europe. In each society, clear definitions of what nationalism and national identity me ant 

were still not clear, and writers in both literatures were forming their own ideas of what 

these meant under the influence of these new developments. What is a national identity? 

How does it shape people’s views of themselves and others? And how should  this be 

expressed in literature? With Ōgai and Bialik, dealing with such questions yielded 

answers that had many distinct similarities and differences. This becomes apparent when 

looking at their novellas Maihime and Me’akhorei Hagader. The analysis of these works 

show that nationalism indeed had a great impact on the literature of the time. Both Ōgai 

and Bialik seem to conceive the world in terms of distinct nations, with each having its 

own identity, and that the expression of such an identity is a necessary function of 

literature. However, the way in which these identities were interpreted by the two authors 

and how they believed they should be defined was different, reflecting the political and 

social conditions in which the authors were placed. The existence of a strong national 

Japanese government informed the way Ōgai conceived of how Japanese identity should 

be defined, while the lack of national authority and the perceived degeneracy of the 

Jewish diasporic community informed Bialik’s conception of these matters. Hence, in 

this case, while nationalism seems to have effect on the themes and forms of literature, 

since its influence is mediated through political and social reality, the way its influences 

are expressed differs according to these conditions. 
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