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From the “Social School” to “Realistic Honkaku”:

The evolution of Keigo Higashino’s mystery fiction style and Japan’s social transformation

Dongmei Shen
Guangzhou City University of Technology, Guangzhou, Guangdong

[ Abstract] Keigo Higashino is one of the most transformation-conscious contemporary Japanese mystery
writers. His literary career coincides with Japan’s protracted transition from the zenith of the bubble economy to the
so-called “Lost Thirty Years,” tracing a clear trajectory that moves from imitative Honkaku to a turn toward the Social
School, and finally to the establishment of “Realistic Honkaku.” Adopting narrative ethics as its core analytical
framework, this paper examines the intrinsic relationship between Higashino’s stylistic evolution and the social
transformation of Japan. Each of his stylistic metamorphoses is not merely an aesthetic choice, but rather a literary
response to specific social crises. The early Honkaku phase corresponds to the optimism and puzzle-centered
entertainment of the bubble economy era; the mid-career shift toward the Social School reflects the existential
anxieties of individuals in the aftermath of the bubble’s collapse; and the later consolidation of “Realistic Honkaku”
signifies a paradigm shift in mystery fiction from puzzle-solving diversion to social critique. Higashino’s “Realistic
Honkaku” is not a simple grafting of Honkaku onto the Social School, but a dialectical synthesis that takes trauma
narrative as its core and motive-driven inquiry as its driving force—a synthesis that fuses formal innovation in
mystery fiction with the ethical dilemmas confronting Japanese society during its period of transition.
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