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THE VITALITY OF TRADITION
Howard Hibbett

I should like to begin by thanking Professor Umehara
for his kind invitation to attend the Fifth International
Symposium at the International Research Center for
Japanese Studies, on the grand theme of “Humanity and
Literature in the Contemporary World.” I also want to
thank Professor Nakanishi asking me to offer a paper in
this opening session on “Contemporary Literature and
Tradition.” For better or worse, my own presentation will
be in English, thanks to the generous terms of the
invitation, but I should add that I prefer the more concise
and perhaps more modest Japanese titles for the
symposium (Gendaijin to bungaku) and for this session
(Dento’ to gendai). My own title, however, is no doubt
insufficiently modest, since it is meant to assert a
personal view in the polemical context of contemporary

literary theory.

The concept of a “literary tradition” is presently under

attack from various quarters. Canons are vigorously

«

assaulted or radically redefined. A so-called “new
historicism” in criticism declares its opposition to any
veneration of the past or of tradition. Minor works as well
as masterpieces are to be studied as embedded in the
contingencies of history;attention is to be focused on the
historical understanding of culture, and on the ideological
and material bases for the production of art. If a focus on
ideology, materialism, and production sounds familiar,
this view of history is by no means committed to the belief
that historical processes are inexorable. Nor is it more
interested in masterpieces and major artists than in
cultural expressions that have hitherto been considered
marginal. New historicist critics say that they are
concerned with literary texts because they wish to “recover
as far as possible the historical circumstances of their
original production and consumption and to analyze the
relationship between these circumstances and our own.”
They try to understand these circumstances “not as a
stable, prefabricated background against which the
literary texts can be placed but as a dense network of
evolving and often contradictory social forces.” Their

attitude toward literary tradition appears to be skeptical




to the point of profound suspicion.

One critique of this position shares the suspicion but
stresses the linguistic element in the relation between
literature and history. This relationship, the relation
between text and context, must itself be subjected to
rhetorical analysis, rather than seen as purely logical--
literature as a mere reflection of history. In fact, such
metaphors as“embedded” or “reflectiong”play a significant
part in the analysis of the relationship. A recent critic of
Soseki writes that“valuation of a literary work by its
association to a history conceived as either context
(background) or determinant of the literary text
inadvertently trivializes both text and history.” But he
himself succumbs to the metaphorical impulse (toward
reflection, in this case) in his next sentence: “A similar
dualism, mirrored in the familiar opposition of Japan to
the West, pervades the study of modern Japanese
literature, and unfortunately it has continued to deflect us
from seeing a text as a field where the past 1s reprocessed
in a complex intertextual collision of words, voices, and
conventions.”

A tendency toward linguistic nihilism seems to animate

the fashionable critical practice of endless deconstruction
of meanings. Yet a heightened awareness of language and
rhetoric is as valuable as critical understanding of
historical and cultural context in assessing the role of
tradition in literature. To be sure, the role of tradition is
not merely that of preserving the canon of classical works,
or even of providing a basis of continuity to be modified
by selective addition and subtraction in the manner
described so eloquently by T.S.Eliot. Reinterpretation,
adaptation, even irreverent parody can all attest to the

vitality of a tradition.

Richard Bowring has recently provided an example of
this in his account of the long“cultural history”of one of
the greatest Japanese classics: the Ise monogatari. Both as
source text for other works of literature and art and as an
object of admiration and study in itself the Ise monogatar:
illustrates the vitality of tradition in many ways. The
combination of prose and poetry defines an influential
genre, the uta-monogatari, whatever the textual history of
its obscure origins may be. Similarly, the identification of

Narihira as its hero opens the way to the development of a




powerful legend as well as a coherent narrative, a core
story. This complicated process seems to have begun with
editorial changes to the text, and was advanced and
strengthened by the scholarship of the full-length separate
commentaries in the kamakura period and later..

In the Tokugawa period, however, with the rapid
development of printing and the publication of popular
literature, the Ise monogatari not only pained a larger
audience than ever before but lived on with renewed vigor
as text and legend in new literary and artistic forms.
Often these new works appear to subvert the very
tradition in which the Ise monogatari shown so brightly.
Although the gap between scholarship and fiction widened,
the text itself was so well known that it became the subject
of a full-length parody by the middle of the seventeenth
century.All 125 sections of the Ise are represented in the
Nise monogatari, each “cleverly transposed into its
opposite, as courtly elegance is reduced by little touches to
the mundane world of plain appetites. The result is not
tedium but rather a tour be force, mainly because a high
proportion of the original phrasing and classical syntax is

retained. For anyone with a reasonable knowledge of the

Ise, the trick of sudden shifts in register is highly effective,

as the ridiculous is smuggled in with the sublime.”

Later popular versions of the Ise monogatart are seldom
so clever. They often merely simplify the prose and
sometimes omit the poetry altogether. But Narihira as
culture here becomes very much alive in the popular
imagination. Along with Genji, he is an archetypal
presence behind the figure of Yonosuke in Saikaku’s
Ko’shoku ichidai otoko. And Saikaku, a poet long before
he became a writer of prose fiction, also draws on the rich
tradition of courtly literature, if only to parody and
burlesque it, in his own Aaikai. Comic exploitation of that
tradition was of course nothing new. In Saikaku’s yakazu
haikai. however, incongruities of language, imagery, or
allusion emerged profusely in a high-speed performance
that was clearly related to comic storytelling and other
popular oral arts. The collision of these traditions,
classical and popular, created a fresh vitality in literature.
Saikaku’s haikai used a wide variety of colloquial speech,
much of 1t in direct or semi-direct discourse, a

juxtaposition of many voices with each other and with the




chaste language of the courtly tradition. He also allowed
his verses to coalesce in longer narrative sequences
violating the slassical renga prohibition of “overflow”
(uchikoshi) and often ending in a“punch line,” or ochi.
These tendencies are amplified in his ukiyo-zo’shi, which
link narrative sequences in chapter units that are usually
divided internally into two or three dialogue-like sections.
Broader thematic unity is provided by burlesquing works
that embody contrasting values: those of the aristocratic
monogatari in ko’shoku ichidai otoko, of the Buddhist
confessional tale in Ko’shoku ichidai onna, and of
practical manuals of advice in Nippon eitaiqura and other
cho’nin-mono. In Ichidai onna, for instance, Saikaku's
narrator is a nameless old woman who supposedly lives in
pious retirement from the world. But her hermitage bears
the unusual name of Ko’'shoku-an, and her dress and
manner are equally bold. In fact, her lengthy confession
often takes a decidedly comic turn, parodying the somber
tales of unhappy lives which have led to religious
awakening. Thus, in the episode during which she briefly
tries to earn an honest living as etiquette teacger and

professional letter-writer (Shorei onna yu’hitsu)her own

moralizing comments are rapidly undone by the witty
ironic reversals of her narrative. After extolling the
virtues of good behavior, and of sincerity in letter-
writing, she begins to use her considerable experience for
the purpose of writing seductive love-letters for yong men.
But her letters, even convinde herself—she falls in love with
a customer. His cold response prompts her to take revenge
by driving him to sexual exhaustion, and the episode ends

with a comic ochi:

**+an no gotoku, kono otoko shidai ni tatamarete, fubin
ya, akuru toshi no uzuki no koro. sejo’ no koromogae nimo
kamawazu, onunoko no kasanegi, isha mo ikutari ka
hanachite, hige bobo to tsume nagaku, mimi ni te o ate,
kimi yoki onna no hanashi o suru o mo, urameshiso ni kao

o furikeru.

As might have been expected, he gradually withered
away. It was pitiful! The next spring, when everyone had
changed to light kimono, he went on wearig layers of
thickly padded clothes. One doctor after another gave him
up. His beard was shaggy, his nails long. He listened with




his hand cupped behind his ear--and if there was any talk

about good-looking women, he turned away reproachfully.

“Pitiful!”--but one fails to detect any genuine remorse
on the part of the exuberant narrator, either here or in her
other stories of men whose inbolvement with her has cut
their lives short. Moments of bitterness and regret do
occur, along with scenes of degradation, but the confession
as a whole is close to the antic tone of Yonosuke’s
adventures in Koshoku ichidat otoko.

Both Ichidai onna and Ichidat otoko, and especially
Koshoku gonin onna, with its dramatic tales of partly
historical figures, may be interpreted in contemporary
terms as expressive of conflict between human passions
and repressive social forces. But Saikaku often seems to
affirm these social forces and the conventional ethical
standards that uphold them. His humor can also be
interpreted as supporting the Tokugawa order that had
finally arrived after the long chaos of the civil wars. The
fact is that Saikaku’s ironic humor has naturally left the
point of view expressed in these works ambiguous. Humor

has a necessary structure of ambiguity whether it is

conformist or rebellious. Hence, interpretations of humor
as solely an acceptance of the status quo, or as a challenge
to authority, are easily undermined, or m_ooosmg.c%ma. As
with social and cultural influences, the humorous response
of individual writers and readers is at most only biased in
one direction or another. Where social, cultural, and
individual biases, the problem of interpretation can be

difficult indeed.

The complexities of humor and the collision of
traditions are strikingly in evidence in one of the major
works of Meiji literature, Wagahai wa neko de aru. An
appreciation of Western satirical and comic writing in
Japan first becomes apparent in the early fiction of
Natsume So’seki, who was of course both a novelist and,
not coincidentally, a highly original and creative scholar
of English literature. Soseki’s love of Swift and Sterne,
and of Jane Austen and George Meredith, obviously
influenced some of his own writings. But Neko is closer to
the world of rakugo and Edo gesaku. Even Kusamakura,
his poetic“haiku novel, ”"contains a few comic passages;

and the shoke of Botchan is narrated by a young Tokyo




University graduate who is subjected to all kinds of comic
humillation as a teacher in a remote country school.
Wheter in the dialogue with a ferociously crude rural
barber in Kusamakura or an encounter between Botchan
and his student tormentors(whose notion of a joke is to
stuff grasshoppers into his bed), Soseki seems perfectly at
home in the cheerfully vulgar world of traditional low
humor.

From the comparatively late beginning of his literary
career, Soseki used this style to explore a dark vein of
humor. His first mock-epic comic sketch i1s the brief
Jitensha nikki(1903)describing how he had been intim-
idated by his instructor, laughed at by passersby, even
chased by a policeman, as he was learning “how to ride, or
rather how to fall off,”a screeching decrepit bicycle. (This
humorously exaggerated account a painful experience that
had taken place in London the summer before, while he was
trying to oowm.S:: a very real attack of depression. ) The
following year he wrote the somewhat more ambitious
satirical sketch Wgahai wa neko de aru, which became so
popular that it was continued from episode to episode with

a ramshackle farcical plot that ends only when the human

characters have talked themselves out and the cat, after
getting drunk on stale beer, slips into a water barrel and
drowns.

Meanwhile, in the ironic role of narrator, the cat has
faithfully reported the daily absurdities of life in the
Kushami household--from inane conversations, marital
quarrels, and vendettas with the neighbors to incursions by
unwelcome guests and by a superciliously arrogant
burglar--and has commented acerbically on the govern-
ment’s efforts to control its own people as well as to deal
with the outer world.

Much of this wm viewed with alarm by Kushami Sensei,
and by the cat. Where will progress end? Will the stress of
accelerated change turn the country into a nation of
neurotics? Indeed, the cat frequently adopts an overblown
philosophical manner worthy of his haughty master. He
even complains about the shasei school of writing, one of
many styles parodied by So’seki, and intersperses these
humorously pompous passages with dialogues that
caricature the little group of eccentrics gathered around
Kushami Sensei. These dialogues mercilessly satirize not

only the intellectual young men in Soseki’'s circle but




Soseki himself. The selfcaricature of the Sensei is
particularly poignant, a comic counterpart to the tragic

Sensei of Kokoro and the late novels.

The critical comments which I quoted earlier on the
relation of text and context, of literature and history,
were by James Fujii, whose recent article on Neko begins
by stating: “History has been curiously removed from
studies of Natsume Soseki and his works, despite the fact
that, more than any other writer of the modern era, he has
invited depiction as an emblematic figure of his time. On
the one hand the presumed congruence of his works to
their‘historical context’has served to establish his stature
as a writer and intellectual, while on the other hand the
supposed absence of connections to history in his early
works continues to underwrite the diminution of such
works as Wagahai wa neko de aru, which have been
routinely dismissed as humorous.” Mr. Fujii deplores the
kind of criticism that “continues to approach his early
works by stressing their humor and their biographical
links to Soseki himself.” His own analysis asserts that

Soseki’s “rhetorical strategy’--not only the cat as

narrator but the novel’s multiple voices and its narrative
organization --“constitutes a form of protest against
genbun’itchi.” Mr. Fujii comes to the provocative concl-
usion that Neko “challenged the wholesale appropriation
of Western literary conventions” and “dared to question
the private subject in modern society by situating itself in
the spirited contests over the standardization of writing in
Meiji Japan. ”

In my view, the ambiguities of Soseki’s complex humor
encompass far more than the challenge to authority which
was such a characteristic feature of his temperament. His
response to literary traditions, both Japanese and
Western, is similarly complex, and significant in the
creation of his own fiction. It is no wonder that Soseki’s
novels invite intepretation from different points of view,
even though we have such detailed knowledge of his life
and times. By contrast, the fact that Saikaku remains a
shadowy figure from a world three centuries ago would
seem to widen the latitude for interpretation, in spite of
the myriad difficulties in the search for historical
understanding. Perhaps what emerges most clearly is that

contemporary interpretive strategies have a life of their




own, changing constantly, and thus help to enhance the international understanding.
vitality of tradition, whatever the objects of their
NOTES

attention.
1 Stephen Jay Greenblatt, “Resonance and Wonder,” Bulletin

The works of both Saikaku and Soseki are nor securely of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences(April 1989) ,

within Japanese literary tradition, however defined, and p. 20.

their vitality is beyond question. Translations proliferate 2 James A. Fujii, “Contesting the Meiji Subject: Soseki’s
Neko Reconsidered, “Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies
(December 1989), p. 554

3 Richard Bowring, “The Ise monogatari:A Short Cultural

around the world, adaptations in Japan extend to the
modern media of film and even manga. But a narrowly

defined concept of tradition, such as Eliot’s in “Tradition History, “Huraard Journal of Asiass Swadiss Tortheoming,

and the Individual Talent,” seems Emmm@:mﬁm for literary December 1992) .
scholarship at a time when one can observe what the 4 Koshoku ichidai onna I, 4.
5 Fujii, pp. 553-54.

6 Fujii, p. 574.

announcement of this symposium calls the “reassessment
of ‘traditional culture’in many parts of the world, and
discovery and incorporation of exogenous’cultural
values.” These efforts are a source of cultural enrichment

valuable in itself as well as for its contribution to
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trick. It is not literary approach, but political one: to say us
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remarks opposed veneration, but here we should understand that to

see Shakespeare or Goethe or any great writer in the context of his
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