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Abstract

This thesis examines and contextualises the early writings of Kanai Mieko,
concentrating on the ways in which they instigate challenges to conventional
inscriptions of gender, love, and text through a deployment of avant-garde
narrative techniques. The first chapter argues that Kanai's early writings
interrogate and problematise conventional inscriptions of identity and gender:
her short stories ‘Rabbits’ and ‘Rotting Meat’ borrow the form of paradoxical
concepts that arise out of various surrealist avant-garde theories (such as
Okamoto’s polaroppositionalism and Sakaguchi's ‘Discourse on Decadence’)
and can be read as a commentary upon the collective endeavours by
contemporary feminists and women writers to create a written ‘feminine’. The
second chapter further explores the subversive potential of Kanai’s writings. It
argues that Kanai's debut novella, Love Life, addresses the crisis of
representation of the late 1960s by constructing two constellatory matrices of
literary meaning: Ai-body-presence and F-narrative-absence. The first of these
matrices, Ai-body-presence, is discernible in the inscription of the protagonist
Ai's physical origin as abject and can be read as a specific critique and
enactment of how the crisis of representation affected the female body. The
second, F-narrative-absence, is present in Ai’s attempts to inscribe her absent
husband F, enabling her to pursue an understanding of what it means to love.
The final chapter examines another matrix of literary meaning in Kanai’s
writings in which text is described as if it is a body possessed of a
consciousness, which Kanai herself refers to in her essay, ‘Text/Reality/The
Body’, as the ‘corporeal text’. It contends that the ‘corporeal text’ acts as a
challenge to conventional understandings of both the relationship between
body and consciousness, and between the reader and a given text. In so doing,
it pursues a deliberate textual strategy to transform the reader into an active

creator of meaning.
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Notes

Translations of Japanese-language sources are my own unless otherwise
indicated. Japanese titles are followed by English translations in brackets and
the English translation is used thereafter in the main body of the thesis, while
the original Japanese titles are used in the footnotes. In English titles the first
letter of every major word is capitalised and in Japanese titles only the first
letter of the first word is capitalised. This thesis uses the MHRA system of
referencing in which, in the footnotes, author names are cited with the given
name followed by the family name; however, where there are Japanese authors
of Japanese-language texts, author names are cited with the family name,

followed by the given name.



Introduction

If I am ever going to prove that [ am ‘the author’ to her, I suppose
[ will have do so by writing an essay or a literary work. I came to
know her - although in this case, I really don’t know whether the
word ‘know’ is applicable - anyway, I began my strange
relationship with her after writing my first story. Letters would
arrive which opened with the line ‘I am the person who wrote
the story published under your name.” Letters with this opening
mounted up; there were exactly the same number of them as
stories I had written; and while I tried to ignore them, in truth, I
was completely unable to do so. Whenever [ continued to write,
she would always be with me. Because there was no address or
name on the letters, how was I supposed to be able to say
anything back to the writer: ‘the real author’? The relationship
between us was completely one directional. Of course, it is only
from my point of view that it was ‘one directional’, she might not
think so; but at any rate, [ didn’t even know whether it was a she
whose hand had written those letters.

Kanai Mieko, ‘Puratonteki ren’ai’ (‘Platonic Love’)

Kanai Mieko’s short fiction ‘Platonic Love’ contains a central enigma: who is the
mysterious person who keeps writing letters to the story’s narrator - an
ostensible version of Kanai herself - claiming to be ‘the real author’ of her
writings? Any initial speculation that the self-styled ‘real author’ is, in fact, a
demented reader (which, of course, would be the most straightforward

interpretation, which is to say the most plausible interpretation, which is to say

the most realist[ic] interpretation),1 is problematised when the narrator
eventually receives the manuscript of a short story from the ‘real author’,
entitled ‘Platonic Love’; a manuscript which our protagonist has been planning

to write. Any reader still determined to provide the most straightforward (most

1 ‘Realistic’ refers to that textual quality of being representationally accurate (or ‘true
to life’); ‘realist’ refers to the mode of writing that is responsible for such apparent
representational accuracy.



plausible, most realist[ic]) reading of the story now has to account for ‘the real
author’ differently: perhaps as a fictional construct of our (paranoid) narrator.
But even this ‘straightforward’ account becomes difficult for the reader to
unpack. If ‘the real author’ is created by the narrator of the story, it is because,

as Amy Vladeck Heinrich has written, the narrator is racked with - and is

enacting - the fear that ‘the producer is not one’s real self”.2 In other words, in
‘Platonic Love’, the narrator, when signing her own name to her writings, is
worried that any assumption (by, say, future readers) of an ontological
association or link between text and text writer (or, in Heinrich’s terms the text
‘producer’) - the assumption, in other words, that the writing stands
metonymically for the writer — would necessarily falsify the identity of the
writer. The central enigma of the story, therefore, quickly becomes metonymic
itself for the general enigma that is the relationship between author and text.
For any author, to assign one’s name to a text might - by definition - lend a
putative authority to that text; but to assert that authority is also to claim that
the version of oneself that you are asking to be inferred from that text is
somehow the correct one. But what assurance has one, in so doing, that one has

implied oneself accurately?

To call these interpretive difficulties and complexities ‘straightforward,’
then, might seem wilfully, perversely oxymoronic. Nonetheless, they have the
advantage for the reader of making the story safely ‘about’ something: ‘about’
authorial anxieties; ‘about’ the difficulties of being a writer; ‘about’ the stresses

of the literary life etc. In other words, in spite of the story’s postmodern

2 Amy Vladeck Heinrich, 'Double Weave: The Fabric of Japanese Women’s Writing',
World Literature Today, 62 (1988), 408-14, p. 412.



convolutions, they can ultimately be accounted for within an interpretive
framework that has as its basis a deeply conventional conception of both
‘author’ and ‘reader’. No matter how dizzyingly complicated the story might be,
if we can ‘only’ untangle it (and, when we deploy such a deeply conventional
conception of the ‘reader’, and of that reader’s relationship to the text, then we
can ‘only’ untangle it), then we will be able to ascertain what Kanai really
meant. And then our reward for such a successful disentanglement is a

heightened sense of our own critical faculties.

However, let us pursue another reading of ‘Platonic Love’, a reading
which might be rather more unsettling for the literary critic (and more
unsettling still for the student contemplating the submission of a doctoral
thesis on the early writings of Kanai Mieko): in this reading (there are,
doubtless, many more) ‘the real author’ is the metaphorical personification of
every instance whereby a literary critic describes the writer and/or their
attributes (his/her talents, knowledge, aesthetic preferences, career, personal
history, social context, hobbies, personal beliefs) as the true source of a given
text. In such cases, the ‘writer’, or at least their name and the set of attributes
which the critic attaches to that name (which may or may not be similar to the
writer’s own) is no more than a textual construct which we may refer to as ‘the
real author’. ‘The real author’ is thus a given writer’s critics’ attempts to
account for and explain a text by using ‘the writer’ as a parameter of the text’s

meaning as if both text and writer are fixed, knowable, and definable entities.

Although such a textual construct may at first seem innocuous, in the
same way that, in 'Platonic Love’, the letters from the ‘real author’ seem

‘ignorable’ to the narrator, it actually commits two highly intrusive, if not



violent, literary acts. The first is, effectively, the theft of identity: by creating a
textual construct which goes by the writer’s name, the critic creates an
imposter who challenges the writer’s authorship of a given text, just as ‘the real
author’ in ‘Platonic Love’ challenges the narrator’s authorship. The second is
the defacement of the text: by pronouncing that the text has a meaning which is
linked to the writer of the text, the critic first imposes a limit upon it, and then
reinscribes the text with his/her own interpretation, just as the writer in
‘Platonic Love’ is eventually presented with a manuscript that she didn’t write.
Of course, one might then, in turn, find problematic these two pejorative
metaphors that [ have just introduced - identity theft and defacement - as the
former might be taken to imply that the only alternative to such deviant critical
behaviour is for the critic to remain in a state of permanent obeisance, not only
to the ‘work’ but also to the ‘author’ who ‘created’ it, while the latter might
suggest that for the critic to presume only to tease out the author’s ‘true’
meaning is actually to marginalise, through disavowing, the multitude of
potential other meanings that a given text might generate. In other words, to
conclude with our two criminalising metaphors, ‘identity theft’ is the
consequence of a critical manoeuvre that is fundamentally disrespectful to the
authority of the author; while ‘defacement’ is the consequence of a critical

manoeuvre that is fundamentally disrespectful to the textuality of the text.

Returning to ‘Platonic Love’, we can see that it repeatedly interrogates
the respective roles and functions of the categories ‘author’, ‘reader’ and ‘text’;
and, as such, it is representative of much of Kanai’s literary output. As Sharalyn

Orbaugh writes, Kanai is preoccupied in numerous writings with



the relationship between writer, reader, and text - or, rather, she is
concerned with the impossibility of distinguishing these roles
according to some unique function. The reader of a story ‘writes’ it
as she reads; the writer of a story ‘gets it’ from somewhere
impossible to identify and claim as her own (perhaps even from the
letters of ‘the real’ author, the woman who continually claims to
have originated the writer's stories in [...] ‘Platonic Love’); and the
story itself exists only in the mise-en-abyme sense of a production
that is constantly reproduced, and differently, by each reader and

has no existence outside that unceasing re-production.3
Orbaugh is undoubtedly correct in her assessment; and, as we shall see
repeatedly in the course of this thesis, Kanai's writings, in their constant
metafictional self-interrogation, bring to the fore questions of what it is to be a
writer, what it is to be a reader and what it is to be a text. However, there is
potentially consequent danger here, too, for anybody seeking to examine
Kanai’s writings; and that is the danger of consigning them to some critical cul-
de-sac, wherein, once we have pointed out a given text’s metatextuality, we can

no longer say anything else, as there is literally nothing else to which it refers.

How, then, shall we discuss Kanai's writing? The answer is surely to
locate some of the multiplicity of potential contexts for her writings; thence,
having done so, and without privileging one such context over another, to try to
examine what readings might be fruitfully generated therein. After all, a brief
examination of Kanai's output quickly reveals just how multiple this
multiplicity of potential contexts actually is. Not only does her output span
nearly five decades, it also traverses a plethora of different literary genres of
writing: literary and film criticism; social commentary; novels; short stories;

poetry. The range of topics her writings encompass is also eclectic in the

3 Sharalyn Orbaugh, 'Arguing with the Real: Kanai Mieko', in Oe and Beyond, ed.
Stephen Snyder and Philip Gabriel (Hawai'i: University of Hawai'i Press, 1999) pp.
245-77, p. 249.



extreme: alongside serious intellectual discussions about gender and feminism,
for instance, sit entire essay collections devoted to cats. Indeed, it is this very
prolificness that makes it so difficult to account for Kanai’s output in terms of
its being a coherent, unified body of work which derives and achieves such
cohesiveness and unity from its creative wellspring, ‘the real author’: Kanai

Mieko.

The remarkable diversity of Kanai's output, the equally numerous
artistic influences which it references, her output’s familiarity with theoretical
discourses across a spectrum of disciplines, and its perceived mastery of very
different genres, are all features which have, from the very beginning of her
career, been recognised and reviewed positively, and have, no doubt,
contributed to Kanai’s acceptance into the elite circle of the Japanese literati.*
However, her acceptance into the very institution which contrives to shape
public opinion belies her career’s radical and countercultural beginnings. At
the time of her debut in 1967, she was the first woman writer of her generation
of post-war baby-boomers to break onto the literary scene with a succession of
radical and acclaimed avant-garde texts that challenged and irrevocably
changed the Japanese literary tradition of which they have since become a part.
The late 1960s through to mid-1970s was a time of social and political
upheaval in Japan: the Japanese government’s tacit support of the United States

had increasingly polarised public sentiment; while left-wing protest groups had

4 See for instance Nakagami Kenji ‘Koshitsu no kagayaki o hanatsu kotoba’ [‘Language
That Gives Off a Hard Radiance’] in Kanai Mieko: Zentanpenshii Vol. 1 (insert) (Tokyo:
Nihon bungeisha, 1992); Suga Hidemi 'Kanai Mieko: Hito to Sakuhin’ [Kanai Mieko:
People and Art’] in Shéwa Bungaku Zenshii 31 (Tokyo: Shogakukan, 1988) pp. 961-64;
and Orbaugh’s, 'Arguing with the Real: Kanai Mieko' (in which she mentions
Nakagami’s review).



become more and more radicalised and extreme in response. The avant-garde
scene, in which Kanai was immersed, offered a means of critiquing both ends of
this political spectrum. Kanai's writings of this time employ surrealist
techniques and theories to subvert the conceptions of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’
underpinning modern Japanese cultural identities. In particular, as they
recognise identity as a construct of language, or rather as a narrative which
covers over the fragmented and changeable essence of being, they lay a
challenge not only to the literary status quo, but also to feminist discourse and
women’s writing by critiquing ‘woman’s construction of woman’ through
writing. It is this early persistent critique of the ‘written feminine’, this thesis
argues, that distinguishes Kanai’'s early writings from those of her
contemporaries (such as Takahashi Takako, Tsushima Yuko and Kurahashi

Yumiko) who were also engaged in subverting gender binaries.

As five decades of prolific and disparate writings by Kanai cannot be
adequately summarised, defined or otherwise constrained by any grand
interpretive narrative, it is necessary to acknowledge, at the outset, that this
thesis in no way strives for any illusory ‘completeness’; in its discussion of
Kanali, it offers itself neither as a synthesising account of Kanai’s output, nor as a
synoptic one. Rather, it has a self-imposed limitation: it focuses on a
comparatively small number of Kanai’s early writings; it then chooses to situate
this select number of essays and literary texts within multiple contemporary
contexts (literary, social, theoretical, political, scientific, cultural) all of which

overlap and none of which can be claimed as definitive.

If we thus choose to locate Kanai’s writings within a plurality of

contemporary contexts, it is partly because those contemporary contexts



identified themselves in terms of such plurality. Indeed, the 1960s and 1970s
saw the emergence, across a broad spectrum of scientific, philosophical and
critical discourses, of fundamental challenges to their respective
epistemological certainties: a resurgence of critical interest in the Theory of
Relativity after the discovery of exotic astronomical phenomena such as
quasars (1963), the 3-Kelvin microwave background radiation (1965), and the
first black hole (1971), for instance, paralleled the emergence of key
poststructuralist texts such as Jacques Derrida’s ‘Structure, Sign, and Play in the

Discourse of the Human Sciences’ (1966), Roland Barthes’ ‘The Death of the

Author’ (1967), and Luce Irigaray’s Speculum of the Other Woman (1974).5 If
the nascent theories from these very different disciplines had something in
common, it lay in their identification and foregrounding of plurality and
instability, their decisive exploration into the as-yet-unknown and the infinite,
and their concomitant problematisation of any absolute knowable source or
origin. For instance, the identification of 3-Kelvin microwave background
radiation as the thermal and audial remnant of the Big Bang and thus as a
present-time echo of the origin of the universe which continues ever to morph
and reverberate can be seen to destabilise the very notion of ‘origin’ itself. So,
too, the discovery of quasars (extremely distant active galactic nuclei first
identified by their infrared radiation) led to their being posited as evidence for

the hypothesis that the universe is continually expanding. Similarly, the

5 These dates refer to the original French sources. Their translations into English
which this thesis has consulted are: Jacques Derrida, 'Structure, Sign and Play in the
Discourse of the Human Sciences', in Writing and Difference (London: Routledge, 1978)
pp. 278-93; Roland Barthes, 'The Death of the Author’, in Image, Music, Text (London:
Fontana, 1977); Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman. trans. Gillian Gill (Ithaca,
New York: Cornell University Press, 1985).



recognition of black holes in the astronomical landscape led to a range of
theories about what happens, as density of matter and the curvature of space-

time becomes infinite, to the meaning - and the stability of meaning - of the

previously-‘known’ truths and concepts about the universe. 6 Meanwhile,
Derrida described an irreconcilable polarisation in the discourse of the human
sciences. On the one hand, there existed studies which sought a singular ‘truth’
or ‘origin’. On the other hand, there were those which, in a ‘Nietzschean

affirmation’, delighted in the infinite ‘play’ of symbols that elude such ‘origin’

and therefore required the repeated and ‘active interpretation’ of the reader.”
Similarly, Barthes put forward that rather than the Author’s constituting the
limit of the text, the text far exceeds the control of the Author, constituting, as it
does, a ‘multiplicity’ of other texts and cultures and entering into its own
dialogue with texts around it through parody and contestation, so that its
meaning, or ‘unity’ rests with an anonymous and unknowable readership; and
Irigaray argued that all gender and sexuality had hitherto been linguistically
constructed around a uniform ‘masculine’ desire, and that there needed to be
an exploration and writing of the ‘feminine’, of a completely ‘alterior’ way of

conceiving, defining and desiring which yet asserted itself to ‘presence’, and

was not merely contrived to be the ‘absence’ of the masculine.8

6 For a description of these exotic astronomical phenomena see: Heilbron, J. L., The
Oxford Companion to the History of Modern Science (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003).

7 Derrida, 'Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences' pp. 292-
293.

8 Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, pp.142-148; Irigaray outlines how psychological
(Freudian) models of gender and sexuality have contrived woman through an assumed
symmetry to man in her first doctoral thesis and puts the case forward for developing
a notion of ‘alterity’ through gender in subsequent works which explore the divine, the
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These scientific and theoretical pluralities extend also to the immediate
sociocultural context of post-war Japan: specifically, the Japanese avant garde
movement and its positive harnessing of the politico-cultural potential offered
by new theories on the semiotic production of identities which recognised that
conventional oppositional protest politics not only fed into the agenda of state

authority, but also stifled, rendered stagnant and obscured statements of, and

debates about, an ever-proliferating cultural plurality.9 The avant garde
movement channelled young political energy into subversive art forms and
maintained a profound scepticism of those grand narratives that maintained
essentialist and universalising binary conceptions of, say, authority/individual,
artist/audience and man/woman. Such binaries, the avant garde perceived, lie
at the heart, not only of the values of the mainstream who were increasingly
accepting of Liberal Democratic Party promises of higher standards of living in
substitution for a varied democratic voice, but also of the values of the many

protest groups who sought liberation and equality from the post-occupation

authorities.10 It therefore set out to deconstruct the oppositionalism of such

political categories; and, through parody and a postmodernist ‘play’, to critique

cosmic, space and time, the elements and Greek Mythology. For the former see
Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, pp. 11-33; and for a discussion of the latter see:
Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One trans. Catherine Porter and Carolyn Burke
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1985); and Luce Irigaray, An Ethics of
Sexual Difference trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian Gill (London: Continuum, 2004).

9 All of the following texts describe and discuss the importance of non-oppositional
methods of protest among avant-garde artists and contemporary protest groups.
Steven Ridgely, Japanese Counterculture: The Antiestablishment Art of Terayama Shiiji
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010); William Marotti, 'Japan 1968: The
Performance of Violence and the Theater of Protest', American Historical Review, 114
(2009), 97-135; Setsu Shigematsu, Scream from the Shadows: The Women's Liberation
Movement in Japan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012).

10 John Dower, 'Peace and Democracy in Two Systems: External Policy and Internal
Conflict', in Postwar Japan as History, ed. Andrew Gorden (California: University of
California Press, 1993).
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both ends of the spectrum, while working to complicate the debate on
subjectivity, to reclaim the right for freedom of expression and extend the

boundaries of identity formation.

Such specific cultural contexts include (to name but a few): the slogans
that characterised contemporary Japanese feminism, the head-to-head
discussion on women’s writing between Tsushima Yuko and Takahashi Takako;
Okamoto Tard’s theory of polaroppositionalism, Sakaguchi Ango’s ‘Discourse of
Decadence’ and the avant garde’s deployment of the atomic bomb as an
aesthetic trope; the deliberations of the 1967 Dazai Osamu Prize Committee;
the respective theories of Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray; Hijikata Tatsumi’s
rigorously experimental dance form, buto; the New Age science of Fritjof Capra
and David Bohm; the writings of Mishima Yukio, Franz Kafka, Hans Christian
Andersen and Lewis Carroll; Disney’s Pinocchio; and the engravings of Gustave
Doré. It is within these various contexts, then, that our discussion(s) situate
Kanai’s writing, in order to examine such readings and meanings that may

thereby be generated (by us) from each text under discussion.

Specifically, Chapter One proposes that the writings of Kanai Mieko can
be read as constituting a response to the dilemma that creating a written
feminine (by for instance deciding to speak and write collectively, in a
representationalist idiom) reifies the category of ‘woman’ and defines her in
opposition to ‘man’, thus reproducing the premises upon which a hegemonic
patriarchal order organises itself. It starts by considering Kanai’s 1972 essay
‘What is “a Woman” to a Woman?’ which sets out how, in separate ways, both
feminists and women writers were perpetuating gender division through their

discursive constructions of woman. Turning to Kanai’s early short fiction works
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‘Rotting Meat’ and ‘Rabbits’, Chapter One next contends that these stories, by
forming themselves around avant-garde tropes such as Okamoto’s
polaroppositionalism and the concept of decay in Sakaguchi’s ‘Discourse on
Decadence’, dismantle established categories of gender and sexuality by
overturning the framework through which such categories are irrevocably

shaped.

Chapter Two argues how, in Kanai’s novella Love Life, the representation
of its protagonist, Ai, can be situated within the context of the cultural output of
1960s Japanese avant-gardism, and seen as an exemplar of the various crises of
representation that such avant-gardism critiqued or enacted. Specifically, Love
Life critiques (and enacts) how that crisis of representation affected the female
body; and the prism through which such critique is refracted is an interrogation
of what it means to love and to be in love. To this end the chapter posits how
Kanai deploys the textual strategy of using a constellatory fictive technique that
constructs twin matrices of literary meaning. The first, Ai-body-presence,
derives from the narrative inscription of Ai’s abjected physiological origin,
which assails her when she attempts to eat, recalling images of parasites,
corpses and the dismembered maternal body. The second, F-narrative-absence,
is discernible in Ai’'s attempts to describe (or, rather, inscribe) her husband, F,
and her relationship with him, attempts which seek to render his physical

absence from her narrative account as a textual presence.

Chapter Three considers how Kanai’s subsequent writings further
explore the relationship between these various phenomena, specifically by
examining how Kanai repeatedly sets in play a different constellatory matrix of

meaning: text-body-mind. Again and again, Kanai elides the three through her
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repeated descriptions of text as though it is a physical body possessed of a
consciousness. This new matrix features significantly as a trope in Kanai’s
writings, a trope which Kanai refers to as ‘the corporeal text’. Focusing on two
of Kanai’'s essays, 'Nikutairon e josetsu dai'ippo’ (‘Towards a Theory of
Corporeality’, 1969), 'Kotoba/genjitsu/nikutai' (‘Text/Reality/The Body’,
1984), and a piece of short fiction. 'Kuki otoko no hanashi' (“The Story of the
Inflated Man’, 1974); Chapter Three aims to show how the dissolution of the
conceptual discreteness of each constituent member of our new matrix
operates in these writings as a fundamental challenge both to conventional
notions of the acts of reading and writing and, specifically, to the conventional

situation of the reader in relation to a given text.

In her afterword (atogaki) to Platonic Love (the collection takes its name

from the story), Kanai writes:

Considering the fact that a person reading a text will shave away
some parts by skipping over them, and will write in new things
by reading words that aren’t there, it is not merely the person
called the writer who writes a text, the reader also ‘produces’ a
text. The writer of the resulting story is certainly not ‘T".11

This insight, then, this framing of the text as being ultimately and
inevitably forever in an attitude of interpretive oblation towards the reader,
offering itself up as an entrance into a network of potential textual and
intertextual meanings; this is the outcome to which the trajectory of the thesis

brings us. In other words, the thesis concludes that Kanai’s conception of the

11 Kanai Mieko, Kanai Mieko: Zentanpenshtu [Kanai Mieko: A Complete Short Story
Collection] Vol. 3 (Tokyo: Nihonbungeisha, 1992) pp. 602-603, trans. Sharalyn
Orbaugh, 'Arguing with the Real: Kanai Mieko', in Oe and Beyond, ed. Stephen Snyder
and Philip Gabriel (Hawai’i: University of Hawai'i Press, 1999) pp. 245-77, p. 249.
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corporeal text is not merely a bespoke theory confected simply to account for
‘The Story of the Inflated Man’; rather, it is a theoretical prism through which
we can read not only the other Kanai texts discussed in this thesis, and not only
Kanai’s other literary writings, but arguably, Writing itself. Kanai’s deployment
of the corporeal text is a deliberate act that is designed to transform the
reader’s experiential relationship with the text from being that of a passive

recipient to one of an active, engaged creator of meaning.
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Chapter One

Reading ‘Rotting Meat’ and ‘Rabbits’ through the Paradoxes of Surrealism

Foucault points out that juridical systems of power produce the
subjects they subsequently come to represent. [...] If this analysis
is right, the juridical formation of language and politics that
represents women as ‘the subject’ of feminism is itself a discursive
formation and effect of a given version of representational politics.
And the feminist subject turns out to be discursively constituted by
the very political system that is supposed to facilitate its
emancipation.

Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity

What remains to be done, then, is to work at ‘destroying’ the
discursive mechanism. Which is not a simple undertaking.... For
how can we introduce ourselves into such a tightly-woven
systematicity?

Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One

Introduction

The fundamental premise of all feminisms is that there is a division between
the genders, and that women are subordinated and oppressed within a system
of male dominance. However, as Judith Butler points out in the epigraph above,
if we are to assume, after Foucault, that this system establishes its power
through channels which include the discursive construction of our own
identities, then these feminisms’ acknowledgement of the fundamental premise

upon which they are constructed serves only to affirm and reify that system’s

reality. 1 Feminist critics and women writers who accept Butler’s

1 Butler is here referring to: Michel Foucault, 'Right of Death and Power over Life’, in
The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, An Introduction (New York: Vintage, 1980).
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understanding of the manner in which identity is forged are thus faced with an
enormous challenge in attempting to write against it; for, as the epigraph by
Luce Irigaray asks, how is it possible to destroy a system of language within
which the subject is always already constituted without reiterating, and

thereby reaffirming, its terms?

This chapter proposes that the writings of Kanai Mieko not only display
an awareness of this specific dilemma, but also can be read as constituting a
response to it. This is evident in the way in which Kanai, in marked contrast to
other woman writers and feminist intellectuals in Japan at the time, was
extremely careful in her early non-fiction not to formulate a definition of
‘woman’, but rather to question those who did. For example, her 1972 essay
‘Onna ni totte onna to wa nani ka?’ (‘What is “a Woman” to a Woman?’) sets out
how, in separate ways, both feminists and women writers were perpetuating,

rather than interrogating, discrimination and gender division through their

discursive constructions of woman.2 In the essay, Kanai criticises a broad
range of targets: the Japanese ribu (women'’s lib movement); the efforts of those
of her female contemporaries in Japan who were attempting to distance
themselves from the category of ‘woman’ in order to gain an intellectual status;
and (what she perceives as) the essentialism of Simone de Beauvoir’s apparent
insistence that only women can write authentically about being a woman.
Contrasting this and Kanai's other early essays with those of her female
contemporaries, this chapter argues that, taken together, they constitute a

critique of joseiron (the collective endeavour to define womanhood, and hence

2 Kanai Mieko, 'Onna ni totte onna to wa nani ka' ['What is “a Woman” to a Woman'] in
Koza onna 1: Naze onna ka? (Tokyo: Chikuma shobo, 1972) pp. 68-83.
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to produce a written feminine) while illustrating her distance from, rather than
her alignment with, their discourse. This is not to assert that her early non-
fiction writings are ‘anti-feminist’, but rather to claim that they are attempts to
advance the debate on gender and sexuality beyond the boundaries of what

was commonly and contemporaneously understood to be ‘feminism’.

Turning to Kanai’s early short fiction works ‘Funiku’ (‘Rotting Meat’,
1972) and ‘Usagi’ (‘Rabbits’, 1972), this chapter next outlines how these stories
simultaneously dismantle established categories of gender and sexuality by
overturning the dichotomising and hierarchical framework through which such

categories are irrevocably shaped, while forming themselves around avant-

garde tropes which offer alternative value systems.3 Both stories depict female
characters whose twin modes of living and being are informed by patterns and
cycles of death and socially-transgressive sexual desire; each story culminates
in the female characters’ killing of their sexual partners, while the self-exclusion
from society and its norms that is the lot of the nameless, murderous prostitute
in ‘Rotting Meat’ is echoed, more extremely, in the self-mutilation and death of
the rabbit-girl in ‘Rabbits’. And yet, both stories also locate these female
narratives within the narrative of an anonymous, framing primary narrator,

which has the effect 