
 
Christine Piper’s After Darkness exposes the weakness in society, and the ways in which the 
characters handle silence. Centred around World War Two, the author depicts of how Ibaraki 
is quiet about his guilt and needs to find redemption, but also how characters in the novel do 
not silence, but say what is right. However, different interpretation of silence has positive or 
negative outcomes, according to the context. Ultimately, amidst an environment corrupted by 
sin, Piper emphasises that you must address your past in order to heal and move forward 
throughout life.  
 
The notion of guilt has a profound impact upon the protagonist Ibaraki during his lifetime. His 
guilt is agonising for him, as it results in him doubting his judgement and his capability as a 
doctor. His guilt stems from a number of factors, but largely from his involvement at the 
Epidemic Prevention Laboratory where he is persuaded into participating in war crimes by 
analysing ‘specimens’ and ‘logs’ to examine the effectiveness of diseases such as the 
bubonic plague on human beings. Whilst his job at the laboratory commences as a 
prestigious opportunity for Ibaraki, once he is forced to be involved in this inhumane 
research it quickly becomes a nightmare, so much so that he tries to delude himself that ‘it 
might not be true’ what he is doing. This covert research not only causes him to feel shame 
but also isolates him from his wife Kayoko because he is not allowed to speak to anyone 
about the things that go on at Unit 731. This guilt is always present for the protagonist, like a 
‘shroud across the surface’, haunting him. However, at the end of the novel, Ibaraki finally 
exposes the horrific crimes committed by the Japanese army and admits his involvement in 
experimenting on and dissecting bodies killed. It is only then that he can begin to atone for 
his past complicity and silence and begin to ease the guilt that he feels. Indeed, Ibaraki 
realises that he has failed everyone, and needs to find redemption. 
 
Additionally, by juxtaposing Ibaraki with strong female counterpoints in Kayoko and Sister 
Bernice, Piper highlights the silence can be used to express people’s point of view. Kayoko’s 
principled nature and independent thought is highlighted early in the novel, during their 
courtship. During setsubun, Ibaraki and Kayoko observe two young ladies wearing Western 
dress who are being attacked by guards. Whilst Ibaraki is passive and accepting of 
Japanese traditions and being silent. Kayoko is courageous and a latent feminist, who 
defends the girls, claiming ‘these girls are just young’ and reminds them that ‘they mean no 
harm’. Ibaraki’s obedience to his native customs prevents him from standing up to abuses of 
power, whereas Kayoko’s moral fortitude is apparent from the outset. These stark 
differences in nature not only cast Ibaraki in a less favourable light, but they also serve to 
exacerbate his weak-willed nature. These differing temperaments and attitudes eventually 
drive a wedge between them and Kayoko’s courage and independence are highlighted once 
again when she leaves Ibaraki after the miscarriage of their child. This action of ‘rejection 
pained Ibaraki more that the loss of his child’ and is arguably an overreaction, which 
punishes both of them, but her strength to protect her own feelings and needs is 
nevertheless courageous.  
 
Furthermore, the nonlinear narrative and manner in which the text oscillates between 
different settings serve to underscore Ibaraki’s complexity as a character. Given the 
narrative takes place in Tokyo during his childhood and young adult life, Broome in the late 
1930’s, Love day internment camp during the early 1940’s and finally Tokyo again once her 
returns, Piper emphasises that the reader must work hard to piece together Ibaraki’s 
character gradually and to identify the silence and how he utilises the notion of silence. 
Ibaraki’s character also needs to be considered within the text’s genres, historical fiction and 



Bildungsroman, in order to appreciate Piper’s purpose for his psychological transformation. 
Firstly, given the author’s interest in exploring the notion of silence. The theme of silence is 
prevalent in the novel. Kimura threatens Ibaraki never to talk about the work in the lab. He 
hides secrets all through his life leaving him lonely and ‘return to the darkness’. Piper 
stresses that opening up to people you care is the way to maintain healthy relationships with 
mutual trust. Piper has presented readers with a less than perfect person in Dr Ibaraki who 
can be motivated by fear and insecurity. However, the Bildungsroman elements of the text 
also explore his physical journey and more importantly his psychological journey, to the end 
that Ibaraki actually becomes a good man, because he has exposed the silence. He is finally 
addressing his past, achieving the redemption he always desired. Like the doctor he 
admires, who cares for Kayoko after her miscarriage, where he becomes the a man who is 
focused on ‘caring for the sick and the weak’ and becomes the principled man he thought 
from the past because he was too afraid to confront it, he undergoes a journey of self-
discovery and eventually sees it as an opportunity to redeem himself. His experiences at 
Love day Internment Camp are pivotal in teaching him valuable lessons, such as the 
importance of empathy, compassion and communication.  
 
In summation, the characters in the novel needs to be understood as a vehicle for Piper to 
explore the psychological transformation of which human beings are capable, but also the 
irreversible damage that war inflicts on everyone, particularly innocent civilians. What is 
more, the construction of a trio of settings in which the non-linear narrative takes place also 
allows for deeper exploration of Ibaraki’s failings and a celebration of his moral progression. 
Finally, the very nature of the genres mean that the novel lends itself to being seen as a 
redemption tale which celebrates Ibaraki’s growth into a heroic character. Thus, the readers 
truly understand the way of different characters utilising the notion of silence.  


