
Osamu Dazai No Longer Human 1

Osamu Dazai No Longer Human

Osamu Dazai No Longer
Human

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com

by Fuller & Riley

INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
WEIGHT OF "NO LONGER HUMAN"

Osamu Dazai’s No Longer Human is far
more  than  a  nove l ;  i t  i s  a  raw ,
unflinching  confession  that  has  haunted
readers  for  nearly  eight  decades.
Published  in  1948,  just  months  before
the  author’s  suic ide,  th is  semi-
autobiographical work stands as a pillar
of modern Japanese literature. The story
o f  Ō b a  Y ō z ō ,  a  m a n  w h o  f e e l s

fundamentally  disconnected  from  the
human race,  resonates  across  cultures
because it explores a universal struggle:
the  pain  of  being  unable  to  fit  in,  the
terror of performing normality, and the
slow  descent  into  self-destruction.  For
anyone  seeking  to  understand  the
depths of existential  alienation, Osamu
Dazai’s No Longer Human remains an
essential, if deeply unsettling, read.
The  novel’s  title  itself  —  a  literal
translation  of  the  Japanese  "Ningen
Shikkaku" — captures its central crisis:
the  protagonist  declares  himself
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disqualified  from  humanity.  This  article
will  explore the novel’s  plot,  its  major
themes,  the tragic biographical  echoes
of  its  author,  its  literary style,  and its
lasting  impact  on  global  culture.
Whether  you  are  reading  it  for  the  first
time or returning to it, there is always
another  layer  to  uncover  in  Dazai’s
masterpiece.

THE STORY OF ŌBA YŌZŌ: A
PLOT OVERVIEW

No Longer Human  is  presented as a
series of notebooks left behind by a man
named Ōba Yōzō, discovered by a friend
after  his  disappearance.  The  narrative
unfolds  in  three  distinct  sections,
chronicling Yōzō’s life from childhood to
his late twenties.  Right from the start,
we  encounter  a  boy  who  is  deeply

troubled.  He  feels  incapable  of
understanding the needs and emotions
of  others,  a  condition  he describes  as
akin to being born with a fundamental
defect.  To  survive,  he  becomes  a
"clown,"  a  buffoon who masks his  terror
with  exaggerated  comedy.  This
performance of happiness becomes his
primary strategy for navigating a world
he finds bewildering and hostile.
As Yōzō grows older, his mask begins to
crack.  In  his  adolescence,  he meets  a
fellow misfit,  Horiki,  who introduces him
to  alcohol,  cigarettes,  and the  seedier
side  of  Tokyo.  Yōzō’s  dependence  on
these vices escalates as he struggles to
maintain  his  facade.  His  relationships
with women are particularly fraught: he
is  simultaneously  drawn  to  their
kindness  and  repelled  by  his  own
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inability to connect genuinely. The most
significant relationship is with Shizuko, a
young widow with whom he experiences
a brief period of stability. He even tries
to  work  as  a  cartoonist,  but  his  inner
demons  resurface.  A  pivotal  moment
occurs  when  he  witnesses  his  wife,
Yoshiko,  being  assaulted,  and  his
reaction — or lack thereof — reveals his
complete emotional paralysis.
The  final  notebook  details  his  complete
collapse.  Alcoholism  gives  way  to
morphine  addiction,  multiple  suicide
attempts,  and  a  stay  in  a  mental
institution. The man who once tried so
desperately to be human is now utterly
broken.  The  novel  ends  not  with  his
death,  but  with  his  quiet,  resigned
confinement to a remote seaside village,
where he is cared for by an elderly maid

— a fate he considers worse than death.
The  story  is  powerful  not  because  of
dramatic  action,  but  because  of  the
relentless,  claustrophobic  interiority  of
Yōzō’s mind.

CORE THEMES: ALIENATION,
SHAME, AND THE SEARCH FOR
IDENTITY

Alienation and
the Mask of
Normality
At the heart of No Longer Human lies a
profound  sense  of  alienation.  Yōzō
perceives  a  vast,  unbridgeable  gap
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between himself and everyone else. He
famously  writes,  "I  have  always  been
haunted by the fear that I am the only
one  who  is  different."  This  fear  drives
him  to  become  a  master  of  social
performance.  He  studies  people’s
expressions and reactions, then mimics
them  with  perfect  precision.  Yet  this
per fo rmance  on ly  deepens  h is
loneliness,  because  he  feels  that  the
"real" him is a hollow, monstrous void.
The  theme  resonates  with  modern
readers  who  often  feel  pressured  to
curate  perfect  lives  on  social  media
while hiding their true anxieties.

The Crushing

Weight of Shame
Shame is another dominant force in the
novel.  Yōzō  is  perpetually  ashamed of
his own existence. He is ashamed of his
family,  his  body,  his  desires,  and  his
failures. This shame is not just personal
but also social. In the context of post-war
Japan,  where  rigid  social  codes  and
co l lec t iv i s t  va lues  were  be ing
challenged, Yōzō’s inability to live up to
those  codes  marks  him  as  a  failure.
Dazai himself was tormented by feelings
of  shame,  particularly  regarding  his
aristocratic family and his own inability
to conform to societal expectations. The
novel  thus  becomes  an  exploration  of
how shame can corrode a person from
the inside.
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The Fragile
Illusion of
Identity
Who  is  Ōba  Yōzō,  really?  The  novel
suggests  that  his  identity  is  nothing
more than a collection of masks. He is
the  clown,  the  artist,  the  lover,  the
addict  — but  none of  these roles  feel
authentic.  When  the  masks  finally  slip,
there  is  nothing  underneath.  This
existential  crisis  mirrors  the  broader
philosophical  currents  of  the  20th
century,  particularly  existentialism.
Dazai’s  work,  while  deeply  personal,
engages with questions about the nature
of the self that are universal. Is there a

core self, or are we all just performing?
Yōzō’s tragedy is that he cannot find an
answer, and the search destroys him.

DAZAI AND YŌZŌ: THE
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MIRROR

It  is  impossible  to  discuss No Longer
Human  without  acknowledging  how
closely  it  parallels  Osamu Dazai’s  own
life. Dazai, born Shūji Tsushima in 1909,
came from a wealthy landowning family
in  northern  Japan.  He  felt  the  same
childhood terror as Yōzō, the same sense
o f  be ing  an  ou t s i de r .  L i ke  h i s
protagonist,  Dazai  became involved  in
leftist  political  movements,  struggled
with alcoholism and drug addiction, and
had a complex relationship with women
— he was involved in a double suicide
attempt in which his lover died, a trauma
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that haunted him forever.
Dazai  also  cycled  through  multiple
suicide  attempts,  and  his  final  one,  in
June  1948,  succeeded  when  he  threw
himself  into  the  Tamagawa  Reservoir
with his mistress, Tomie Yamazaki.  No
Longer  Human  was  published  in  the
same year,  making it  effectively  his  last
will  and  testament.  The  novel’s  raw
honesty  can  be  seen  as  a  final
unmasking. While it would be reductive
to call the book merely autobiographical,
Dazai poured his own emotional truths
into  Yōzō’s  narrative.  The  blurred  line
between author  and character  is  what
gives  the  novel  its  haunting  power.
Readers  often  feel  they  are  not  just
reading  a  story,  but  peering  into  the
private journal of a soul that has given
up.

LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE
STRUCTURE

Dazai’s prose in No Longer Human is
deceptively simple yet deeply evocative.
The  translation  by  Donald  Keene,  the
most  famous English  version,  captures
the melancholy elegance of the original
Japanese. The novel is structured as a
series  of  notebooks,  which lends it  an
intimate, confessional tone. The use of a
framing  narrator  —  a  fr iend  who
discovers the notebooks — adds a layer
of distance, so that the reader is both
inside  Yōzō’s  head  and  observing  his
downfall from outside.
The  language  is  often  bleak,  with  a
recurring motif of "clowns" and "masks."
Dazai’s  descriptions  of  Yōzō’s  internal
state  are  visceral.  For  example,  he
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describes his fear as a "trembling that
never entirely leaves me." The narrative
moves at a disquieting pace, lingering on
moments of humiliation and despair. Yet
there are also moments of dark humor
and  acute  observation  about  human
nature. This blend of wit and despair is a
hallmark of Dazai’s style. His sentences
can be short and punchy, but they carry
immense emotional weight. The novel’s
brevity  —  it  is  quite  short  —  only
intensifies  its  impact.  Every  word  feels
essential.

IMPACT AND LEGACY: A MODERN
CLASSIC

Since  its  publication,  No  Longer
Human  has  become one  of  the  most
widely  read  and  translated  works  of
Japanese  literature.  It  has  influenced

count less  wr i ters ,  ar t i s ts ,  and
filmmakers.  In  Japan,  it  is  considered  a
classic, studied in schools and debated
in literary circles. Its iconic opening line,
"Mine has been a life of much shame," is
instantly recognizable to many.
Globally,  the  novel  has  found  a  new
audience in the 21st century, particularly
among young readers who identify with
Yōzō’s  alienation.  It  has  been adapted
into manga,  most notably by Usamaru
Furuya and by Junji  Ito  (whose horror-
manga version captures the grotesque
interiority  of  the  story  with  harrowing
visuals).  There  have  also  been  film
adaptations, including a 2019 Japanese
movie and earlier versions. The novel’s
themes  of  mental  health,  social
pressure,  and  the  search  for  meaning
resonate strongly in an era marked by
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loneliness and anxiety.
Critics sometimes argue that the novel is
too  bleak  or  self-indulgent,  but  its
defenders  argue  that  its  honesty  is
prec ise ly  i ts  va lue.  I t  does  not
romanticize suffering; it shows it in all its
sordid,  mundane  reality.  For  many
readers,  No  Longer  Human  offers  a
kind of  catharsis  — a recognition that
someone else has felt this same abyssal
loneliness.  It  is  not  a  book  that  offers
solutions, but it asks the right questions.

KEY QUOTES AND THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

Several  passages from the novel  have
become  famous  fo r  the i r  s ta rk
encapsulation  of  its  themes.  For
instance:

"I have always been haunted
by the fear that I am the only
one who is different." This line
speaks to the core of alienation. It
captures the feeling of being
fundamentally other, a feeling that
many people experience but rarely
articulate so plainly.
"I have often been told that I
am a very strange person. But
actually I am not strange. I am
a human being." Here, Yōzō tries
to assert his humanity even as he
feels it slipping away. It is a
poignant contradiction.
"I cannot understand the
meaning of life. I cannot
understand the meaning of
death." This nihilistic refrain
echoes throughout the novel,
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reflecting Yōzō’s complete loss of
faith in any system of meaning.

These quotes are not  just  memorable;
they  are  entry  points  into  the  novel’s
psychological landscape. They linger in
the  reader’s  mind  because  they
articulate  feelings  that  are  often
suppressed  or  hidden.

CONCLUSION: WHY "NO LONGER
HUMAN" STILL MATTERS

Osamu Dazai’s  No Longer Human  is
not an easy novel. It is a descent into the
darkest regions of the human psyche, a
narrative  unsparing  in  its  depiction  of
self-destruction.  Yet  its  darkness  is
precisely what makes it indispensable. In
a  world  that  often demands relentless
positivity  and  performance,  Dazai’s

refusal  to  look  away  from  pain  is  a
radical  act.  The novel  reminds us that
the feeling of being "no longer human" is
a painful but real part of many people’s
lives. It does not offer false comfort, but
it  offers  the  comfort  of  being  seen  and
understood.
For  those  who  are  curious  about  the
human  condition,  about  the  limits  of
empathy, or about the intersections of
life and literature, No Longer Human
remains  a  vital  text.  It  stands  as  a
testament to Osamu Dazai’s genius and
his tragedy — a book written by a man
who felt he had lost his right to live, but
who left behind a work that continues to
speak to those who feel the same way.
In the end, perhaps the greatest irony is
that  by  declaring  himself  disqualified
from humanity, Dazai created one of the
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most human books ever written.


