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Sakuraba Kazuki is a former light novel writer whose literature shows awareness of
issues of gender, with narratives about violence, power, and identity. This chapter
provides an analysis of her light novel, Red x Pink, a story narrated by three pro-
tagonists who participate in a girls’ clandestine wrestling show, each of them
performing a different type of character: the youthful Mayu, the dominatrix Miko,
and the boyish Satsuki, whose narrative arc unveils a process of self-discovery and
coming out as a transgendered man. The analysis of this work, informed by Azuma
Hiroki's concepts of database consumption and manga/anime-like realism, will
clarify how Sakuraba expresses the gendered experiences of violence and exposes
the consequences of oppression, appropriating the popular form of male-oriented
media to narrate stories of oppressed young women and sexual minorities.
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1. Introduction

Japanese popular media, such as anime, manga, and video games, have been pop-
ularized all over the world since the 1980s, and are currently an important part of
the entertainment industry. Japanese manga is famous for its wide variety of sto-
ries for audiences of all ages and genders.! In Japan, manga publishing is deeply
shaped by age and gender demographics that not only affect how these works

T It should not be dismissed that the market (and the culture it is part of) is still predominantly

conservative in terms of gender binarism.
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are marketed but are also embedded in their aesthetics and narrative. Shénen (4
4, for boys), shojo (W1, for girls), seinen (H4E, for young adult male readers), and
ladies/josei (LT 4—Aa3w 7R « &%, for young adult female readers) are some of
the main categories that define the format of publication, as well as the possibil-
ities and intentions of expression and representation of the works. The same can
be said about light novels, a genre of Japanese young adult literature prominent
from the 1990s that has its roots in the pop culture of anime, manga, and games.
In a broad sense, light novels are books published under specific imprints that
follow the same demographic categories of manga (like shénen, shojo, etc.), and
that have covers and inner illustrations in a manga style. A more in-depth descrip-
tion can also identify several formal and narrative characteristics, such as a larger
amount of dialogues, manga-like character building, and manga/anime-like and
game-like realism.?

Sakuraba Kazuki (##)Z—#f) might not be the first name that comes to mind
when talking about light novels, yet her name is constantly mentioned in many
studies about this medium, especially as an author that crossed the borders of
genre and established a career as a mainstream? novelist. Like several other
female authors, Sakuraba started writing using a pseudonym that masked her
gender to publish for young male audiences. Many female authors of Japanese
pop media for male audiences (especially in shénen manga and light novels)
use male or gender-neutral pseudonyms to preserve their identities, and pos-
sibly to prevent gender discrimination from potential new readers. In the early
2000s, Arakawa Hiromu (5it/1[$) used the same strategy when she published her
worldwide acclaimed shénen manga series Fullmetal Alchemist (SO $fiax bkl
Hagane no renkinjutsushi, 2001-2010).# More recently, Gotouge Koyoharu (i
W), author of the bestselling manga series Demon Slayer (W0 * Kimetsu
no yaiba, 2016-2020), has been having their gender identity speculated. Despite
their attempts to keep their identity secret and their preference for the use of
gender-neutral language, rumors that the author is a woman sparked online.

This issue is not unique to Japanese society. An emblematic example in re-
cent western literature is J. K. Rowling, author of the Harry Potter series, who has
also opted for an acronym that hides her gender for similar reasons. However,
when analyzing this issue in Sakuraba's works we must take into consideration the

This definition of light novel summarizes the discussions in Shinjo (2006) and Azuma (2007).
The concepts of manga/anime-like and game-like realism will be explained below.

3 Inthis chapter mainstream (in italics) refers to ippanshésetsu (—#%/)Ni), a term used to label
the literary works marketed for general audiences, as opposed to children and light literature.

The titles of the works are cited in this chapter in English when an official translation is
provided. In the cases of works with no official English title, a romanization of the original
title is used.
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specificities of Japanese media and its gender demographics. Meanwhile, in her
earlier works, Sakuraba was introduced as “gender: unknown,” but by the time of
publication of Red x Pink (#f x ¥2/% Aka x Pinku), her female identity had already
been disclosed in her bio on the interior flap of the book. Notice that her gender
was only disclosed inside the book, which can be checked in most bookstores in
Japan, but still is not as obvious as having a female name clearly stated on the
cover of a novel targeted at a young male audience.

In this chapter, I will analyze the shéonen light novel Red X Pink, one of
Sakuraba's most peculiar early works, to observe how she appropriates the tools
of male-oriented media to narrate gender-informed stories of characters dealing
with oppression, domestic violence, objectification, repression, and gender dys-
phoria. Informed by Azuma Hiroki's (3ifi#d) concepts of “database consumption”
and manga/anime-like “realism" that explain the forms of creation and consump-
tion of the otaku subculture, this close reading will unveil how Sakuraba lures the
reader with familiar narrative forms and structures on one layer, but ultimately
questions those structures, and expresses the voices of oppressed females and
sexual minorities.

2. "Beautiful Fighting Girls” and LGBT in Japanese popular media

Sakuraba's narratives of females and gender non-conforming characters are
remarkable for the way she appropriates the discourse of male-oriented media
to highlight issues of these minorities, however, rather than being incidental,
Sakuraba’'s work builds on previous forms of representations of these identities
in Japanese popular media. Regarding the representation of strong female char-
acters, in Beautiful Fighting Girl, Saito (2011, 83-132) recollects the genealogy of
female warriors in Japanese popular media since the rise of television animation
in the 1960s, in the works of Ishinomori Shotard (f7./ #&22AER), Tezuka Osamu
(FH9R), and their contemporaries. His analysis continues through the 1980s and
1990s, highlighting the heroines in Miyazaki Hayao's (EI%5%) movies and the suc-
cess of Pretty Guardian Sailor Moon (FEA i+ —5—Is— Bishdjo senshi séra
mtin, 1991-1997) and the female pilots in the Neon Genesis Evangelion series (T
i 774, Shinseiki evangerion, 1995-1996). In his introduction, Saitd
(2011, 7) identifies a crisis of representation in those female characters:

Japan's beautiful fighting girls were originally icons with which their
intended audience of young teenage girls could identify. Now, however,
a group of consumers has emerged that far exceeds that one in scale -
the otaku. The majority of male otaku, at least, see these girls as objects
of sexuality.
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Saitd's psychoanalytical approach focuses on the otaku (4 47%), a niche of avid
consumers of Japanese popular culture, who do not stand for the majority, but
around whom the media and the industry have been molded. Ultimately, those
heroines can be at the same time ideological role models for female audiences and
the object of desire for male consumers. Nevertheless, it is necessary to question
the representativity of these ideological role models for the life experiences of real
women. By using the form of shonen light novels, Sakuraba’s work builds on the
formulaic models of female characters from the otaku subculture to narrate the
social struggles of girls and women.

In terms of representation of queer identities, the introduction to Queer Voices
from Japan (McLelland, Suganuma, and Welker 2007, 1-29) provides an overview
of the accounts of homosexuality and other forms of non-conformity in modern
Japan. First, it alludes to traditional forms of same-sex intimacy mainly between
males and indicates that they were reevaluated in the Meiji period (1868-1912) with
the introduction of the sexual discourse from the West that established norms of
sexual conduct and perversion. Next, it comments on the repressed-yet-bloom-
ing male and female homosexuality during the sex segregation of the war period,
and the growth of the discourse of experimentation of sex as a form of pleasure
in the popular culture of the post-war. Then, it gives an account of the rise of
gay bars during the 1950s, while female homosexuals were poorly represented
and rather objectified in the "perverse press” (magazines that dealt with matters
of sexual desire and exploration). Last, it discloses the gradual reduction of male
homosexual content in those magazines until the emergence of the so-called
"homo magazines" in the 1970s, and the political engagements of LGBT activism
in the same decade. The summary highlights the importance of popular media,
such as magazines, in the development of queer identities and the recognition of
non-conforming sexual practices and gender identities.

Moreover, same-sex intimacy both male and female has a long history in the
Japanese popular culture of manga, anime, and young adult literature. According
to Kotani (quoted in Saitd 2007, 222-224), stories about male homosexual intimacy
flourished among the female manga artists of the early 1970s, known as the Year
24 Group (244E4 Nijuyonen Gumi), with works such as Hagio Moto's (#kJ222#R)
Téma no shinzéd (M—< 0.0, 1974-1975), Takemiya Keiko's (7T =R T*) Kaze to ki
no uta (JAlZ KDY, 1976-1984), and Kurimoto Kaoru's (5E47) Mayonaka no tenshi
(B DR, 1979). Over the next few years, with the publication of magazines
dedicated to this kind of story and its popularity in fanfiction, it developed into

5 The term "homo magazines" is a direct citation of McLelland, Suganuma, and Walker's (2007)

text.
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a genre, currently known as “Boys’ Love,” or "BL"® (Saitd 2007, 222). Besides male
homosexuality, intimacy between girls has also been portrayed in works of young
popular culture in modern Japan. According to Kume (2013, 178-179), to avoid
depicting romantic relationships between a boy/man and a girl/woman directly,
novels published in shéjo magazines from the end of the Meiji period presented
stories of friendship between girls, known as yuai monogatari (& Z¥)i5) or “sto-
ries of sorority.” These kinds of stories have also permeated the popular culture
of manga and anime, and with the emergence of the light novel in the 1990s,
shoéjo novels were incorporated by the light novel market. While such stories of
sorority might include or suggest a romantic relationship between girls, lesbian
relationships have also appeared in shéjo novels from the Meiji and Taisho (1912.-
1926) periods. In some of them, the same-sex relationship was only a substitute
for heterosexual love, while others asserted homosexual affection, though it was
mainly portrayed either as something temporary or as unrealistic (Kume 2013,
230-255). In Japanese young adult popular media of the later decades, lesbian
relationships have been depicted for both female and male audiences, either as
romantic or as erotic.

Besides the development of subgenres focused on homosexual intimacy, queer
and gender non-conforming identities have also been portrayed in Japanese me-
dia, including popular works, such as the manga and anime series Yu Yu Hakusho
(437 175, 1990-1994), One Piece (7> ¥—X, 1997 -present), and Naruto (/U h,
1999-2014) for boys, and Pretty Guardian Sailor Moon, Card Captor Sakura (71—
RFFr 72 —%<{5,1996-2000), and Paradise Kiss (/3T X2 A A+F X, 1999-2003) for
girls. Still, the potentiality and appropriateness of some of these characters as
representations of queer identities may be questionable. The merit of Sakuraba's
works is that they not only include an LGBT character or a strong female arbit-
rarily, but their narratives are deeply shaped by their gendered life experiences.
To better understand how Sakuraba expresses gender in her works, this analysis
will employ Azuma Hiroki's theory on light novels and mainly his database con-
sumption theory, which is an attempt to define the characteristics of Japanese
postmodernism in the otaku subculture.

3. Azuma Hiroki's theory on light novels

In Otaku: Japan’s Database Animal (2009, originally published in Japanese in
2001), Azuma builds upon Otsuka Eiji's concepts of narrative consumption (¥
AEN B monogatari shohiron) and manga/anime-like realism to theorize about

6 Through the years, the genre was also referred to as Shénen-ai, Tanbi, June, and Yaoi. Kotani's

text refers to it mainly as Yaoi, however, in this article the term "BL" was preferred because it
is the most commonly used in Japan currently.
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the mode of production and consumption of the otaku subculture of the 1990s
through a system of intertextual elements, which he calls “Database Consump-
tion.” In his later work Gémuteki riarizumu no tanjé (7 —LIHY 7V X LD,
The Birth of Game-like Realism, 2007), Azuma complements the theory with the
concept of game-like realism, to explain the writing style of light novels. Azuma's
theory is based on the dichotomy between light novels and pure literature (X
% junbungaku), in which the latter is created and interpreted through the lens of
naturalistic” realism, and the former through manga/anime-like and game-like
realism. Azuma does not deny the possibility of a “naturalistic interpretation of
light novels,” as being a literary form with the potential to express a “New Reality”
as it is perceived by young people who are already deeply influenced by manga
and anime (Azuma 2007, 81). However, he proposes a different mode of inter-
pretation of light novels for their roots in the otaku subculture, which exposes
the crisis of mimesis in it. For Azuma (2007, 95-96), light novels are a part of
a highly intertextual media subculture that is not intended to represent the real
world from a naturalistic perspective (wWhich he calls “transparent”), neither is en-
tirely submerged in a romantic form of fantasy (which he calls “opaque”). They
are somewhere in-between, intertwining expressions of reality and non-reality
through a metanarrative system of shared signs (which he calls “translucid”). Put
simply, Azuma's theory highlights that the otaku subculture is informed by an
intertextual system of signs from other manga, anime, games, and novels, rather
than by the observation of reality. It also points out that those signs not only
provide necessary context when interpreting those works, but they are often the
main point for which they are consumed.

Azuma (2007, 82) mentions Sakuraba as a writer whose early works were more
related to manga/anime-like realism, but whose later works started becoming
closer to pure literature as they express a reflection about contemporary society,
thus his theory would not be applicable for the interpretation of these works.
In his commentary, Azuma does not specify which of Sakuraba's works fall on
each side. Nevertheless, as this chapter will demonstrate, Red X Pink has a double-
layered structure that can be interpreted almost like a commentary on these two
kinds of literary potentials of the light novels. On one layer, we have characters
that reflect contemporary social issues of gender oppression. On the other, we
have the personas performed by those characters, which are created following
the database model. The possibility of engaging with each of these layers inde-
pendently is what makes Sakuraba’s work transcend the borders of its genre. But

7 The term naturalistic will be written in italics when referring to the concept described in

Azuma Hiroki's theory.
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it is in the observation of the interrelation between both layers that Sakuraba's
greatest literary potential resides.

A naturalistic interpretation not informed by manga/anime-like realism would
focus only on the issues of abuse, domestic violence, gender dysphoria, sex work,
or the objectification of the female bodies in the text. On the other hand, reading
it purely through manga/anime-like realism theory would unveil the signs em-
bodied by each character, and enable a semiotic analysis contrasting the char-
acters and their personas. However, a reading informed by both interpretations
can discuss how the perspective of manga/anime-like realism itself is related to
the social issues that the story represents.

4. An overview of Sakuraba’s oeuvre

Sakuraba started her career writing novel adaptations and scripts for videogames
under the pen name of Yamada Sakuramaru ([LHAZAL), in the late 1990s. She de-
buted under the new pen name of Sakuraba Kazuki in 1999, when she received
an honorable mention in the First Famitsu Entertainment Literature Prize for
her manuscript Yozora ni, manten no hoshi (TZZ1Z, jii s 5), later published by
Famitst Bunko (77 2@ &) under the title of AD2015 Kakuri Toshi — Loneliness
Guardian (AD2015bF#EEAR T 1>V R A+ #—F¢7>). Sakuraba had her works pub-
lished by different shénen light novel imprints, such as Ex Novels (EX/ LX),
Kadokawa Sneaker Bunko ()| A =—7/—Jf), Famitsa Bunko, and Fujimi Mys-
tery Bunko (& 1: 53251 —3¢#). She reached a high popularity status with her
light novel Gosick, published in December 2003, which became a long series of
17 volumes and various adaptations to different media. From 2005 to 2006, she
went through a period of transition from light novels to mainstream novels, when
she published under so-called borders ((F—2%—X) imprints.8 After that, Sakuraba's
works were mainly published under mainstream imprints, with few exceptions.®
Red x Pink, the work analyzed in this chapter, was originally published by Famitsu
Bunko as a light novel.

8  Genre literature imprints that are on the boundaries of the light novel and the mainstream
novel markets. This includes Tokyo Sogensha’s Mystery Frontier imprint and Hayakawa's
Bunko JA, where some of her works were published. With the consolidation of the light nov-
el industry, in the late 1990s and 2000s, in the 2010s there was an establishment of a “light
literature” (1 M X = raito bungei), as a category in-between light novels and mainstream
novels. The light literature is similar to light novel in its form and transmedia strategies, but it
aims at an older and wider demographic.

9 The volumes of the Gosick series that had already been published as shénen light novels
were re-published by a shéjo imprint in 2011, with the broadcast of the anime adaptation on
TV. Gosick was also republished by a mainstream imprint from 2009, and had new volumes
published exclusively by the same imprint in 2011.
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Since her early works, Sakuraba's writing has paid attention to gendered ex-
periences of violence. A recurring theme in her literature is domestic violence,
with stories of girls who are forcefully confined (Gosick series, 2003-2016); are
victims of physical and psychological abuse (#£E4 %L Suitei Shojo, 2004; WEHES T
DFFLIZE LT : A Lollipop or a Bullet, Satégashi no dangan wa uchinukenai:
A Lollypop or a Bullet, 2004; 2> #iZid a0, An Unsuitable Job for a Girl,
2005); or experience sexual abuse from their fathers or other male relatives (FAD 5,
My Man, 2007). Her stories often present characters negotiating their identities and
conflicts within the gender politics of the portrayed era, such as Kujo's conflict with
his father's military masculinity (Gosick, 2003); the constricted life of Namida as
a homosexual boy (FRIFEEFR DL, The Legend of the Akakuchibas, 2006); Satsuki's
narrative of coming out as a transgendered man (Red X Pink, 2003); and Nibiiro's
tragedy as a closeted transgender woman having to take the role of the male head
of the clan ({R J&F - B R /\ Rz Fuse: Gansaku Satomi Hakkenden, 2010).

This consciousness about gendered experiences in Sakuraba's literature en-
abled her shénen light novels to transcend the boundaries of demography and
attract a wide variety of readers. This may have also been pivotal for her transi-
tion to the mainstream novel industry. Not only were her new works serialized
and published aiming at an older audience, but also her light novels were repub-
lished under Kadokawa's mainstream imprint. However, this does not mean that
Sakuraba's works were incorrectly marketed. Her light novels present characteris-
tics of shonen novels. But their peculiarity is that instead of reaffirming values of
androcentric heteronormativity, they bring light to disruptions of gender norms
using the discourse of light novels.

5. Red x Pink: Kyara x character

Red X Pink was originally published as a shonen light novel by Famitsu Bunko
in 2003 with illustrations by Takahashi Shin (##{#),2° and later republished as
a mainstream novel with no illustrations by Kadokawa Bunko (f4)1|3 &) in 2008.
The story was also adapted into a live-action film directed by Sakamoto Koéichi (Yx
AE—)1 in 2014, also known by its English title Girl’s Blood. The novel is divided
into three parts, each of them focused on one of the protagonists. Mayu, Miko, and
Satsuki respectively succeed each other in narrating their stories that take place
at the Girl's Blood, a girls’' underground wrestling show situated in an abandoned

Takahashi Shin’s manga Saikano is often cited in studies about Japanese pop culture from
the early 2000s.

Sakamoto Kdichi is famous for his work in tokusatsu and super sentai franchises, such as the
American production Mighty Morphin Power Ranger, and Japanese TV shows and movies
of Kamen Rider (X115 % —) and Ultraman (VL5 ).
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school in Roppongi. Each one of the protagonists performs as a different char-
acter at the wrestling show which contrasts with their real identities. The novel
alternates between showing the fight performances that happen in the octagon
and narrating the personal dramas of the protagonists backstage.

We are first introduced to the world of the Girl's Blood by Mayu, a 21-years-old
woman who performs as a 14-years-old girl at the octagon. Mayu starts the story
with a young adult perspective, with some erotic and sensual descriptions of fe-
male bodies, but slowly moves the focus of her narration to the fighters' personal
lives. In her narrative, she reveals her trauma caused by domestic abuse in her
childhood which resulted in her childish desire for attention. The second part
narrated by Miko focuses on the duality between her role as a dominatrix at Girl's
Blood and in the sadomasochist club where she works, and her lack of desire in
her personal life. Finally, the last chapter focuses on the development of a rela-
tionship between Satsuki and Chinatsu, and the resolution of Satsuki's identity
conflict, with their'® coming out as a transgendered man. The three stories are
consecutive and interrelated, though each chapter is centered on the narrative
arc of one of the characters.

If read out of context in the 2020s, Red X Pink might not seem particularly
disruptive, it may even be regarded as objectifying and conservative in the way
it handles gender identity and sexuality issues. However, considering that it is
a story originally published in February 2003, targeted to a young male audience,
it is possible to find here the seeds of what became Sakuraba's disruptive writing
in the upcoming years. Superficially it seems like an orthodox shonen light novel
in conformity with Azuma's (2007) development of the concept of manga/anime-
like realism, with female characters who are created following the database model,
described on a sensual level to stimulate the imagination of the male readers,
as suggested by Saito (2011). Nevertheless, this chapter proposes to interpret the
novel on a metanarrative level, comparing the performances of the protagonists as
personas on the octagon for the voyeuristic audience of the Girl's Blood, with their
performances as characters of the light novel for the voyeuristic reader. In other
words, the male gaze, which is a common feature of this genre, can be recognized
here within a subtle ironic subtext. Furthermore, this chapter emphasizes that in
all the three narrative arcs there is a common theme of self-discovery, in which

12 |n the novel, Satsuki is mainly referred to as feminine, though due to characteristics of Japan-
ese language, such as the omission of pronouns, gender-neutral language is also frequently
applied. In this paper, the gender-neutral pronoun “they” is used when referring to Satsuki in
order not to overlook the gender dysphoria issue which is essential for the present analysis.
However, feminine pronouns were used in direct citations to respect the original text in which
the narrators refer to Satsuki as a woman.
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the protagonists change from the position of serving and satisfying the others’
desires into taking agency over their own.

In the first chapter, “File. 1 The Corpse of Mayu 14-years-old,” the protagonist
is introduced on the chapter's cover page as

& W AUREFE i YIE Fa N FF 3T 2,
5% F3000M,

Mayu 14-years-old.
Cry baby. Loner. Likes Chocolate Banana Parfait.
Nomination Fee 3000 yen.

(Sakuraba 2003, 3)13

This, however, is not the description of the novel's character Mayu, but her wres-
tler persona. These two identities are marked in Japanese, using different writing
systems. The wrestler persona is referred to throughout the whole chapter using
hiragana (i.e., £®), instead of her real name written in Chinese characters (i.e., ¥
tH). The name written in Chinese characters appears in determining moments
of the story, such as when she receives a call from her father, and in the climax
scene when she recovers her identity and introduces herself to her love interest.
In other words, it is used to express her real identity, which she suppressed under
the performance of the wrestler persona.

In contrast with this first description of Mayu's persona, on the next page, there
is an epigraph with Mayu's self-image, which says,

blzUREM D,
HEXBTEZFDOEDIRAZE D=5
4235 WVWIERA LR WO ERSATE,

My vitality is weak.
If we set a deviation score for living
I think that mine would be around 42.

(Sakuraba 2003, 4)

Followed by these words, the chapter begins in the middle of a fight in which Mayu
is being beaten up and becoming desperate. Covered in mud, she holds her scream
in while she is defeated by “another her” and hears the cheering audience scream-
ing her name. This first scene looks like a typical hero/heroine introduction, in
which the heroine is shown as weak to get the sympathy of the readers who will
want to watch her growth and cheer for her with the audience. The novel, on the

3 All the quotes from the book are direct translations of the original text made by the author
of this chapter.



Rafael Vinicius Martins

other hand, defies the expectations that it sets, as Mayu's narrative is not one of
becoming a victorious fighter, but of finding her identity and escaping this place
of violence. In addition, it is remarkable that in Mayu's view, her opponent looks
like "another her.” This expression of identification not only reflects the feeling of
sorority between the fighters, but also foreshadows that the heroine's conflict is
not with “the other,” but with herself.

As the fight ends, we are introduced to the system of nomination of the Girl's
Blood, in which the fighters are chosen by clients who pay a determined nom-
ination fee to have them handcuffed near their seats for some time. This service
has implications on the violence of the gendered power dynamics portrayed, but
this analysis will focus on the metafictional nature of the Girl's Blood, rather than
on its sociological aspect.

When she is introducing the world of Girl's Blood, Mayu already exposes the
fictionality of the wrestling show, as follows:

TIPS,

CTTITONTVBDE—DDANU K,

TH—IVZT S FIL T > THMBIE NS M R vy T 7 A 5T
DB YIRRTZ,

This is a story.

What is happening here is an event.

It is a distasteful story of a clandestine catfight club called ‘Girl's Blood’
that takes place every night.

(Sakuraba 2003, 11)

This passage can refer to the novel itself, but it also implicates the fictional nature
of the show. Later, Mayu makes it even more clear:

SWREER, v a—bhES,

DILicb ZOTOREZYIOHAL T4 72 a> ORHIDIEEAS L LTS,

Tonight again, it's showtime.
We will cut off from our daily lives as girls and start the fiction time.

(Sakuraba 2003, 61)

The same kind of expression appears in Miko's narration in chapter two: “To-
night too, it's showtime" (5% &, a—M % %) (Sakuraba 2003, 99). The novel
is developed as a double-layered fiction in which characters perform as other
characters in an embedded narrative, and the narration makes a clear distinction
between the two levels of performance. For example, though Mayu has “14-years-
old" as part of her persona'’s title, it is revealed in the first few pages of the chapter
that she is 21. Similarly, all the characters who take part in the Girl's Blood are
also assigned a persona. Miko is “The Queen,” Satsuki is “The Karate Girl." The
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contradiction of Miko's persona is ironically exposed in the title of her chapter
“Miko, Everyone's Toy.” Her narrative reveals that despite her performances as
an erotic sadistic queen, in her personal life Miko has no agency over her desires
and is dominated by the patriarchal social system. Satsuki's contradiction is only
disclosed in the climax of the last chapter when Satsuki's gender dysphoria is
pointed out by Chinatsu, a new member of Girl's Blood with whom they develop
a romantic relationship. In other words, Mayu is not 14 years old, Miko is not
a dominant woman, and Satsuki is not a girl. They are all playing such roles within
a fictional framework.

The way that those personas are created and established in the narrative can
be interpreted as a comment on the database consumption model theorized by
Azuma (2001). There is a short scene in Chapter 2, where the process of creation of
these personas is shown. In that scene, after Mayu left the Girl's Blood (and disap-
peared from the narrative itself) and Chinatsu was introduced as a new member,
the executive head of the Girl's Blood creates the persona that she will have to
perform at the show:

MKERF v AF DG B BENENOELY

[He. FrIER. LeNBLEMRALLTIVEISTE > T, LIRS,
HHTEI LK V=B AL D EI MR WY TEB?E, Vob, MBI EE T
WERBEICT BB A G — KLIE, |

"Your outfit should be a Chinese dress [cheongam]. After all, you have
beautiful black hair.”

“Uh..7"

“About your kyara [personal, you should say, ‘Something aruyo''* when
you speak. Because she is a Shanghai girl. Her name would be... Lilly-
chan. Is it too careless? Nah, it's enough. If we don't live carelessly, we
might die early. Well, that's it.”

(Sakuraba 2003, 157-158)

Chinatsu is assigned a stereotype that defines how she should act, dress, and
talk, which is not related to her real identity, ethnicity, or personality, but rather is
attached to her based on bodily signs such as her hair. In this scene, the persona
is referred to as kyara, a shortened version of the loanword kyarakuta (F+Z7%
—, "character”). Kuresawa (2010, 21) defines kyara as a step before kyarakuta. While

14 Kinsui and Yamakido (2015, 32) mention aruyo as a type of restricted role language used in
fiction, which is associated with Chinese characters though it does not (necessarily) corres-
pond with the way real Chinese people speak Japanese.
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the latter is a fully realized character with a sense of personality, the other is a set
of characteristics that projects certain feelings or expectations. Similarly, Shinjo
(2006, 136) explains kyara as a combination of visual characteristics that indicate
a determined mode of action. These concepts of kyara resonate with Azuma's
(2001) database consumption theory, which asserts that characters within the
otaku subculture are simulacra created from an intertextual database of charac-
teristics and are consumed for the data, rather than the narratives.

This scene in the novel exemplifies the mode of creation of a kyara and poten-
tializes the metanarrative interpretation of the novel. By bringing to light the su-
perficiality of the process of creation of those fictional female characters, Sakuraba
highlights the problems of representation in them. In other words, just as the
personas in the story are female characters created according to the spectators’
desires, the female kyara in the otaku subculture represents ideal girls and women
from the perspective of male consumers, not real girls and women. Therefore,
Sakuraba's text appropriates the form of kyara, to emphasize the crisis of repre-
sentation in it.

In Red X Pink, it is possible to interpret the performance of a persona both as
a form of escapism from the protagonists’ troubled experiences and as a tool of
repression that domesticates their identity issues. As the story discloses, all the
main characters who take part in the Girl's Blood have some personal issues related
to their gendered experiences, that they repress by performing their personas on
stage. For Mayu, the issue she is repressing is her childhood trauma caused by the
abusive treatment she received from her mother. Near the climax of her chapter,
Mayu comments on some TV news about mothers who committed violent crimes
to their children:

ZFEDLILIERDICEYZI LRV ZIWVINE— N H> TS H 5,

DU OOV THLEE, TOVSAEVHL KBS AHDARD T2 AH T2
D. HNCANSN TNz, K< EHENWFE, —FDERTZE S, SHEEIC T
LEDNTIEHTHINVERRIC ED - T, ok, Fid-> Tzl ZHUTDAEN
1o RIEREL LS TBD S, FNUTE TEPL T i 572,

MEEDL B DDS, B THEIERAIZHONTZZ TS 12T E,
brUEISh a5z, ZOHICWBE FICLRBICE NP AS KL T LREE
ARDEITLESTWV,

2RI A2 B, sV EE N, ZORIHIC, Z DX OO SRV ERITKD
120 TV AEMHOS LW RDT=DICIE LW B Clibh 3 X510, —
g blLZCCHIE LA T,

I am not surprised at all, because I know a person like that.

From as far back as I can remember, for a very long time [ have been
kept in one of those wooden fences for babies. I don't really understand
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it, but I think it is a kind of abuse. Even when I started going to kinder-
garten and after I went to elementary school, as soon as I got back home,
Iwould be shut inside that. As my body was growing, it started becoming
tighter and scarier.

Since I was smart and strong enough, I think I probably would have
been able to leave it if [ tried to. But I couldn't. When I was inside it my
hands and legs were powerless, and I could only crouch on the floor
indifferently.

When I was in middle school my younger brother was born. And sud-
denly, this incomprehensible abuse ended. The fence started being used
properly for my cute little brother, and I've never been confined since.

(Sakuraba 2003, 66-67)

From this point on, Mayu's narrative becomes very self-aware of these traumas.
During a fight, she draws a parallel between the fences of the octagon, a cage
in which she is being submitted to violence in front of a crowd of men that will
not come to help her, and the cage in which she was put in her childhood, from
which she just wished to be saved by her father. As soon as she realizes that she
has been always waiting for this paternal figure to free her from her cage, Mayu
looks at the audience for help. At this moment, she is rescued by Yasuda, a man
she had met earlier, who had playfully proposed to her backstage. She decided to
run away with him, freeing herself from the cage and the audience’'s male gaze.
By the end of her chapter, Mayu abandons the Girl's Blood and disappears from
the narrative. She appears again in the second chapter, where some of the events
are retold from Miko's perspective, but overall her life after leaving the Girl's Blood
remains unknown. This reinforces the metanarrative reading of the text, which
associates the spectators of the Girl's Blood with the readers of the novel. When
Mayu decides to abandon her persona and escapes from the male gaze of the audi-
ence of the wrestling show, the character also evades from the sight of the readers.
While a stricter feminist analysis of this text could criticize the male interven-
tion in the process of emancipation of the female protagonist, it is also undeniable
that this moment represents Mayu's retrieval of her agency, as her deepest desire
is fulfilled by Yasuda. In this scene, Mayu is not the object of Yasuda's narrative and
desire, but the subject of her own. This understating can be confirmed by Miko's
narration of the scene, in which she laments: "My Mayu has left this cage by her
own will" (b7zLDFEDH, 2O 5, B OEETH TV oK) (Sakuraba 2003, 114).
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6. Agency, identity, and a scream of freedom

In "File. 2 Miko, Everyone’s Toy," the narrative shifts to Miko. In the first chapter,
Miko was described by Mayu as a powerful woman who is always in control and
uses it to provide the best entertainment to the audience. In Miko’s narrative, this
is disclosed as her identity conflict. Despite performing the persona of a dom-
inant woman, Miko does not act on her own desires. In fact, she does not even
know what she desires. She is always performing to satisfy the male clients and
fans. Therefore, it can be said that during Chapter 2, Miko's identity and her per-
formative persona occupy contradictory positions in power dynamics. While her
persona is the queen and therefore in possession of absolute power, the real Miko
is “everyone’s toy,” in other words, submissive to others’ desires.
Miko is introduced as follows:

IOtk

1958, RIEDY RAE, BRIk, FE 3,
848120001,

Queen Miko.

19-years-old. A natural-born sadistic girl. Hobby: toreutics.
Nomination Fee 2000 yen.

(Sakuraba 2003, 79)

Different from Mayu's epigraph, Miko's epigraph is not a clear self-description. At
first glance, it looks like a poem:

blzUIRILSHEDRE I DIEICHlE N Tz

HHMO DA ST BHFESTT

I was buried under the reddish-pink Sasanqua Camellia
The moonlight was white. Snow was falling

(Sakuraba 2003, 80)

There is a clear contrast between the image of power and sexuality of Miko's per-
sona defined on the chapter's cover page, and her self-image, which is poetic and
static. It does not go unnoticed that though the poem is a contemplative descrip-
tion of this beautiful scenery, the lyrical subject is “buried,” which indicates Miko's
condition of oppression that is covered by a (performative) delightful appearance.
Later in the chapter, it is revealed that the epigraph refers to the episode in which
Miko was caught having intercourse with her stepfather and was thrown from the
second floor's window by her mother. After the fall she remained there on the floor,
covered by Sasanqua Camellia flowers on a snowy day, watching her mother's
furious face on the window. This episode resulted in her expulsion from home and
in her involvement with sex work, which will be explained later in this analysis.
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Through the chapter, the conflict between Miko's persona and her identity is
further developed by the contrast between the treatment that she receives from
her clients, and her self-image. The following dialogue between Miko and one of
her clients is one of the several examples of the superior status of Miko's persona:

[BIRAT. D TEST S COILOBGRATHIC LMo Tl

M T=DRGTE WD L ERRDOBE =D > TES T 5, TN Ui ]
"Although you said you are my client, you'd never seen me naked, had
you?”

"Obviously not. What would happen if a slave wanted to see the queen
naked? It's just normal [that I haven't]”

(Sakuraba 2003, 122)

This dialogue is symbolic of Miko's identity paradox. Although she is serving the
man's fantasy, in their roleplay he is the slave, and she is the queen. This contra-
diction is even further reinforced by her self-description:

DIz BEEOMBLAICIZZ NIEDICN— Rz 8% BIEAN TIHEICB A
IZi3, RATEED DB A E S GUEISRIN R fiiiz ., G A5 851 E T,

DU EAICTEENS,
Thyoeeee,
%‘38 ............ .

CABREIEEZE TR L DILDO NERDILOTAS T ORI T,

VO ESDOLTIE. BE. RICERLTORDNES Thh 5k >T FEASH
I2OIE ST RTIRTRETONTLEVE S LA T %,

HHEHENT oM,
BEE2DEM,

I became able to realize the intense dreams of a genuine masochist man
and to provide an interpretation that is erotic and stimulating enough
for those who come to take a look just out of curiosity.

I can become anything.

But...

Surely...

If I continue to live like this, my life will slip through my hands.

I feel that one day I will not know my name, my age, or what I want. I'll
become like a cripple and I'll be thrown away in the gutter.
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Il be consumed and thrown away.
That's the fate of a toy.
(Sakuraba 2003, 109)

This passage is the conclusion of Miko's narrative about how she ended up work-
ing in a sadomasochist club and it reveals her fear of losing her identity. Her story
started when she was rejected by her first love in elementary school, who said that
she did not need him because she could live well on her own. From this rejection,
Miko became self-conscious about society’s expectations of her. To be loved she
became a model student in junior high, but she was restrained by a teacher from
occupying the top position just because she was a girl. A few years later, she
moved to a new school after her parents got divorced and completely changed her
behavior. She stopped worrying about society’s expectations and started pursuing
her desires. During this period, she started being seen as a problematic student
and ran away with her young female teacher. Soon, they were found, but at this
point, Miko understood that she had already fulfilled the needs of her teacher, who
could now go back to her life with her fiancé. When she returned home, Miko also
got involved with her stepfather's fantasies, which resulted in her being cast away
from home and engaging in sex work.

Miko's background story takes about four pages in the middle of her ninety-
page-long chapter, but it voices the main conflicts that Miko has been through
during her early life because of her gender. She was rejected because she was
perceived as a self-sufficient girl, ostracised by her teacher, pressured to conform
to society’'s expectations, and finally decided to seek approval by fulfilling others'
fantasies, regardless of her own desires. However, even though this passage de-
nounces gender inequality and Miko's imposed lack of agency, Sakuraba doesn't
relegate Miko to the position of the helpless victim of the situation. She voices
her struggles which reflect the experiences of many young girls, but she also
empowers her to overcome them through her narrative of self-realization.

Another layer of the conscious performativity of Miko's character is noticeable
in her description of her job at the sadomasochist club:

IOz HBRIT TN DS, L FRIEOERF TIONEZ M5 H X AL i
FEEZOVEBAALIVIBREARFEMRZH LB T AMITHN L )
Ve EDVEELRATEDIIRDTOEVDS, bIZLIZIEL ZNoF 0T
PHATZIF LA TESS R L TR->TE 59,

Wiz FIZT T RO ET I NE D Tch S DR T REEZ TN TIRTFAE %2
9723 T B EARMN GV, R—A 2L ZTHZRLERDITINE Hidd o>
TVBEIESMBEEN A TIDBEEAN K TRHARETY VF I 2ENR
FTUVESIT, DD FTVSMHRZ LTH I T RBICBEANRNTT A>T
EDHTHT %,
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Recently many regular customers come to this place only to be enter-
tained. Customers who think that there is value just in watching Miko.3
Of course, those clients only enjoy that atmosphere, and they don't really
seek pain, warmth, or harsh words. That's why I just give them the kind
of atmosphere that they want to enjoy and get them to go home satisfied.

I flick the whip with one hand, but I just hit a chair or the wall nearby
making a loud noise, I don't hit the customers. I change my pose so
that they can enjoy watching me, but if they look scared, I don't touch
them. For the intellectual customers to be able to spill their knowledge
later in the bar, I give an easy lecture about SM, and in the end, I praise
their quick learning.

(Sakuraba 2003, 83-84)

As shown in the explanation above, not only does Miko enact the role of domina-
trix, but this very performance is not the conventional sexual practice of domi-
nance and infliction of pain. It is just an image of it. Miko's narration reiterates
that what her clients look for is not the real experience, but the feeling of it. This
too can be interpreted as a metanarrative commentary about the otaku subculture
and the manga/anime-like realism, whose characters (kyara) are produced and
consumed as signs, projections of the audiences’ expectations and desires, rather
than a product of naturalistic observation of the real world.

This description is followed by Miko's reflection about her part in Girl's Blood.
She says that recently she has become more interested in the practice of martial
arts and that it made her more aware of her own body. This reflection foreshadows
the climax of Miko's narrative arc, in which she finds her real passion for fighting.
At the end of her chapter, Miko's attitude changes from playing a role for enter-
taining her clients, to enjoying the bodily experience of wrestling. This process
of acquisition of her agency is only possible because she observes the paradox
between her persona and her identity.

One of the turning points in Miko's narrative is the scene in which she is
inquired by Satsuki about her desires. Satsuki, the last of the three protagonists/
narrators of the novel, is struggling with issues of sexuality and gender identity,
and when confronted by Satsuki's questioning Miko realizes her own issues. The
following dialogue is a part of Satsuki's inquiry:

U EDFE TR D
[FE>T?]

15 Notice that Miko refers to herself in the third person here. Although this use of the third per-

son is not uncommon in Japanese language, it can indicate that Miko is distinguishing her
performative persona from her identity.
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[HE% 1 DEDICUTIROATE & FONAIEZ N ?ED MBI O Z HO—C
S Wb ED Bl A X BRI LAEDNS, ZDL DD ?HED
KRB BHIOFEIWTE, NI —a%z:RDi=h, LhrbhAta—L, I—aid
WUFET, FNDEESERD TS TDh WE- FDEREEIZDTZVATE?
FLIE?BER XOZHRDRLIZWVOMN?

[eeeenn HOHATT

BABNANNwEREDN STz, DI LOBHICTF 2T L TETZ ORIV R
HOEVIZETRN T bl LOWEE X Z AR, BHE Z RN 2T 2L
5L,

MFeniznd, I—aid, BB H B0 2 FANEEH RO 21 ) ?2SMZ DM ?
J=RIVIEDH? ]

"Miko, who do you like?”
"Who do I like...?"

"Who do you want to make your own? Is it that weird customer? Is it
Mayu? Even after hearing your excruciating blabbering about your life
I have been wondering. Is it that female teacher of yours? Or your step-
father? Hearing your story, I could only know who was longing for you.
But who do you like? What do you want with that person? At this mo-
ment, what do you want with that customer of yours? What about Mayu?
Do you want to take Mayu back?”

"I don't know.”

Satsuki got up suddenly. She extended her hand towards my face, with
a strength that didn't suit those long fingers she pressed my cheeks,
shaking my face and hair strongly.

"Generally speaking, Miko, are you heterosexual? Homosexual? Bisexual?
Are you sadomasochist? Or are you normal?"1®

(Sakuraba 2003, 135)

This dialogue takes place when Miko visits Satsuki looking for emotional support
after Mayu abandoned the Girl's Blood. Satsuki reflects that they!” fight as a form
of escapism from their troubles, and by projecting their own issues they start
questioning Miko about her desires. When Miko says that she does not know the
answer, Satsuki points out that she does not know her desires because she has
only been satisfying other people's desires. Next, Satsuki inquires about Miko's

16 |n Japanese, the loanword “hormal” (némaru) is used to indicate someone with orthodox
sexual practices. In this context it is contrasting with the fetishist practices, such as sadomas-
ochism.

17" "They" here refers only to Satsuki.
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wrestling style. When Miko responds to it with a lot of interest, Satsuki identifies
Miko's passion for wrestling. From that conversation, Miko realizes what she longs
for. She decides to abandon the performative job in the sadomasochist club and
assume her own identity as a wrestler.

Like in Mayu's narrative, Miko's retrieval of her identity is marked linguis-
tically using her full name in Chinese characters ([11./343& 7 Yamanobe Miko) in
contrast to her persona’s name written in katakana (X—3 Miko), to which she is
referred to through the whole book. On the other hand, unlike Mayu, when Miko
takes over her agency, she does not leave the Girl's Blood. Instead, she changes
her performance, from satisfying the audience's desires, into looking for self-
satisfaction. For Miko, Girl's Blood is not a space of oppression anymore, but rather
one of self-expression and self-realization.

At last, Miko faces Chinatsu in battle, in which she is encouraged by Satsuki
to be herself. At that moment, Miko, who had already given up on her job at the
sadomasochist club, goes through another moment of reflection in which she
reconsiders her past behaviors and decisions. Finally, she frees herself from the
audience’s expectations and fights spontaneously. This intense fight ends with
Chinatsu being rescued from the octagon and Miko screaming in delight.

RN TEDMDORNSHICHHEDH D> TET, SWIZ Tz S8 LTz b
FELKAETRA Tz 5B B85 1ERD K57 DMIBAII R ZEIC, 358K,
ZFLTHREIELFIIE N,

Finally, something gradually rose from inside of my chest, and suddenly
burst open. It exploded. I howled out loud. WOooo00! This beast-like roar
echoed sharply and somehow sadly in the night sky.

(Sakuraba 2003, 167)

Miko's scream is described as a "howl” and a "beast-like roar.” These expressions
are often used in Sakuraba's literature as a form of animalization and dehumani-
zation of the characters. In Gosick (2003-2016), for example, the same expressions
are used to describe the protagonist Victorique's cry, who is shown with a super-
natural and even inhuman aura. In her later work, Fuse (2010), Sakuraba plays more
concretely with the dichotomy between human and animal, with a story focused
on creatures called fuse, which is a species of wolves in human disguise. In all
her works, the bestial howling is used as an expression of the innermost voice
that reveals an innate queerness, which can be read as a metaphor for gender
non-conforming identities (not necessarily sexual minorities, but also including
them). In Miko's case, it represents her freedom after a long time of repression. It
is the voice of a young woman who breaks with social conventions and expec-
tations, to be herself and pursue her desires.
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7. Coming out queer

The last chapter, “File. 3 Welcome home, Satsuki,” is focused on Satsuki's issues
related to sexual orientation and gender identity. In the chapter's cover page, the
character is presented as

T A

1915, AV Z—INANZ D ZR— VDL,
Bk, N1 e ERKD,

fa%k2500H

Satsuki, the karate girl.

19-years-old. Top 4 among the girls in the Inter-High School Sports
Competition.

Hobbies: motorcycles and browsing thrift stores.

Nomination Fee 2500 yen.

(Sakuraba 2003, 169)

The epigraph consists of two spoken lines directed to the main character which
says: “Sa-chan,'® are you doing ok? What kind of face are you showing right now?"
(EoBR A TTRICLTVET D / WDz, EAREIZELTOE T D) (Sakuraba 2003,
170). The meaning of this epigraph is immediately clarified as the chapter starts
with a letter from Satsuki’'s mother addressing them in the same way. From this
letter, it is clear that Satsuki has been keeping their distance from their parents
who miss them and are trying to make contact.

Satsuki has been present since the beginning of the novel, but their role in-
creases in Chapter 2 until they take the lead role in Chapter 3. In the first chapter,
Mayu introduces Satsuki as below:

BHRTIRD T =2 — XX E0, BFETAUVRZ—NATENAR-TU>
TVIHIDIZ, TDFDTEE HIFI—aLRASVENTINE HHIKT. Zw
SEHEER R HADF [ EREE STk % LTW B JERICE oD BX5iEniza
—AROY =V RIEEBD AT L =Ty b RN T L TET750CCH i
THhONA T2 TR TBEZIRFLT. Ty a7 ay R TI—E Vb
JRIC[ED TS, EE D XA HL HFOVIEMNE T TRAZ %L, T
A RDEZRZRHFEONERE T, VS5 BLBV LHS EVEHS V2D,
P HIcmI LT, Bz LT <&,

A=W TV THRLRESI DTN E R BHOBEREAI
BHEOKDEV LD FICFr—F vy — SN B XA THLLT AR &I
RERSTBEDTOBHIAMDPUT DA TN S, Th AN 7

18 "Sa-chan"is an affectionate way of referring to Satsuki, using the abbreviation “Sa" followed

by the honorific suffix “chan,” which is used mainly to refer to girls and children.
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PENT, FEZ 5 [oRON TNV FICEINTE, HRZWHAEL I XS HET
FoTHEZ SN TS,

Satsuki is a 19-years-old part-time worker. This girl is the one I men-
tioned before as the Mohamed Ali of the inter-high school sports com-
petitions. She is as tall as Miko, but her body is slenderer and more
compact with firm muscles. She wears used jeans that hang from her
hips and a good old leather jacket and rides her ridiculously large 750cc
motorbike even in winter. Her short hair is dyed ash blonde and kept
fixed in regent style. Her white skin is almost transparent enough for her
blue veins to be visible. During fights, she does not show much skin. She
puts on a long white school uniform on the top of her breast binding and
stands there stretching her back with her hands.

I think that her boyish style is cool, but for some reason, she is not very
popular among male customers. She seems like the kind of person that
girls would be screaming for, and indeed the number of female custom-
ers who come timidly out of curiosity for Satsuki has been increasing.
But she hates women. Even if she gets nominated and handcuffed to
their bench, she will just smoke her cigarette quietly with a sour face.

(Sakuraba 2003, 24)

This introduction depicts Satsuki's persona according to the database model. The
body type, hairstyle and clothes, background in martial arts, and the popularity
among girls, signal a masculine woman character to audiences informed by the
database of the otaku subculture. This is the persona that Satsuki presents on
stage, and also in life. However, similarly to the narrative arcs of the previous two
protagonists, Satsuki's arc also brings light to the conflict between persona and
identity. In the description above it is mentioned that Satsuki hates women, and
in the subsequent paragraphs, Mayu explains that they never share the shower
or locker room with the girls, refusing to see the girls' bodies or be seen by others.
While this initially can be perceived as part of this tomboy kyara who rejects any
element of femininity, it is reinterpreted in the last chapter, when Satsuki gets
romantically involved with Chinatsu, and finally, have their gender dysphoria
revealed.

At first, Satsuki and Chinatsu's relationship is presented as homosexual. When
Chinatsu gets closer to Satsuki, she reveals that she has run away from home and
that her abusive husband is stalking her. Satsuki escorts her to the nearest station
and becomes affectionate towards her. Before parting ways, Chinatsu explains
that her husband has threatened her life because he cannot accept her career
as a wrestling show fighter. She also confesses that her life goals differ from the
expectations of her husband and her father. She says that they envision for her
a beautiful place like Korakuen Hall or Ariake Coliseum, two of the biggest sports
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venues in Japan used for pro-wrestling matches. However, what she wants is
a "place full of corruption. A dark and frightening place that looks like the end
of the world” (G#IC K AN AT, COMDIRTHIZNIR BESTEA LW T)
(Sakuraba 2003, 231). Satsuki recognizes that the place she longs for is the Girl's
Blood and relates to that desire. This dialogue ends with Chinatsu asking Satsuki
to die with her, to which Satsuki responds with a joke. Chinatsu is not one of the
narrators, but her story also represents issues of gender bias, such as the pressure
of her father's and husband's expectations for her (which resonates with Miko's
narrative) and the domestic violence that she suffers from her husband (which
resonates with Mayu's). Chinatsu also expresses a form of disruption of the gender
norms, by desiring an ugly and corrupted place instead of a beautiful and clean
one, as it is socially expected of her.

The next day, Satsuki and Chinatsu face each other in a battle at Girl's Blood.
Satsuki's narration oscillates between descriptions of the violence that they are
performing and reflections about their feelings for each other. During that fight,
Chinatsu again asks Satsuki to die with her, to which Satsuki responds positively
this time. This scene too emphasizes the performativity of the Girl's Blood, by
bringing simultaneously two contradicting ideas: the physical violence (the per-
formance of a fight) and the emotional bond between the two characters. After
the fight, Chinatsu tries to use the shower with Satsuki who refuses to do so. In
that scene, Chinatsu indicates for the first time that she knows about Satsuki's
gender dysphoria:

VO LEICIER ST E 2T TLL Eob W LKIEZTEWIFATLE ZTNE
EZNIFESTHDTLZD?DI=L. BOAN>ThhSEnhs,

You said you would die with me, right? But you could also live with me,
couldn't you? Or is that a completely different thing? I don't understand
men.

(Sakuraba 2003, 256)

Angry, Satsuki demands Chinatsu to leave immediately, but later escorts her to
the station holding hands. On their way to the station, Satsuki inquires Chinatsu
if she will not go back home, to which she responds that neither her husband's
nor her family's house are her home and that she wants to create a home with
a loved person to whom she will want to return. From that conversation, Satsuki
contemplates returning to their own family house but immediately remembers
that it is impossible. Later it is revealed that Satsuki avoids their family because of
the fear of rejection of their gender identity.

Satsuki and Chinatsu are a peculiar couple in Sakuraba's oeuvre. A short review
of Sakuraba's novels published in the magazine Bessatsu Otona Anime Otona
Ranobe (Bt A7 =X A F5 /X, Anime for Adults — Extra Issue: Light Novel
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for Adults) (Inoue 2011) calls attention to the fact that many of Sakuraba's books
are centered on a pair of main characters, some of whom are of the same sex
(mainly two girls), such as A Lollipop or a Bullet and Suitei Shojo, while others, like
Gosick, have a heterosexual main couple. Inoue (2011, 48) suggests that having
a male character in the role of the knight is what made it possible for Gosick to
show a shed of hope, as opposed to the other mentioned works, that have tragic
ends. While this observation is convincing, it is also necessary to point out that
even the heterosexual pairings in Sakuraba's literature show some level of ques-
tioning or disturbance of the gender norms. Satsuki and Chinatsu, for example,
form a heterosexual couple (once Satsuki comes out as a transgender man), still,
there is an element of queering as Satsuki is mostly perceived and described as
a woman throughout the novel. In this sense, Satsuki is part of the list of male
protagonists with queer gender identity in Sakuraba's literature.

The revelation of Satsuki's gender identity is the climax of the last chapter, and
thus the climax of the novel. It is Chinatsu who first verbalizes that Satsuki suffers
from gender dysphoria:

MR HoTeL & D olcb B Do7cb & Rz 0ol ESLTIlEL

KONEOD?)
[eeennn ﬂ]g&bu

MRARBBOFEZDS. AV THRNFOREDN RANEIIC, KZiE->T E
KBIZASZOWEIICENLTIATLE AN, L FEREADME, > v T —
ADBER AT B LV DIC ]

[ RO 2B THEDNUR RN K ZABA LSRN

‘I knew it from the first time we met. The first time our eyes met. Hey...
why hasn't anyone noticed it?”

"I don't know..."

“Satsuki, you are a man. That's why you do things like not looking at the
naked bodies of the girls who didn't notice it and you are careful when
you enter the locker room. Even though it would be a lot of fun for you
to enter freely in the girls’ locker room and showers.”

"It is not like I am being particularly careful. It is not like that.”

(Sakuraba 2003, 268)
Faced by Chinatsu's statement, Satsuki finally reveals that they have identified
themselves as a man since a young age:
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"I have thought of myself as a man since I can remember. I gradually
started thinking that it was weird. The school uniform was painful to
wear. Putting a skirt on, cueing up with the girls. I saw the world with
men's eyes, and I saw the girls with men's eyes. Being treated like a girl
was hard. Especially during puberty. I knew that something was defi-
nitely wrong, but I had no idea what to do, for all this time..."

(Sakuraba 2003, 269)

Satsuki's coming out is followed by a dive into their childhood traumas:
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As my body was getting more and more feminine, I started panicking in
silence. I desired women, but I felt that somehow it was different from
being a woman who loves another woman. I always thought that I might
be a man. That my body was wrong.

(Sakuraba 2003, 270-271)

This narration seems like a naturalistic representation of transgender experiences,
which is remarkable for a shonen light novel created within the manga/anime-
like realism model. Satsuki's words, though very simple, express very clearly the
experiences of a person suffering from gender dysphoria. In both accounts, Satsuki
mentions how their dysphoria was potentialized by the sexual desire for women.
However, taking the whole statement into account, it is impossible to ignore the
elements of aversion towards the signs of femininity in their own body, and towards
wearing female clothes. Lastly, it is by succeeding in love with a woman (Chinatsu)
that Satsuki can finally accept their own gender identity and overcome the fear of
returning home. The novel ends with a hopeful note that Satsuki will come out to
their parents now that they are unafraid of the world's judgment.

Finally, Sakuraba not only decided to have the narrative of coming out as the
climax of her story, but she also alluded to a celebrity who came out as trans-
gender around the time that she wrote the novel. The name of the character “Ando
Chinatsu” is a reference to Ando Hiromasa's (Z#KJ¥) deadname, a transgender
man who was a renowned boat racer before his transition. Curiously, Sakuraba
used Ando’s deadname for one character, and the narrative of gender dysphoria
for another. Sakuraba also directly mentioned Ando’s deadname in the postface
of the original publication expressing that it is “a novel dedicated to a woman that
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no longer exists, Andd Chinatsu” (WEIZEIWERWLFETEIASTNSI—ANDLZDT
I % /NG (Sakuraba 2003, 281). Although deadnaming is controversial as it is
considered a form of microaggression for dismissing one's gender identity, other
publications in the same period, such as Andd's autobiography, and Sakai Téko and
Shono Rui's manga Arigato, Chinatsu (2003), also mentioned it apparently with his
consent (considering that he gave interviews for the authors of the manga). There-
fore, though deadnaming can be criticized as a practice, there is no evidence to
support that Sakuraba's use was considered offensive at that time. On the contrary,
Sakuraba's novel dramatizes sexual minorities’ narratives, in a simplified form for
young male audiences, which can help growing attention to their dilemmas and
promote social acceptance and understanding from a young age.

8. Conclusion

Sakuraba Kazuki succeeded as a light novel writer for young male audiences
by initially masking her gender and trying to adjust to the genre's conventions.
However, she became renowned for transcending the boundaries of genre and
demographics by narrating stories of characters who represent the experiences
of young girls and gender-nonconforming people dealing with the oppressions
of a patriarchal heteronormative society. In Red X Pink, Sakuraba sheds light upon
various family issues that are rooted in gender inequalities that can traumatize
young people and lead them to the loss of their agency and identity. Mayu suffers
from a need for affection and attention because of the abuse she suffered from
her mother at a young age. Miko lacks agency and lives her life to satisfy others as
a consequence of the rejection, the ostracism, and the need to conform with the
expectations of society for her. Satsuki leads a life of repression due to the gender
dysphoria that they could not accept or share with their loved ones. Chinatsu is
a victim of domestic violence and also suffers pressure for not fulfilling her father's
and husband's expectations for her. The novel, thusly, represents those issues, but
also develops narratives of overcoming them, through self-discovery, acceptance,
empowerment, and most importantly, the retrieval of the agency.

As this close reading demonstrates, Sakuraba employed the conventions of
manga/anime-like realism, such as the portrayal of attractive female characters
that are created based on the otaku subculture database, as a form of engaging
male readers with her story. However, not only does her narrative succeed in
representing the gendered experiences of young women and sexual minorities
to this male audience, but also her metafictional approach evinces the problems
of representation in the kyara model. Ultimately, the protagonists in Red X Pink
abandon their oppressive kyara-like personas to become fully-realized characters.
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