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Are You an Echo?recounts the life of a i
prolific young Japanese poet of the A B =
1920s who wrote under the pen name ARE TOL AN EOHO 7 |
Misuzu Kaneko (Misuzu is her family ' " I o
name). The book, which takes its !
name from one of Misuzu’s best-known
poems, is interspersed with selections
of her poetry. The following sections
offer some background history and
other contextual cultural information.

Setting and Time Period: Rural
Japan in the Taisho Period

Misuzu Kaneko lived in the rural seaside village of Senzaki, on the Sea of Japan from
1903 to 1930. Her life spanned the last years of Japan’s Meiji period (1868-1912), the
years of the Taisho period (1912-1926), and the first years of the Showa period (1926—
1989), all named for the emperors who ruled during those years. The early 1900s was a
period of rapid social, economic, and political change in Japan.

For women, some important social and economic changes took place during a flowering
of liberal and democratic ideas in the Taisho period. In the 1920s, women living in
Japan’s growing urban centers enjoyed new freedoms. But these changes would have
been felt in Misuzu's small village to a much lesser degree. While women in urban areas
were experiencing new employment opportunities, freedom to pursue fashion trends,
and some expansion of social roles, the Japanese government was also actively
promoting the traditional societal roles for women as “good wives and wise mothers.”
These responsibilities had become part of government-instilled national values during
the Meiji period and were furthered as national ideals in the Taisho period and later.
Women's proper role in Japanese society, according to the national government, was to
serve their husbands, supervise their children’s education, and manage household
affairs. It should be noted that while this ideal of full-time wife and mother might be
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attainable by women in the upper and upper-middle classes, many women in both
urban and rural settings needed to work. This reality is reflected in Misuzu’s own family,
with her widowed mother’s employment in a village bookstore. At the same time, this
biography reflects some of the ways Misuzu benefited from the Taisho-period expansion
of education and her mother’s thinking about women'’s roles.

Education in the Meiji and Taisho Periods

A priority of the Meiji government (1868—1912) was education, considered one pillar
upon which Japan’s transition to a modern nation-state rested. The Meiji-period
government instituted a public education system. By 1907, six years of elementary
education was compulsory throughout Japan. By the time Misuzu was finishing her
primary education, Japan had one of the highest literacy rates in the world. According
to the Japanese government, primary school attendance was about 96% by 1912.

Are You an Echo? notes that “Nearly all Japanese girls in the early 1900s stopped going
to school after sixth grade.” In fact, through the Taisho period, formal education for
most Japanese children—boys as well as girls—ended after six years. During this time,
few government-supported middle schools existed in Japan, and there was no
requirement to attend middle school. Additionally, rural areas were often unable to
support middle schools. Academic middle schools that did exist would typically have
been restricted to boys. Middle school options for girls typically focused on training girls
to fill their role in society, emphasizing domestic duties. Are You an Echo?is unclear on
whether Misuzu went to this kind of school for another six years or to a more academic
school.

Divorce and Child Custody

The Meiji Constitution of 1887 noted the right to sue for divorce, but divorce initiated by
women was rare in practice. It did not become a guaranteed right until the postwar
constitution of 1947. During the Taisho and early Showa periods, child custody would
customarily have been granted to the father following divorce. As the story indicates, it
would have been difficult and unusual for Misuzu to have won custody of her child
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unless her husband refused it. Family law was significantly revised under the postwar
Occupation, and a new Japanese Civil Code came into effect in 1947. With this code,
the law dictated that mothers receive custody of children in a divorce. Joint custody was
not recognized until the Japanese Diet passed a revision to the Japanese civil code in
2024.

Shinto Beliefs

The author notes, “To Misuzu, everything was alive and had its own feelings—plants,
rocks, even telephone poles” (p. 12). This feeling may be closely associated with
Japan’s indigenous belief system, Shinto (“the way of the gods”). Young readers may
benefit from some background on Shinto ideas. One of the core beliefs of the Shinto
faith is that everything possesses a spiritual essence or energy called kami. Mountains,
rivers, places, animals, and people are all said to have a spiritual essence, though some
people define kam/ as supernatural entities rather than spiritual energy. Misuzu would
not have been unusual in believing that all things, even inanimate objects, possess an
energy or spirit, as this is a fairly common idea within the Shinto faith.

Trigger Warning: Sensitive Topics for Young Readers

The author and translators note that this book directly addresses two sensitive issues in
Misuzu’s life. The story notes that Misuzu caught a disease from her husband (p. 16).
While the sexually transmitted disease is not named, this information may be alarming
to young readers. Children might ask what disease Misuzu caught from her husband
and how. The story also discusses Misuzu’s suicide (p. 20). Teachers using this book in
the classroom should be prepared with strategies to address these issues in the
narrative.

The 3/11 Triple Tragedy

The author notes that Misuzu’s poetry was little known in Japan until years later, when
her brother revealed her story. Her poems took on new life and significance after the
“Triple Disaster” of March 11, 2011, in Japan. The Triple Disaster was initiated by a
catastrophic 9.1 magnitude earthquake in the Pacific Ocean about 45 miles off the coast
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of northern Honshu, Japan’s main island. It was the worst recorded earthquake to ever
hit Japan. The earthquake, in turn, caused a massive tsunami (tidal wave) to slam
northern Honshu’s Tohoku (pronounced: TOE-HO-koo) region. These two events
contributed to a nuclear meltdown at the Fukushima Daichi nuclear power plant.
Thousands of homes, businesses, and much of the infrastructure in northeastern Japan
were destroyed. Although reports differ, it is estimated that more than 15,000 people
died in 3/11, and more than 450,000 people became homeless.

In the aftermath of these three events, Misuzu’s poem “Are You an Echo?” was
broadcast through public service announcements throughout Japan, along with other
messages of hope. The author notes that many in Japan read the poem as a call to
volunteer to help those impacted by the 3/11 disasters. Misuzu’s poem is a vivid
example of the power of poetry and the power of a single voice. While the author
emphasizes the role of Misuzu’s poem in inspiring volunteerism, it should be noted that
many factors contributed to a national, and global, outpouring of support for the victims
of 3/11.

Sources

Cave, Peter. "Selective secondary education for girls,1900-1945.” University of
Manchester. n.d. https://sites.manchester.ac.uk/japanese-childhood/home/home-
en/topics-2/selective-secondary-education-1900-1945/for-girls/

Clark, Paul H. “Seinan Gakuin and Private School Education in Taisho Japan (1912-
1926).” Politics, Bureaucracy, and Justice (3:2)
https://www.wtamu.edu/webres/File/Academics/College%200f%20Education%20and%
20Social%20Sciences/Department%?200f%20Political%20Science%20and%20Criminal
%20Justice/PB1/2013/3n2/3n2 04Clark.pdf

Hammer, Elizabeth. “Shinto: A Japanese Religion.” Asia Society. n.d.
https://asiasociety.org/education/shinto

4

To learn more about the Freeman Book Awards, please visit:
www.nctasia.org/freeman-book-awards/

~



https://nctasia.org/freeman-book-awards/
https://sites.manchester.ac.uk/japanese-childhood/home/home-en/topics-2/selective-secondary-education-1900-1945/for-girls/
https://sites.manchester.ac.uk/japanese-childhood/home/home-en/topics-2/selective-secondary-education-1900-1945/for-girls/
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wtamu.edu%2Fwebres%2FFile%2FAcademics%2FCollege%2520of%2520Education%2520and%2520Social%2520Sciences%2FDepartment%2520of%2520Political%2520Science%2520and%2520Criminal%2520Justice%2FPBJ%2F2013%2F3n2%2F3n2_04Clark.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Clynn.parisi%40colorado.edu%7C0f7814ef29604b39472f08dcbee20756%7C3ded8b1b070d462982e4c0b019f46057%7C1%7C0%7C638595125206351456%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=aRi%2ByoIUS2%2Fgat1i4Cm85l49wRN4zu2oe6eNzmTm3is%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wtamu.edu%2Fwebres%2FFile%2FAcademics%2FCollege%2520of%2520Education%2520and%2520Social%2520Sciences%2FDepartment%2520of%2520Political%2520Science%2520and%2520Criminal%2520Justice%2FPBJ%2F2013%2F3n2%2F3n2_04Clark.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Clynn.parisi%40colorado.edu%7C0f7814ef29604b39472f08dcbee20756%7C3ded8b1b070d462982e4c0b019f46057%7C1%7C0%7C638595125206351456%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=aRi%2ByoIUS2%2Fgat1i4Cm85l49wRN4zu2oe6eNzmTm3is%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wtamu.edu%2Fwebres%2FFile%2FAcademics%2FCollege%2520of%2520Education%2520and%2520Social%2520Sciences%2FDepartment%2520of%2520Political%2520Science%2520and%2520Criminal%2520Justice%2FPBJ%2F2013%2F3n2%2F3n2_04Clark.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Clynn.parisi%40colorado.edu%7C0f7814ef29604b39472f08dcbee20756%7C3ded8b1b070d462982e4c0b019f46057%7C1%7C0%7C638595125206351456%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=aRi%2ByoIUS2%2Fgat1i4Cm85l49wRN4zu2oe6eNzmTm3is%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fasiasociety.org%2Feducation%2Fshinto&data=05%7C02%7Clynn.parisi%40colorado.edu%7C0f7814ef29604b39472f08dcbee20756%7C3ded8b1b070d462982e4c0b019f46057%7C1%7C0%7C638595125206364808%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Bm3oczKHxrlc%2FdKAXj5SIFAVWhRHjfFbaTOfwYM%2FKPs%3D&reserved=0

~

Culture Notes
NCTASIA Are You an Echo?

e 1he Lost Poetry of Misuzu Kaneko
Poems by Misuzu Kaneko
Illustrated by Toshikado Hajiri

Chin Music Press, 2016 Non-fiction, set in Japan
2016 Honorable Mention, Freeman Book Award for Children’s Literature

Hoffman, Michael. “"The Taisho Era: When Modernity Ruled Japan’s Masses.” Japan
Times (29 July 29 2012). https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2012/07/29/general/the-
taisho-era-when-modernity-ruled-japans-masses/

Hong, Rebecca, et al. "Moga, Factory Girls, Mothers, and Wives: What Did It Mean to
Be a Modern Woman in Japan during the Meiji and Taisho Periods?” University of
Colorado Boulder, TEA Online Curriculum Projects, 2015.
https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-curriculum/becoming-modern/moga-factory-girls-
mothers-and-wives-what-did-it-mean-be-modern-woman-japan-during

National Geographic Society. “Mar 11, 2011 CE: Tohoku Earthquake and Tsunami.” n.d.
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/tohoku-earthquake-and-tsunami/

Segal, Ethan. “Meiji and Taisho Japan: An Introductory Essay.” University of Colorado
Boulder, TEA Online Curriculum Projects, 2015. https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-
curriculum/becoming-modern/meiji-and-taisho-japan-introductory-essay

Author: Lynn Parisi, NCTA National consultant, NCTA Founding National Director
(retired)
2025

5

To learn more about the Freeman Book Awards, please visit:
www.nctasia.org/freeman-book-awards/ j



https://nctasia.org/freeman-book-awards/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2012/07/29/general/the-taisho-era-when-modernity-ruled-japans-masses/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2012/07/29/general/the-taisho-era-when-modernity-ruled-japans-masses/
https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-curriculum/becoming-modern/moga-factory-girls-mothers-and-wives-what-did-it-mean-be-modern-woman-japan-during
https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-curriculum/becoming-modern/moga-factory-girls-mothers-and-wives-what-did-it-mean-be-modern-woman-japan-during
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/tohoku-earthquake-and-tsunami/
https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-curriculum/becoming-modern/meiji-and-taisho-japan-introductory-essay
https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-curriculum/becoming-modern/meiji-and-taisho-japan-introductory-essay

