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Introduction

Literary Touch to Mediate the Senses

Touch as I conceive of it in this book is a site of an encounter in which one
recognizes the fundamental unknowability of the other as well as of the
self. This encounter occurs in a self-reflexive manner, thereby constantly
renewing one’s awareness of being. By “unknowability,” I refer to the fact
that any act of touch not only involves the direct contact of that moment
but also is inevitably mediated by memories of previous experiences of
touching, and the accumulation of sensations, all of which create an inter-
stitial space between those in contact. Thus, touch always involves encoun-
tering the unreachability and unknowability of the entities involved. The
writer who first awakened me to the mediatory properties, and the accu-
mulative nature, of touch, which I had intuited but never verbally regis-
tered until then, was Yoshiyuki Junnosuke (1924-1994), whose presence
in many ways underlies this book. In his 1969 novel Anshitsu [The Dark
Room], Yoshiyuki has his narrator describe the relationship between the
male protagonist, the middle-aged novelist Nakata, and his lover, Natsue,
in the following way:

She did, in fact, have a number of physical habits she'd picked up
in her relationships with other men. Those lovers were always there,
like a thin membrane [maku] between her body and mine. But in a
sense, it was this that allowed our affair to continue ... Physically,
then, we were linked; but her body alone wasnt enough to tie me
to her.



2 Touching the Unreachable

From around that time, the membrane between our bodies

began to fulfill all kinds of functions.’

Stimulated by contact with the skin, repetitive touch over time forms a
thin imaginary membrane for the protagonist that mediates the touch that
occurs between bodies and affects them. By “mediates,” I refer to both
connecting with and interrupting the relation to the other, with touch as a
medium to assemble material elements and practices. The act of touching
the other is already and necessarily mediated through material elements,
such as skin and objects, as well as immaterial elements, such as layers of
previous contacts and memories: an imaginary membrane. It suggests that
there may be some interstice that both connects and inhibits truly reaching
the other—rendering the intended object as unreachable—and that forms
reflexive consciousness of the self.

It was with such questions of mediated touch in mind, a wish to
enquire into the role that sense experience plays in the transitive relations
between the perceiver and the world, and also how writing may or may
not succeed in translating sensory elements that are thought of as irreduc-
ible to language, that I started my work on touch, hoping to contribute to
disccussions around the body, embodiment, and translation. In particular,
when touch is thought as a continuous process developed throughout one’s
life, I wanted to inquire into the ways of rendering the gap between child-
hood and adulthood experience of touch. Despite the frequently noted
bonds between parents and children in Japan, they do not maintain the
same sort of skin-based communication throughout life. There is a transi-
tional period between familial touch and romantic touch where intimate
friendship comes to the fore: to recognize one’s sexuality.

In this book I argue that writing, in its inevitable physical and temporal
distance both from the intended object within the story and indeed the
reader, shapes a particular aesthetics of touch that involves attempting to
touch that which is unreachable, in an endeavour that is essentially an act
of translation of the felt experience into the verbalized. Yoshiyuki is a writer

1. Yoshiyuki Junnosuke, 7he Dark Room, trans. John Bester (New York: Kodansha Inter-
national, 1979), 144; “Anshitsu,” in Yoshiyuki Junnosuke Zenshic [The Complete Works of
Yoshiyuki Junnosuke], vol. 7 (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1998), 309-310. Hereafter abbreviated
as YJZ. Originally published in twelve installments in the journal Gunzo in 1969, and
published as a book Anshitsu in 1970 by Kodansha.
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who illuminates the uncertainties of contact through the acute attention
that he pays to the materiality and function of surfaces, to perceptions, and
to traces of contact from the past, and his attention to the “weight” of the
body. This is in contradistinction to two earlier writers, Kawabata Yasunari
(1899-1972) and Tanizaki Jurn’ichiro (1886-1965), who concentrated
more on the delay, or deferral, of touch. All three of these male writers,
together with another, a female writer, Matsuura Rieko (1958-) who pays
particular attention to the sensuality arising from the skin, will be dis-
cussed in the course of this book. My intention is to explore literary touch
as a mode of shaping relationships to the other, transcending the distance
that separates us—between self, other, and texts. Yoshiyuki depicts subtle
physiological changes and the characters’ interpretation and verbalization
of those experiences, which are then projected onto figures with whom
the characters construct a relationality; relationality here is understood
as the state of existing through self-other configurations.” Touch is a way
to invoke others as well as oneself, and in such a way as to expect some
response in reaching the other, thinking of another’s mind, and imagining
another’s experience. None of these things is ever entirely reachable, as the
self will always remain unlimitedly unknowable.

The dynamic interplay involved in touch as explored by Yoshiyuki
demonstrates the incompletely attainable amidst conflicting forces, the
desire to possess and the unwillingness to be taken hold of in that space,
mediatedness and immediacy, hesitation and the fantasy of touch. Writing
about touch necessarily requires further temporal and spatial journeys to
be made between feeling sensations through the body and the verbalization
of them through language. The written and delayed format of pre-verbal
sensations, especially those appearing in literary texts (often involving
statements that are not-yet-uttered by characters yet written by authors),
always involves an impossibility of reaching the object: touching the other
through language without the involvement of actual physical touch. Touch
as I examine it in this book comprises a quest for relationship-building,
the desire to make contact with the other, a quest that inevitably holds
the possibility of disappointment. And the result of the quest is that one’s

2. 'That is what, according to Stephen A. Mitchell, purely intrapsychic psychoanalysis has
left bracketed for decades. Stephen A. Mitchell, Relationality: From Attachment to Intersub-
Jjectivity (New York: Psychology Press, 2014), x.
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body and self-consciousness is inevitably constructed reflexively, through
contact with the world and the consciousness of others.

“Touch,” as I use it here, includes its displacement in the body and
time. In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s understanding, bodily sensations and
movements retained as kinaesthetic residues begin to awaken virtual move-
ments, forming one’s intentionality for the next movement.” In Yoshiyuki’s
fiction, things accumulated in the body narrate its experience even without
a verbal utterance. The memory of past touch affects current and future
touch, and it is through the contact with and relation to others that one
becomes aware of oneself. Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “flesh,” which con-
nects the relationship between the body and the world and which occurs
due to encroachment of those inseparable entities, suggests that a body
has a mutual relationship with the world, with further proximity between
the tangible and the touching and the tangible and the visible.” The touch
I write about involves a point where the individuals become aware of
themselves in relation to the other, momentarily experiencing, potentially,
the duality of being both subject and object, and of different sense modal-
ities. At the same time, embodied and lived experiences shape the mind
and transform consciousness. Thomas J. Csordas writes of embodiment as
“an indeterminate methodological field defined by perceptual experience
and mode of presence and engagement in the world.” Touch continuously
reconstructs one’s sense of the self and its relation to the world. Touch
challenges one’s possibilities for reaching the other and forming a relation-
ality across the bodily frontier.

3. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Landes (Abing-
don: Oxon; and New York: Routledge, 2014), 110-111, 113. Originally published as
Phénoménologie de la perception in 1945 by Editions Gallimard.

4. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Evan-
ston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1968, 133-143); Merleau-Ponty, Signs, trans.
Richard C. McCleary (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964), 170. Origi-
nally published in 1964 as Le Visible et linvisible and 1960 as Signes by Gallimard.

5. Thomas ]. Csordas, “Introduction,” in Embodiment and Experience: The Existential
Ground of Culture and Self, Thomas J. Csordas, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press 1994), 12. Also, Elizabeth Grosz argues for an embodied subjectivity that decon-
structs the dichotomous body/mind opposition from feminist theories. See Elizabeth
Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1994).
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The human geographer Mark Paterson differentiates between the haptic
(the sense of touch in general), the cutaneous (the skin as a sense organ),
and the tactile (the cutaneous sense considered in relation to pressure),
and develops the idea of a “felt” phenomenology against the predominant
focus in our societies on vision. He writes, “touch is always already medi-
ated through whatever means, haptic sensations arising through interac-
tion and the cutaneous surface of the skin, the organ of touch.” How
one makes contact, distances, and relates with others comprise essential
elements for human beings who have to learn both how to regulate the
self and to understand their experiences. Even when one withdraws from
actual interpersonal relationships into the self-closed spaces of the virtual,’
these issues remain important, perhaps especially so when relationality is
absent, lost, or dissolved, and there is a consciousness of the need for it to
be regenerated.

Is touch necessarily an embodied experience? While the idea of “con-
tact,” primarily regulated via spatial encroachment and distance, may
scratch the surface but not be “embodied,” the idea of incorporating and
expelling the desired object in the realm of fantasy involves no actual con-
tact. French and French-inspired critical theories have made possible an
extensive reading of touch, in which space, interruption, and gap them-
selves create contact, by encroaching and distancing—in my view, treating
contact mainly from a spatial perspective. Here I am imagining Roland
Barthes’s concept of the “Neutral” as “spacing (production of space)” of
time and of space, with reference to the concept in Japanese ma (often
translated as in-between-ness),® Jacques Derrida’s concept of “con-tact” as
interrupted contact, a “hiatus at the core of contact” as the possibility of

6. Mark Paterson, 7The Sense of Touch: Haptics, Affects and Technologies (Oxford;
New York: Berg, 2007), 145.

7. Those who withdraw from human relationship and stay at their home in contempo-
rary Japan are called hikikomori, literally meaning “withdrawal.” Sait6 Tamaki, Hikikomori
Bunkaron [ Cultural Analysis of Hikikomori] (Tokyo: Kinokuniya Shoten, 2003), 149.

8. Roland Barthes, 7he Neutral: Lecture Course at the Collége de France (1977-1978),
trans. Rosalind E. Krauss and Denis Hollier, text established, annotated and presented
by Thomas Clerc, directed by Eric Marty (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005),
146-147. Barthes notes of ma as “Every relation, every separation between two instants,
two places, two states” (notes, 243).
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contact with alterity,” and Jean-Luc Nancy’s concept of the body as being a
space, the “departure of self to self,” and of touching that impedes itself."’

Psychoanalytic accounts of internalization and externalization/incor-
poration and excorporation have also expanded understanding of the
subject’s fantasy related to the object, though without always taking into
account how the object may feel about it. These include: Sdndor Ferenczi’s
analysis of introjection (and exteriorization), by which he means “an
extension of the ego” to the external world and a taking-in of an image of
the loved object''; and Melanie Klein’s introjection and projection where
infants internalize or introject a good object, while splitting the bad object,
later theorized as “projective identification,” that is to say putting a part
of oneself onto an other with whom one identifies.'” In such approaches,
bodily encounter (which would involve contact) largely remains in the
realm of fantasy.

My hypothesis is that reading touch in terms of the pre-verbal interper-
sonal sensations expressed in the texts (not-yet-uttered yet written) advances
our understanding of inter-personal/object affect, as well as concepts of touch,
the body, and intimacy in a way that might not have been captured through
accounts that have thus far been mainly phenomenological or psychoanalytic.
This is because the literary touch I investigate translates the (imagined) felt
experience, moving between the embodied experience of touch formed via
repetitive surface contact or weight touch over time and the verbalized (and
thus disembodied) form of touch in written texts. Once touch is written, it
is disembodied, its desire is displaced, and thus it is no longer there. And yet,

9. Jacques Derrida, On Touching—Jean-Luc Nancy, trans. Christine Irizarry (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), 63, 70. Originally published as Le roucher, Jean-Luc
Nancy in 2000 by Editions Galilée.

10. Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus, trans. Richard A. Rand (New York: Fordham University Press,
2008), 33; Jean-Luc Nancy, Noli Me Tangere: On the Raising of the Bodly, trans. Sarah Clift,
Pascale-Anne Brault, and Michael Naas (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 42.
The text “Corpus” is based on the French text, published by Editions Métailié in 2006. Noli
me tangere: Essai sur la levée du corps was originally published in 2003 by Bayard Editions.

11. Sdndor Ferenczi, “On the Definition of Introjection” (1912), in Final Contributions to
the Problems and Methods of Psycho-analysis, trans. Eric Mosbacher et al., and ed. Michael
Balint (New York: Brunner/Mazel, 1980), 316.

12. Melanie Klein, “The Psychological Principles of Infant Analysis” (1926) and “A Con-
tribution to the Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States” (1935) in 7he Selected Melanie
Klein, ed. Juliet Mitchell (New York: Free Press, 1987). Hereafter abbreviated as SMK.
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writing itself can also re-activate or re-embody what has been disembodied. In
the same way that touch mediates bodily encounter, literary touch translates
what the body feels and that which it is possible to express through language.

In discussions of pre-verbal feeling, theorists tend to distinguish
“affect” from “emotion,” giving a lack of clear agency to the former, and
associating subjectivity more with the latter.”” This is a not a distinction
I wish to uphold. Feelings in the writing of contemporary female writer
Matsuura Rieko, for example, whom I examine in this book, are often por-
trayed almost like physiological responses to stimuli, sensations in charac-
ters’ relationality as experienced through the skin and pre-verbal: in her
writing, sensations are feelings, affect is emotion. Also, the word “touch-
ing” can apply to emotions and feelings, implying that one’s emotions
are “touched,” with many equivalent expressions in Japanese (51 %,
fitn 5, fi S, etc.), which have a physical and emotional side. All the
works I examine in this book effectively awaken awareness to feelings and
sensations that have not been completely illuminated either in discourses
on contact and embodiment, or in psychoanalytic categorical frameworks
where feelings are replaced by language to produce meaning: they do so,
by translating the felt and non-verbalized and crossing sensory modalities
such as visual, auditory, and olfactory across time and space. Above all,
touch as expressed in the pages of texts constructs the body of characters,
writers, and potentially also of the reader, presenting selves encountering
others and the forming and transforming of feelings, perceptions, and
awareness.

13. Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg define affect as “visceral forces beneath,
alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emo-
tion” (“An Inventory of Shimmers,” in 7he Affect Theory Reader, Gregory J. Seigworth and
Melissa Gregg, eds (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2010), 1). Affective intensity, when consid-
ered as a social experience, is thought by Raymond Williams to be the change in “structures
of feelings” that are still in process (Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989),
132). Silvan Tomkins, comparing affects to drives, illuminates transformable and fluide
aspects of affects (Shame and irs Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
and Adam Frank, eds (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1995), 45-61). Recognizing the origin
of the split between affect and emotion in the psychoanalytic practice (feeling as “affect,”
described from the observer’s perspective and as “emotion,” belonging to the speaker),
Sianne Ngai demonstrates a nuanced utilization of those terms for aesthetic productivity,
by observing one’s affective response and relating to the perceived events, instead of creat-
ing two different categories of feeling (Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2005),
25-28).
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In this book I intend to offer neither a mere thematic study of touch and
intimacy nor a literary study of the particular authors. By approaching par-
ticular themes raised by each author’s acute attentions to touch in conver-
sation with the psychological and the bodily, this book posits and develops
a model with which to examine intersensorial bodies interacting with an
object (or objects) and with the environment through touch. Yoshiyuki’s
writing questions any tendency to view the body as a material substance
that moves independently in space, and suggests rather that the body is
in contact with the external, without any assumption that one person can
understand the other. In contradistinction to Merleau-Ponty, where touch
is conceived through attention to the surface, vision, and language, with
scant attention to weight friction,'* the imaginary membrane in Yoshiyuki,
constructed partly through the protagonists fantasy and partly involving
characters’ past sensations, functions as a kind of “other” that is indivis-
ible from living bodies and has the properties of a biological organ such
as the skin. An examination of touch through the Japanese texts written
by other authors further illuminates the gap or in-between space (aidal
ma) created among hesitations, attempts, and fantasies of reaching others
across such a gap. Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the “untouchable”
that resides right in the midst of touch in self-touching, and allowing for
a reverse relationship between the untouchable and touch, as well as the
invisible and vision,” I argue that authors try to touch the other and, in

14. Hashizume Keiko, in her study of the body or embodiedness [called shintairon in
Japanese] of Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962) with reference to Merleau-Ponty and Henri
Bergson, points out Bachelard’s criticism on Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the bodily
perceptions that are supported by totality of the body. In contrast with Merleau-Ponty’s
understanding of the body as a unity without compartmentalizing the senses, Bachelard’s
understanding of touch emphasizes partial recognition of things, always expecting weight
resistance from the objects. “Shokkaku wo Chushin toshita Bachelard Shintai ron heno
Ichi shiza: Busshitsu teki S6z6ryoku wo chiishin ni” [“A Perspective on Bachelard’s Embod-
iedness focused on Touch: Centered around Material Imagination”], Bigaku Geijutsugaku
Kenkyi [Aesthetics and Arts Research] 31 (2012), 58-59.

15. Merleau-Ponty, “Working Notes,” in 7he Visible and the Invisible, 254-255. The word
“untouchable” is associated with a certain social class in the caste system and also with
diseases, such as leprosy and AIDS (Constance Classen, ed., 7he Book of Touch (Oxford
and New York: Berg, 2005), 292-293), in the Japanese context, potentially including the
emperor’s body as both untouchable and invisible. In this book, I focus on a reading of touch
that reflects a dynamic mobility created through desire, sensations, memories, and affects.
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so doing, come up against the unknowability of the other as well as of
the self. The more they try to write the body, the more they acknowledge
something that is unreachable, the recognition of which gives rise to works
of literary imagination and the desire for the potentiality for touch. Some
psychological accounts have argued that a lack of touch triggers later devel-

' Literary works dem-

opmental, psychological, and interpersonal issues.
onstrate a capacity if not to fill at least to enrich the lack or absence: rather
than pathologizing it, they elaborate on and recreate it through the work
of imagination.

The word skinship, which emerged and was circulated across cultural,
linguistic, and national borders, occupies a central place in my discus-
sion of touch in the Japanese context, allowing me to go beyond thus-far
distance-based and visually concerned discourses on contact and touch.
The term skinship (sukinshippu, skin plus the sufhix -ship) gained cir-
culation in Japan in the early 1970s and was used to refer to intimate
interaction via skin-to-skin touch mainly between mothers and small chil-
dren."” It was promoted by Japanese pediatrician and psychiatrist Hirai
Nobuyoshi, who was impressed by an American teacher’s use of the word
skinship in a 1953 World Health Organization (WHO) seminar on child’s
mental wellbeing, majorly discussing the issues of maternal deprivation
and lack of motherly love.'® The concept of skinship was then taken up by
Hirai and others later as a way to redress the lack of intimate familial com-
munication he identified at the core of the collapse of the nuclear family
in 1970s Japan. Child-rearing practices in Japan started to change in the
1950s due to the introduction of Western-style practices based on the idea
of fostering children’s independence, but the same decade, the 1970s, also
saw a commonly renewed emphasis on touch in a wider Western context,
with Donald Winnicott’s publications on child psychology and object rela-
tions, which offered a revision of Melanie Klein’s observation on infants."’

16. Hirai Nobuyoshi, Ushinawareta Boseiai: Kosodate wo Tanoshimutameni [Lost Motherly
Love: To Enjoy Child-rearing] (Nagoya: Reimei Shoba, 1981), 1-2, 139-43; Muriel Jolivet,
Japan: The Childless Society? The Crisis of Motherhood (London: Routledge, 1997), 84-85.
17. Nihon Kokugo Daijiten [7he Unabridged Dictionary of the Japanese National Lan-
guagel, Nihon Daijiten Kankokai, ed., vol. 11 (Tokyo: Shogakukan, 1972), 376.

18. Hirai, Ushinawareta Boseiai, 1-2.

19. D. W. Winnicott's Playing and Reality examined transitional objects, such as towel, as a
way to conceive child’s relationship to the object other than the mother. Winnicott, Playing
and Reality (London and New York: Routledge, 2005).
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For French psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu (1923-1999), who criticized
Jacques Lacan for his excessive focus on language and incorporated into his
own thinking both Kleinian object relations theory and the group theory
of the British psychoanalyst Wilfred Ruprecht Bion, the skin is both site
and means of communication through its invocation of a host of previous
sensations and emotions. For Anzieu, the skin, or “a surface for registering
the traces” left by other people, retains the good material that has accumu-
lated through breastfeeding and care.”” Anzieu claims that previous sensa-
tions and emotions stored on the skin affect the formation of identity,
which he calls “the skin ego,” the concept of which arose in the early 1970s
(exactly when Yoshiyuki was meditating on the imaginary “membrane”)
and uses this as a way to rethink subjectivity as reflected by the other.
Scholars have noted how movements and postures become sedimented in
the body: how the body is an accumulated collection of body images that
involve a non-straightforward narrative of formative and transformative
events;”' how internalized bodily practices become a natural and automatic
system.” The skin’s capacity to accumulate past sensations and feelings
and memories, all resulting from (attempts at) relationship with others, to
become overlaid with, in the mind of Yoshiyuki’s protagonist in the pas-
sage | have quoted, a kind of an imaginary membrane, a repository of the
ambiguous nature of physical contact and the inevitable uncertainties or
failures experienced, suggests that there is much more to “skinship” than
a simple tactile-based mutual affirmation between mother and child. My
focus on relationship using this understanding of the skin (or “skinship”),
as a site of accumulations of sensations and feelings, will enable me to
expand what intersensorial communication through the skin might mean
in the wider context.

Touch, Embodied, or Fantasized

In the course of my research for this book, I have found myself being
repeatedly asked certain questions. “Why touch?” “Why Japanese texts and

20. Didier Anzieu, 7he Skin-Ego, trans. Naomi Segal (London: Karnac, 2016), 44. Origi-
nally published as Le Moi-peau by Dunod in 1995.

21. Harvie Ferguson, Modernity and Subjectivity: Body, Soul, Spirit (Charlottesville: Univer-
sity Press of Virginia, 2000), 26-27.

22. Eyal Ben-Ari, Body Projects in Japanese Childcare: Culture, Organization and Emotions
in a Preschool (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1997), 75.
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Western (along with Japanese) theories?” “Why phenomenology and psy-
choanalysis?” Such questions have kept me on my toes, critically engaging
with the topic under analysis. Simply put, I needed both approaches to
develop this study. The thinking of Merleau-Ponty has witnessed a resur-
gence of attention in the humanities and social sciences, especially relating
to the notion of embodiment. His theories have been helpful in my consid-
eration of touch as a type of embodied or lived experience. Even so, I con-
sidered an exclusively phenomenological approach toward the subject of
touch in literary texts held the risk of failing to address psychic—corporeal/
inside—outside dynamics, and the role of desire and fantasy (especially the
displacement of desire via language), fully. Similarly, if I were to employ
only a psychoanalytic approach, this would exclude certain aspects of
lived experiences and intentionality created through being embodied; and
might not be able to fully grasp the not-yet-namable elements such as
affect. In my book, phenomenological and psychoanalytical approaches
are cross-culturally interrogated to constantly challenge what may seem
like the limit of transferability regarding concepts, words, and practices.
The two inform each other to develop our understanding of touch—that
is, of the mediated construction of the self. As early as the 1910s Japan,
a number of literary critics, authors, and intellectuals had become inter-
ested in (Freudian) psychoanalysis* and (Husserlian) phenomenological

23. This includes Tanizaki, Saté Haruo, Hasegawa Tenkei, Noguchi Yonejird, and Ohtsuki
Kenji. According to Sone Hiroyoshi, the introduction of Freudian psychoanalytic theories
by psychologists in Japan started around 1910, with the translation of psychologist Stanley
Hall’s Adolescence from 1904 by Motora Yujird as Seinen ki no Kenkyi in 1910, and with
Ohtsuki Kaison’s essay on forgetfulness (“Monowasure no Shinri”), published in the jour-
nal Shinri Kenkyii [ The Study of Psychology] in 1912, as the first psychoanalytic source pub-
lished in Japan, followed by Kimura Kyichi’s article on repression in 1912, Ueno Yaichi’s
articles on Freudian dream theories in 1914, and Kubo Yoshihide’s extensive work on psy-
choanalysis, introducing Freudian theories with reference to such analysts as Alfred Adler
and Wilhelm Stern, in 1917 (Sone Hiroyoshi, “Freud no Shékai to Eiky6: Shin Shinrishugi
Seiritsu no Haikei” [“The Introduction and its Influence of Freud: The Background of
Establishment of New Psychologism”], in Showa Bungaku shi no Shomondai [ Issues of Showa
Literary History] [Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 1979, 80-81]. Also see Two Millennia of Psych-
iatry in West and East, ed. Toshihiko Hamanaka and German E. Berrios (Tokyo: Gakuju
Shoin, 2003). However, the psychotherapeutic practice of the self, such as psychoanalysis,
has never become widespread in Japan. Okonogi Keigo writes that, after Freud’s ideas were
introduced in Japan in the 1910s, their translations were published from 1929 to 1933,
and Marui Kiyoyasu’s writing and teaching of psychoanalytically-oriented psychiatry at
Tohoku University (JTapan’s first generation of such group collectively known as the Tohoku
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study.** In the 1960s and 1970s, provoked by the translation of Merleau-
Ponty’s The Structure of Behavior in 1964 and further introduction of
Merleau-Pontean phenomenology by scholars such as Takiura Shizuo,
Kida Gen, Nitta Yoshihiro, there was a veritable boom in phenomenology.
Both theoretical approaches, the psychoanalytical and the phenomenolog-
ical, have long been part of modern Japanese intellectual and literary life.
The creative use of psychoanalytic theory in Japan has so far received
relatively limited discussion. Comparisons of Japan and Western countries
regarding psychoanalytic culture tends to focus on the difference in sub-
jectivities, nurtured through national, geographical, and linguistic bound-
aries.” Yet in cross-cultural theoretical analysis to do with the self and

School), the 1930s saw a certain albeit limited expansion of psychoanalytic practice, psy-
choanalysis was viewed with suspicion; Kosawa Heisaku from the Tohoku School came
under surveillance at this point Japan’s ally Germany regarding psychoanalysis a “dangerous
Jewish system of thought” (Okonogi Keigo, “Psychoanalysis in Japan,” in Freud and the Far
East: Psychoanalytic Perspectives on the People and Culture of China, Japan, and Korea, ed.
Salman Akhtar (Lanham, MD: Jason Aronson, 2009), 11).

24. “Phenomenological studies” in Japan also emerged in the 1910s especially at Tohoku
University. Keiichi Noe writes of Takahashi Satomi’s essay on the phenomena of conscious-
ness in 1912, published as a critical response to Nishida Kitard’s Zen no Kenkyi (An Inquiry
into the Good), and the philosophical exchanges between the two as “the first full-fledged
philosophical debate” in modern Japan (Keiichi Noe, “Phenomenology in Japan: Its Incep-
tion and Blossoming,” in 7he Bloomsbury Research Handbook of Contemporary Japanese
Philosophy, Michiko Yusa, ed. [London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019], 24). Nishida had
studied under Husserl at Freiburg and introduced Husserlian phenomenology, with further
development in the interwar period such as by Kuki Shiiz. Takahashi studied with Husserl
at Freiburg in the mid 1920s and started writing about the phenomenology related to the
body upon his return to Japan.

25. Despite the attention to psychotherapy and the uses of psychoanalytic therapy dur-
ing the 1960s for the psychological problems that seemed to be emerging as a result of
rapid Westernization and urbanization, certain conditions, including a resistance to verbal
treatments and antipsychiatry movement, prevented psychoanalysis from making much
headway in Japan. See Kitayama Osamu, Prohibition of “Don’t Look’: Living through Psy-
choanalysis and Culture in Japan (Tokyo: Iwasaki Gakujutsu Shuppansha, 2010), 106-09;
Okonogi, “Psychoanalysis in Japan,” 13—14; Nishizono Masahisa, “Culture, Psychopathol-
ogy, and Psychotherapy: Changes Observed in Japan,” in Asian Culture and Psychother-
apy: Implications for East and West, eds. Wen-Shing Tseng, Suk Choo Chang, and Masa-
hisa Nishizono. (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2005), 48-49. Also, despite the
numerous Japanese translations of psychoanalytic works and a certain international interest
in the theories of Japanese psychoanalysts such as of Doi Takeo and Okonogi Keigo, the



Literary Touch to Mediate the Senses 13

the body in literature in particular, attention to the body expressed via a
facet of language is surely critical. On one hand, the body itself “speaks,”
sometimes more profoundly than through words. This is in fact a central
premise of this book. On the other, language tends to remain one of the
principal means to access bodily vocabularies when one tries to communi-
cate them to other individuals, even if some elements remain irreducible
to language. Language reflects the desire to bridge the ever incompletely
bridgeable gap; or at least, it marks the absence as the displacement of
desire. My methodology, which combines texts and theories that transcend
geographical boundaries beyond the places where they arose, reflects, quite
simply, my wish to create a fruitful dialogue that goes beyond the limita-
tions of assumed cultural boundaries. When this intricacy between the
body and language comes together with touch and Japanese writing, one
may attend to what remains outside of language—the moment in which
the body or the physiology surprises the awareness of the self or presses the
limit of linguistic representation. Writing and reading about touch thus
renews the sense of the self as well as of the other. Jean-Philippe Mathy
writes: “What dominates in Japan is not the love of knowledge ‘contents’
or the celebration of speech (as in the West) but the cult of the letter, that

»26

is, of pure form without content.”® I do not necessarily read the body as a
pure form or sign, but I consider that writing allows access to unnamable
psychical or physiological conditions of the subject while allowing and
respecting some degree of the subject’s anonymity and obscurity, in com-
parison to the way the psychoanalytic speaking body reveals him or herself
at the moment of utterance. Especially in a cultural context where explicit
bodily and oral expression of the self tends to be hesitant, an analysis of
the writing subject along with the speaking one advances further under-
standing of the ties between literature and psychoanalysis, the written
and the spoken, and the body and language. All the more so when the

contemporary psychoanalytic field remained small, a situation excacerbated by a wide-
spread prejudice in the popular against mental and psychological infirmity, as documen-
tary film Seishin [Mind] by Séda Kazuhiro illuminates (2008; Tokyo: Kinokuniya Shoten,
2010, DVD).

26. Jean-Philippe Mathy, “From Sign to Thing: The French Literary Avant-Garde and the
Japanese Difference,” in Confluences: Postwar Japan and France, ed. Douglas Slaymaker
(Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, The University of Michigan, 2002), 44.
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writing hand touches the surfaces of different textures with various media,
including pen, brush, and keyboard.”

My concept of the unreachable—that is, the lack of complete ability
of characters to touch what they try to reach for—provides an effective
way to allow readers to reflect upon touch in writing and also allows me
to make a critical intervention on the issue of intimacy. Heretofore, dis-
course on the body and intimacy in Japanese literary analysis tend to focus
on gender and sexuality—there is also an assumption, perhaps, that touch
is sexual. The comments and questions I have received along these lines
throughout this research themselves indicate why I needed to choose a dif-
ferent angle from which to focus on touch, in order to liberate readings of
certain authors and texts that I consider to have been limited by particular
critical lenses. The most effective way of doing so was to create continuous
dialogues among phenomenological and psychoanalytical (as well as psy-
chopathological) approaches towards touch that would allow me to recog-
nize the verbal representations of lived experience, and acknowledge and
examine the implications of the disembodiment that occurs when lived
experience is written. For example, observation-based Kleinian theory—
rarely utilized in Japanese literary analysis even though its strongly
maternal orientation has a clear synergy with the Japanese cultural context
and it has certainly been read by Japanese poets/writers and scholars—
is an effective way, as I demonstrate in the chapters related to Kawabata
and Matsuura, to raise issues around touch beyond gender configura-
tion. Psychoanalysis generally focuses on verbal representation of bodily
symptoms, but Kleinian analysis has a unique way of presenting the body
and mind through the observation of child’s relation to the objects, even
attracting  psychologically-informed phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty’s

27. While some French writers were fascinated by writing on a fiber surface with brush and
ink, as observable in Philippe Sollerss “Sur le matérialisme” [“On Materialism”] (1974)
and Roland Barthes’s Empire of Signs (LEmpire des signes, 1970), Japanese writer Abe Kobo
was intrigued in the 1980s by the word processor, which helped him sort out overabundant
adverbs of Japanese language, due to its ability for cutting and transferring, Abe aiming
at an inorganic writing style. Fusako Innami, “The Touchable and the Untouchable: An
Investigation of Touch in Modern Japanese Literature” (PhD diss., University of Oxford,
2014), 150-151.
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attention for this reason.” My monograph thus brings phenomenological
and psychoanalytical approaches together to think about touch in litera-
ture within the cultural context of Japan.

The psychoanalytic theories I engage with in my book are diverse in
nature, with my fundamental question being how to engage with theories
cross-culturally, especially those having to do with subjectivity, without
falling into the trap of cultural determinism and without simply “apply-
ing” Western theories in an imperialistic manner. That is my longstanding
journey, my questions starting from, for example, how to engage with
postcolonial theories in the post-economic-miracle Japanese context or
Freudian psychoanalytic theories in a patriarchical Japanese society that
yet possesses strong maternal aspects. In area studies, there might have
been resistance against the weight placed on theoretical frameworks arising
from the West almost as if those theories are unnecessary in discussion of
Japan, or as if theory-heavy works are somehow not “Japanese” enough.
The argument is sometimes made that indigenous texts should guide the-
ories, instead of the other way around. In this book, texts raise questions
and problematize the manner in which touch has been conceived and dis-
cussed in theoretical frameworks and in society in general. At the same
time, a certain range of phenomenological and psychoanalytical thought
has become so ingrained in artistic and literary thinking and practices
especially regarding the body in postwar Japan that it may not be always
possible and sensible to try to discern which should or might come first.
For me, texts and theories inform one another or live together; one may
engage with creative writing critically, or critical writing creatively, and
engage with creative critical writing. Having been exposed to phenomeno-
logical thinkers and creative workers who are engaged in pondering on the

28. In his “The Child’s Relations with Others” (1951, as a part of the lecture series at
Sorbonne) and in “Man and Adversity” (presentation in 1951 in Geneva), Merleau-Ponty
refers to Melanie Klein’s idea of ambivalence in which child has two alternative images on
the same object as the “good” as well as “bad” mother, as opposed to ambiguity as non-
pathological adult phenomenon in which one admits that the same object, good and gen-
erous, could be bad and annoying. Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,”
in Primacy of Perception: And Other Essays on Phenomenological Psychology, the Philosophy of
Art, History and Politics, ed. James M. Edie (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press,
1964), 102-03; “Man and Adversity” in 7he Merlean-Ponty Reader, ed. Ted Toadvine and
Leonard Lawlor (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2007), 217.
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body as a phenomenon in the Japanese context, for me, phenomenolog-
ical and psychoanalytical approaches are not exclusively “Western,” despite
their origins. Discussing touch through such a dynamic interaction of texts
and theories provides me with a way to critically engage with thinking and
writing about it and, above all, to make contact with things, as if forming
relationship, that might have dwelled in different spaces and times.
During the 1960s and 1970s, a period which saw, as Mathy puts it,
“another wave of Japonisme,”” Francophone writers and philosophers vis-
ited Japan and left observations on what they saw as an erasure of con-
tent, emptiness, de-centeredness, and meaning without content, which
they saw as uniquely “Japanese.” Jacques Lacan’s attention to what he saw
as a perpetual translation in the Japanese language (through the Japanese
reading of the Chinese characters kun-yomi, the Chinese reading of the
Chinese characters on-yomi, and the interaction between all three differ-
ent types of characters) suggested that Japanese subjects are always already
involved in the translation of the unconscious to the conscious or commu-
nication between the unconscious and parole (spoken language), telling
the truth via lies without being liars.”® Shing Kazushige, acknowledging
this fragmentation of the self arising from the use of language, sees instead
the possibility of discovering oneself through the viewpoint of the Other
on an alienation from one’s own culture, while still living within.’" If the
prevalent phenomenon in Japan is not the speech but the cult of the letter
as Mathy puts it, the literary expression of touch in the Japanese context
may provide another, much broader reading of psychoanalysis or another
way of analyzing the self, especially regarding the verbalization of desire
and bodily senses through writing. While some ethnographic work on
touch in Japan illuminates an embodied aspect of touch,’” verbalized lit-
erary touch is, in a sense, already disembodied. The verbalized is no longer

29. Mathy, “From Sign to Thing,” 34.

30. Jacques Lacan, “Nihon no Dokusha ni yosete” [“For the Japanese Readers”] (1972),
in Ecuri (Ecrits), trans. Miyamoto Tadao, et al. (Tokyo: Kobunds, 1972), iv. Originally
published as Eerits in 1966 by Editions du Seuil.

31. Shingli Kazushige, “Freud, Lacan, and Japan,” in Perversion and Modern Japan: Psy-
choanalysis, Literature, Culture, ed. Nina Cornyetz and J. Keith Vincent (Abingdon: Rout-
ledge, 2010), 266-268.

32. Diana Adis Tahhan’s works on touch with phenomenological approach were helpful
for my research, especially Tahhan’s “Blurring the Boundaries between Bodies: Skinship
and Bodily Intimacy in Japan,” Japanese Studies 30: 2 (2010): 215-230; and 7he Japanese
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there, except for what may be stored in the unconscious.” To write is to
make a contact, even if it is either early or belated; language itself is a dis-
placement of desire such that literature conveys desire as absence.
Phenomenology and psychoanalysis have been generally considered
incompatible: while the former acknowledges intentionality for human
actions, the latter gives priority to the workings of the unconscious as the
vehicles of human actions.’® Japanese thinkers, on the other hand, such as
philosopher Ichikawa Hiroshi and psychiatrist/psychopathologist Kimura
Bin, have frequently employed both phenomenology and psychoanalysis
on the same horizon to expand their respective studies on the phenomenal
body and schizophrenic self in the 1970s and onwards.”” Their work has

Family: Touch, Intimacy and Feeling (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014). For other anthropologi-
cal works on touch and skinship relevant in Japan, that are referring to relationality between
the mother and infant, see Edward T. Hall, 7he Silent Language (New York: Doubleday
& Company, 1959), Eyal Ben-Ari, Body Projects in Japanese Childcare, and Tiffany Field,
Touch (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001).

33. Freud associates the motif of the “mystic writing pad,” where, while certain stimula-
tions are erased through the work of protective shield, others are inscribed on the wax
slab as if they are unreachable in the unconscious. On this pad associated with the system
of perception-consciousness that receives perceptions without retaining permanent traces,
and the unconscious traced on wax slab as permanent traces, the pointed stimuli scratch
the surface and leave traces on the wax slab through the medium of two layers of sheets,
which will be erased once the layers are lifted from the slab from the unfixed end. Sigmund
Freud, “A Note upon the ‘Mystic Writing-Pad,” The Standard Edition of the Complete Psy-
chological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 19, trans. James Strachey et al. (London: Hogarth
Press, 1964), 228-231. Hereafter abbreviated as SE.

34. As the subject has intentionality and agency in phenomenology, compared to psycho-
analytic lack of self-control due to the unconscious, Jean-Paul Sartre explored the possi-
bility of existential psychoanalysis, which recognizes human freedom before anything else,
rejects the presupposition of the unconscious, and which looks for “choice,” rather than
the state, based on conscious intention. Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay
on Phenomenological Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003), 590—
595. Originally published as L Ezre et le néant in 1943 by Editions Gallimard.

35. The concept of aida in Kimura as the space between one and the other, as well as the
internalized space between the self and self, is reflecting the self as internalized difference
through temporal and spatial aspects in his clinical study. Kimura Bin, Bunretsubyi to Tasha
[Schizophrenia and the Other], (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobé. 2007), 14. Ichikawa Hiroshi’s
concept mi emphasizes mutuality between the body and the world, much like Merleau-
Ponty’s idea of “flesh,” while starting his analyses of i with one’s prenatal stage inside the
womb and passive separation from the mother with reference to Otto RanK’s idea of birth
trauma. Ichikawa Hiroshi, Mi no Koz (Tokyo: Kodansha, 2007), 10-12.
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overlapped with a time when various psychic disorders started to appear
in Japanese society after the postwar economic expansion, along with the
disintegration of nuclear families—problems prevalent in contemporary
society. Especially in such a context, my work offers an urgent scholarly
intervention, rethinking ways to construct and regenerate self-other rela-
tionships as well as advancing the understanding of the interconnected-
ness between the body and language. My question is, rather, why this has
not been done thus far. My method of working with literary and theoret-
ical texts not only bridges cultural gaps beyond geographic and linguistic
constraints, but also aims to decentralize a Eurocentric hegemony in its
production and use of theories and brings Japanese cultural and literary
analyses into further productive and stimulating intellectual dialogues.
Writers’ attempts at approximation of touch in their depictions of it pro-
vide a crucial way of problematizing the extent to which we can verbalize
what we feel or how we desire the other. It is not only theorizations that
contribute to our understanding of literary texts: the texts also advance
our understanding of theories related to touch and relationality, in a way
that goes beyond cultural and linguistic boundaries. Indeed, it may be that
the particular contribution of Japanese texts, set side by side with phe-
nomenology and psychoanalysis, is their recognition and treatment of the
unreachable.

My textual analysis regarding the interstice in the work of Yoshiyuki,
for example, tries to expand the theoretical discussion of touch through
the play of weight—pushing, being pushed against, dissolving, and mutual
pressing in touching the other. In Merleau-Pontean understanding of
touch, including self-touch of the left hand on the right hand, emphasizes
the reciprocal nature of touch, or rather, the “circle” of the touched and
the touching, the visible and the seeing, and my body and another.”® In
this account, what is tangible and what is touching are considered insep-
arable. Luce Irigaray criticized Merleau-Ponty for his solipsism and his
lack of consideration of otherness, where the subject—object relationship

36. Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 143. In Merleau-Ponty, the subject—object
relationship oscillates: “a touching of the sleek and of the rough, a touching of the things—
a passive sentiment of the body and of its space—and finally a veritable touching of the
touch, when my right hand touches my left hand while it is palpating the things, where the
‘touching subject’ passes over to the rank of the touched, descends into the things, such that

the touch is formed in the midst of the world and as it were in the things.” Merleau-Ponty,

The Visible and the Invisible, 133—134.
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understood as “two leaves” of body and of the world seem to make it
impossible for the other to be seen for itself.”” While Merleau-Ponty takes
account of the depth and thickness of the body in thinking on the mutu-
ality of flesh between self and world, I argue that his idea of reversibility
omits friction and weight, as Jean-Luc Nancy reminds us that the body is
also a weighty mass.”® And yet, Yoshiyuki’s literary depictions can also sug-
gest that the bodies in fiction are almost already touching even when they
do not have actual contact—characters come in to contact with others
through mediation over time.

While Merleau-Pontean understanding of touch proposes a mutu-
ality of the body and the world, Derrida disagrees with, in his reading of
Husserian phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty’s ambiguous treatment of the
relationship between touching one’s own body and seeing another person
and the relationship between touch and vision.”” Derrida explores the pos-
sibility of “interrupted contact”; as he writes, “7 self-touches spacing itself
out, losing contact with itself, precisely in touching itself,”*’ by discuss-
ing Nancy’s contact that necessarily coincides with departure.”’ In this

37. Luce Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill
(London: Continuum, 2004), 131. Originally published in French as Ethique de la dif-
férence sexuelle in 1984 by Les Editions de Minuit.

38. Nancy, Corpus, 7.

39. Derrida, On Touching, 190-191. For Derrida, such ambiguity seems to negate the
alterity of the other, as Christopher Watkin puts it, “reducing the other person to the same
quality of otherness of one’s hand: that is to say, to an alterity very much less ‘other’ than
Derrida would like.” Christopher Watkin, Phenomenology or Deconstruction? The Question
of Ontology in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Paul Riceur and Jean-Luc Nancy (Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press, 2009), 15. Watkin further investigates a mutuality (rather than rec-
iprocity) of body and world, from the fact that meaning for Merleau-Ponty is of the world
rather than in the world in the same way that the body is of the world, where encountering
others alters participants’ lives. Thus, rather than mutuality eliding the alterity of the other,
Derrida “risks not respecting the other at all” in “respecting the otherness of the other”
(64-65).

40. Derrida, On Touching, 34.

41. Nancy's interpretation of Noli me tangere (a Latin phrase meaning “Do not touch me,”
the words the resurrected Jesus said to Mary Magdalene when she recognizes him) is also
based on distancing: “a touching that, of itself, distances and impedes itself,” in which
touch is identical to its withdrawal. Nancy, Noli Me Tangere, 42. See also Martin Crowley’s
reading, through Nancy, for a thought of the artwork as the offer and the promise of con-
tact “whose excessively proximate touch is nowhere other than in the departing movement”
of the promise. Martin Crowley, “Contact!,” LEsprit Créateur 47: 3 (2007): 3.
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account, touch is an act of moving away from the other while attempting
to reach the other in the very invisible tension between these antagonistic
directions. The relationship between phenomenology and deconstruction
has provoked a continuous ongoing discussion, by critiquing and inform-
ing one another, comparable to how I engage with phenomenology and
psychoanalysis together in this monograph on touch.

The relational aspect of experience, which is visible from Merleau-
Ponty’s 1942 The Structure of Behavior (translated into English in 1963
and into Japanese in 1964), opens a way in which our relation and percep-
tion, rather than objective knowledge, create the value and meaning of the
other. As Merleau-Ponty puts it, the objects are “lived as realities,” instead
of “known as true objects.”* Merleau-Ponty’s works provoked an enor-
mous response in Japan. This included Kamei Hideo’s phenomenological
literary analysis involving the senses and sensibility. Kamei, through his
works on expression and the body, examined modes of expression and the
self-consciousness achieved through language. In his introduction to the
English translation of Kamei’s 1983 Kankaku no Henkaku (Transformation
of Sensibility), Michael Bourdaghs writes: “For both Kamei and Merleau-
Ponty, because we come to self-consciousness only through the language
that we share with others, the subject produced through language is inher-
ently intersubjective, a subject with others. Moreover, since the subject is
produced through expressions, a change in mode of expression necessarily
means a change in our self-consciousness—and in our way of relating to
others.”* As discussed here, the appearance of word, in character’s utter-
ance, affects one’s self-consciousness. It is my premise that this intersubjec-
tive relationship, in the context of my analysis of literary touch, depends
not only on language but also on time; the invisible traces appear and
disappear on the body surface over time, like a palimpsest, questioning

42. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior, trans. Alden L. Fisher (Pittsburgh,
PA: Duquesne University Press, 2015), 168. Originally published as La Structure du com-
portement in 1942 by Presses Universitaires de France.

43. Michael Bourdaghs, “Editor’s Introduction: Buried Modernities—The Phenomeno-
logical Criticism of Kamei Hideo,” in Transformations of Sensibility: The Phenomenology of
Meiji Literature, trans. and ed. Michael Bourdaghs (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Stud-
ies, the University of Michigan, 2002), xvii.
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the extent of what the body can voice. Most of the literary texts Kamei
examined were from the Meiji period (1868-1912): he left it to others to
examine the transition of self-expression of the “I” in later literary texts.
However, the fact that various Japanese critics, intellectuals, and writers
and artists were keen to engage with phenomenological thought (or at the
very least the body and self reflected by the world), in the 1970s and the
1980s, leading to the emergence of the discourse of the body or embod-
iedness called shintai ron signals a particular set of interests and questions
posed at the time—precisely when the idea of skinship was also promoted
by medical practitioners.

The ideas surrounding the distance-based notion of contact—touching
due to leaving in Nancy, the Neutral in Barthes as spacing, and aida in
Kimura—suggest that we have (or are) a space or distance between one
and the other and within oneself at the time of making contact. We make
contact due to and within the place of this gap, and we also leave this
place due to contact. To touch the other, or even being in contact with the
other to begin with, is fundamentally to pose a question about the pos-
sibility of reaching the other; the trial of reaching the other reminds the
touching subject of the gap between one and the other—or, as Yoshiyuki
constantly suggests, the gap within oneself. As examined throughout this
book, touch in Japanese literature exhibits indefinable tension between
the touchable and the untouchable, mediation and immediacy, desire and
hesitation, and repression and fantasy of touch. Thus, although the idea
of “contact” in French theories and of the tension between mediation and
immediacy, or what I conceive of the unreachable in Japanese writing, arise
from different cultural, geographical, and linguistic contexts, a common
aesthetic involves the pursuit of the unattainable in the midst of conflict-
ing impulses, such as reach and withdrawal, rise and fall, the urge to reveal
and what is kept unrevealed, and the desire to possess and the unwill-
ingness to be taken hold of. It is therefore important to situate the above
theorizations on touch and contact beside literary texts and thoughts to
analyze the phenomenon of touch. Touch in Japanese writing raises ques-
tions, engages, and makes contact with temporally and geographically
dislocated thought systems, just like touch itself bridges and unbridges
entities. Furthermore, writing about it adds another layer to the attempt—
not just to represent but to relive sensations.
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Translating Sense Experiences into Language in Context

Sense experiences, despite the vocabularies used to express them, are never
fully verbalized. Anthropologist C. Nadia Seremetakis, through her work
on the gradual disappearance of a type of peach known as “the breast
of Aphrodite” from the markets and a growing oblivion of its taste and
texture, writes: “[A]lthough the senses are a social and collective institu-
tion like language, they are nor reducible to language ... What is being
said may be relativized, contradicted or confirmed by embodied acts,
gestures, and sensory affects ... Truth therefore is extra-linguistic and
revealed through expression, performance, material culture and conditions
of embodiment.”* It is right that the senses are a valid social register—
contemporary female Japanese writer Ogawa Yoko’s 1994 novel Hisoyaka
na Kessho (translated as The Memory Police in 2019) comes to my mind
as a case of collective sensory oblivion where people living on the islands
throw away objects and corresponding memories one by one, as directed
by the secret police—even though the memories are not completely reduc-
ible to language. Bodily performances (conceived broadly here, to include
everyday gestures, facial expressions and other un/intended actions and
stillness) translate between verbal and bodily expression.

It is possible to question the veracity of what is expressed: in terms of
the sincerity of the narrative or the reality of the bodily trace that appears
to underly the spoken narrative or the interpretation of what is commu-
nicated, whether it is inside the fiction or in the therapeutic setting. (Un)
controlled acts and gestures combine words and wordless vocalizations—
such as breathing, groans, and moans—in a way that can seem artificial
to one party and authentic to another. Yoshiyuki’s protagonists tend to be
troubled by this, as they are often at once physically entangled with, and
wishing to be emotionally distanced from, others whose voices they can-
not ignore. In the therapeutic setting, one of the main criticisms against
psychoanalysis has been its tendency toward categorical judgement, as well
as listening from a position of authority; analysts translate patients’ verbal-
ized symptoms into their readings and then put them into categories, even

44. C. Nadia Seremetakis, “The Memory of the Senses, Part I: Marks of the Transitory,” in
The Senses Still: Perception and Memory as Material Culture in Modernity, ed. Seremetakis
(Chicago, IL and London: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 6.
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though in some cases patients might, potentially, construct false narra-
tives. All of which points to the gap between linguistic and extra-linguistic
expressions or, more broadly, verbal and bodily expressions: the possibility
that narratives that rely on language may not be true to what the body
feels. And yet, I would like to suggest the viability of the idea that sensory
experiences might be conveyed and translated into language in a person-
specific manner. I would challenge the idea that sensory experiences are
completely irreducible and untranslatable to language, and suggest instead
that one uses a dual scheme of private and public and individual and col-
lective, in order to write about the senses.

Touch in late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century Japan
is often thought of as being not something that one sees: expressions of
contact, at least in public, are subtle, indirect, modulated, and mediated.
Everyday life had not been without forms of tactile communication: as
Western painters and journalists such as Georges Ferdinand Bigot and
Charles Wirgman observed the piggy-back ride (076u; a way of carrying
others, used not only by children on each other, but also the way a mother
might carry her young baby, or an adult might carry another perhaps
elderly person), breastfeeding, co-sleeping between the mother and child,
and massage.” However, the adoption of Western social mores in the
Meiji period saw the introduction of several unaccustomed touch-based
gestures such as hand-shaking and ballroom dancing (albeit only among
certain classes of society). A form of everyday skinship, also, may not have
been thought of as intimate communication in quite the way that the poet
Yosano Akiko (1878-1942), for example, described. In the 1914 account
of her travels in Europe with her husband, Pari yori [From Paris], she
records the day they left the house they had stayed at in London, and how
the eyes of their hostess filled with tears as she put her hand in through
the car window to shake theirs. This gesture, or experience, Yosano wrote,
was the first thing that came to mind when she thought of England.“® She
remembers a comment from a certain Japanese painter whom she and
her husband met on their journey in France, who contrasted the kiss he

45. See Bigo Gashii [Collected Illustration by Bigor], commented by Sakai Tadayasu
(Tokyo: Iwasaki Bijyutsusha, 1982 [1973]), images 3, 8, 57, 61.

46. Yosano Akiko, “Pari yori,” in Teihon Yosano Akiko Zenshii [ The Complete Works of Yosano
Akiko), vol. 20 (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1981), 560.
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saw between Western parents and their children and the educational slap
Japanese fathers administered to theirs.”” Japanese people who travelled
abroad in Europe in the early twentieth century were quick to notice the
prevalance of physically affectionate modes of communication (even if
there were variations) when compared to Japan.

At the Rokumeikan, a controversial building that was seen as a symbol
of Westernization in the Meiji period, ballroom dance in which men and
women linked arms or held each other in intimate embraces allowed lim-
ited touch between the sexes in a public space. Some considered this inap-
propriate and injurious to public morals, while others (a limited few)
approved, finding in such activities a beneficial manner of communication.
While the Rokumeikan had only a very brief heyday, ballroom dance con-
tinued to be practiced among some in the upper classes, was introduced
into women’s physical education,* and stimulated authors’ literary imagina-
tion. Akutagawa Rytinosuke (1892-1927) used ballroom dance in his 1920
story “Butokai” [“The Ball’], and Tanizaki depicts ballroom dancing in his
1924 Chijin no Ai (Naomi). In one scene in Naomi, the male protagonist
Joji dances with Kirako, a dancer from the Imperial Theatre who seems to
embody the West even more eloquently than the Western-looking Naomi:

I noticed that Kirako’s lips were just below my temple. This seemed
to be a habit with her: just as with Hamada a few minutes before,
her sidelock touched my cheek. The caress of her soft hair ... the
faint whispers that escaped from her lips from time to time ... For
me, having been trampled so long by that unruly colt Naomi, this
was a height of feminine refinement that I'd never before imagined.

I felt as though a sympathetic hand were tending the wounds where
thorns had stabbed me...*

47. Yosano Akiko, “Pari yori,” 567. Also about the same time, Marcel Proust was depicting
the habitual goodnight kiss Marcel receives from his mother (which irritates his father, who
calls it an “absurd” ritual). Marcel Proust, /n Search of Lost Time, Vol. 1. The Way by Swann,
trans. Lydia Davis (London: Penguin Books, 2002), 17. Originally published as Du Cézé de
chez Swann in 1913.

48. Nagai Yoshikazu, Shako Dansu to Nihonjin [Social Dance and the Japanese] (To-
kyo: Shobunsha, 1991), 26-28.

49. Tanizaki Jun’ichird, Naomi, trans. Anthony H. Chambers (New York: Vintage Interna-
tional, 2001 [1985]), 100. Originally serialized as Chijin no Ai of the journals Osaka Asahi
and Josei in 1924.



Literary Touch to Mediate the Senses 25

Despite the Japanese tendency to conflate what was Western with what-
ever was modern or new,” touch-based dancing was in fact a modern
development even for Europeans, as Marcel Mauss associates dancing in a
partner’s arms as a historical “product of modern European civilisation.” *!
Literary representations of touch are more often than not muted and
understated. And yet, an awareness of the possibility that mediated modes
of physical interactions may actually heighten the desire for touch offers a
nuanced understanding of distance, hesitation, and fantasy.

In early twentieth-century Japan, a literary group that came to be
known as the Shinkankaku-ha (the New Sensationists; so named by the
critic Chiba Kameo), formed around the journal Bungei Jidai in 1924,
attempted to conceive of the senses in a new way fitting the group’s lit-
erary creations. The New Sensationists attempted to capture stimuli with
maximum immediacy, using a temporally and spatially dislocated imme-
diacy with an object (as in a film). Kawabata Yasunari, in particular, seems
to have aimed for the sensory organs to be simultaneous with the phe-
nomena, composing texts out of sensory perceptions. In his 1924 essay
“Shinshin Sakka no Shinkeiko Kaisetsu” [“Analysis of the New Writers’
New Trends”], which was on the theoretical basis of new sensationist
expression, Kawabata contrasts the literary styles of authors who describe
the connection or lack thereof between an eye and a rose. Whereas conven-
tional authors divide the eyes from the rose blossom and say, “My eyes saw
the red rose,” the new authors, Kawabata said, unite the eyes and the rose
and say, “My eyes are the red rose.””* Through a mixture of what Kawabata
calls an Eastern subjectivistic objectivism (shukaku ichinyo shugi), where the
author’s scattered subjectivity is identified with objects; psychoanalytic free

50. Miriam Silverberg attends various ways of representing modern experience, includ-
ing: modernization as an economic process; modernity as a philosophical inquiry referring
to a post-traditional temporality; modernism as a set of cultural practices, mirroring the
Japanese term seikatsu concerning the evreryday; the Japanese terms of kindai, implying
a presentist temporality in modernity; modan, indicating the dynamic post-traditional
capitalistic world; and modanizumu, characterized by the western “liberation of mores.”
Miriam Silverberg, Erotic, Grotesque, Nonsense: The Mass Culture of Japanese Modern Times
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 13-14.

51. Marcel Mauss, “Techniques of the Body,” Economy and Society 2: 1 (1973): 82-83.
52. Kawabata Yasunari, “Shinshin Sakka no Shinkeiko Kaisetsu,” in Kawabata Yasunari
Zenshii [ The Complete Works of Kawabata Yasunari] (hereafter abbreviated as KYZ), vol. 30
(Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1982), 175. Translation mine unless otherwise indicated.
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association, where ideas appear in a unregulated manner; and Dadaist idea
generation through free association in order to be faithful to an intuitive
subject, Kawabata considered that the free association offered by psycho-
analysis would liberate the human imagination and render it immediate.

Haptic elements appear explicitly in modernist art and film, as dis-
cussed by Walter Benjamin, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, and others.
European avant-garde art movements articulated new ways of thinking
about the senses. Marinetti (1876-1944), the founder of the Futurist
movement, states in his 1924 manifesto, “Tactilism”: “[Tactilism’s] pur-
pose must be, simply, to achieve tactile harmonies and to contribute indi-
rectly toward the perfection of spiritual communication between human
beings, through the epidermis.”® The work of the Dadaists was also
described by Walter Benjamin as “acquiring a tactile quality,” especially
in his famous 1936 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction”: here he argued that the work of the Dadaists (that func-
tions like a bullet) promoted the demand for the film, which is also tactile,
“being based on changes of place and focus which periodically assail the
spectator.””* Sudden changes of place or focus—or what Benjamin calls
“shock effect”—became a part of composing a filmic surface. This reminds
us of similar “tactile” elements in Kawabata’s script for the 1926 silent film
Kurutta Ippéji [A Page of Madness)—in which an iron barrier appeared in
between a dancing girl and the spectator transforming the scene into a
mental hospital—to reflect Kawabata’s search for a partcular immediacy of
perception. While manifesting some confusion of Dadaism with its surre-
alist predecessors as promoted by Takahashi Shinkichi’s Dadaist manifesto
in 1921 and Kawabata’s understanding of it in relation to surrealism, such
a heightened attention to the haptic in modernist art was concurrently
occurring in Japan, prompted by new technologies.

Writing, by and large, served as a way for Kawabata to reflect on his life
and approach the unreachable, including emotions he had repressed from
his childhood. He made use of the technique of free association in his lit-
erary creations.’” This method is observable in Kawabata’s “Hari to Garasu

53. E T. Marinetti, “Tactilism,” Marinetti: Selected Writings, ed. R. W. Flint., and trans.
R. W. Flint and Arthur A. Coppotelli (London: Secker & Warburg, 1971), 111.

54. Walter Benjamin, //luminations, trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah Arendt (London: Jon-
athan Cape, 1970), 240.

55. Kawabata’s reference to psychoanalysis appears especially through Dadaistic idea gener-

ation. See Sone Hiroyoshi, “Furoito no Shokai to Eikyd,” 95-96.
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to Kiri” [“Needle, Glass, and Fog”] from 1930, in which he writes about
various phobias including touch phobia (sesshoku kyifusho) and “Suisho
Genso” [“Crystal Illusions”] published in 1931 which is an experimental
writing on embryology. Both of these works use stream of consciousness,
in creating a series of fragmented narratives that discuss topics such as
phobias, embryology, and artificial insemination, by writing “the world
via the unconscious.”® Various attempts to touch the unreachable thus
conversely elevated the literary imagination and even formed a new lit-
erary device. The New Sensationists” attempt was ultimately, I claim, to
decompose language, to narrate the senses in way that could be as true as
possible to what the body perceives: to make the relationship between self
and other as bare and naked as possible.

Kawabata’s writings reveal a continual search for the unreachable. For
example, in his quasi-autobiographic work “Shonen” [“The Boy”], pub-
lished in 1948-1949,°” he includes letters, narratives, and recollections
to delay the protagonist’s enactment of and sharing of written feelings.
Kawabata allows his male protagonist to retrospectively become aware of
his feeling toward the intended loved object, his dorm mate, in an ado-
lescent friendship. Kawabata lets his characters talk and act out their (or
his) repressed experiences to potential readers through writing; the words
are in and of themselves a revelation of the unconscious. Kawabata here
utilizes psychoanalysis as a creative device, beyond its theoretical function
to interpret literature, in an attempt perhaps to work through childhood
experiences. It is as if to write gives him the chance to reflect and act on
the loved object.

Many of Kawabata’s protagonists approach the issue of contact with an
other with marked hesitation. This is true even in works by Kawabata pub-
lished after the war. In the novel Senbazuru [ Thousand Cranes], published
in 1949-1951, the protagonist Kikuji tries and fails to touch the trace
of his dead loved one’s lips. The tea bowl Mrs. Ota uses has been left
with a brown stain where it has been touched by her red lips, which
arouses in Kikuji “a nauseating sense of uncleanness and an overpowering

56. Sharif Ramsey Mebed, “Kawabata Bungaku ni okeru Furoito Shisé no Eikyd wo meg-
uru Ichi Késatsu - Jiya Renso kara ‘Bukimi na Mono’ made” [“An Analysis Tracing the
Freudian Influence on the Writing of Kawabata: from Free Association to ‘the Uncany’”],
PhD diss., Nagoya University (2015), 93.

57. Kawabata Yasunari, “Shonen,” in KYZ, vol. 10 (Tokyo: Shinchdsha, 1980). Originally

published in six installments in the journal Ningen.
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fascination.”® The story portrays Kikuji’s subtle attempts to touch his loved
one through this mark as the presence of her absence. While Kikuji hesi-
tates to touch the stain, which seems to symbolize an intimacy, an actual
union with Mrs. Ota is unattainable. In his analysis of aesthetic modernism
in postwar Japan in relation to that of France, Matt Matsuda writes, with
reference to French Japanologist Jean-Jacques Origas, “Kawabata’s [narra-
tive view] is so much the opposite of a European monumentalized past,
weighted in heritage, ill-suited to change and an acceleration of history.””’
Kikuji remains undecided, in a liminal space between his desire and his
hesitancy to touch the mark, its reachability and unreachability, and his
communication with the absent body represented in the mark in relation-
ship to the living body. Eventually, Mrs. Ota’s daughter Fumiko throws
the tea bowl onto the stones in the garden and the trace of the lips is lost
among the fragments of the broken bowl. The trace of the lips is possibly
not only lost, but fragmented—not just as a mark on a surface but as a
material thing in and of itself. The trace subsequently attains in Kikuji’s
fantasy the status of a symbol of the loved one that invokes her imagined
presence.

Not realizing the wish to fully touch the intended heightens the desire
to do so, which leads to an expansion of the space of the readers’ imagi-
nation, as if the author has invited the readers to feel the sensations that
are (un)written in the texts. In Tanizaki Jun’ichiré, there is a much more
insouciant search to satisfy a seemingly instinctual carnal desire, and this is
shared by postwar literature of the flesh (called nikutai bungaku) generally.
However, while the later writers pursue carnal desire as a necessity (com-
parable to sustenance like food and drink), and with a political agenda that
is opposed to an idea of the national body politic, Tanizaki pursues fan-
tasy so as to continually produce a literary space, both for tangible objects
and for the imagination, both for the author and for his readers. Douglas
Slaymaker writes: “[I]f we are to speak of nikutai bungaku [the literature
of the flesh] before the war, one thinks of Tanizaki’s work and a sexuality
that follows an instinctual carnal desire, the sense in which individuals are

58. Kawabata Yasunari, “Thousand Cranes,” in Snow Country and Thousand Cranes, trans.
Edward G. Seidensticker (London: Penguin Books, 1986), 179. Originally published
across multiple journals and completed in 1952.
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in Confluences, 25.
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unable to resist natural instincts, no matter the cost in terms of morality
and social ostracism.” If Ibuki in Tamura Taijiro’s “Nikutai no mon”
[“The Gate of the Flesh”] (1947) meets his physical needs through eating,
drinking, and sex, Seikichi in Tanizaki’s “Shisei” [“The Tattooer”] (1910)
realizes his desire merely through visualizing his image on the other’s skin,
penetrating the desired object with only a needle, merging his own sweat
with the blood of an idealized customer. Filled with unrealized possibility
the story leaves ample space for the reader’s imagination to come into play.

Tanizaki elevates pleasure through the duality of touch and vision, or
even inter-sensorial (here I mean encompassing and translating multiple
senses) stimulations by lengthening out both the time in which desire is
felt, and the time in which it reaches its intended object. Literary critic
Isoda Koichi, associating Tanizaki with Mishima Yukio (1925-1970) in
the immediate postwar period, writes that Tanizaki was the only author
who chose art or artificiality (jinko) over nature (shizen), claiming that this
is the result of some sense of having acknowleged the loss that had taken
place in the period following the Russo-Japanese war (1904-1905).°" In
a well-known dispute on “novels without plot” in 1927 between Tanizaki
and Akutagawa, Akutagawa advocated the non-narratival style of a plot-
less novel and the importance of a poetic spirit (shiteki seishin) or its depth,
while Tanizaki proposed the construction of beauty in the literary style
within the solid structure and progression of a story.** Tanizaki creates an
architectonic beauty with the development of plot, his characters often
interacting with others within a limitation based on a contract between
them. And yet, in depicting physical details of the incompletely reachable
or visible objects, Tanizaki stimulates reader’s desire particularly when he
succeeds in letting touch and vision merge. Although an extensive study
on touch in Tanizaki has yet to be conducted, touch as a dynamic poten-
tiality for reaching the other (even when actual touch is not realized) is
arguably visible from his first work, “Tattooer.”
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The thirst for carnality in postwar Japan allowed authors to use the
body more freely and explicitly than previously, raising challenging ques-
tions regarding how to regulate relationships between the individual and
national bodies, or beyond the nation. Freed from the unitary state focused
on the national body/body politic (kokutai), soon after World War II an
existential inquiry and a sense of individuality with a focus on the indi-
vidual flesh (nikutai) came to occupy an explicit position in Japan through
what was soon dubbed the literature of the flesh. Writers of literature of the
flesh included Sakaguchi Ango (1906-1955) and Tamura Taijiré (1911-
1983). Tamura, recognizing how thought is slippery, careless, and fuzzy
through his experience at the war-front, brings mind and language back to
the body—the body as the very basis of the human condition.*® Sakaguchi
argues for the discovery of language of the flesh itself, emphasizing what the
body itself speaks instead of mind talking about thought, with reference
to Jean-Paul Sartre’s short novel Intimacy.* Sakaguchi’s famous account
on “daraku”—fall, fallness, often translated as decadence, from which he
argues humans are born, like a mother’s womb (bomi)—further empha-
sizes falling as a living condition through which the individual, only by
thoroughly falling, discovers and rescues oneself.® Post-surrender concerns
of Japanese writers and critics convoluted existential and phenomenolog-
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ical concerns, as Slaymaker points out,* regarding individual subjectivity,

body awareness, intentionality, and responsible actions.”” Writing posed a
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fundamental question about the distance between the body and language,
mind and extra-linguistic experiences, or, potentially, what Miryam Sas
has called language and “what language cannot attain,”® in the postwar
context.

What is written often calls into question both the division between
sensory modalities and the validity of constructed time periods such as the
pre- and post-war. Male writers of the literature of the flesh recognized
the radical possibilities in, as Yoshikuni Igarashi puts it, “the language of
the body,” treating the (women’s) bodies as “ambivalent symbols” of libera-
tion and subjugation.®” Women’s bodies under the U. S. occupation (from
1945 to 1952) became “a battleground,” as Mire Koikari observes: regu-
lation of gendered bodies became “a source of tension and controversy.””’
The radical liberation of the flesh in postwar Japan, in short, occurred at
the expense of the commodification of female bodies. Advocates of the
flesh believed, Harry Harootunian argues, that “Japanese had been denied
‘sensory stimuli’ down to the end of the war.””' Yet, the shift from the pre-
to the postwar period complicates the distinctions—in some cases mark-
ing historical ruptures and discontinuities—between the collective and the
individual, and repression and liberation.”” Indeed, many literary char-
acters of the authors I discuss such as Kawabata and Tanizaki who lived
through two world wars continued to approach intimate contact with a
sense of hesitation and restraint even after World War II. In Kawabata,
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whose work I examine in chapter 1, the loved object, which is rendered
unreachable, is shaped by a strong yearning to touch through the gaze
and language. Here the objectified body, often female, affects the viewer.
Tanizaki, whose work I examine in chapter 2, allows partial realizations of
touch with the enticing lure of fetishization, as if the partially reachable
or the invisible becomes tangible through the work of the imagination
to touch, lick, and form the imaginary body. As I will show in this book,
the repressed or diverted desire for touch leads to detailed observations of
the loved object, as if the narrators’ language and the characters’ gaze do
indeed almost succeed in touching the other.

A focus on the autobiographical elements in his writing is not enough
to explain how Yoshiyuki constructed his characters’ relationality through
embodied experiences (even if they are his own and mapped onto the
characters), how his language capturing bodily perceptions symbolically
“touches” characters, and the ways in which his characters try to reach their
intended object. As if at odds with one of the fundamental ideas in psycho-
analysis, that bodily stimuli can be replaced with words for a cure of symp-
toms, Yoshiyuki’s descriptions of perceptions and feelings blur the clear
distinction between body and mind. In Yoshiyuki, as I show in chapter 3,
sensations are described in a semi-autobiographical yet distant manner, as
the verbalization of the senses serves also to visualize the characters’ contact
traces and entanglements with other beings. Works by Yoshiyuki and other
writers of a group dubbed by critics daisan no shinjin (the third generation
of new writers)—including Kojima Nobuo (1915-2006), Yasuoka Shétaro
(1920-2013), and Endo Shasaku (1923-1996), all of whom appeared in
literary circles after the Korean War, which was instrumental in bringing
economic prosperity to Japan—have long been criticized as demonstrating
a flight from political engagement, being devoid of ideology, or “regres-
sion” to the effeminate prewar “I-novel” (shi-shosetsu), as well as “reclu-
sion” in the personal everyday life.”” They seem concerned only with the
everyday and were often seen as employing the I-novel approach.” Despite

73. Tomiko Yoda, “The Rise and Fall of Maternal Society: Gender, Labor, and Capital in
Contemporary Japan,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 99: 4 (Fall 2000), 868—869.

74. Yoshiyuki himself was aware of these “characteristics” subject to criticism, first pro-
posed by Hattori Tatsu. Yoshiyuki Junnosuke, “Watashi no Bungaku Hor6” [“My Wander-
ing Journey through Literature”], in ¥/Z vol. 8 (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1998), 95-96. Yoshi-
yuki’s partner Otsuka Eiko, apparently the model for Natsue in 7he Dark Room, claimed
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such critiques, including ones that make an assumption about the identity
of the author with his protagonists, Oka Fukuko sees in Yoshiyuki’s use of
distance a way of transposing the said into the seen, and the seen into the
felt.” Others have seen in the third-generation authors’ explorations evi-
dence of the major preoccupation with relationality in the 1970s, which
is to say the confirmation of the relationship between self, ego, and the
external world through the verbalization of physiological imagination.”
Yoshiyuki’s works have been the subject of psychological readings, partly
because Yoshiyuki used the autobiographical novel to sketch out his own
mental states.

Postwar economic expansion, rapid industrialization, and the mass
consumer society that developed in mid-1950s and 1960s Japan, brought
disruptions and contradictions to established norms in societal, familial,
and personal relationships. The dissolution of the national body and the
rise of the nuclear family from the traditional 7e system (based on a prin-
ciple of male primogeniture),” which had pertained before and during
the war, was accompanied by the growth of all-powerful corporations that
now took fathers away from the physical space of the family, rendering
the father absent and the mother a sometimes overbearing psychological
presence.”® Despite the legal advancement for gender equality, such as the
Equal Employment Opportunity Law (Danjo Koyo Kikai Kinto Ho) of
1985, many barriers to women remained, in conditions in the internal

in her books that the characterization of Nakata reflects Yoshiyuki’s own experiences. See
Otsuka Eiko, “Anshitsi” no Nakade [Inside the Dark Room], 1997.

75. Oka Fukuko, “Katoki no Dorama” [“Drama of Transition”], in Yoshiyuki Junnosuke no
Kenkyii [Studies of Yoshiyuki Junnosuke), ed. Yamamoto Yoro (Tokyo: Jitsugyd no Nihonsha,
1978), 186.

76. Miyoshi Yukio, Nihon Bungaku Zenshi - Gendai | Complete History of Japanese Litera-
ture: Modern], vol. 6 (Tokyo: Gakutdsha, 1978), 444-45. Also Murakami Haruki men-
tions his interest in the third-generation authors related to the relationship between the self
and the ego. Murakami Haruki, Wakai Dokusha no tame no Tanpen Shisetsu Annai [Guide
to Short Stories for Young-generation Readers] (Tokyo: Bungei Shunja, 2004), 35-38.

77. Ochiai Emiko, 7he Japanese Family System in Transition: A Sociological Analysis of Family
Change in Postwar Japan (Tokyo: LTCB International Library Foundation, 1997), 58-62.

78. Yoda, “The Rise and Fall of Maternal Society,” 872-875. Also, the disruption of the
kinship system in 1960—-1990s Japan ascribed the absence of the father. Margaret Hillen-
brand, Literature, Modernity, and the Practice of Resistance: Japanese and Taiwanese Fiction,
1960—-1990 (Leiden and Boston, MA: Brill, 2007), 183.
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labour market, job training, and promotion systems.”” Interpersonally,
many gender-related expectations about women in the workplace and the
home pertained. Discrepancies between legal developments, social shifts
and their actual implementation remained, along with vestiges of familial
patriarchy and corresponding gender roles and modern family based on
“good wife, wise mother” ideology.” It was this kind of contradiction in
the postwar era, where the family became a void, that gave rise to the depic-
tion of a disfunctional family in Kojima Nobuo’s 1965 novel Hiys Kazoku
(Embracing Family], featuring a housewife’s affair with an American GI.
A further question of how children were to be raised became a funda-
mental problem in the 1980s Japan.®' Meanwhile, the permeation of the
family by the principles of capitalism prompted, via women’s liberation
and the feminism movement of the 1970s and 1980s, the emergence of
female writers who wrote against the lives of housewives.

Female characters in Kono Taeko (1926-2015) and Takahashi Takako
(1932-2013) decide and act from themselves, with clear agency, much
more radically than those in Yoshiyuki, who at first sight seem subjugated
to male characters. The female protagonist in 1961 “Yoji gari” [“Toddler-
Hunting”] by Kéno, contemporary to Yoshiyuki, lacks motherly love
(bosei ai) and has lost her fertility, imagining children being beaten and
punished.® Fantasies of violence against children and hatred toward blood
relations also appear in Takahashi’s works, opposing an assumed motherly
love and instead depicting female subjects as autonomous individuals. The
female protagonist in Sora no Hate made (1o the Far Reaches of the Sky)
from 1973 considers motherly love (bosei ai) as a “deformation of egoism”

79. Mary C. Brinton, Women and the Economic Miracle: Gender and Work in Postwar Japan
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 146-47.

80. Hasegawa Kei, “Sekushuariti Hydgen no Kaika—Feminizumu no jidai to Mori Yoko,
Tsushima Yiko, Yamada Eimi” [“Flourish of Expressions about Sexuality: The Era of Fem-
inism and Mori Yoko, Tsushima Yuko, and Yamada Eimi”], in Ribu toiu Kakumei: Kindai
no Yami wo Hiraku [ The Revolution Called Women’s Liberation: Opening the Darkness of the
Modern), Bungaku shi wo Yomikaeru [Reflecting the Literary History] Vol. 7, ed. Kano Mi-
kiyo (Tokyo: Impact Shuppankai, 2003), 104.

81. Tanaka Kazuo, “Kazoku Shésetsu no Genzai” [“The Current State of Family Novels™],
Gunzo 61: 5 (2006): 203-204.

82. Kono Taeko, Toddler-Hunting: And Other Stories, trans. Lucy North (New York: New
Directions, 2018), 45-68; “Yoji gari,” in Kono Tacko Zenshi, vol. 1 (Tokyo: Shinchasha,
1994), 7-23.
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(egoismu no henkei)® and wishes for a dry and cold human relationship,
stealing her friend’s baby whom she decides to raise with mental deformity
in the postwar confusion. Takahashi’s “Ningy6 Ai” [“Doll Love™] in 1976
further brings the touching female subject to the fore. The female protago-
nist meets, during the day, an eighteen-year-old Tamao in a tearoom stay-
ing at the same hotel, whom she identifies with a wax doll and, at night,
she caresses the wax doll Tamao in her room, strokes his skin, forehead, ear,
and nipple, making her feel almost as if all her body has become a tactile
sensory organ and giving him the warmth of life, thoroughly as a subject
(tetteishite shutai) by touching him.* In the works of following genera-
tions to reconsider familial relationship marked by these female writers,
Hasegawa Kei sees evidence of a longing for a “post family”—a family
beyond bloodline—in writing by Tomioka Taeko, Tsushima Yiko, and
Yoshimoto Banana.*” This was the context in which authors like Matsuura
Rieko emerged.

The writing of Matsuura, which I examine in chapter 4, occupies rather
a unique place in contemporary Japanese writing. It is marked by an obses-

86

sive attention to bodily intimacies™ that are unrestricted to categories of

gender, sexuality, and species. In particular, by constructing characters’
relationality by employing pleasure based on a skin sensuality, intimacy
invests the surface of the skin as irresistible touch. Furthermore, skinship

in Matsuura emerges in an alternative, imaginary “familial” bond. In her
2017 novel Saiai no Kodomo [1he Most Beloved Child), three high-school

83. Takahashi Takako, Sora no Hate made (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1973), 63.

84. Takahashi Takako, “Ningyd Ai,” in Takahashi Takako Jisen Shosetsu shii [1akabashi
Takako Self-Selected Works], vol. 4 (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1994), 414.

85. Hasegawa Kei, “Feminizumu/Jenda Hihyo de Yomu <Kazoku> Hydsh6—Nihon no
Kingendai Bungaku, Media ni Miru Kindai Kazoku no Hensen to Gendai Kazoku” [“The
Representation of Family through Feminism and Gender Criticism: The Transition of
Modern Family and Contemporary Family in Modern and Contemporary Japanese Liter-
ature and Media”], Jisai Tanki Daigaku Kiyo 29: 1 (2012): 3—4.

86. Allison Alexy writes of intimate relationships in contemporary Japan as emotional,
physical, or informational closeness, within realms of private, often through love, desire
and contact, focusing on the active part of intimacy such as “actions, practices, and patterns
that are always shaped by imagination, fantasies, and various mediations.” Allison Alexy,
“Introduction: The Stakes of Intimacy in Contemporary Japan,” in Intimate Japan: Ethnog-
raphies of Closeness and Conflict, Allison Alexy and Emma E. Cook, eds. (Honolulu: Uni-
versity of Hawai'i Press, 2019), 6.
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girls act out a kind of pseudo-family in which exchanges of touch and
intimacy between them have much more meaning than any blood-based
family bonds.”” The active return to skinship in pediatrics occurred
together with the dissolution of nuclear families depicted in literary texts
around the 1970s. It seems then that the skin-to-skin relationship was not
necessarily readily available when Matsuura debuted with her 1978 “Sogi
no Hi” [“The Day of the Funeral”]. Or rather, it may have seemed pre-
sent but was actually absent and thus longed for—with the gap between
its assumed presence and its actual absence producing a desire to “shape”
a relationship through the skin. Matsuura depicts a transferable, non-
motherly, yet individually-specific skinship. The use of touch in Matsuura’s
works suggests a new relationality mediated by the skin beyond the family
construct. In the 1987 “Nachuraru Uman” [“Natural Woman”], too, the
main female character Yoko has remarkable memories of touch with her
beloved Hanayo that serve as a sort of primary memory to refer back to
even without a familial presence. In Matsuura’s writing, there is often nei-
ther a lived mother nor a family for her literary characters to return to, so
a sense of relationality has to be re-generated. This type of renewable rela-
tionship, which is constructed in relation to the new object/person, while
reforming the self, within psychological and physiological turmoil—which
may be depicted by the author without the literary characters being con-
scious of it—would suggest the possibility of a critical reading of object-
relations psychology, focused on otherness, the reconstructive possibility
of language, and a reconceptualization of relationality.

The “other” in Matsuura refers not only to other persons with whom
characters in the narrative attempt to construct a relationship through
the skin—for example, in an intimate relationship. I want to suggest that
the process of othering also has a literary analogue, in which characters
are constructed through a decentering of both social norms and readers’
likely expectations. For the male protagonist in Yoshiyuki, touch in his
relationships with other (female) characters enhances his awareness of
the otherness of both the other and the self, as narrated in a third-person
perspective that mirrors what we know to be the author’s experience. In

87. Matsuura Rieko, Saiai no Kodomo (Tokyo: Bungei Shunja, 2017). As the narrator
of this story is a collective of high-school girls, one may translate the title as “The Most
Beloved Children.” But illuminating the singular child of the pseudo-family inside the
story, I here use the translation of singular form “child.”
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Matsuura, touch becomes the point of pluralistic intimate encounters,
often involving bisexual female protagonists, who seem, at least from their
outward appearance, naive and docile.** The narrative engagements offered
in Matsuura’s writing dissolve the singular “I” as of Yoshiyuki’s middle-age
male protagonists; the sexually indeterminate self here does not come back
to the singular “I.”

Yoshiyuki’s works have not attracted much academic attention in
the English-speaking world and, in Japan, have tended to be criticized
for conveying a heterosexist viewpoint: through the use of females (such
as prostitutes) as a means of eliminating male anger and emotional tur-
moil; and also for exhibiting a sexual double standard—that is generous
to the male, but strict to females,* requiring of females both chastity and
a non-reproductive sexuality. Their effacement of female subjectivity and
otherness have also come in for criticism: the protagonists both yearn for
communication with women, and fear them.” And yet, the recognition
of the self even in Yoshiyuki always occurs through being in contact with
others. I would counter the claims of male solipsism with the counterob-
jection that Yoshiyuki’s reflexive awareness of the self perceived through
the senses, especially touch, demands the other.

Toward the Unreachable

My chapter on skinship via Matsuura is where I most explicitly problem-
atize the issue of gender difference and power imbalance—between the
genders as well as between mother and child—in any intimate communi-
cation through touch, utilizing Matsuura’s own at times explicit critique of

88. Matsuura aims to write about an in-between (hanpa) sexuality that is neither completely
hetero- nor homosexual, neither male nor female, neither adult nor infantile. Matsuura’s
2012 novel Kika [Rarityl—in which the main male character eavesdrops his lesbian room-
mate’s romantic conversations—refers to hanpa hetero, an odd or incomplete heterosexu-
ality, fundamentally heterosexual, but also interested in the same sex to some extent; this
hanpa sexuality is not as sexualized as bisexuality, and not particularly active either, swaying
toward the same sex to occasionally have sexual intercourse, but relating to the same sex only
incompletely (chitto hanpa). Matsuura Rieko, Kika (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 2012), 16-17.

89. Ueno Chizuko, Ogura Chikako, and Tomioka Taeko, Danryi Bungakuron [The Dis-
course of Men’s Literature] (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 1992), 29-30, 35.

90. Sekine Eiji, “Tasha” no Shokyo: Yoshiyuki Junnosuke to Kindai Bungaku [The Erasure of
the Other: Yoshiyuki Junnosuke and Modern Literature] (Tokyo: Keiso Shoba, 1993), 7.
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masculine forms of misogyny, homosociality, distorted interest in homo-
sexuality, and phallocentrism.”” However, I must emphasize that each time
the abovementioned male authors (Tanizaki, Kawabata, and Yoshiyuki)
“objectify” women or female bodies, they also nevertheless portray charac-
ters’ feelings such as uncertainty, anxiety, and fear about gendered other(s)
and make their characters react. One of the main contributions that my
book makes through its close reading of texts is to illuminate long-dismissed
or misunderstood aspects of particular texts and authors. There seems to
be a perception in Japanese literary scholarship that working exclusively
on female writers rather than critically and thoroughly engaging with male
writers’ works enables provocative feminist readings and important inter-
ventions related to gender. And yet, the most critical moment for gender
politics arises, I believe, when assumed (gender) difference is played out
in texts and when characters across genders and sexes interact, even when
authors do not explicitly write against or act upon gender issues. This
is potentially more critical than a discussion of gender politics based on
gender similarity, or solidarity based on being a “woman.”

While I have sympathy with collective voices, for me the issue is first
and foremost one of the individual voice, even as one shaped by cultural
and social contexts. When characters are situated in a confined space, such
as in Yoshiyuki’s 7he Dark Room, and Kawabata’s Nemureru Bijo [House
of the Sleeping Beauties] from 1961, and others examined in the mono-
graph, they are primarily single individuals who decide, utter, and act.
My monograph offers a critical reading of texts by both male and female
writers in the hope of contributing also to the study of gender politics via
the reflexive recognition and transformation of the self. A critical reading
of gender politics is possible and still provocative when it comes via a thor-
ough reading of male writers’ works, even when authors such as Kawabata
and Yoshiyuki problematically depict objectified female characters. This is
precisely because these authors write about them with extensive attention,
which conversely allows gendered others to speak or act out. Neglecting
such authors’ depictions would mean missing ample opportunities to

91. Matsuura Rieko, “Kore ga Nihon no Homosdsharu” [“This is a Japanese Homosoci-
ality”], Gunzd, 61: 5 (2006): 234-237. See also discussion between Matsuura Ricko and
Kawakami Mieko, “Taidan Matsuura Rieko and Kawakami Mieko: Sei no Jubaku wo
koete” [“Conversation between Matsuura Rieko and Kawakami Mieko: Beyond the Sexual
Spell”], Bungakukai, 62: 5 (2008): 172.
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rethink not only gender politics but also the whole issue of self-other con-
struction in modern Japan.

My point discussing touch throughout this book is that one may not
know what another end of touch might be feeling; one does not know and
does not fully understand the other so that one tries to reach another’s
existence. Each of the writers I engage with in this book— Kawabata,
Tanizaki, Yoshiyuki, and Matsuura—writes in way that presents a partic-
ular obsession with objects or relationality to the other constructed via the
desire for touch. To give a very broad summation of these individual obses-
sions: In Kawabata, it is a withdrawal from touch followed by an eternal
yearning for the loved object. In Tanizaki, it is the partial reachability of
the other, which then elevates characters’ desire to close the remaining
distance via touch. In Yoshiyuki, it is the contemplation of an imaginary
interstice formed through a repetitive contact with the other which then
raises awareness of the self. And in Matsuura, it is a preoccupation with
fluid skinship beyond the construct of an existing family that allows for a
reorientation and regeneration of a sense of intimacy and relation to the
other. These writers all depict intimate interactions that occur—whether
due to desire or necessity—outside the traditional marital or family rela-
tionship. Sometimes the interactions turn into a yearning for skinship with
the mother. At other times they turn into a negation of the mother. Taken
together my readings of these writers suggest that one cannot assume that
one can “touch” the other in reaching the other. Touch is an ongoing
attempt at constructing a relationship with the other and a continuous
process in which one become aware of oneself in the face of another.

The Japanese writers I examine are, most likely, skeptical about any
assumption that one can easily construct an intimate relationship with an
other, and therefore also similarly skeptical about the feeling called love—
heterosexual love, familial love, or any love in other normative form. The
characters in the writings of Kawabata and Yoshiyuki, for example, are
often too fearful to try to construct a human relationship even if they desire
it. Those in Tanizaki may not be afraid but may set particular barriers to
reach the intended objects by themselves to elevate their desire for erotic
communication with others, offering a landmark of tactile imagination.
Those in Matsuura actively pursue intimate relationships, but without a
sense of the so-called primary loved object, such as the mother. How can
one love the other as well as the self? How does one deal with a situation in
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which the primary loved object is not available? How can one reconstruct
relationality with an other? These are the questions that I believe these texts
ask, and that I will be asking of them.

When characters are hesitant about direct contact (and indeed writers
are hesitant about writing direct contact), the act of reaching toward the
other often becomes intersensorial: the sense experience will involve the
connection of one sense modality to another. The writers I deal with in
this monograph commonly offer an intersensorial account of touch; by
touching the other, one listens to it, or makes contact with it through gaze,
shadows, or smell. This also includes when that “other” is a non-human
presence, an entity such as air, dampness, or wind. One sense modality
compensates another, but also allows access to another, exactly like touch
itself, which lies in “between,” connecting yet separating. My analysis of
touch will treat the mediating nature of touch in a three-fold way: touch
itself, sense modalities (touch’s relation to other senses such as vision and
sound), and their relation to language (embodied/disembodied). In my
book, authors bring these questions and advance them further in such a
way that they cannot be examined otherwise, in conversation with phe-
nomenological and psychoanalytical thoughts—despite that touch has
been neglected compared to other senses such as vision and sound (or
“prohibited” in the case of psychoanalytic practices). All of my chapters
respectively present a feature of touch, explored by each of the authors, the
whole contributing to thinking about how to (try to) touch unreachable
others. Touch is always an attempt to make contact with, reach, and to
embrace the other beyond distance.

One of the agendas for this book is to discuss Japanese texts that have
not been given enough attention in (English-speaking) academic circles
but that pose critical inquiries about relationality. The lack of critical works
on Matsuura, for example, might be explained by contemporaneity and
limited translated works especially into English. Her 1993 novel Oyayubi
P no Shugyojidai (translated as The Apprenticeship of Big Toe P in 2009) is
the only fictional work as yet to be translated into English. Yet, a careful
reading of Matsuura’s works show she is demanding a reconsideration of
relationality through the skin especially in an extra-familial context, specif-
ically how the body affects and is affected by the other in a non-verbal way.
Similarly, despite his considerable stature in Japan, Yoshiyuki remains rela-
tively little researched in Western academia, and afforded limited attention
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and interpretation in Japanese scholarship. The distinctive way in which
he verbalizes physiological sensitivities and emotion, and illuminates the
body breathing in an environment, requires a reading based on an under-
standing of the body as more than a solid mass. My study draws atten-
tion to this mode of bodily existence and attempts to attend to ambient
effects” beyond objects. I suspect the lack of an effective framework is
one of the reasons why writers like Yoshiyuki are under-researched in the
English-speaking context, adding to the reason related to the I-novel style
in which seemingly nothing dramatic happens,” as well as gender-related
problematics discussed above. This book attempts to formulate an effec-
tive way to bring Japanese works to the global context, connecting the idea
of the self, skinship, and writing. Thus, it offers both a thematic study of
touch in literature and a theoretical tool to aid the nuanced reading of texts
in their psychological and physiological surrounding, rather than focusing
on the historical reading of the texts.

Touch in a written form includes not only depicted physical touch
but also symbolic touch through language or the imaginary; touch is
not only represented in the texts but is lived, missed, enacted, and re-
experienced. When readers project themselves onto a particular literary
character through the reader—character relationship, which Jean Laplanche
and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis describe more aptly as identification,” touch
is not merely written; with its compressed (and repressed) sensations, it
invites readers to be in contact with the written. What one senses is not
always fully reflected through words, and those who employ language are

92. Paul Roquet, in his work on ambience in contemporary Japan, takes its mediatory role
of one’s perception to another, ambient literature providing “a means for the usual specifici-
ties of self to relax into the more indeterminate contours of imagined space.” Paul Roquet,
Ambient Media: Japanese Atmospheres of Self (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2016), 166.

93. Michael Bourdaghs discusses possible causes for the lack of visibility of Shimazaki
Toson—whose works often written in autobiographical I-novel style—in Western academic
circles: the lack of exotic elements in comparison to authors like Mishima, Kawabata, and
Tanizaki; and the discouragement for Western scholars working within the framework of
New Criticism, which emphasized the autonomy of literary texts. Michael K. Bourdaghs,
The Dawn that Never Comes: Shimazaki Toson and Japanese Nationalism (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 2003), 20-21.

94. Jean Laplanche, and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, 7he Language of Psychoanalysis, trans.
Donald Nicholson-Smith (London: Karnac Books, 2006), 350-351.
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still trying to capture sensations through words, touch, and to open what
is invisible—in an invitation to a particular intimate relationship. As film
scholar Laura Marks—who advances the idea of haptic that neutralizes
the division between sense modalities and the distance created thereby,
such as a vision that engages with the haptic function explored earlier by
Deleuze and Guattari”—puts it, writing “translates” embodie experiences
(into words),” the tactile aspects of language evoking the sensations to be
felt and re-experienced by an audience or a reader. This tactile language
evoking sensations, in my view, translates into literary depictions of touch
in a form of literary touch. The literary scholar Nait6 Chizuko writes of
the novelistic wish to verbalize what cannot be verbalized as “romantic
tactility” (ren'ai kanshoku) of the novel—a mixed feeling involving a wish
to touch the other and a despair of the impossibility of doing so.” It is
not only that authors write about their characters’ trials of touching the
other: their palpable depictions also enact touch, as if their necessarily dis-
embodied accounts of embodied experience of touch can be activated by
the tactile aspect of author’s language.

In sum, paying attention to the experience of touch offers a new way to
conceive the narrative “I” or the concept of the self, reflected by the other
in reaching and shaping another’s body. Writing about touch also lets the
the body on the page emerge, in the very trial of touching it; the literary
works invite a circuit of people, objects, and the surrounding environment
in a contact that is beyond one-to-one, beyond the immediate moment
through the work of imagination. An elevated desire to touch others pre-
sented by literary characters may also shape the relation beyond the sur-
face of the skin and the page. On top of the fact that relationality through
the skin is renewable throughout one’s life, imagined touch allows contact

95. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia,
trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 492-494. The
relation between the haptic and the visual became a central focus of art-historical discourse
in the early twentieth century, with such as that of Heinrich Wolfflin, Alois Riegl, and
Wilhelm Worringer, as noted in Deleuze and Guattari’s discussion of the haptic. Originally
published as Mille plateaux in 1980 by Les Editions de Minuit.

96. Laura Marks, Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media (Minneapolis and
London: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), ix.

97. Naitd Chizuko, Shasetsu no Ren'ai Kanshoku [The Romantic Tactility of the Novell
(Tokyo: Misuzu Shobé, 2010), 22-23.
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with the loved one beyond space and time. In this book, I shall argue
that touch shapes one’s relationality to others—even allowing authors to
shape a relationship with the reader by writing on an imaginary “skin”—in
an attempt to reach the other and shape the body. When authors depict
details of characters’ experience, they are also reaching their characters as
well as readers through the respective features of language they choose to
use. Authors’ literary touch on to their characters, shared by their readers,
transforms and enriches the awareness of those who are involved, through
the dynamic interaction with the world. It is with such an oscillatory rela-
tion created via touch between characters and authors, and authors and
readers, that literary touch exerts a force and makes us “feel.”



CHAPTER I

Loved Object
The Unreachable

Loved Object

“‘T can let you have one of my arms for the night’,” says the girl. She
removes her right arm at the shoulder and uses her left hand to lay it on the
protagonist’s knee. The girl’s right arm is still warm." So begins the short
story “Kataude” [“One Arm”], written by Kawabata Yasunari in 1963—
1964, originally published in five installments in the journal Shinché. In
“One Arm,” a girl lends the male protagonist her arm for one night, per-
mitting him to replace his arm with hers. He takes her arm home, car-
rying it under his coat for fear of its being noticed. Once safe in his flat,
he observes the arm under the play of the light, gently touches its nails
and fingertips, and “talks” with it and embraces it. He replaces his own
arm with hers, which then causes him to become conscious of an uncross-
able chasm between her arm and his body. Eventually reaching a kind of
peace, he sleeps—only to awaken when, accidentally, he touches his own
separated arm, which is lying on the floor, at which point he wrenches the
gitl’s arm from his body and replaces it with his own. This story explores
the issue of alterity—how can one relate to an other, particularly when
that other has become a part of oneself. At this sudden recognition of an
alterity within his own body, he encounters “her” (and indeed himself too)
with both repulsion and affection. “One Arm,” in my reading, depicts the
protagonist’s oscillating relation with the arm and its unreachable main

1. Kawabata Yasunari, “One Arm,” in House of the Sleeping Beauties and Other Stories,
trans. Edward Seidensticker (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 2004), 103 (hereafter abbre-
viated as HSB).
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body, and his negotiation with its otherness, or lack thereof. In this chapter
I shall be looking at touch with the loved object, which in Kawabata is
yearned for but depicted as infinitely unreachable.

This chapter offers a rereading of intimacy and narcissism in Kawabata,
not in relation to male fantasy and the absence of female agency, which
have generally been the focus of existing discussions on Kawabata; but
rather with regard to reciprocal relationship (or the desire for it). Studies of
Kawabata have pointed to the objectification of female body, emphasized
feminine passivity, as in “One Arm” and “House of the Sleeping Beauties.”
The argument is that female characters in Kawabata are “objects,” often
devoid of identity, anything individual, and seem to have to be rendered
unable to speak or to act.” While acknowledging the validity of these argu-
ments, and the existence of seemingly objectified bodies, I would like to
make the argument nevertheless for a degree of reciprocity in Kawabata’s
writing, and a degree of a desire for mutual relationship on the part of his
male protagonists.

In Kawabata’s writings, the characters’ strong yearning to reach the
other often appears in a form of a gaze, and is verbalized by the author’s
language. The desired object in Kawabata emerges, in my view, by being
longed for. Such a trial of reaching the desired, I argue, necessarily requires
the object; love, including narcissism, requires the presence of the object
even if sometimes without the clearest difference between the self and the
other. In Leo Bersani’s account of “impersonal narcissism,” as discussed at
length later in this chapter, narcissistic love is identical to a “knowledge
of otherness,” and the emergence of love of the self necessitates the exis-
tence of an object. Reading touch in Kawabata, which illuminates narcis-
sistic nature, rather highlights the active involvement of the object. Even
if the protagonists fail to communicate effectively, Kawabata depicts the
signals uttered by the objectified bodies, to which we might do well to
listen. In analyzing the neglected dimensions of touch and incorporation
of the loved object in Kawabata, I will examine in this chapter touch in

2. Roy Starrs, Soundings in Time: The Fictive Art of Kawabata Yasunari (Richmond: Japan
Library, 1998), 189; Mebed, “Kawabata Bungaku ni okeru Furoito Shisé no Eikyd wo
meguru Ichi Kosatsu,” 163—165; Susan ]. Napier, 7he Fantastic in Modern Japanese Litera-
ture: The Subversion of Modernity (London: Routledge, 1996), 63.

3. Leo Bersani, “The Power of Evil and the Power of Love,” in Intimacies by Leo Bersani

and Adam Phillips (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2008), 85.
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relationship to the object: the way one relates to, intensifies one’s desire for,
accepts or rejects the otherness of, and constitutes a loved object. This is
the unreachable in Kawabata’s writing.

The loved object I examine includes the transitional one in an ado-
lescent friendship, through the quasi-autobiographic novel Shonen [The
Boy], published in six installments in the journal Ningen in 1948-1949,
and Shinyi [Best Friends], published in fifteen installments in jogakusei no
Tomo in 1954-1955. This last was only recently reconstructed and pub-
lished in 2015. While Shonen illuminates an intimate relationship that the
narrator Miyamoto had in his adolescence with another boy, his boarding
mate Kiyono, Shinyi depicts same-sex yearning between girls (referred to
at the time as “S,” for “sisterhood”). Both stories express Kawabata’s yearn-
ing for the sincerity and beauty of adolescents. This yearning also appears
in “One Arm” in the form of the protagonist’s preference for a “not-yet-
touched” girl over other “touched” women, which is further extended to
the dormant body in Nemureru Bijo [House of the Sleeping Beauties], origi-
nally published in seventeen installments in Shincho in 1960-1961, a text
that also relies on the fundamental unreachability in touching.

These stories, taken together, tell us much about Kawabata and his
depictions of one’s relationship to the loved object. Touch in Kawabata
in these stories always figures in a partial, mediated, and highly nuanced
manner. It speaks of the complexity of this man, especially when the tra-
jectory of his life and the cultural context are read together. Having lost his
parents when he was little and his grandparents in his teens, Kawabata had
few memories of intimate relationships with his immediate family mem-
bers, partly reflected in his early writings.* He reached maturity at a time
when literary representations of sensual expressions such as hugging, kiss-
ing, and the touch of the lover’s hot skin became subject to severe censor-
ship. The Peace Preservation Law (Chian Iji Ho) enacted in 1925 covered

4. See Kawabata Yasunari, “Sobo” [“Grandmother”], in Kawabata Yasunari Zenshi, vol. 2
(Tokyo: Shinchasha, 1980), 439—441. After the death of first-person narrator (I / watashi)’s
parents, his grandmother loved him unreservedly, two memories of whom remained; when
his blind grandfather angrily kept hitting his grandmother who tried to protect him, and
when he had her wear a #abi and cover herself with a quilt before her death. 7abi are the
Japanese white socks that go with a kimono; it is common for the dead to be clothed in
them at a funeral. See also Kawabata Yasunari, “Koji no Kanjo” [“Orphan’s Feeling’], in

KYZ 2, 155.
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the first version, now called “pre-original” version, of his Yukiguni [Snow
Country] in 1935 with deletions, omissions, and corrections. In the first
part (“Yageshiki no Kagami” [“The Mirror of the Evening Landscape™])
of this pre-original version, the protagonist Shimamura “remembers”
his loved one through his left forefinger (although the actual term “fore-
finger” [hitosashi yubi] was omitted in the published text), the forefinger
mediating the uncertain memory of woman and its distant physicality.’
During the rise of a return in all things Japanese in the 1930s, commonly
dubbed the “return to the Orient” (#dyd kaiki), an attitude that many lead-
ing Japanese writers at least professed to share, Kawabata avoided active
political engagement, unlike his new sensationist friend Yokomitsu Riichi
(1898-1947). He continued to write about female bodies, beauty, and
sadness even in the postwar period.

While Nina Cornyetz argues that Kawabata, in turning to Japanese
traditional culture, refused to politicize art, yet also refused to depoliti-
cize what was already political,® Kawabata Kaori, referring to Kawabata’s
postwar return to Japanese tradition, suggests that reading this simply as
a “return to tradition” is a misrecognition given that vanguard elements
and traditional, classical, or indigenous elements coexist and crisscross.”
In my view, Kawabata was experimental throughout his career in writ-
ing about the precarious nature of relationship; his works questioned the
extent to which ways of pursuing intimacy could be accepted, some works
even foreshadowing and predicting later related social phenomena such as
stalking in “Mizuumi” [“The Lake”] in 1954, and the payable co-sleeping
services in 7he House of the Sleeping Beauties. Both stalking and commodi-
fied intimacy are noticeable phenomena in contemporary Japan.

5. Kawabata Yasunari, “Yageshiki no Kagami,” in “Yukiguni (pure-orijinaru)” [“Snow
Country (pre-original)”], in KYZ, vol. 24 (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1982), 73-74. The com-
pleted version has both parts (KYZ, vol. 10 [Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1980], 11-12), with fur-
ther intimate descriptions. Kawabata Yasunari, Snow Country, trans. Edward G. Seiden-
sticker (London: Penguin Books, 2011), 5.

6. Nina Cornyetz, The Ethics of Aesthetics in Japanese Cinema and Literature: Polygraphic
Desire (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2007), 25-26.

7. Kawabata Kaori, “Sekaiteki Kanten kara Kawabata Yasunari wo Miru” [“Seeing Kawa-
bata Yasunari from the World View”], Kokubungaku 46: 4 (March 2001): 22. Kawabata
Kaori, a scholar of Russian literature, is Kawabata’s son-in-law (the husband of Kawabata’s

adopted daughter Masako).
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The characters in Kawabata’s works tend to be so hesitant to touch
others that they can only reach the objects of their desire through the
act of looking or identification with an object that represents the loved
object. Some authors and literary critics have noted that Kawabata had a
peculiar way of looking at other persons; he would hold them in a fixed
stare or gaze; and his eyes gave him a demeanor that was almost ghostly.
Kawabata’s stare evoked a number of reactions—including cold sweats,
tears, and a strong desire to flee®—and commentators surmise that his
marked preoccupation with life and death stems from his experience of
deaths of most of his immediate family when he was little, leading to his
eyes to recognize the fugitive beauty (hakanai utsukushisa) or ruined beauty
(horobi no utsukushisa).’ Yoshiyuki Junnosuke wrote that Kawabata consid-
ered female beauty in terms of an idea of “passing beauty” (zoorisugiru bi)."
Any direct physical interaction tends to be one-way or to comprise com-
munication with a mere part of the loved one, an arm or an unconscious
body like those of the gitls in House of the Sleeping Beauties, who can only
be touched after they have been given sleeping pills and have fallen asleep,
as if with a necessary precondition of a certain distance."’

In House of the Sleeping Beauties, customers sleep overnight with the
girls at a particular inn, who are put to sleep with sleeping pills. Old Eguchi
touches the girl who is sleeping with him, observes her response, and some-
times tries to wake her, although customers are never allowed to retain the
same girl on multiple visits. However, in my view, it is not that Kawabata’s

8. See Mishima Yukio, “Eien no Tabibito: Kawabata Yasunari shi no Hito to Sakuhin”
[“Eternal Traveller: Kawabata Yasunari and His Works,” written in 1956 and edited
in 1958], in Kindai Bungaku Kanshi Koza, ed. Yamamoto Kenkichi, vol. 13 (Tokyo: Kado-
kawa Shoten, 1958), 264. See also Yoshiyuki Junnosuke, “Kawabata Yasunari den Danpen”
[“Fragments on Kawabata Yasunari”] (1966) in Yoshiyuki Junnosuke Zenshi, vol. 12
(Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1998), 376-377.

9. Yamamoto Kenkichi, “Kinji” [“Of Birds and Beasts”] in Kindai Bungaku Kansho Koza,
vol. 13, 138.

10. Yoshiyuki Junnosuke, “Funabashi Seiichi Shoron” [“Short Essay on Funabashi Seiichi”]
(1963) in YJZ, vol. 12, 238.

11. Van C. Gessel, Three Modern Novelists: Soseki, Tanizaki, Kawabata (Tokyo: Kodansha
International, 1993), 162; Tsujimoto Chizu, “Yama no Oto ron: Sono Ai no Yos6”
[“On The Sound of the Mountain: The Appearance of Love”], Ronkyi Nihon Bungaku 50
(1987): 64.
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literary characters are distant from the possibility of being in touch; in fact,
they are still hoping to reach the loved object from afar—even through a
piece of broken tea bowl—making sure to have some space in-between
to keep themselves as well as the loved objects safe. Even with distance as
a necessary precondition, the visual possesses a haptic nature: there is a
reaching for the observed other. It is not that the seer/looker is an active
subject who looks at the object and the seen/looked-at a passive object
is waiting to be seen; rather, there is reciprocity in action. The gaze in
Kawabata plays a haptic role, as though the character’s gaze replaces actual
touch. The protagonist withdraws: he refrains from reaching the object; he
touches it through his gaze. The distance is thus required.

At the same time, in verbalizing such an alternative form of touch,
Kawabata’s language itself begins to serve a haptic function. Speaking of
Kawabata’s detailed and precise descriptions of the sleeping girl in his
House of the Sleeping Beauties, Mishima Yukio suggested, “[it is] as if she

»712

were being caressed by words alone.”'” Kawabata was an acute observer,
even making a profession of his powers as a reviewer of dance and ballet
performances.'” His preparations for writing House of the Sleeping Beauties
also involved hiring female models, and taking photographs of them.'* His
vision of the objectified sleeping girl invites Eguchi to observe her silent
body in detail by participating in an irresistible relationship in which the
haptic is led by the visual, but also by the written. In reading this story
through two axes of the literal—as the mechanism of the desire to dis-
sect the symbol, trying to open the girls’ eyes and coming closer to the
surface—as opposed to the “symbolic” eye in the sleeping girls, Hosea
Hirata finds that the author’s language mirrors his representation of his
protagonist’s gaze: “Kawabata’s words caress the entire body, slowly, in

12. Mishima, “Introduction,” HSB, 9.

13. For Kawabata’s contributions as a dance reviewer/critic to a range of dance culture
in twentieth-century Japan, see Fusako Innami, “Gendered High and Low Culture in
Japan: The Transgressing Flesh in Kawabata’s Dance Writing,” 7he Routledge Companion
to Gender and Japanese Culture, eds. Jennifer Coates, Lucy Fraser, and Mark Pendleton,
373-81 (Abingdon; New York: 2020).

14. Fukuda Junko, “Kawabata Yasunari to Shésetsu ‘Nemureru Bijo ” [“Kawabata Yasu-
nari and the novel ‘House of the Sleeping Beauties' ”], in performance program, Opera

Nemureru Bijo [Opera House of the Sleeping Beauties] (Tokyo: Tokyo Bunka Kaikan, 2016).
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detail, as if casting a tight-fitting net of language over the body.”"” This
account of the relation between words (or writing) and touch—or writing
as touch and as touched—is thus key to the reading of Kawabata’s texts,
precisely because he mostly avoids depicting touch between his characters;
and yet the male protagonist (or Kawabata himself, as writer) still tries
to reach the other through the gaze and through words. Adding to the
capacity of a haptic visuality, Kawabata’s language reaches from afar and
caresses the body by attentively depicting it.

And yet, somewhat in contrast to the careful attention given in most of
Kawabata’s works to describing physical contact, with a subtle tension between
touching and not touching, in “One Arm,” a single arm is completely and
suddenly joined to another person’s body. Mishima points out that it is made
possible for the protagonist in “One Arm” to have a dialogue, or interactive
communication, with the girl’s arm precisely because it is merely an arm, and

16

not the entire body;'® interactive communication thus depends on the frag-

mentation of a female body. The unreachability of the other person is figured
through that of her body as a whole (the botai BHA; literally “mother body”).
The story raises questions regarding contact and rupture. A subtle surface
contact using the nails and fingertips, and the play of light and smell, sud-
denly gives way to violent acts such as wrenching off and forced grafting—
radical shifts of forms of touch, as well as the haptic in Kawabata, which are
still to be addressed.

The communication via touch detailed in this story makes us rethink
the relationship to the loved object due not only to the rupture, but also
to the shifting distance between the protagonist and the arm, and between
him and the girl’s main body, by depicting the protagonist as constantly
concerned with and yearning for the unreachable. In the reciprocal rela-
tionship between the embracing and the embraced in this story (midway
through the story her arm embraces his neck; at the end, he embraces the
dead arm), the protagonist creates the other, potentially including his own
otherness, through the incorporation of the girl’s arm, even if he cannot
fully accept what he finds. “One Arm” tends to be discussed in terms of

15. Hosea Hirata, Discourses of Seduction: History, Evil, Desire, and Modern Japanese Litera-
ture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 31.

16. Mishima Yukio, “Kaisetsu” [“Interpretation”] (1967) in Kawabata Yasunari, Nemureru
Bijo (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 2011), 246.
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disjunction and passivity, as well as fetishism and virginity, all of which
make it difficult to understand how the protagonist could relate to the
beloved arm.'” But this is a story in which the loved object is transitive.
It is not only acted upon, it affects the other. It is this mutual shaping of
relationship in Kawabata that I shall be giving my attention to throughout
this chapter.

Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis draw a distinction between
incorporation, the term of which they note first appeared in Sigmund
Freud’s 7hree Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), and introjection: “In
psychoanalysis the bounds of the body provide the model of all separations
between an inside and an outside. Incorporation involves this bodily fron-
tier literally. Introjection has a broader meaning in that it is no longer a
matter only of the interior of the body but also that of the psychical appa-
ratus, of a psychical agency, etc.”'® The concept of introjection was first
introduced and developed by Hungarian psychoanalyst Sdndor Ferenczi,
Melanie Klein’s mentor, who used it to mean internalizing objects and
their qualities from outside through fantasy, without specific reference to
the real bodily boundary."” Ferenczi’s analysis of introjection and exterior-
ization (by which he meant an extension of the ego and its autoerotic
interests to the external world, and a taking-in of an image of the loved
object) drew attention to the inside—outside, pleasure—unpleasure, and
love—hate polarities, leading to Freud’s development of the active—passive
and sadistic-masochistic polarities in his 1915 essay “Instincts and their
Vicissitudes,” in which he first used Ferenczi’s 1909 term “introject.”
Having served as an army physician during World War I (and having
developed his psychoanalytic theories through his experience with trau-
matized soldiers), Ferenczi theorized how one negotiates with the physical

17. Fujii Takashi argues that the vanishing of the border between a machine (a girl’s arm)
and the subject is the mark of an erotic unity of the two. “ ‘Dokushin-sha no Kikai’ to ‘Tkei
no Shintai’ Hydsho: “Tanin no Kao, ‘Kataude,” ‘Ningyd zuka' no Dajidai sei.” [ ‘Bachelor
Machines’ and the Representations of ‘Malformed Bodies’: On the Contemporaneity of
“Tanin no Kao, ‘Kataude,” and ‘Ningyé zuka "], Nihon Kindai Bungaku 91 (2014): 102.
18. Laplanche and Pontalis, 7he Language of Psychoanalysis, 230.

19. Sandor Ferenczi, “On the Definition of Introjection,” 316-18.

20. Sigmund Freud, “Instincts and their Vicissitudes” (1915), SE, trans. James Strachey
et al., vol. 14 (London: Hogarth Press, 1962 [1957]), 136. Also see Séndor Ferenczi,
“Introjection and Transference” from 1909, reprinted in First Contributions to Psycho-
analysis, trans. Ernest Jones (London and New York: Karnac, 1994).
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reality inside one’s psyche, while also delivering his psychoanalytic theories
to a new readership with an interdisciplinary mindset.

If we define “tactile” to mean “involving touch” and “haptic” to mean
“involving touch as possibility,” introjection suggests a potentiality that lies
between the internal and external worlds in the realm of fantasy, without
involving actual touch. As demonstrated in my reading of Kawabata
below, Klein’s analysis of the incorporation of the loved object further
describes the infants relation to the mother’s breast as the prototype of
a “good” object, including incorporation through the sense experiences
apart from touch, without being confined to the oral stage. Relational
dynamics between inside and outside—such as introjection taking in the
source of pleasure and projection keeping out the source of unpleasure®'—
raises further questions regarding the relationship between the protagonist
and the unreachable in “One Arm,” while the latter literary case raising
the issue regarding the acknowledgement of otherness in Klein’s writing.
As the Kleinian sense of “position” is of a state to which one may return
later in life, Kleinian incorporation sheds a suggestive light on relation-
ships between adults as well as that of infant and mother. With a particular
attention to relationship to the loved object in this manner, I will make the
case for the yearning for reciprocity in Kawabata’s writing, viewed through
ruptured communication.

Ruptured Incorporation

The common understanding of physical touch is mostly based rather on a
visual understanding by shortening the distance between the touching and
the touched. However, defining what constitutes touch is complex. “One
Arm” reflects the protagonist’s tenderness toward, as well as relation with,
the not-fully-reachable girl’s arm and, above all, her distant main body
(botai), rather than toward a touchable “it.” And yet, I here go against
existing readings regarding the passivity of female characters in Kawabata’s
works; the girl here, by giving a consent for her arm to be transferred to the

21. Especially when the ego projects its feelings into objects which it identifies with, it is
called projective identification. See Juliet Mitchell’s introduction to Melanie Klein, as well
as Klein’s “The Psychological Principles of Infant Analysis” and “Notes on Some Schizoid
Mehcanisms” (1946) in SMK.
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protagonist’s body, directs the relationship that develops between them: ‘I
don’t suppose you'll try to change it for your own arm,’ she said. ‘But it will
be all right. Go ahead, do’.”*> With this consent, the girl gives the protago-
nist a part of her body. Her consent means that her arm is not merely dis-
located, touched, and incorporated, but also actively transferred: it leaves
her body for that of the protagonist. Despite the starkly depicted motif of
bodily incorporation, this story illuminates an uncertainty about touch,
depicted through the fragmentation of the body. It seems as if, in touch-
ing, the protagonist definitively escapes the presence of her body.

In my introduction to this book, I proposed that touch consists of
conflicting forces of reaching and departing, touching and not touching.
Touch in shape of pursuit of the other convoluted with hesitancy and
withdrawal from touch, prevalent in Kawabata, is theorized in Emmanuel
Levinas’s account of caress. Levinas writes of caress as a search into the
invisible, involving a difficulty in or the impossibility of holding the loved.
“It [the caress] searches, it forages. It is not an intentionality of disclosure
but of search: a movement unto the invisible.”” Levinas sees the caress as
involving a quest for, rather than a taking hold of and a possessing of, the
loved object.”* This view suggests that, moving toward the invisible, the
very attempt to reach the other may be what constitutes touching, rather
than the actual shortening of the distance. Jean-Paul Sartre further suggests
that it is not only that the distance shrinks between the toucher and the
touched, but also that the act of reaching indicates the other: “[t]he caress
is not a simple stroking: it is a shaping. In caressing the Other, I cause her
flesh to be born beneath my caress, under my fingers.”” Touch indicates

22. Kawabata, “One Arm,” 104.

23. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis
(Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 258. Originally published as Zozalité et
infini: essai sur ['extériorité in French in 1961 by Martinus Nijhoff.

24. Steven Connor adds here on Levinas: “It is as though a hand were to reach out in a
dark place and touch, where it had expected an object, another hand, or the twitching fur
of an animal. One recoils from such a touch” due to “the danger of betraying the flesh into
the carapace of an outline.” Steven Connor, 7he Book of Skin (London: Reaktion Books,
2004), 278.

25. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 411-412. The pronouns in French are masculine (as
autrui). The use of capital “O” in “Other” appears in writings of Levinas, Sartre, Lacan, and
other thinkers, to differentiate the radical “Other” as an element to define or constitute the
self from a more general “other.”
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and brings to mind the presence of the other in the very act of touching.
Despite Kawabata’s depiction of the pleasure (izoshisa) found in the girl’s
arm, which is focused on purity, evident in such an expressions as “her

breasts, not yet touched by a man,”*

“One Arm” also complicates the
boundary of “touch,” abruptly progressing from surface contact to incor-
poration of the arm.

“One Arm” captures the resonance of the beloved’s body through its par-
tiality and wholeness. The protagonist narrates, “It seemed to me that the arm
and the girl herself were an infinity apart.” Writing of the girl’s whole body
as botai (main, or mother, body), he wonders, “Would the arm be able to
return to the girl, so far away?”*” The “distance” interrogated here is not just
the distance between him and her, but between her displaced arm and her
main body. In touching, he is constantly aware of this distance from the bozai,
which remains unreachable. Her appearance as one arm rather than a whole
body also seems to give him easier access to her, since he can keep escaping
from the visibility of the body: both his own, as she does not possess the
eyes to directly look at him, and thus make him the object of her vision, and
hers, since she does not appear as a whole body. However, her arm, though
only a part of her body, essentially functions as if it is her subjectivity, her
person: it listens to and “talks” to him, moves, watches him, and makes him
feel shy. He communicates with her arm, which stands for her wholeness, but
without any feeling of pressure, since it is visually merely an arm rather than
a whole female body. The sense of unreachability in the distance her partial
body indicates with respect to her body and person as a whole confers upon
their contact its special character.

Another characteristic of this story stems from the multisensorial effect
that the subtle surface contact has on the protagonist before the incorpo-
ration of the arm. When he comes back to his room with the girl’s arm, a
pleasant and calm interaction between the protagonist and the arm ensues.
When he touches the girl’s fingertip, which he notes is protected by a
carefully polished, faintly pink nail, her finger flexes and her elbow bends.
Having discovered from experience with another woman that women’s fin-
gers are especially sensitive when they have long nails, and regretting the
fact that he asked if her fingers were tickled by his touch, he says, “on the

26. Kawabata, “One Arm,” 106; “Kataude,” in KYZ, vol. 8 (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1981), 550.
27. Kawabata, “One Arm,” 111; “Kataude,” 557.
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body of the girl who had lent me the arm they [her tender spots] would be
beyond counting”; that is, they were all over her body.” When he takes the
girl’s arm and flexes the elbow again and again, the arm says, “Behave your-
self,” as if smiling; a smile that, however, “did come over the arm, crossing
it like light. It was exactly the fresh smile on the girl’s cheek.””” Kawabata’s
narratives access the world, Cornyetz puts it, through “vibrantly tactile,
auditory, and visual” senses,”” or a synesthetic where, as Takayama Hiroshi
puts it, “touch and smell smiling at vision.”' Kawabata translates his pro-
tagonist’s tactile discovery of the partial body into observation. The sub-
tlest touch that barely connects with the other affects him personally: “The
long, narrow, delicate nail scratched gently at the palm of my hand, and
the slight touch made my sleep deeper. I disappeared.”””

Conversely, the drama of this story lies in the fact that such delicate
touching may lead to rupture. In a single moment, he throws her arm
away from his body, “insisting,” as Susan Napier puts it, “on the essential
isolation between individuals, the fundamental inability to connect.”* In
“One Arm,” when the girl gives the protagonist permission to replace his
own right arm with hers, he does so. Soon after that, he feels a spasm, then
a break, and a disjunction between the arm and his shoulder. “I could feel
the girl’s fingers in my mouth, but the fingers of her right hand, now those
of my own right hand, could not feel my lips or teeth. In panic I shook
my right arm and could not feel the shaking. There was a break, a stop,
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between arm and shoulder.” In the next moment, he is concerned about

the detached arm’s bleeding, wondering whether the blood is coming from
her arm or his shoulder. When her arm covers his ear, he continues noting
the motion that comes not of his volition but of the girl’s arm, from its
heart. Then the protagonist and the arm listen to the sound of the pulse,

28. Kawabata, “One Arm.”

29. Kawabata, “One Arm,” 113.

30. Cornyetz, The Ethics of Aesthetics, 18.

31. Takayama Hiroshi, “ ‘Bukimi na Monoga...” Kawabata Gensé Bungaku no Atarashi-
sa: ‘Kataude’ ‘Nemureru Bijo' ni Furete” [“The Uncanny ... The Novelty of Kawabata Fan-
tastic Literature: through ‘One Arm’ and ‘House of the Sleeping Beauties' "], Kokubungaku
46: 4 (March 2001): 82.

32. Kawabata, “One Arm,” 123.

33. Napier, 7he Fantastic in Modern Japanese Literature, 65.

34. Kawabata, “One Arm,” 119.
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the blood flowing through the arms. He no longer feels any shuddering
or spasm, and falls asleep. When he wakes suddenly with a scream, to the
repulsive touch of his right arm, he tears off the arm that is attached to his
shoulder and replaces his own, trembling. When he regains his composure,
the girl’s arm is lying on the bed, quite still and growing pale. He embraces
it like a dying baby. If the condition of what Levinas would call “a fecund
being” is to be capable of a fate other than its own,” what is the meaning
of the spasm and gap between the arms of the man and the girl, incurred
by incorporation?

The struggle between possession or dispossession occurs with a feeling
of love that progresses from the part to the whole, which is explained in
relation to the ambivalent feeling by Klein. Klein writes:

Full identification with the object based on the libidinal attachment,
first to the breast, then to the whole person, goes hand in hand with
anxiety for it (of its disintegration), with guilt and remorse, with a
sense of responsibility for preserving it intact against persecutors
and the id, and with sadness relating to expectation of the impend-
ing loss of it. These emotions, whether conscious or unconscious,
are in my view among the essential and fundamental elements of
the feelings we call love.*

The good object, now incorporated, becomes a source of anxiety as one
continues to care about the incorporated loved object. In “One Arm,”
in the actual process of knowing her arm—through his talking with it,
observing the light reflected on it, communicating with it by smell, and
spending time with it—he becomes attracted to it. Her body part effec-
tively becomes like a whole body, especially through his identifying the
pulse of the arm with his own heartbeat. As her arm and his body lie beside
each other, the protagonist’s heart becomes overlaid with the delicate pulse
that belongs to the girl’s arm: the two pulses sound against each other, and
it is indiscernible which is which. The presence of her arm beside him is
for him like that of her whole body. He is soothed by the presence of her

35. Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 282.
36. Klein, “A Contribution to the Pychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States” (1935),
SMK, 125.
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arm and decides to take it on. “In a trance, I removed my right arm and
substituted the girl’s. There was a slight gasp—whether from the arm or
from me I could not tell—and a spasm at my shoulder. So I knew of the
change.””

The physical incorporation of the arm brings about an inescapable
chasm involving repulsion at the touch of his own arm, and the ultimate
wrenching off of the arm of the other. Being “overtly ‘postmodern’ in style
and setting,” as per Napier, “anything can happen.”* Incorporation, in
particular, signifying a greater sense of bodily frontiers than introjection,
causes a significant sense of loss both in psychic phantasy and corporeal
reality. The arm embracing the protagonists neck in the middle of the
story and the protagonist conversely embracing the girl’s dying arm in the
final scene, this story reveals the protagonist’s ambivalent feelings beyond
categories like the erotic or maternal. In particular, the alterity sensed
through incorporation and the absence of negotiation at the end impart a
subtle sadness about bodily communication, both in the sense of the loss
of a loved object, and the inability to accept another’s life within oneself.
The bodily incorporation and the sensations caused by the alterity of the
other’s body problematize the standpoint of the incorporated object and
the further possibility of an ethical co-existence with the other.

Kawabata tends to depict male protagonists who hesitate and defer an
actual encounter with the loved body. This deferral of touch makes the
beloved “the untouchable,” placing her, as in Levinas in a “future in the
present,”” and the act of caressing “the anticipation of this pure future.”*
Yet, this un-realization of touch may not always be the product of a male
fantasy; Cathryn Vasseleu problematizes Luce Irigaray’s caress as “the ges-
ture of touch,” instead of touch itself, as well as Levinas’s idea of fecun-
dity as “an escape from the universal,”' by placing the beloved not in
the tangible present but the unknowable future. Insisting that the mark
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58 Touching the Unreachable

inscribed during the course of a touch, which “my body” remembers, can-
not be made into discourse,* Irigaray is attentive to surfaces such as mem-
brane and mucosa. While exploring the possibility of an “invisible” touch,
as opposed to the kind discussed by Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, and Levinas,
where touching subjects relate to sight, Irigaray implies a kind of mystery
to it: “This invisible cannot be seized or be understood.”® Such theoretical
problematics question whether a body ever really encounters another body.

It is here that Kawabata’s work would contribute to the conceptualiza-
tion of touch, with the idea of consent, or “permission” (“yurushi” in orig-
inal Japanese) to replace the arm. In his story, the object saying, “Please”
(“iiwa” in original Japanese), gives it a degree of agency. There are two
permissions in “One Arm.” One is given to the protagonist by the girl
who lends her arm; the other is given to him by a different woman who
decides to give herself to him. The protagonist retrospectively narrates this
woman’s permission; her voice was trembling, he remembers, and she asso-
ciated herself with the dead Lazarus.” Although the substitution of gender
here creates another “beloved” female, this permission is given to actualize
the unification of their bodies, not in an unknown time but an impending
future. Both the physical exchange with the other woman above and the
replacement with the girl’s arm occur through a mutual consent between
the male protagonist and the female figures. Incorporations here are driven
not exclusively by the male fantasy but through consent between those
who touch.

Incorporation in Kawabata, as in Klein, is not limited to the sexual
kind, and the sadness at being unable to accept otherness indicates an
ambivalence of feeling: of love and rejection, desire and hesitation, affec-
tion and repulsion. The communication between the protagonist and the
arm proceeds not necessarily through visible demonstration, gesture, or
abstract erotic energy, but through the experience of finding and feeling the
other next to or inside of oneself, or oneself inside the other: through the
warmth, the texture of the skin, the smell, the light, the pulse, heartbeat,

42. Trigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference, 178-179.

43. Luce Irigaray, “Perhaps Cultivating Touch Can Still Save Us,” SubStance 40, no. 3
(2011): 138.

44, Kawabata, “One Arm,” 113-115; “Kataude,” 559-562, with reference to the
Bible: John 11: 35-37.



Loved Object: The Unreachable 59

and blood coming and going between them. This is a visceral way of know-
ing the other.”” This acute awareness of pulse, heartbeat, and blood flow
may indicate that the delicate touch discussed earlier—with the body con-
toured through surface contact and subtle caresses—still remains in the
visible realm. Kawabata’s “One Arm” shows a bodily contact that is sensed
through light, warmth, and the texture of the surface, or audible through
heartbeat and blood flow. The protagonist comes to negotiate with the
girl’s alterity through a consonance in pulse and heartbeat via incorpo-
ration, even if this cannot last for any substantial length of time.
Disjunctions and ruptures felt between bodies might comprise a
condition for continuance, in the same way as Levinas suggests that the
discontinuity of time renews and resuscitates the time to come.” Touch in
Kawabata is a matter of subtlety, lightness, and delicacy. At the same time,
however, in “One Arm,” the protagonist himself resists the continued
incorporation of another’s body, which might be the cause of subsequent
physical rupture. As this suggests, bodies make contact not just through
surface touch, but also when they join or separate. A rupture of contact
can affect the possibility of touching, incorporating, or sharing another’s
body, and is what makes both incorporation and surface touch possible.
The encounter with the other touches us in the very oscillation between
the possibility of accepting otherness and the sadness of its impossibility.
As already suggested, the male protagonist in Kawabata’s fiction often
distances himself from the possibility of (dis) possession; in the protagonist’s
search for unconditional love there is not so much a unification with the
other as a yearning for the beloved image. The temporary union with the
loved arm is conducted during a moment of trance, which subsequently
causes the death of the arm. Laura Marks emphasizes the significance of
“giving-over’—“concomitant loss of self in the presence of the other”—in
the erotic of haptic visuality.”” Although the concepts of not possessing or

45. Kuriyama Shigehisa writes about the complexity in knowing the body through the act
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47. Marks, Touch, 20.



60 Touching the Unreachable

reaching for another in their alterity resonate in Kawabata’s “One Arm,”
this is mainly due to the protagonist’s feelings of the possibility of rejection
and repulsion. The girl, in contrast, keeps her composure throughout the
story; perhaps not always as a “self-sacrificing” woman whose arm is met-
onymic as Hijiya-Kirschnereit puts it,”® but rather as a being with a body
part that itself has volition. While the search for an object outside oneself
in a form of eroticism may respond to one’s inner experience,”’ Kawabata’s
protagonist incorporates the loved object so as to secure self-love as well as
his desire. Now internalized as an integral part of his body, it reorientates
his attention. With the realization of the otherness of his own externalized
and discarded arm, he again exchanges arms. His shifts relating to the
object are all aspects of his relationship to the world, manifested via rup-
tured contact.

In a recent issue of the literary journal Gunzd, several writers in a
roundtable discussion commented on “One Arm” in a discussion about
fiction dealing with “weird” or “partial” love (hen'zi, ZZZE and {RE), sto-
ries about love that is particularly grotesque or weird.”® For Murata Sayaka,
the weirdness derives from the obsession with purity in the descriptions
in the narrative; for Motoya Yukiko, it is the protagonist’s obsession with
the woman’s arm, which she sees as arising from his reluctance to see a real
female body.”' Motoya claims sex becomes irrelevant during the process
of pursuit of love: a world where one does not have to be mindful of oth-
ers and where mistakes and wrong moves are accepted.”” Several decades
before, Yoshiyuki Junnosuke surmised that Kawabata’s preoccupation with
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pure, virginal figures arose from his orphan psychology and narcissism: the
protagonist in Kawabata, Yoshiyuki argued, is projecting his own misery
and needs as orphaned child onto the pathetic but virginal pure figures.”
Kawabata describes the girl’s arm as having a beauty beyond humanity, and
the protagonist treats it with exceeding delicacy (except when he wrenches
it off), attracted to her purity and imagined virginity, in contrast to the
already touched female body that he recollects as an object of dislike.
Kawabata represents the protagonist as being abnormal, yet still wanting
to be accepted by the other. Although his orphan background may indeed
have determined this depiction of pursuit of love for its lack, in my view,
the pursuit of a tolerant space of “no matter what” is also the flipside of
self-love. Below, I focus on the object relationship in Kawabata with an
attention to orientation and narcissism.

Love of the Object and of the Self

Kawabata’s preferences and dislikes have often been discussed in relation
to his orphan background. A part of his fixation being dissolved by writing
the autographical story, Yamamoto Kenkichi argues that it was Kawabata’s
homosexual desire toward Kiyono, his boarding mate in junior high
school, that made his fiction preoccupied with “the erotic rather than the
romantic” (renai teki dearu yorimo seiai teki).”* Kawabata’s fiction makes
autoerotic extension of the ego corporeal, by incorporating the body part
and extending the self (through language, smell, and the gaze, even when
physical contact is not involved) out into the world, in a way close to Sarah
Ahmed’s discussion of object relations and sexuality. Ahmed writes, “the
differences between how we are orientated sexually are not only a mat-
ter of ‘which’ objects we are orientated toward, but also how we extend
through our bodies into the world.” By her account, the individual’s
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actions on the object shape the object, which in turn affects the individual.
The author’s depictions of obsession to a particular object shows weird-
ness or queerness not only in object choice—whether it is the virgin girl,
the partial arm, or the same-sex friend, discussed below—but also in the
object relations. Mishima Yukio claims that in Kawabata, “life was the

% but it is nevertheless conceivable that, as

senses” (seimei ikoru kanno),
Yamamoto also suggests, having witnessed a number of deaths in his early
life, Kawabata came to understand life and death as being essentially inter-
changeable, and not necessarily existing in sequence but in continuation.’”
Kawabata’s acute attention to the loved object seems inseparable from his
fundamental awareness of its unreachability.

In addition to stories for adults, Kawabata also wrote for adolescents.
He wrote shdjo shisetsu (gitls novels), which involve girl-girl intimacy,
such as “Otome no minato” [“The Girls’ Port”], originally published in
ten intallements the journal Shdjo no Tomo in 1937-1938, and “Shin’ya”
[“Best Friends”] in 1954-1955. Throughout his career Kawabata engaged
in discovering new writers, and Kawabata Kaori suggests that he seemed
to read women’s writings more than men’s, and children’s writings more
than adults’.’® In the late 1930s Kawabata was an advocate of tsudurikata,
writing in which children depict their everyday lives in plain language: in
1939 he selected children’s works for a collection of exemplary ssuduri-
kata writings. Perhaps, as Chen Wei puts it, Kawabata saw tsudurikata as a
way for adults to recover an understanding of human nature through con-
tact with children’s minds.”” At the same time, here too we may recognize
an attempt to reach toward the not-quite-reachable. It is not surprising
that the eroticism in his fictional accounts of the unreachable is directed
towards the immature body rather than the fully mature.

Detailing the sensibility of not-yet-mature girls, “Shin’ya” depicts quo-
tidian events in plain language through the perspectives of two junior-high
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school students Megumi and Kasumi, who look so similar they are often
mistaken for twins, and who are best friends. Megumi, raised in a warm
family environment, radiates cheerful and positive feelings, while Kasumi,
an only child raised by a single mother, expresses lonely feelings, and is
unable to be honest with others. Kasumi feels through her “girl’s sensi-
bility” that her beloved mother will be taken away from her (by her uncle
and cousin).®” Megumi, finding that her beloved friend is surrounded by
untrustable people, feels protective of her. When the two end up living
some distance apart due to Megumi having to move house, Kasumi sends
her a red bag that is identical to her own, as if to suggest that she wishes
Megumi to like the bag, almost like a replacement for her own body. Girls’
stories developed especially in the interwar period, often emphasizing sis-
terhood (at the time referenced as “S” or “es«t”), and attracted the reader-
ship of young girls. Those stories in fact served to “discover” the period
of adolescence, which previously had been perceived, as Hiromi Tsuchiya
Dollase has argued, only in terms of a “lack.”’

The girls often yearn for (as a matter of akogare) upper-grade girls
like ideal elder sisters, who are soon to become adults, acting as if they
are unaware of what awaits them.*” In Kawabata’s “Otome no Minato”
[“The Girls’ Port”], which is about sisterhood at a Christian girls’ school in
Yokohama, the girls, not wanting to graduate and satisfied with remaining
in the bubble of their lives at the school, feel at a loss when they encounter
the residents of a poor neighborhood in the world outside the school.
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Michiko, the main character, collapses, and consequently feels as if she
has suddenly realized what it means to be alive.*> Written with the help
of Kawabatas assistant Nakasato Tsuneko, this story illuminated girls
sensibilities and brought same-sex intimacy into the literary mainstream.
The girls described in the “S” stories—which features in girls’ magazines
often accompanied with images of idealized girls’ bodies with large round
eyes and thin torsos, and whose illustrators included Nakahara Jun’ichi
(1913-1983)—communicate with gestures of physical affection, hug-
ging, linking arms and holding hands, expressing a desire to assimilate the
loved one. Such (lesbian) intimacy—often evoking the mother—daughter
relationships—is read as “the foundation of feminine sexuality,”* while
creating an ambiguity between the desire to remain eternally a young girl
and to become a fully mature woman, between remaining as is and an irre-
sistible becoming. The attraction of Kawabata’s male protagonists to imma-
ture girls is characterized by the maintenance of a distance from them,
by their being somewhat hesitant about acting on the desire to touch.
The instability of the loved object and one’s distance from it heighten the
yearning to reach it, as if such an unbridgeable gap and incomplete matu-
rity are necessary.

While unrealizable yearning (akogare) was mostly directed towards
young girls in Kawabata’s writing, he also represents intimacy between
boys, as in his story “Shéonen” [“The Boy”]. In this story the uncategoriz-
able character of intimacy seems to problematize the division between the
erotic and the romantic as proposed by Yamamoto. In “Shonen,” the main
narrator Miyamoto combines diaries, recollections, and letters exchanged
with Kiyono and tells a retrospective account of Miyamoto’s teenage mem-
ories at the dormitory in the mid Taishé period (1912-1926), including his
intimate desires, his homoerotic experience with Kiyono, and his yearning
for the beauty of the flesh. The story tells the type of yearning, described
by Barbara Hartley, as an expression of “ambivalent desire,” the sexually
aware eye of Miyamoto roving across the desired pure objects with a focus
on Kiyono.” The narrator Miyamoto records a moment of touching with
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his roommate Kiyono, in which Miyamoto held Kiyono’s warm arm at
dawn, in his diary: “I felt the warmth from Kiyono’s skin flowing into my
left arm. Kiyono, as if not knowing anything, held my arm in his sleep.”*
When Kiyono is absent, Miyamoto plays with the hands of another dorm-
mate, Koizumi, sleeping next to each other. He sometimes sleeps holding
Kiyono’s arm on his right and Koizumi’s on his left. Kiyono’s fortunate
background with a warm and loving family makes the orphaned boy feel
miserable: his own background is lonely. The contrast repeats that of the
Megumi-Kasumi contrast in “Shin’ya.” Kiyono’s innocent, strange purity
soothes him, making him feel welcomed and accepted, with a calmness
he has never experienced before. This comforting feeling goes hand in
hand with his feeling that Kiyono loves him the most and will forgive him
anything.

With an understanding that intimacy in “Shonen” presupposes the
clear differentiation between the self and the other and in a reciprocal
respect with the other who is attractive and also a friend, Takahara Eiri
differentiates this story from a narcissistic boys™ love story (or the direct
expression of narcissism).”” And yet, read together with Kawabatas girls’
stories and especially his involvement with children’s sudurikata, 1 wonder
whether this reciprocity is not more a self-mirroring—or whether the self-
other differentiation is as clear as if it might be if another person were
truly involved. If, as Bersani writes, “Love is an exemplary concept in all
philosophical speculation about the possibility of connectedness between
the subject and the world,”* being attracted to someone as if it is self love
might further illuminate the presence of the object.

Different feelings toward the same loved object—what Klein calls
ambivalent feeling—bring an imbrication of sensations and memories
regarding the loved object. Especially in writing of this type—combining
diaries, letters, and protagonist’s reflections that may also partly reflect
author Kawabata’s background—sensations and memories are recollected
from the past and relived through the writing. J. Keith Vincent argues
for human desire that is not only communicated between two different
historical eras of writing, readership, and enactment by different readers
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and narratees, but that foregrounds it with “deferral and between-ness,”
mediating categorical divisions created between the homosocial and the
homoerotic.”” In my view, this mediation of writing about queerness in
“Shonen” suggests the wilful presence of the author, arising from how
Kawabata relates himself to writing. Kawabata lets Miyamoto write about
him being freed from his fixation to an orphan mentality and sentimental
feeling of depending (amaeru) on his abnormal circumstance. After such a
reflection, Miyamoto writes that he managed to make an escape from “the
dark place” to the town square where he could walk more freely.”’ For an
author to relate part of his real-life experience to his literary characters—
whether inside a fictional novel as the protagonist or in the form of auto-
biographic essay—involves a literary projection, and a manner of acting
out repressed feelings through verbalization. Kawabata’s language enables
Miyamoto to go outside the small space, getting out of the dark place; the
adolescent body and author Kawabata encounter each other beyond tem-
poral and spatial distance through the reflection of the repressed, made
into language. This language interconnects these figures, as well as the
past and present, calling for a moment of negotiation between nearness,
distance, and intimacy.

A recent theatrical production based on this story’’ represented
Miyamoto’s relationship with Kiyono through a particular attention
to narcissistic self-touch. In this production, an adult male performer
Kawaguchi Takao, to play the role of Miyamoto, narrates Kiyono’s story,
randomly picking up papers, mostly letters, that litter the stage, and read-
ing them out aloud. At the end of the performance, one of Kawaguchi’s
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hands starts touching his arm, while the other holds an elbow, and he
begins to laugh as if he is tickling himself and being tickled. He then puts
his fingers in his mouth, his hands caress his body from head to toe, mov-
ing from one body part to another. Moving from a standing posture to
sitting down on the stage, he confesses, “I was in love with you” (watashi
ha omae wo koi shiteita) (Figure 1).

Figure | Shonen —The Yasunari Kawabata Trilogy (Producer: Mirei Yamagata,
Director: Liang Yen Liu, Performer:Takao Kawaguchi) copyright of Hideto Maezawa.
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The touching between two adolescent bodies of Miyamoto and
Kiyono, performed by one adult body of Kawaguchi, all the intimate feel-
ing directed toward the other is now invested toward one flesh. When
Merleau-Ponty discusses self touch, he argues that it is a way to reflex-
ively confirm the self by being externally touched by oneself. The way in
which Kawaguchi performs adolescent two-body touch with one adult
body seems a particularly perceptive way of reading Kawabata. This is
because: firstly, the enactment of repressed feeling is to be performed
in a delayed manner (potentially by an older body than the actual body
that lived the actual moment of given feeling); secondly, one might come
back to the adolescent moment of intimate relationship with a combina-
tion of friendship and eroticism. Lastly, when one belatedly liberates the
repressed, one may no longer have “another” body to share that intimate
feeling with. Now the intimate feeling originally addressed to another
is, without reaching the intended, left adrift or reorientated to the self.
The enactment or the return of the repressed is always belated, occurring
after the actual moment in which the sensation is “felt.” By the time it is
verbalized, the message has lost its original addressee and can only reach
someone else, in this case, including the reader or audience. The delayed
enactment becomes further prominent when the text is performed by the
actual living flesh, involving temporality and maturity of those who are
involved, even though the theatrical adaptation is beyond the control of
the author’s original intention.

The phrase, “I was in love with you,” occurs in Kawabata’s writing and
is repeated in the play. This phrase, which appears in the original text as
of the unsent letter of Miyamoto to Kiyono, written in his teenage days
and later recollected, needs further attention: “I liked your fingers, hands,
arms, chest, cheeks, eyelids, tongue, teeth, and legs. I was in love with
you. And I could say you were in love with me, t00.””? Kawabata’s use of
the term ko: to indicate Miyamoto’s feelings for Kiyono, and the different
term @i when emotional struggles are involved (when he found in Kiyono
a “savior god” to love him)” will recall for readers the debate on love in

72. Kawabata, “Shonen,” 161.
73. Kawabata, “Shonen,” 163.
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early Meiji Japanese literature, when sensuous erotic feelings were referred
to as koi (Z5) and love in a more spiritual sense was called 27 (Z).”* Saeki
Junko analyzes the distinction between 47 and iro, the latter indicating
sensual and carnal love. With the introduction to Japan of Christianity
with its emphasis on an ethics of love, the term ren'zi (ZR%) was coined
to refer specifically to an intimate heterosexual relationship, prioritizing
spirit over body.”” Kawabata’s use of ko for physical intimacy with Kiyono
recall Mishima’s contrast between Kawabata, a writer whom he says stands
against the intellect, and Yokomitsu, who, for Mishima, “sank into the
intellectual delusion.””® In “Shonen,” reflecting the boy’s memories of his
youth in the early twentieth century of the Taishé period, the different
terminologies employed for matters of same-sex intimacy may illuminate
the shifting conceptualizations for it at the time. The author explains such
same-sex intimacies among boys not necessarily as homosexuality (ddsei
ai) but as something like longing or yearning (shibo) for the opposite sex,
equivalent to the feeling toward loved ones; without seeing those one may
feel restless.”” While the text potentially hints at the then more socially
accepted character of a homosocial bond, it also questions the categorical
reading of same-sex feelings.” If we allow that the story holds within itself

74. The now commonly-used word renzi (23 %) was adopted in the late 1880s to translate
the English “love” and French “amour” that signifies a deeper, spiritual, and mutual affec-
tion between a man and a woman, one that reflected Christian values, as compared to the
traditional word 4oz, which is associated more with physical intimacy. See Tomi Suzuki,
Narrating the Self: Fictions of Japanese Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1996), 74.

75. Saeki Junko, Iro o Ai no Hikaku Bunka shi | Comparative Cultural History of Iro and Ail
(Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2000 [1998]), 8-16. Karatani Kojin further observes that, while
intimate love in Edo literature was exclusively referred to as ko7, connoting sexual love,
renai, which might include sexual love, more often had the sense of a platonic, idealized
love, translated into English as “romantic love” due to associations with Japanese Christian-
ity and romanticism (Karatani, Origins of Modern Japanese Literature, notes in 201-02).
76. Mishima, “Eien no Tabibito,” 267.

77. Kawabata, “Shonen,” 155.

78. Both Mori Ogai’s Vita Sexualis (1909)—which, with its autobiographical analysis of the
protagonist’s sexual development, was initially banned as inappropriate for circulation—
and Natsume Soseki’s Kokoro (1914) illuminate an aspect of same-sex intimacy. Medical
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different time frames, Kawabata has Miyamoto make a personal recollec-
tion of his intimate desire, and simultaneously distance himself from his
own orphan psychology.

Writing, as a specific kind of medium, enables Kawabata to approach
the unreachable; it connects past and present, repression and liberation,
words and the not-yet-verbalized, or embodied and not-fully-verbalized.
Beyond the analysis of same-sex feeling vis-a-vis adolescent developmental
process and the use of psychoanalysis for literary creation, Miyamoto’s
comments quoted above on overcoming adolescent orphan psychology
illuminate the process of analyzing oneself, living through the experience,
acting it out through writing, and then being freed from it. In the protago-
nist’s yearning and in Kawabata’s writing, the very act of trying to reach
the loved object “marks” the emergence of the desired objects through the
interaction with the loved one.

On the object relation (or object creation, objectualization), André
Green states, “The object is created at the very moment that the subject
is going to reach it in reality, just before he reaches it; it is created, and
this is the subjective object.”” It is not that the subject and object stand
separate from each other and come into contact only through touch, by
shortening the distance between the two; rather, they inform and affect

practitioners perceived a set of dangers in the same-sex relationship in the early twentieth
century, seeing it on one hand as pathological, as a disease to be cured, and on the other
hand as a cause of further disorders, such as neurasthenia. The discourse on neurasthenia
and mental disorders was intrinsically linked with sexual behaviors, and this linkage bore
a specific political significance for Meiji Japan, in which neurasthenia was seen as weak
and effeminized, a problem that had to be overcome in order to build a strong nation.
Despite wartime censorship, writings related to sexual health and strength were tolerated to
promote the nation’s procreative potential. See Sabine Friihstiick, “Male Anxieties: Nerve
Force, Nation, and the Power of Sexual Knowledge,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of
Great Britain & Ireland, 15: 1 (April 2005): 76, 88. As Jeffrey Angles argues, however, a sin-
gle text could present dissonant images of same-sex desire—illuminating male-male desire
as deviant, on the one hand, and as a form of homosocial brotherhood on the other (Jeffrey
Angles, Writing the Love of Boys: Origins of Bishonen Culture in Modernist Japanese Literature
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 12).

79. Gregorio Kohon, “The Greening of Psychoanalysis: André Green in Dialogue with
Gregorio Kohon,” in 7he Dead Mother: The Work of André Green, ed. Gregorio Kohon
(London: Routledge, 1999), 29. Green uses French word “objectal” instead of the English
word “objective” for this “objectualizing” function, the creation of objects through negation.
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each other, processes through which one is constructed and (re)constructs
itself. Because of his characters’ frequent withdrawal from actual interac-
tions with their desired objects in a process that is nonetheless written,
Kawabata convincingly illuminates one’s relation to the object. Rather than
being one-way communication, it is mutual, and this feeling of mutuality
is created by leaving an ambivalent feeling about the relationship between
the two and potentially ambiguous separation between author and some
of his characters.

Kawabatas use of the medium of writing to approach the unreachable
can be understood in terms of what Mishima sees as Kawabata’s failure to
develop a literary style (buntai). Kawabata’s works were often completed over
a period of years as they were being serialized, making it difficult for readers
to tell whether or not the stories were finished. They often lacked dramatic
catastrophes or familiar narrative structures. Remarking on Kawabatas fear-
lessness and lack of a plan, Mishima glossed these as passion (junan): “while a
powerful intellectual force would reconstruct the world [Mishima wrote], the
more powerful this sensibility became, the more he would need to accept the
chaos of the world within himself.”** For Mishima, Kawabata lived his life by
eliminating his own fear and anxiety in making himself powerless. Writing
provided a way for him to accept the world within himself and to access
the unreachable. It may well be that he did not feel the need to establish his
own particular literary style because this “style” is precisely what exploratory
and experimental writing seek to undermine. Writing—as a medium—is
a mode of connection; it is a continuous process between approaching the
object while simultaneously distancing oneself. The examples discussed above
suggest that what Kawabata was looking for through his writing was the pos-
sibility of being connected with and being accepted by others, rather than
to create a specific image related to a body. An awareness of the other and
of the self goes hand-in-hand with the construction of both self and other,
which would be a necessary element for the emergence of love. Attracted to
the untouched or unreachable—whether it is an arm, the idealized other, the
dormant body, or a missing lip print—his writing about reaching them cre-
ates and re-creates the loved object; thus, objects are shaped in the attempt to
touch them.

80. Mishima, “Eien no Tabibito,” 267.
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Reciprocity in Sleep

The unreachable in Kawabata is further problematized in the earlier-
mentioned House of the Sleeping Beauties, where, as Mishima interprets,
it is avoided for the loved objects to approach Eguchi, so that his sexual
desire will remain a pure sexual drive, preventing an interaction-based
love.®" Beyond the mutual effects and the communicability between him
and the girls, the story further complicates the remembrance of touch,
raising the question of whether touch that is conducted in the absence of
clear consciousness can be remembered. While medical discussions about
the brain may highlight the importance on the world represented in the
brain for activities including waking and dreaming,* for Ivri Kumin, the
pre-object relations period (the stage before the infant achieves an ability
to objectify the mother as an object) stresses the importance of the sen-
sorimotor or bodily sensations.*” The protagonist’s relationship with the
dormant bodies, prompting the fluid circulation of tactile memories and
imagination, again question what is (un)reachable. This section reconsid-
ers the desire for reciprocity—whether “mutual” communication is pos-
sible when one counterpart cannot consciously register being in touch due
to an absence of consciousness (as would occur in sleep).

The gitls in this story sleep from the beginning to the end, and are
entirely without autonomy. They are unlike people in contemporary pay-
able co-sleeping (soine, sleeping with another person) services who decide
when they want to be awake or doze off.* They know nothing, and are
completely unaware of who has slept beside them. The sleeping girls remain
unreachable, with no waking consciousness or memory to refer back to.
The sleeping girl does not shame the old men, who are no longer “manly”;
for them, she is “life to be touched with confidence” (anshinshite furerareru

81. Mishima, “Kaisetsu,” 243.

82. See John Allan Hobson, Dreaming: An Introduction to the Science of Sleep (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).

83. Ivri Kumin, Pre-Object Relatedness: Early Attachment and the Psychoanalytic Situation
(New York and London: The Guilford Press, 1996), 7-8, 82—83.

84. Fusako Innami, “Co-sleeping: Engaging with the Commodified Dozing Body in Kaw-
abata, Yoshimoto, and Yamazaki,” Contemporary Japan 27: 1 (2015), 37.
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inochi).¥ Communication between Eguchi and the girls is doubly dis-
tanced from two-way communication: by the girls’ lack of consciousness,
and by Eguchi’s withdrawal from excess interaction, which could harm
either the girl or himself. Eguchi knows that he is safe, obtaining a sense of
security from the absence of the other’s awakened consciousness. For Susan
Napier, the girls are “objects in the most fundamental sense™ they exist
only to be gazed on, neither having sexual activity nor seeing the men who

% and this absence of consciousness raises the ethical

sleep next to them,
question of their subjectivity being ignored. Noting that there is no two-
way communication that the girls can remember, Eguchi says: “I see. Its
not a human relationship.”® The pursuit of physical intimacy seemingly
requires warmth, moisture, and weight, but the “intimacy” here is not
sharable, since the consciousness of the other is not actually present. When
Eguchi awakens toward the end of the story, he notices that the co-sleeping
girl is cold and without a pulse. Her body is simply taken away from the
house as if it means nothing.

However, the absence of the other and the lack of interactive com-
munication opens up a wider circuit than the two-person relationship,
prompting imagined memories. In “One Arm,” the protagonist’s contact
with the fragmented arm prompts him to imagine the ever-unreachable
distance between the arm and her main body, as well as between him
and her main body. In House of the Sleeping Beauties, in contrast, touch
prompts the protagonist’s memory of his mother, as well as memories of
other girls. While Eguchi gazes at the sleeping girl and feels for a breast, the
sensation reminds him of the breast of his mother and, when he withdraws
his hand, the sensation travels from his chest to his shoulders.* This touch
of the girl connects to Eguchi’s own childhood memory or imaginary rec-
ollection. Even in Kawabata’s Yama no Oto [The Sound of the Mountain],
published in multiple journals in 1949-1954,% the protagonist Shingo,
in sensing his approaching death and feeling the burdens of taking care of

85. Kawabata, “House of the Sleeping Beauties” (hereafter HSB) in House of the Sleep-
ing Beauties and Other Stories, 20; “Nemureru Bijo,” KYZ, vol. 18 (Tokyo: Shinchdsha,
1980), 142.

86. Napier, The Fantastic in Modern Japanese Literature, 63.

87. Kawabata, “HSB,” 38.

88. Kawabata, “HSB,” 36.

89. Kawabata, “Yama no Oto,” in KYZ, vol. 12 (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1980), 241-541.



74 Touching the Unreachable

family members, entertains various intimate desires with a number of fig-
ures. Prompted by his daughter-in-law Kikuko—who resembles the now-
dead older sister of his wife Yasuko, for whom he yearned when he was
younger—he marks the revival of his love (koigokoro) for Yasuko’s elder
sister,”” who is Shingo’s real eternal (and unreachable) loved object. The
ever unreachable loved one revives, via the chain of imaginary memories of
other figures, when he faces his death.

The contact with the girl also invokes bitter memories, as if the loved
object appears at the same time as the disliked counterpart. Eguchi remem-
bers being criticized by his former lover, a geisha, for coming to her with
the smell of milk on him, a result of embracing his baby daughter shortly
before his visit to the brothel. The smell of milk is out of place in a brothel;
it highlights only the exclusion of the lover from the conventional family
circle and also from traditional family registers. Eguchi has a dream that
his daughter’s baby is born deformed, and in the dream feels that his search
for distorted pleasures is somehow responsible for this “misshapen” birth.
Waking, he looks at the sleeping girl, who lies with her back to him, and
tries to turn her to him: “Look this way.” As if in answer she turns, emitting
a small cry that sounds like she is having a nightmare.”” While the house
excludes procreative sexuality, the imaginary arising in between his dream
and his co-sleeping with the girl manifests his anxiety and powerlessness
about life as well as death. Some have pointed out that the sleeping space
in this story, surrounded by the crimson velvet curtains, is a closed internal
space, like an imaginary mother’s womb: either a place to develop pure
ideas, or to yearn to return to, with Eguchi’s association of his mother as
the first “woman” in his life.”” The internal space where their bodies sleep,
representing both the psychological and physical, leads sleepers to reminis-
cence about the past. While Eguchi’s conflicting attitudes—gratification
at the love received by touching the other, and yet anxiety about giving

90. See Yamamoto Kenkichi, “Yama no Oto,” in Kindai Bungaku Kansho Koza, vol.
13, 237.

91. Kawabata, “HSB,” 33.

92. See Okubo Takaki, “Koki Kawabata Yasunari Sakuhin no Nis6 (2) ‘Kataude’” [“Two
Aspects of the Later Works of Kawabata Yasunari: ‘One Arm’”], Tokyo Jyoshi Daigaku Kiyo
Ronshi 34: 1 (1983): 76; Napier, The Fantastic in Modern Japanese Literature, 63; Mebed,

“Kawabata Bungaku ni okeru Furoito Shisé no Eikyé wo meguru,” 168.
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love and supporting a family—questions what it means to welcome touch,
insofar as he receives comfort.

“EVERY THEORY OF LOVE IS, necessarily, a theory of object rela-
tions,” writes Bersani. “Love is transitive; to conceptualize it is to address
not only the question of how we choose objects to love, but also, more
fundamentally, the very possibility of a subject loving an object.””” Bersani
asks how we can love others for themselves, exploring the reconciliation
of narcissism and love that connects one to the world in the name of an
“impersonal narcissism.” In Kawabata, the protagonist is able to love
another insofar as the object appears safe for him. Yoshiyuki, on narcissism
in Kawabata’s works, refers to Mishima’s comments that Kawabata’s eroti-
cism is an attempt to reach the voluptuous substance—the life:

The reason why it is truly erotic lies in the mechanism that the
object, or to put it simply, life, cannot be eternally touched. And
the reason why he prefers to write about a virgin is perhaps due to
his interest in the function particularly of a virgin, that she is forever

untouchable [firkashoku 7~ 7] /&) insofar as she remains a virgin

but that she is no longer a virgin when she has been violated.”

Both Yoshiyuki and Mishima see Kawabata’s erotic fixation on virgins as
objects be touched, and in the division between the “life” that is to be
touched and Kawabata’s own life. But Bersani’s idea of a narcissistic love
that is also a pure object love complicates this reading.

For Bersani, “backlove” or counterlove is a type of self-love in which
the loved longs for the lover much like the lover longs for the loved, for
the mirror image of the self in the other; the lover’s desire is “the reality
of the other that he remembers and embraces as his own.”” This love is
caused by the very existence of another. The self whom the loved desires
in the other and the self who is the lover itself are almost inseparable. This
mode undoes the dichotomy between the active subject and passive object
in a different manner from, for example, Deleuze and Guattari’s or Marks’s
dynamic subject—object relation via the haptic. Bersani’s approach attests

93. Bersani, “The Power of Evil and the Power of Love,” 72.

94. Yoshiyuki, “Kawabata Yasunari den Danpen,” 362-363. Mishima, “Eien no Tabibi-
to,” 269.

95. Bersani, “The Power of Evil and the Power of Love,” 84.
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to a reciprocal relationship, based on the presence of the other. Bersani’s
narcissistic love is, at the same time, love for the other.

A rupture of communication in House of the Sleeping Beauties due to
the absence of girls’ awakened consciousness complicates gender dynamics
by putting the several sleeping girls in a position to “recognize” the male
customers, instead of the men simply objectifying the girls. The girls do
not know what is happening during their sleep, including how their bodies
might be touched and be treated. Even so, the fact that the male custom-
ers have seemingly more agency to approach girls’ bodies necessarily make
them feel they are committing an ethical violence. The sleeping girls’ lack
of awakened consciousness does not drive Eguchi into a posture of doing
whatever he wants. Rather, he cares for the object of his intimacy, feeling
as if handling “a breakable object.”® Eguchi avoids affecting the girl too
much with his contact, conscious that love is too demanding an emotion.

Amazed at the first girl’s beauty and youth, Eguchi looks at her body in
detail and asks her, “‘Are you asleep? Are you going to wake up?’,” as if ask-
ing the permission for him to touch her hand.”” Although Eguchi accepts
all the conditions posed by the woman at the inn, including that custom-
ers cannot stay until the girl wakes up, he nevertheless desires a human
relationship in which he can feel her presence and her response. Kawabata
carefully describes Eguchi’s desire for reciprocity through the fantasy of
communicating with an awakened girl. Attracted to the scent of the third
girl, he slides his body toward her. She, as if in reply, turns toward him
with her arms extended as if to embrace him. “‘Are you awake?’,” Eguchi
asks; and Eguchi shaking her jaw, she turns her face down as if to avoid
it, in a deep sleep.”® After some attempts to breach the house’s rule that
one should not try to awaken sleeping girls, he decides to stick to the rule,
feeling in himself an emptiness at not being able to “communicate” with
the girl. Despite the objectification of the girls, it is Eguchi who attempts
to be recognized, but goes unnoticed. The fragmentation of the conscious-
ness, | argue, paradoxically makes the “two-way” communication possible
between Eguchi and female figures.

The new girl, who is more alive than the previous girl, turns away from
him and, with her back toward him, seeks him with her arm, while talking

96. Kawabata, “HSB,” 23.
97. Kawabata, “HSB,” 18.
98. Kawabata, “HSB,” 40.
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in her dream. The arm seeks, searches, and tries to reach the other, without
reaching the intended in her dream. And yet, he is excited about the idea
that he might indeed have something like a conversation with her:

“Mother.” It was like a low groan. “Wait, wait. Do you have to go?
I'm sorry, I'm sorry.”

“What are you dreaming of? It’s a dream, a dream.” Old Eguchi took
her more tightly in his arms, thinking to end the dream. The
sadness in her voice stabbed at him. Her breasts were pressed flat
against him. Her arms moved. Was she trying to embrace him,
thinking him her mother?”’

Trying to approach her mother in her dream, the girl reaches for Eguchi,
an unknown man, without recognizing his identity. His thoughts roam,
and he even wonders if the touch of old customers has trained her to talk
in her sleep, as a form of resistance. Then he starts to touch her, wondering
what she should say and where he should touch her to get an answer, just
as the protagonist in Yoshiyuki’s 7be Dark Room touches his lover in his
search on the clean film of her skin.

It is possible that these responses by the girls might be of Eguchi’s
imaginative creation; however, in the light of Bersani’s idea of a recip-
rocal love that flows from an impersonal narcissism, one might also see the
extent of interaction between Eguchi and the sleeping beauties. Eguchi’s
touching of the sleeping gitls, hesitant yet occasionally firm, is to reassure
himself of his own existence. He waits to see and feel the girls’ responses
to check if his touch has been received, and then attempts to find some
part of their bodies where they might particularly react, as if to receive a
response. Self-recognition and self-awareness stem from confirmation by
others. Kawabata’s depiction suggests that, even in a state of fragmented
consciousness, this wish for a reciprocal relationship to others still survives.
Kawabata writes of a subtle form of love that is almost unattainable, vio-
lent, and imperceptible, searching for the type of female agency even when
the female subject is asleep.

Touch calls up others beyond the two people involved in a relation-
ship; the intimate feeling prompted by contact in Kawabata’s fiction is

99. Kawabata, “HSB,” 46.
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repeatedly projected onto different figures, and often recalls Eguchi’s imag-
ined memories of his life. Toward the end of this story, he dreams of his
mother’s death, of the smell of the foods she prepared for him and his new
wife, and about the red flower she prepared for their arrival. Between his
dreams, he touches the sleeping girl’s breast with strength, and is reminded
of his own stroking of his mother’s bosom; this brings on further memories
of the same thing. Touch develops in a throng of Eguchi, the memory of
his mother, and the sleeping beauties. The yearning for affection and love
is heightened due to the absent presence of the other, while shaping the
imagined object, across the divisions between individuals and time. The
ultimate goal of this reciprocal relationship is a connectedness between
them, fostered in the tumult of temporality by the wish to meet again
in the future and a recollection of the past. Touch develops through the
presence of the other and circulates between the self and those others with
whom one comes into contact, even via memory and association. Love is
the pursuit, search, and refinding of the intended object, being “insep-
arable from memory.”'" As Eguchi gazes at a red drop oozing from the
petals of the red flower that his now-dead mother prepared for his wife, he
awakens from his dream to find the girl sleeping beside him cold without
a pulse. The pursuit of the unattainable circulates, arising from birth and
approaching death, partaking in the wandering of consciousness. Beyond
the fragmentation of the body and consciousness, these imaginary experi-
ences in co-sleeping open up another dimension of subjectivity.

The girl’s breath, scent, and touch evoke a series of fantasy and
memories in Eguchi, signaling the vulnerability of shared-ness, making
shared intimacy uncertain, and projecting the bodies’ impending deaths.
Touching the sleeping beauties, Eguchi is unable to receive a response spe-
cifically directed to him, as the state of sleeping involves a detachment or
absence from the quotidian.'”’ During the sleep stages—from the transi-
tional period of drowsiness where a sleeper finds his thoughts flowing, in a
light sleep, followed by a deep-sleep stage in which the mind is unfocused

100. Bersani, “The Power of Evil and the Power of Love,” 72.

101. Jean-Luc Nancy writes of the presence of the sleeper as “the presence of an absence”
and is “the return to the immemorial world” (Jean-Luc Nancy, 7he Fall of Sleep, trans.
Charlotte Mandell (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009), 15, 22; Simon Williams
puts it as involving a certain “absence” from both self and others (Simon J. Williams, Sleep
and Society: Sociological Ventures into the (Un)known ... (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), 70).
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and drifting, and then the period of rapid-eye movement (REM), when
the brain is most active and dreaming occurs—the sleeper experiences dif-
ferent types of perceptions of and reactions toward external stimuli, as the
apparent responses of the dozing girls while Eguchi is drifting off to sleep
manifest. The line between absence and presence, consciousness and sleep,
openness and closure, becomes blurred, the sleeping body losing full access
to itself as well as to the other.

The absent or unattainable appears reachable only partially and
momentarily through a glimpse when sleeping or dreaming; or when it
is written, by bringing the perceived and the unconscious, as well as the
self and the object, together through words. Stimuli in pre-object relations
are physically communicated through the body, yet are non-repetitive and
are thus immemorial, like touch for the sleeping girls. Ivri Kumin calls
this double surface—an interface between the surfaces of self and object—
a “semipermeable membrane,” with an association with Freud’s mystic
writing-pad, where certain stimulations are erased through the work of
an external shield, while some are written on the inner layer, inscribed
on the wax slab.'”* There is in this story no assumption that touch on the
dormant being has even been perceived or that it can be remembered. The
gitl’s body functions multiply, as if unreachable, though it is physically
reachable, and as an absent presence. Or, as Roy Starrs might say, her body
“reawakes” his past relationships with other women.'” While Eguchi’s
touching of the girls creates for him an imaginary sensual world that he
can recollect, it is perhaps a series of passing sensations, which will not
even be “remembered” by the girl who might be stimulated by the touch;
these two worlds do not meet, unless, possibly, within the male imaginary.

When Eguchi touches the sleeping girl, thinking that she may be the
last woman in his life, he goes into a daze, wondering who the first one
was; the thought flashes into his mind that it would have been his mother.
Eguchi drowsily finds himself thinking of her, remembering his imaginary
first “woman,” triggered by the touch with the sleeping girls. Meanwhile
the girl, stimulated by Eguchi’s touch, also dreams of her mother in her
sleep. The absentee—the mother figure in this case for both Eguchi and

102. Kumin, Pre-Object Relatedness, 120. Freud, “A Note upon the ‘Mystic Writing-Pad,”
227-232.
103. Starrs, Soundings in Time, 196.
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the girl—reappears in their drowsiness, sleep, and dream and disappears
in their death. The girls are sleeping almost as if they were dead, and it
occasionally happens at this house that a sleeping girl never awakens, indi-
cating the proximity of deep sleep and death. Eguchi mutters to himself,

“As if it were alive,”*

when looking at the sleeping girl’s body part, such
as hand and elbow. Death, or the failure to wake up, is depicted not in dis-
junction from life but as a possible continuation of deep sleep. In a 2006
story by Ogawa Yoko Mina no Kishin [Minas March], a girl, Tomoko,
refers to Kawabata’s House of the Sleeping Beauties, and suggests that Eguchi
might be rehearsing his own death; the old man is simply trying to get
accustomed to dying, so as not to be scared at his real death.'” Kawabata
suggests the proximity of deep sleep to death with the reference to Lazarus
in “One Arm”: being asleep signifies being dead, and the dead Lazarus is
resurrected because of a “call.” Kawabata’s works connect this world and
other worlds through his attention to the invisible.

Kawabata was the rare author who pursued the motifs of spiritual and
erotic love throughout his life. His yearning to touch the unreachable is
not only sexual or romantic but also has further connotations of touch-
ing the invisible in the interactions between the sleeper, the absent, and
the dead. Among authors influenced by the spiritualism movement and
psychics from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries, Higashi
Masao emphasizes Kawabata’s uniqueness: to use elements of clairvoyance,
telepathy, ectoplasm, and poltergeists as a central part of his work; his
incorporation of psychic elements related to Christian mysticism in the
Japanese cultural context; and as a pioneer in uniting psychic motifs and

106

sexual love.'”® Kawabata’s protagonists almost never achieve direct touch,

because they seek the unattainable, which may be a spirit or an absent
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Stories by Grear Writers, Volume on Kawabata Yasunari: One Arm], edited by Higashi
(Tokyo: Chikuma Shobg, 2006), 377.
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consciousness. The body becomes necessarily unreachable. The touching
of the unreachable is an attempt to reach beyond the confinement of the
body with a visible form.

As a young and aspiring writer, Kawabata was particularly concerned
with catching immediate sensations, rather than being subject to the
two-stage process of first receiving a perception and then writing it down
through language. The irony is that despite his early attempts at being pro-
gressive and experimental, he was made an icon of “traditional” Japanese
writing; and despite his reaching towards a greater immediacy in his writ-
ing, his protagonists are hesitant and instead create a space between them-
selves and the intended objects with which they wish to interact. A strong,
almost possessive, yearning for the intended object that he cannot even
reach shapes a particular object relationship. Above all, in his desiring it
and gazing at it, Kawabata not only depicts but demonstrates how one
might relate to, know, and try to love an other. The discussions above
illuminate, on the one hand, how the subject may relate to and create
the object in the trial of reaching it. On the other hand, Kawabata re-
creates an aesthetic, wherein one never over-touches the other and keeps
the loved object intact so as to protect it from any harm. The toucher
also remains protected, untouched, blurring the boundaries between the
(un)touchable and (in)visible. Kawabata develops his model of touch, the
fundamental unreachability of the other, through writing that reproduces
the unreachability. Kawabata’s works offer suggestive accounts of object
relations and communication, especially regarding the potentiality of the
loved object in his works to evoke the ambivalence of love. As the protago-
nist experiences various types of psychological and bodily turmoil with the
object—whether the object is the arm, girl, or boy—it is not that a pas-
sive object waits to be contacted by the toucher. Instead, the unattainable
object affects the would-be toucher and shapes relationality between them,
as Kawabata desires interactive relationship in maintaining the distance
from it. The continual hesitancy and distance toward the loved object in
Kawabata conversely heightens the possibility of apprehending the other
in the yearning for mutual relationship.



CHAPTER 2

Touch in Plays of Distance, Shadow, Light

The Potentiality of an Unbridgeable Distance

In Tanizaki Jun'ichird’s 1956 novel Kagi [7he Key], a husband and wife
each keep their own diaries and secretly (or not so secretly) each reads the
diary the other keeps. Meanwhile, the wife, Ikuko, pursues an affair with
another man, Kimura, the partner of her daughter Toshiko. Ikuko records
the progress of this affair in her diary, aware that her husband will read
it—and, in fact, the husband-narrator is anyway cognizant and even sup-
portive of the affair. In one entry, Ikuko gives the following account of a
conversation she has had with Kimura:

—“There’s one part of your body I've never touched [Kimura said to
me]. He [Your husband] wanted me a paper-thin distance from
you, and so I've obeyed his wish. I've come as close as I could
without violating that rule.”

—“Oh, I am so glad to hear that!” I exclaimed. “You can’t imagine
how grateful I am!”™’

Frustrated by his wife Ikuko’s modesty, which makes her feel “ashamed
to discuss anything of an intimate nature,” the husband-narrator explains
that he keeps his diary as a way to address their sexual problems, knowing

1. Ta