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Garshin’s “The Signal” as Educational Material in
Postwar Japan

Shun’ichiro AKIKUSA

This paper explores the reception of Vsevolod Garshin’s short story “The Signal” as teaching
material in postwar Japan. In this story, Semyon, the protagonist, gets a job as a railroad trackman
and meets a coworker, Vasily, who is dissatisfied with his working conditions. One day, Semyon
discovers that Vasily has intentionally taken a rail off the track. To prevent the derailment of an
oncoming train, Semyon waves a flag dyed red with his own blood. When Semyon faints from
blood loss, it is Vasily who takes the flag from Semyon’s hand and stops the train.

Though Garshin was a minor writer in comparison with Chekhov, “The Signal” became part
of the canon in Japanese textbooks in 1950s. This may be attributed at least in part to the textbook
authorization system. Due to the difficulties of adopting native Japanese proletarian literature,
works of foreign literature such as “The Signal”, which were less likely to be scrutinized for factual
accuracy, were chosen as a teaching material to address labor issues in the classroom.

This canonization was influenced by Japan’s labor issues at the time. Post-war Japan
witnessed mass layoffs conducted by Japan National Railways. In this context, the Matsukawa
Incident in 1949, a train derailment caused by loosening the rails, was seen as a crime committed
by communists. Intellectuals and workers, who opposed the unfair trial, organized petitions and
gatherings to advocate for the defendants’ exoneration. In this context, “The Signal” was chosen as
a subject for a reading essay competition, with particular emphasis on defending Vasily.

This paper concludes by reflecting on the intersections of literature, ideology, and education,
considering how “The Signal” served as a lens through which postwar Japanese society could
grapple with its recent history and ideological questions. This examination reveals the complex
dynamics at play in the adoption and eventual abandonment of a literary work within educational

curricula.
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