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Abe Kobo's Theory of Inter Ice Age 4

- Focused on the Conflicting Aspects Surrounding “New” Humans -

Seo-Young Bae

Department of Japanese Language and Literature
The Graduate School
Jeju National University

Abstrac

This paper analyzes Inter Ice Age 4, written by Abe Kobo, which is
regarded as Japan's first full-length science fiction novel, from today’s
post—human perspective. It also examines the various conflicting aspects that
appear in the novel and the issues inherent in Japanese society at that time,
as revealed through them.

In discussing Abe’s literature, the transformation motif is a topic that
cannot be left out. His novels, which address the transformation motif, can be
divided into two categories: those where humans turn into many different
forms, as found in folktales or old stories, and those where humans modify
themselves using science and technology. The transformation motif started to
appear in the form of human modification by humans and takes on a
science—fiction character from J[Inventions by No. R6Z2 which features
robotized humans. In the subsequent work, 7he Blind Gut, the author
attempted to transform humans into herbivores by transplanting the cecum of
a sheep, which is a grass—eating animal, into a human body. Further, in 7he
Egg of Pb, a human who transforms himself into a “plant man” appears.

Finally, [nter Ice Age 4 presents a new type of modified humans called

- 17 -



aquatic humans. The aquatic humans that replace existing humans emerge as
“new” humans.

The aquatic humans introduced in Inter Ice Age 4 are beings that have
been remodeled using science and technology, surpassing existing humans in
terms of physical growth and intelligence. They exhibit the traits of
trans—humans, representing a “transitional phase in human evolution.” The
novel also features a machine that can predict the future. This machine is
similar to today’s artificial intelligence and possesses the characteristics of
post—humans of post-humanism, providing an opportunity to explain human
existence from a new perspective by deconstructing human existence.

In Inter Ice Age 4, various scientific materials and knowledge and
technologies are being employed in order to create aquatic humans and the
prophecy machine. The process of creating aquatic humans aligns with
Michurinist biology, as suggested by Soviet biologist Trofim Lysenko, and
the process in which aquatic human children are trained appears to be
inspired by Ivan Pavlov’s conditioned reflex experiments. While the science
and technology developments that were actually proposed and researched in
the Soviet Union at that time are made use of in the process of creating and
nurturing humans, the idea of a prophecy machine is derived from the
electronic computing technology of the United States. The competition
surrounding the development of the prophecy machine mirrors the space race
between the United States and the Soviet Union at that time. In addition, the
protagonist, “I,” who faces restrictions in developing the prophecy machine by
the United States, reflects the then diplomatic position of Japan that had a
friendly relationship with the United States.

In Abe’s literature, a theme as crucial as the transformation motif is the
issue surrounding a variety of “relationships” centered on humans or
individuals, and /nter Ice Age 4, too, depicts various aspects of relationships

revolving around the production and nurturing of aquatic humans. An
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organization called the Undersea Development Association in the novel
collects aborted fetuses by manipulating vulnerable women into undergoing
abortions in exchange for money to create aquatic humans. This reflects the
image of the bureaucrats and business circles in Japan that promoted abortion
as a countermeasure, concerned about the economic benefits being eroded in
the post-war revival following the defeat in the war. In addition, the
depiction of an organization that manipulates information and intervenes in
individuals’ lives or even infringes on their right to live highlights the
structure where organizations hold a dominant position over individuals in
their relationships.

On the other hand, despite the ideological conflicts within the organization
between the political and business circles and the researchers responsible for
the production of aquatic humans, they carry out the underwater colony
development project, maintaining a cooperative relationship. This sheds light
on the lack of the sense of ethics in the field of scientific and technological
development and research. Furthermore, through the protagonist, “I,” who
opposes the organization, the novel highlights the problematic act of
unilaterally promoting the project and forcing the ideology without
multi-faceted discussions and reviews, led by those with power.

Abe introduces a prophecy machine in Inter Ice Age 4 to illustrate a new
aspect of relationship between humans and computer technology. The
Undersea Development Association uses the prophecy machine arbitrarily,
applying assumed conditions, and unilaterally imposes the outcomes without a
feedback process to check and correct the prediction errors. By portraying the
association that misuses the prophecy machine as a means to pursue private
Interests and as a tool to get rid of risks, the novel is also thought to raise
the need for careful consideration of the purpose, direction, and methods of
technology use as well as the importance of the agent who makes use of

technology.
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Aquatic humans are placed in a subordinate class that is exploited for labor
by existing humans. In the future prophecy, the relationship between existing
humans and aquatic humans is reversed; however, only the roles of subject
and object change, but the dominant and dominated classes do not disappear
and remain as they are. In addition, a structure is formed within the
underwater society that restricts and oppresses individual actions in order to
solve internal problems. Abe uses the structure that oppresses individuals and
controls information to portray both the present, which is a democratic
society, and the future, which is a communist society, pointing out the
existence of power that oppresses and utilizes relatively weaker individuals to
achieve specific goals, regardless of the political system.

By depicting various conflict aspects centered around the “new” humans,
that is, the aquatic humans, in Inter Ice Age 4, Abe Kobo sheds light on not
only the international situation revolving around the United States and the
Soviet Union and Japan's position at that time, but also the issues within
Japanese society. The author also presents a scenario in the novel as an
example of what could happen when technology is used not to change the
external world but to insist on a passive change that only transforms
humans. He also portrays a dystopian future underwater society to
demonstrate the potential future that humans can face when a development or
advancement in science and technology, if there is any, is used by the wrong

agent in the wrong direction with wrong methods.
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