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Textual Identity: Discourses of Textual Interrelation
Edward Mack (University of Washington, Seattle)
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“Textual Identity: Discourses of Textual Interrelation”
Edward Mack (University of Washington, Seattle)

Thank you for inviting me to speak here today. I had originally thought this would
be a continuation to the informal discussion that we began last year, at Columbia
University, so the issues I am discussing today will be more abstract and the
conclusions will be more tentative than I would normally like. Thank you for your
understanding.

My talk was originally entitled “Nihon kindai bungaku no ‘shithen’ ? Senzen no
Burajiru imin to shomotsu.” Although my talk still addresses the same general topic,
I have decided to focus on the more abstract concept named in my new title: “Textual
Identity: Discourses of Textual Interrelation.”

It perhaps goes without saying that any identity - the state of being the same in
substance, nature, or properties - requires the presence of three objects. For any one
object to claim an identity, there must be a second object with which it identifies and
a third object from which it differentiates itself. It is not, therefore, simply a
description of properties, but a claim of interrelation.

When we identify our object of study as “modem Japanese literature,” then, what is
the basis for the putative interrelation that would enable such a discourse? This is a
question that might not seem so obvious in Japan, where the category may seem so
natural as to be axiomatic. When taught in the United Sfates, however, the need to
assert boundaries to the object of study is unavoidable.

What textual interrelations, then, do we assert (or presume) through a discourse
centered on a category of “modern Japanese literature,” and what are the ramifications
of that discourse? 1 am only at the beginning of thinking about this problem, so I
would like to present some initial thoughts on the matter for general discussion.

One way to begin thinking about this question might be through cases that are
presumably liminal, such as the Japanese-language literature written by migrants to
Brazil. What can this so-called shokuminchi bungei tell us about the complexities
inherent within the concept of a “national literature”? What is the relationship of
these texts to the discourse of textual interrelation we know as “modern Japanese
literature”? It is extremely important not to phrase this question simply as “is this
Japanese literature or not,” a question which would further reify and stabilize the

center by marginalizing this periphery. Instead, I believe that the relationship of
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these texts to “modemn Japanese literature” helps illuminate the instabilities inherent in
that constructed category itself.

Before we ask what it might mean to include these texts under the rubric of “modern
Japanese literature,” we might begin by considering the rubric some contemporary
authors and critics in Brazil chose for them: shokuminchi bungei. Needless to say,
this title linked the texts to discourses of “colonial literature” elsewhere within the
Japanese empire. What justified this connection? Though Brazil was never a formal
colony, the Japanese empire did include territories with significantly different legal
and practical statuses: Korea and Taiwan were formally annexed territories, whose
populations were to be assimilated into the greater Japanese empire, while Manchuria,
despite becoming a nominally sovereign state, was a dependency of the empire.
Sakhalin began as a colony but was absorbed, in 1942, into the Japanese state. Japan
was the mandatory power over the islands of Micronesia. For that matter, even parts
of Japan now considered integral to the nation-state played an ambiguous role in the
empire: Okinawa did not enjoy equal status with other prefectures until 1919 and
Hokkaidd did not until 1947.

In both name and substance, however, Brazil was a sovereign state. Many of the
colonies the Japanese migrants formed, however, were operated by semi-governmental
cooperatives and enjoyed some political autonomy. Perhaps more importantly,
however, they were often culturally removed and their residents often self-identified
as Japanese, partially as a result of this, certain Brazilian politicians perceived the
colonies to be imperial “cysts” within their state. Japanese politicians and
pro-imperial intellectuals saw these communities as capable of performing functions
similar to those of the formal colonies, including acting as a friendly source of raw
materials and a market for goods; as an outlet for the nation’ s “excess” population;
and as the source of pro-Japanese influence beyond the main Japanese islands.
Although it would be a mistake to attribute imperialist ambitions to the Japanese
immigrants, then, at least to this extent it seems understandable that the migrants
might have considered the colomias in Brazil to be on a continuum with other
Japanese colonial holdings.

The concept of shokuminchi bungei, however, focused not on the political function
of the communities, but on the identities of literary texts. As with the national
discourse of textual interrelation, “modemn Japanese literature,” the grouping implied
connections among the texts based on common experience, language, literary
influence, history, and shared culture; underlying all these seemed to also exist a firm

belief in common ‘“racial” identity. Please note that I use the term “racial” in order
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to capture the logic of the debates at the time, not because I subscribe to them myself.

Every use of the term in this talk should be understood as appearing in quotations.

It might be useful to think about the function of literature within this community.
We know that texts printed in Japanese, whether originating in Tokyo or So Paulo,
played a significant role in the lives of the migrants. Large quantities of books were
available at multiple bookstores, with inventories of newly arrived stock printed in
advertisements in the local newspapers, some magazines were imported from Japan,
including 3500 copies of King in August 1935 alone, and some were produced in
Brazil, and newspapers were available from Japan as well as from local sources,
though most people seem to have read local papers. Japanese-language print in
general, and Japanese-language literature specifically, seem to have played an
important role in people’ s lives; arguably a more important role than literature did in
the lives of people in Japan. When they read fiction, the books and magazines they
turned to were almost exclusively from Japan, but the newspapers - the source of the
serialized fiction that was probably the most widely and regularly consumed - were
locally produced. It was in their pages, in fact, that the debates about shokuminchi
bungei occurred.

In the most general terms, this discourse linking the various works published in
Brazil, in both journals and newspapers, under the term colonial literature, attempted
to do two things: one was an identification with literature published in other colonies,
and the other was actually a differentiation from the literature of Japan proper.
Without going into too much detail, let me note some key points in the discourse.
First is a general agreement that the Japanese bundan is corrupt, and therefore must
not be mimicked by the more wholesome (though also more venal) members of the
colonias. Second is an explicit recognition that Brazil is not a formal colony, but an
equally explicit equation of their colonial literature with that in other colonies,
specifically Korea. Third is an implicit acceptance of a fundamental “racial” link
with Japan, even as explicit distance is asserted from the current polity of Japan.

These last two points lead to one key difference between the other colonies of the
Japanese empire and the colonias of Brazil, a difference that is particularly important
in the context of literary production. Unlike those other colonies, Brazil never had a
significant population of readers and writers who were not “racially” Japanese, but
who had sufficient linguistic ability to both consume and produce Japanese-language
literature. That is, as far as I have discovered, that is, there was never any discussion
in the colonies in Brazil of who was or was not “Japanese” The discourse of

“racial” identity, then, was never one of assimilation - forced or otherwise - but was
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instead accepted for most as based in biological fact. This does not address those of
mixed ancestry, whom 1 need to research further.

While the writers and critics involved in the debate did conceive of themselves as
members of a “racial” and linguistic continuum, most of them did not primarily
identify as subjects of the Empire or participants in the literature of Japan. This is
despite the fact that, given the nature of the marketplace for texts, their greatest
literary influences would likely have been from Japan. Instead, they perceived their
literature to be one that would be fundamentally different, arising from the particular
conditions of their existence and responding to the particular needs of their lives.

The legacy of empire in Brazil has, to a certain extent, made this discussion about
Brazil’ s colonial literature moot. Although Brazil has the largest population of
individuals of Japanese descent outside of Japan in the world, at 1.5 million, only a
small portion of those individuals have sufficient linguistic ability to read literature in
Japanese. Having said that, a small band of dedicated writers and readers, almost
exclusively first-generation immigrants, does continue to actively produce and support
a local Japanese-language literature. While the majority of Nikkei Brazilians still
strongly identify themselves as Nipo-Brasileiros, however, the language barrier often
precludes participation in Japanese-language literary activities. Many of these readers
access “Japanese literature” in the same way that their Brazilian countrymen do:
through works such as the 1999 Portuguese translation of Yoshikawa Eiji’ s Musashi.
The Japanese-language works of literature that were_produced in Brazil seem to have
had limited impact on Brazilian literature as a whole. 1
All of this might lead one to think that these works should be grouped separately
from the two national traditions to which they might have claim, and bound under a
rubric of shokuminchi bungei, or imin bungaku, or Burajiru Nikkei bungaku, or
koronia bungaku.

This is, more or less, the goal of the 4-volume Koronia shosetsu senshii. In the
afterword to the series, the Japanese cultural anthropologist Maeyama Takashi writes
that Japanese immigrants to Brazil lack a literary history of their own. Maeyama

argues that writers were instead influenced by texts from Japan, which were more

*1 Some works have, however, appeared in Portuguese translation. Consider A Mata
das Ilusdes, a 1988 translation of Daigo Masao’ s Mori no yume (1979) by Sonia
Regina Longhi Ninomiya. Ninomiya is a professor at the Universidade Federal do
Rio de Janeiro. Mori no yume 1is considered by many to be the greatest

Japanese-language work of literature written in Brazil.
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easily procured, and that the writers thus partook (albeit largely unilaterally, as
consumers rather than producers) in the literary history of modern Japan.1 His
conception of “literary history” is not an essentialist one: he means a sequence of
causal events through which one generation of literary activity provides energy -
influence - to the next, not just a sequential description of literary works linked by a
shared “civilizational ethos.”

Maeyama attributes this absence of literary history to the difficulty of getting
Japanese-language books published in Brazil. A given author could individually
circulate his or her work, but the lack of broad distribution meant that a given piece
of fiction had little impact on a whole that might be called, as Maeyama calls it, a
literary history of the colonia japonesa. It is the creation of these conditions that
motivated the creation of the collection, which was paid for, compiled, edited, and put
out by the Koronia Bungakukai (Gremio Literario “Colonia”). The anthology is
hoping not to represent a unity that exists, but to create that unity: to put in motion a
literary history (as defined by Maeyama) that will cause that cultural unity to come
into being. This collection is not a mere vessel to disseminate an ontologically
necessary category; it is a tool by which that category is created.

Arguably, however, this is not the exception, but the rule; perhaps this is how
discourses of textual interrelation function in a capitalist economy. The category
itself, particularly one premised on a national collectivity, immediately invests readers
in works with which, until they encounter that discourse, they might not have felt any
particular identification. They then become more likely fo buy the works, and thus
finance the act of writing: they enable literature. It should also be noted that these
capitalist economies are not, as world systems theory has shown, autonomous, but
instead function as part of a global economy. The same is true of literary works.
Discourses of textual interrelation premised on the nation-state have the benefit of
reinforcing (and reproducing) national pride on an international stage, and can even
buoy works in the global marketplace for literature, to the extent that such a market

exists. That market might be small, particularly for Japanese-language literature, but

*1 This overlooks the heterogeneous influences that existed even for monolingual
readers. For example, the Burajiru jiho newspaper serialized a translation of a novel
by Bernardo Guimara® es entitled, Dorei no musume (presumably A Escrava Isaura
[1875]) in 1923,
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*1
as Pascale Casanova has recently shown, it possesses influence beyond its size. It

is a market that is made possible through translation and is often kept alive through
educational institutions, such as this one.

Perhaps the question, then, is this: what does the Japanese-language literature written
in Brazil have to gain from being incorporated into a discourse of textual interrelation
based on the nation - that is, into “modern Japanese literature”? Such an
incorporation, even as it threatens to erase or to exoticize the specificity of the texts’

origins, would give the texts an audience that they do not yet enjoy, and which
might enable their continued existence. Even as this new marketplace provides
writers with readers - the essential social component of the art of literature - it also
provides writers with consumers, an oft-dismissed necessity for any artist lacking the
material means to support his or her avocation.

The conclusions to draw from these observations are multiple. On the one hand, we
must recognize that these discourses of textual interrelation, which come to function
as genres and thus functions as “the very horizon which defines the general serpantic
field,” are anything but naturally occurring and therefore must be problematized. 2 At
a time when individual subjectivities are being recognized as fragmented and
heterogeneous, it seems particularly surprising to see a discourse of textual ide:ntity
based on an “organicist national tradition,” a presumed cultural or ethnic identity. 3

At the same time, we must recognize our complicity in the creation and perpetuation
of these discourses. The primary site of their functioning is, after all, academia. It
is largely because of institutional structures that a discourse such as that of “modem
Japanese literature” can exist as a unified object of critical knowledge. ’ To what

extent are we responsible for the existence of “modern Japanese literature”?

*] Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2004).

*2 Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures (London: Verso, 1992) 251.
*3 Linda Hutcheon, “Rethinking the National Model,” eds. Linda Hutcheon and
Mario J. Valdeés, Rethinking Literary History: A Dialogue on Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002) 26.

*4 Ahmad 246, 263.

* Please do not reproduce, circulate, or cite without permission from the author.
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Finally, we must recognize the essential value of such discourses of textual
interrelation within a capitalist economy system, in which the long-term survival of
literature as an art depends, at least to some extent, on its viability as a commodity.
As chimerical as these groupings may be, they are often essential for both the
production and consumption of literary texts.

Far more remains to be said about this issue. What these preliminary conclusions
suggest, however, is that the discourse of textual interrelation known as “modern
Japanese literature” must be approached both skeptically and strategically; it must be
deconstructed so as to allow the assertion of alternate forms of textual identity, and
yet, so long as it continues to hold sway, it may also be manipulated so as to allow

the continued production of literary texts in global capitalist economy.
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