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Beauty and Suspicion in the Study of Literature

William R. LaFleur

The University of Pennsylvania

People of the future may, I sometimes think, look back
on our own 20th century as a time when, perhaps for the
first time in human history, mankind became
uncomfortable with—-even embarrassed by--the notion of
beauty. In much of our century to speak of beauty,
especially in the context of literature, has been to invite
immediate criticism and even censure. What Paul Ricoeur
aptly calls the "hermeneutics of suspicion” has dominated
our epoch and remains the principal way in which
literature is studied in the contemporary West. The
assumption in this hermeneutic stance is that there is
always a camouflaged and disguised reality underneath the
literary text, something that the text is covering up, And,
as 1s well-known, interpretative tools derived from Freud

and from Marx have been those

most frequently employed in the interpretative enterprises
based on suspicion.

Although I want to suggest here that it will be
unfortunate if the hermeneutics of suspicion becomes the
only modality through we are permitted to look at
literature, we cannot deny that important insights can
often be gained through it, It is a method that invites you
to take something that looks beautiful, turn it over, and
look at the ugliness that may be on its backside. For
example, we can find great verbal fascination and beauty
in the poetry of Ezra Pound, but not too far from the
surface of these mellifluous words was Pound’s praise for
tyrants and his virulent racial hatreds. Likewise, in his
In’e1 wmwm.m: Tanizaki Jun’ichiro recaptured forms of
beauty he saw sacrificed to modernity but, as a feminist
reading quickly detects, he not only idealized the old, dark
home of the past but insisted that women are at their most
beautiful when kept within what he called such places of
"visible darkness” --a place for women along with ghosts
and monsters. Tanizaki’'s 1933 language about this is
striking when read today and, perhaps, especially when

read outside of Japan.
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What I want to say, however, is that interpretations of
literature through the hermeneutics of suspicion are no
longer enough. We dare not dispense with them, but at the
same time we feel the need for something more. In his
writings on Freud and on Ideology, Ricoeur insists that,
while we cannot abandon suspicion, we need also to have
what he calls the power of recollection, [See especially
Ricoeur’s Freud and Philosophy and his Ideology and
Utopia.] And it is in this that literature has a very large
role to play-since one of the things literature can do for
humanity is to enable it to "recollect the Garden of Eden.”
Ricoeur is convinced that culture is nourished by the
imagination and that literature plays a role in that. To
"recollect the garden of Eden” is also, I suggest, to find a
place once again within literature for beauty--that aspect
of older literatures that sometimes seems to have gone
into eclipse during our century.

The translaton of Ricoeur’s ideas into a new--and more
balancedmethod for the study of the literatures of the
world is, I think, alarger but E,m,ma task. He writes of
suspicion and recollection as methods juxtaposed, used in

tandem, and necessarily used to correct each other.

To give an illustration of what this could mean for the
study of Japaese literature--as examples of the literature
of mankind--the following might be suggested. I need to
call your attention to the fact that within the West (and
North America most especially) there has been a distinct
difference between the basic hermeneutic adopted for
studying classical Japanese literature and that used to
look at the modern period. Although there are exceptions,
students of pre-modern Eamamgwm,-mm@mam:% poetry in the
waka, haikai, and renga forms--have been almost
"reverential” with respect to that literature. They have
tended to explore and articulate what are the elements of
beauty in such poetry-- following the lead of the major
scholars in Japan and also trying to discuss such literature
in terms of the "vocabulary of aesthetics”peculiar to the
classical and medieval periods.

The vision of man and nature in most of the poetry of
pre-modern Japan is contemplative and recollective.

The kinds of questions raised through the hermeneutics
of mpmgobosﬂ however, have not been very vigorously asked
about the literature of these periods: questions about

poetry forms as ideology, questions about what the age
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has silenced, questions about anthologies as social canons,
etc. At least in the West we have pursued such things with
the energy they would seem to deserve.

By contrast, since the publication in 1974 of Masao
Miyoshi’s Accomplices of Silence the study of modern
Japanese literature, especially fiction, has gradually come
to be dominated by the modes of suspicion. Given his
assumptions about literature, Miyoshi’s book was also a
critique of Japanese society--as one which, because it
discourages individualism, “does not promote the
necessary condition for the growth of the novelistic
imagination.” [p.79] The history of the modern shosetsu
then becomes, in his interpretation, largely a history of
failures—-most especially works such as Shiga Naoya’'s
An’ya Koro.

The problem with this, of course, is the uncritical use
of the Western novel as sole yardstick. I suggest that
others need to be applied. Since I read modern Japanese
fiction as someone primarily interested in the literature of
Japan’s medieval period, a‘novel such as An’ya Koro can
be viewed differently than in Miyoshi’s solely skeptical

reading. In it there are forms of experience and

expression--as well as passages of intense lyrical beauty--
that seem linked to the medieval contemplative and
aesthetic tradition. Somehow this kind of thing is being
overlooked in an overzealous application of the skeptical
method--to see literature as merely a reflection of society.
The elements of literary beauty are being kept from view.
And without them, we as readers--as human beings--miss

the chance to "recollect Eden.”
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Humanity and Literature.

Nichibunken symposium’91

First, I'd like to compliment the authors of this
symposium’s title. I'm happy it’s not called ”The
Complexities of Literary Discourse in the Post-Modern
Era”, but simply "Humanity and Literature.” A rather
general title at first glance, and yet the more one thinks
about it, the more sense it makes. With its Zen-like
simplicity it appeals to a mind that has “gone and
returned”, a mind that has considered all the theoretical
vogues and fads and thought seriously about the human
meaning of literature on a planet which clearly faces two
choices: return to its essential self or self-destruct.

Timothy Leary would argue for a third choice: build
cosmic stations or transfer to another planet and create
‘new life’ there. I not only don’t believe in the Utopian

third choice, I think that the quality of Place that we

inhabit 1s one of the essential sources of our humanity. In
a disquisition on painting in the early Broomtree chapter,
Lady Murasaki suggests that an artist should aim at
establishing a feeling of affectionate familiarity in a
cultivated landscape. Paul Anderer points out9 quite
convincingly I think, that this esthetic rule informs not
only Murasaki’s own sense of Man and Place, but that of
most older Japanese writers.

By contrast, in his Bush Garden Northrop Fry proposes
that the fundamental dilemma that keeps tormenting the
Canadian consciousness is the undefined wildness of
Canada’s scenery, a traumatic question of ”where is here.”
The present fear is that our Canadian ‘here’ may be lost
even before we have found an intimate rapport with it.

Eudora Welty, one of America’s finest contemporary
writers is it in a nutshell: ..

"It seems likely that the art that speaks most clearly,
most explicitly, directly and passionately from its place of
origin will remain the longest understood. It is through

Place that we put down roots, wherever and whenever
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birth, chance, fate or our travelling selves may set us
down; but where these roots reach toward is the deep and
running vein of the human understanding.”

And we all know, of course, Basho’s oft quoted
paraphrase of Tu-Fu, Kuni yaburete sanga ari (Even when
the country is in ruins, still have our mountains and
rivers). We also know that this old lace doesn’t hold
anymore: modern states destroy not only themselves,but
our mountains and rivers. In his Travellers of a Hundred
Ages Donald Keene offers some consolation:

”The poet’s words have now lasted five hundred years
and no doubt will remain when every mountain he saw has
been levelled to build a housing project and every river has
been damned.” Paraphrasing Basho, we might say Kuni,
sanga yaburete kotoba ari. But is this really true? Do we
still "have our words?” W.D.Wetherell, American short-
story writer and essayist expresses his anxiety out the loss
of words very succinctly in Upland Stream:

" Like rivers, mountains and forests, words themselves
are under attack, so that even the means to describe the
desecration are fast disappearing. The gobbledygook of

advertising, the double-speak of bureaucracy... the

devaluation of words makes for a devaluation of the
things words describe... With fewer words left to describe
our Copper Runs [a stream in New Hampshire where
Wetherell fishes], it becomes harder to justify saving
them; as the Copper Runs vanish, the need for a language
to describe them vanishes as well.”

Surely you must recognize that the ‘centre of gravity’
of literary consciousness is shifting or has shifted to the
City, some critics would counter at this point. Although,
as Leslie Fiedler points out, "the city has proved oddly
resistant to any mythic images except for certain negative,
dark, infernal ones, "we do have great urban writers like
Saul Bellow, Milan Kundera or Abe Kobo. But can
Bellow’s or Abe’s contemporary street scenery attain a
sense of ‘affectionate familiarity’, the warm intimacy of
Place Murasaki or Welty speak of?

In one of Bellow’s best novels, Mr.Sammler’s Planet, a
weird human ‘relationship’ is formed on a New York bus.
Mr.Sammler, in old European intellectual of Jewish origin
observes a black, pick-pocket’s work during his frequent
trips on a regular line, until the thief notices he’s being

watched. Following Sammler into the lobby of his
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appartment, he hovers over the old man, exposing his penis
into Sammler’s face and scaring him to death. Not a word
1s spoken throughout their strange encounter and yet a
kind of grotesque intimacy develops between the two men.
The European city novel has a fairly long tradition of this
‘grotesque intimacy’ of the street - we find it in Balzac or
in Dickens, to name only the most prominent examples.
With consummate skill, Bellow juxtaposes two
definitions of humanity here: that of the old European
humanist who can only express it through words and that
of the black thief and Don de Lilo, the author of White
Noise, Libra and other remarkable, novels has said at a
recent symposium in Toronto that "the social role of the
19th century writer has been replaced by the terrorist-he
uses the world as a stage to enact his rage.” I think he is
right. No matter how passionate, Zola's J’accuse could not
move or shock contemporary crowds with the same power
as the terrorist’s act. So Mr.Sammler is the last humanist,
a man of words without in audience. Perhaps because of its
apocalyptic leanings, Western Literature is fascinated by
this image of the last representative of a species, be it the

last Mohican, the last dodo or the last whale.

But does this image of the last humanist exist at all in
Japanese literature? I think it does. When Okuno Takeo
complimented (Kawabata on the vividness of his
characters in Yukiguni, the author said: "But there are no
living people in that novel-they’re all obake (ghosts)!”
Shimamura is the last Japanese humanist, a man who’s
particular humanity can only be regenerated by a close
encounter with the pure mountain scenery. It is the warm
intimacy of the setting, the erotic charge of old words like
tainai kuguri, the blending of nature and human artifact
in the chijimi cloth that, a urture Shimamura’s humanity.
And Shingo of Yama no oto is the last humanist par
excellence. Unlike the rest of his family, he an ‘read’ the
subtlest nuances of his natural surroundings. More than
that, the botanical metaphor is the author’s sole linguistic
means to express Shingo’s rich inner world. His son
Shuichi, a modern, urban salaryman is no less complex a
human being than his father, but he portrayal of his inner
world appears brutally simple in compar, because he is
deaf to the intimate signals of flowers and trees and the
author refuses, or is unable to use conceptual terms to

analyze his impoverished state of mind.
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So if Mr.Sammler’s world is gone, if Shingo’s world is
gone, it all going now? In Italo Calvino’s remarkable The
Invisible Cities the Great Khan Kublai looks into his ‘atlas
of the future’ and sighs: "It is all useless, if the last
landing place can only be infernal city, and it is there that,
in ever-narrowing circles, the current is drawing us.”

And Polo said: "The inferno of the living is not
something will be; if there is one, it is what is already
here, the inferno where we live every day, that we form by
being together. There are two ways to escape suffering it.
The first is easy for many: accept the inferno and become
such a part of it that you no longer see it. The second is
risky and demands constant lance and apprehension: seek
and learn to recognize who and in the midst of the inferno,
are not inferno, then make endure, give them space of our
younger writers have opted for the easier first way; ill
recognize those "who are not inferno” and give them

endure?
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I've tenure now and a few years to go before
refirement. Therefore I can finally tell you the truth. The
other day as I was sitting in my bathtub, and reading
Little Dorrit, I heard a sound, plop, plop, plop. I thought
I must have left the faucet open. Then I realized it was my
own tears dripping into the water. Please do remember,

literature is emotion.
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