PEBBIRIIZE 7 + — F &5 15 (2000. 3)
Forum of Inlernational Development Studies, 15 (Mar. 2000)

Patterns of Opposition in Natsume Soseki’s Kokoro :

A tentative approach to the structural interpretation of literary works

Niculina NAE*

Abstract

This article deals with the controversial problem of literary interpretation and attempts
to offer a starting point in the quest for the most appropriate way of approaching a literary
work, especially in prose, which, due to its kaleidoscopic nature, tends to escape systemic
examination. However, as Wellek and Warren point out, despite its chaotic appearance,
a literary work is a carefully constructed structure, where all elements (plot, characteriza-
tion, time, space, point of view) make an important contribution to the overall presenta-
tion. )

The article has a bipartite structure. In the first part I examine the theoretical
background to a possible approach to the structural interpretation of prose. I pay attention
especially to the principle of opposition, which, according to the structuralists, is a funda-
mental principle of structures. In this respect, I discuss the theory of markedness, which
refers to the asymmetric characteristic of oppositions, and which can be effectively used in
tracing the elements which are predominant in the organization of a work and which
determine the unique structure of literary works. Also, I examine the problem of fore-
grounding, which refers to the particular aspects which stand out in literary discourse, such
as stylistic figures and patterns of regularity whose contribution to the general effect of the
work cannot be ignored.

The second part of the article is a case study of Natsume Soseki’s Kokoro, which offers
a practical demonstration of the way in which specific traits in the parts of the discourse

are reflected in and determine the structure of the whole.

1. Structuralism and markedness.

Structuralism, which has been a controversial trend in linguistics and literary studies, is
centered on the belief in the existence of a set of norms, rules, regulations which bestow
signification upon things and actions, giving them wholeness and coherence. According to
Jean Piaget, structure is an arrangement of entities and is subjected to three fundamental
concepts : wholeness, transformation and self-regulation (Piaget 1971 : 5-16).

The concept of structure extends to the point where every reality which surrounds us is
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circumscribed by a context, therefore by a system organized according to rules and hierar-
chy. In linguistics, structuralism has introduced the distinction between norm and behavior,
reflected in Saussure’s langue/parole, or Chomsky’s competence/performance distinction.
While langue is both a social product of the faculty of speech and a collection of mnecessary
conventions that have been adopted by a social body to permit individuals to exercise that
Saculty (Saussure 1959 : 9), parole is the perceivable substance that appears at the surface in
verbal communication. The former must precede or “generate”, to use Chomsky’s words, the
latter. Thus individual parole or performance seems heterogeneous, without a pattern, while
langue or competence, which precedes them, is organized according to a coherent, systematic
pattern.

The pattern according to which an element is functionally distinct from other elements
with which it may occur in combination, is that of binary or paired opposites. The principle
of binary opposition is, by virtue of its occurrence in all languages, one of the “battle cries”
of the linguists who have embraced the universalistic trend of thinking. According to
Jakobson and Halle, the fact that binary opposition is the first logical operation of a child
may be interpreted as the primary and distinctive intervention of culture into nature
(Jakobson and Halle 1956 : 60-1).

Poems, dramas and novels are finite products generated according to specific sets of rules
that determine their internal structure and function. This tenet is essential to the structural
study of literature, which starts from the premise that since its constituent matter is language
(itself a system with a coherent structure), literature is also the result of the organizing
function of language. The idea that the structure of language reflects itself in all the other
domains of our existence is pervasive in the controversial theory formulated by Benjamin Lee
Whorf, who, because of his observations of the life and language of American Indian tribes
reached the conclusion that language imposes its organization upon our intellect, and that the

specific traits of a culture can be traced back to the structure of its language.

1.1. The contribution of strucfuralism to the analysis of literature.

Structuralism is also indebted to Saussure, who showed that language is actually a dual
entity, langue (the set of norms) and parole (the individual speech act), where langue is the
matrix which generates virtually infinite strings of parole. R. Jakobson, V. Propp, A.
Greimas, T. Todorov, R. Barthes and others have attempted to show that by virtue of their
similarity to the system of language, poetry and narrative can be decomposed into minimal
episodes and functions that combine in a multitude of ways. French structuralists suggest
that the organization of narrative is analogous to that of a sentence. Two reasons sustain

their opinion : on the one hand, like the sentence, the text is a meaningful whole which may
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be presumed to express the author’s state of mind. On the other hand, the text seems to be
articulated out of parts whose meaning is influenced by events that may change it. Their
conclusion is that the fext produces its meaning... by being articulated out of parts - within
synlagmatic constraints, with regard for parvadigmatic constraints (Pettit 1975 : 43).

The case study is based on the above premises and aims at demonstrating that the
foregrounding devices in the text, such as stylistic figures, usage of marked grammatical
constructions, contribute to the structuring of the text around a set of fundamental opposi-
tions (life-death, material-spiritual, society (group)-individual, in-out). Moreover, it will be
shown that the case study is interesting through the special treatment of these oppositions,

which render them different from the way they are perceived in real life.

1.2, Markedness and the principle of opposition.

The principle of opposition is one of the fundamental principles of linguistic structures.
Jakobson and N. Trubetzkoy advocated the existence of oppositions at every linguistic level,
and signaled their asymmetric character. W. Noth described markedness as a theory
according to which the two poles of an opposition consist of an unmarked and a marked form.
The unmarked form is genetically earlier, more natural and often more frequent. The
marked term has an additional and more specific morphological feature, as, e. g., the plural
vs. singular, the female vs. male, the passive vs. active form, or the past vs. present form
(Noth 1990 : 76).

The characteristic of markedness relations is that they oppose a term A, which displays
a feature x, to another term, B, which lacks the feature. A is labeled as marked, while B is
unmarked. However, the unmarked term has a broader and more general meaning, while the
marked one is more specific. For example, the pair “lion/lioness” represents a markedness
relation between the unmarked and more general “lion” and the marked “lioness”. Namely,
“lion” denotes both a species of carnivorous animals and the male animal, while “lioness”
denotes only its female counterpart. Likewise, present tense is unmarked with respect to past
or future tenses, since it may denote both a present action and a past one Chistorical present),
or a future one.

Trubetzkoy classified markedness relations into isolated or proportional, bilateral or
multilateral (Battistella 1990 : 14). Furthermore, according to their logical character,
oppositions fall into three types : privative, gradual and equipollent. A privative opposition
is established between two phonemes that are identical except that one contains a “mark”
which the other lacks (e. g., /b/ vs. /p/, where both contain the ‘labial’ feature, but /b/ which
contains also the ‘voiced’ feature is marked vis-a-vis /p/ which does not display it).

Gradual oppositions manifest themselves in different degrees of some gradient property
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(e. g. /i/~/e/~/ze/, where the degree of backness is the highest in /e/ and lowest in /i/),
while equipollent oppositions consist of a relation where each member has a mark that the
others lack (e. g., /p/~/t/~/k/ are reciprocally contrastive, since /t/ and /k/ lack the
‘labial’ feature of /p/, while /p/ and /k/ lack the ‘velar’ quality of /t/, and both /p/ and /
t/ do not display the ‘aspirate’ feature of /k/) (Sampson 1980 : 108).

The markedness of a binary opposition is subject to changes in the context of reference.
This emphasizes the systematic character of language in all its representations, as has been
emphasized by Jakobson. The terms which enter a markedness relationship are at the same
time constitutive elements of a system, subordinated in a hierarchy, which functions by virtue
of the reciprocal relations between parts and system and parts themselves. A modification
in either element or relation brings about a modification of the whole system. Likewise, a
change in system automatically reorders the elements in the hierarchy according to new
rules.

Jakobson and Trubetzkoy’s concepts of oppositions and markedness relationships have
opened wide possibilities of new paradigms for a systematic analysis of literary texts. As
Jakobson himself points out, many literary, cultural, ethnographic phenomena, which at first
sight may appear ordinary, can be analyzed in the light of an ‘a vs. non-a’ relationship with
surprising results. Markedness relations can be traced back to an author’s preference for
certain themes and motifs, as well as in their materialization in the literary work. In a series
of analyses on a great number of poetic texts, Jakobson attempted to highlight patterns of
oppositions and asymmetries that are significant for an in-frame interpretation of the text.
In a letter addressed to Trubetzkoy, he expressed his hope that markedness is not confined
to the study of language phenomena only :

... your thought about correlation as a constant mutual connection between a marked
and unmarked type is one of your most remarkable and fruitful ideas. It seems to me
that it has a significance not only for linguistics but also for ethnology and the history
of culture, and that such historico-cultural correlations as life-death, liberty-non-liberty,
holidays-working days, etc., are always confined to relations ¢ - non-¢, and that it is
important to find out for any epoch, group, nation, etc., what the marked element is. For
instance, Majakovskij viewed life as a marked element realizable only when motivated ;
for him not death but life required a motivation.... I'm convinced that many ethnographic
phenomena, ideologies, etc. which at first glance seem to be identical, often differ only
in the fact that what for one system is a marked term may be evaluated by the other
precisely as the absence of a mark (Jakobson VIII : 93).

While some express their skepticism that anything can be translated into an ‘a vs. non-a’

pattern, the merits of this theory in providing a coherent scheme of hierarchically and
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systematically organizing semiotic information are incontestable.

2. Foregrounding. Definition and application in language and literature.

The use of marked terms or constructions can be considered a foregrounding device. The
term “foregrounding” was introduced by P. L. Garvin in his translation of the Czech
“aktualisate”, a concept employed in the works of several Prague scholars. It defines the
kind of deviation which has the function of bringing some item inlo artistic emphasis so that
it stands out from ils surroundings (Chapman 1973 : 48). Foregrounding was intuitively
anticipated by Shelley and also by Coleridge, who pointed out that the merit of bringing the
expression to the foreground is that it rescues the most admitted truths from the impotence
caused by the very circumstances of thetr universal admission (in Miall & Kuiken 1994 : 391).

J. Mukarovsky pointed out that foregrounding is systematic in literature and is oriented
towards bringing an artistic expression into focus ; at the same time, the referential
expression is backgrounded. Literary foregrounding (in poetry especially) makes use of
stylistic figures (metaphor, metonymy, rhyme, rhythm, parallelism, anaphora, assonance),
which are features, words, and expressions that appear in less expected contexts, or whose
usage produces rhythmic effects, or are deviant from the ordinary usage.

Foregrounding is defined by Halliday as prominence that is motivated by its relation to the
meaning of the whole (Freeman 1981 : 334). This means that it is easy to find prominence
patterns in a poem or prose text, which offers a new aspect useful for interpretation, but if
they are not cohesive with the text as a whole, they are irrelevant. Prominence is the
deliberate action of highlighting some parts in an utterance, text, poem, so that they stand
out from the ordinary. At first sight one should judge highlighting as a process of departure,
or deviation from the norm, in which the author chooses to employ certain devices in order
to break the established norms and open new interpretative possibilities. However, the
natural tendency to judge all highlighting phenomena as deviations may lead to so-called
“counter-grammars”, or “a science of discards”, as Wellek emphasizes. He warns against the
danger of disintegrating the work of art and forgetting that it is a whole, emphasizing that,
we are likely to accumulate isolated observations, specimens of the marked traits,... to over-
stress “originality”, individuality, the merely idiosyncratic (1956 : 171). Moreover, as Angus
Mclntosh points out, there are not a few cases, especially in prose, when, although the impact
of the work as a whole may be enormous, there is nothing deviant about the words, phrases,
clauses, sentences (1965 : 19). He continues,

It is at least clear that any approach to this kind of problem which looks at anything less

than the whole text as the ultimate episode has very little to contribute. Whatever it may
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“be in linguistic analysis, the sentence is not the proper episode here. If there are any
possibilities of progress, they must, I think, be on the lines of the old recognition, e. g. by
the rhetoricians, of elements or strands of something or other which permeate long
stretches of text and produce a gradual build-up of effect (1965 : 19).

Although Mukafovsky has minimized the role of foregrounding in ordinary communica-
tion, other linguists have stressed its importance. Basically, linguistic foregrounding stems
from the binary opposition between theme and rheme, or topic and comment. Unlike poetic
language, where foregrounding is the manipulation of specific devices towards deautomatiza-
tion, in linguistics it depends on the organization of utterance in topic/comment and the
emphasizing of one of them. Harris (1989 : 2) sees it in terms of “manipulation of linguistic
entities”, which alters not only the form of the utterance (as in poetic foregrounding), but,
what is more important, its overall meaning, while, simultaneously, giving important clues as
to the intention of the speaker. According to Stockwell, language is an opfimal system of
providing devices for foregrounding new information and backgrounding old one (1977 : 147).
These two processes are possible by virtue of the fundamental dichotomy between code and
message, where code is the form in which the message is represented, that is, its surface
structure, and message is its abstract logical structure, or its deep structure. The process of
foregrounding, or focussing, unfolds according to rules that assign prominence to the part of
the message which the speaker wishes to foreground. Since the surface structure of the
message presents itself as an accumulation of features (phonetic, morphologic and syntactic),
the rules of focusing manifest themselves at three levels. Thus one can speak of focussing
which occurs in intonation, morphology and serial word order. In a sentence like “John likes
music a lot” one can change the unmarked intonation where the emphasis is on “lot” to a
marked intonation by emphasizing “music”, or even “John”. The use of marked construc-
tions (cleft or pseudo-cleft constructions of the type “It’s music that John likes a lot”, or
“What John likes a lot is music”), object fronting (“Early Mozart my quartet can play” from
the unmarked “My quartet can play early Mozart™), passive constructions (full or agentless
passive) and adverb fronting constructions (“Tomorrow I must get down to serious work”
from “I must get down to serious work tomorrow”), is aimed at shifting the focus from the
typical “who is doing what ?” question to a multitude of other ways of expression (Stockwell
1977 . 157-158). Thus, (a) Tom kicked Harry, can be rewritten using a passive construction
as (b) Harry was kicked by Tom. Or, using a cleft construction, as (c) It was Harry whom
Tom kicked. It can be noticed that although the three examples convey the idea that Tom
kicked Harry, the relation of predominance between topic and comment is changed in (b)
and (¢) compared to the neutral (a). Again, the expression in both () and (¢) is marked

compared to (a), which does not imply anything other than a simple statement of a situation.
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The second and third sentences are two different examples of what Halliday calls “themat-
ization”, or the organization of the sentence in clauses, where the element selected by the

speaker as “theme” is placed first in the sequence (Kress 1976 : 179).

3. Case study analysis : Kokoro by Natsume Soseki.

The analysis of the case study follows a structural method of dividing the text into
significant episodes. I divided the novel into 35 episodes,” or subplots, which are all subsumed
in the general plot, and analyzed elements of time, setting, characters and motifs in each of
them, in order to find elements which may point to an organizational principle based on a
play of oppositions in the novel. Moreover, I argue that the novel is built on a set of
oppositions, which create markedness relationships that are sometimes, in the context of the
novel, reversed from their original values. For the analysis of the novel I have used the
following edition : B HIKA2EE 7 BHEE 1986

From the overall analysis of the novel a series of analogous pairs can be deduced. They
derive from an opposition which was underlying the Meiji society and intellectual world - that
of ego, or individual versus society. This opposition is a salient feature of Kokoro, and it
further sustains a series of oppositions such as impulses or freedom vs. duties, spirit vs.
matter, content vs. form, love vs. marriage, faithfulness vs. betrayal, depth vs. surface, hidden
vs. obvious, introvert vs. extrovert, death vs. life, and despair vs. hope.

First I will discuss the oppositions which are traceable at the levels of setting, time,

characterization and point of view.

3. 1. The setting in Kokoro.

The setting carries important information about the characters that are revealed in it.
Setting is intrinsically metonymic, or metaphoric, it is the expression of character. The
setting may be the expression of human will ; moreover, the descriptions of landscapes are
indicative of a character’s moods and actions. In Kokoro there is a marked preference for
interior scenes rather than exterior ones. Out of the thirty-five episodes, only six take place
outside ; however, they are significant for the symbolic load they carry. Thus, episode five,
which takes place in Zoshigaya cemetery where the protagonist of the novel, Sensei, pays
monthly visits to the grave of his dead friend, K, deals with the problem of life and death, and
displays two different attitudes towards them. While Sensel is tortured by the memory of his
guilt (he blames himself for pushing K to suicide) and suicidal thoughts, the young and
inexperienced narrator, who has not been confronted with the reality of death, curiously

examines the inscriptions on the funerary stones. The diversity of names in the cemetery -
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some of them of Christian resonance (Isabella, Andre), and also the curious gathering of
people from various paths of life (“Minister Plenipotentiary...” as well as the usual ordinary
people) creates the image of the absolute power of death, which levels out functions,
religions, ambitions and fortunes, reducing them to simple graves. The younger man finds the
diversity amusing and entertaining, situating himself as far as possible from a serious
consideration of the reality of death. This makes Sensei scold him : MEH XL &\ 5 FHEY
IREHBCE 2ERD Y Er Aty (. 8).
The scene where the two look at a gingko tree whose numerous yellow leaves almost hide
the sky is underlined by the presence of such verbs as "B&4 5, "# % (same page), which
add solemnity to the atmosphere. The leaves of the tree, which are still hiding the sky with
their yellow-green color, will soon bury the earth with their richness of gold, which may be
interpreted as a sign of Sensei’s approaching end. The impression is also intensified by
Sensei’s words when referring to the tree, which, after losing its leaves becomes as bald as
a Buddhist priest (Z2E5=E) (p. 10). It is an allusion to the requirement that Buddhist priests
shave off their hair when entering the priesthood as a sign that they have given up worldly
life in favor of religion. The metaphor is significant for its religious implications, which hint
at K’s strong inclination towards religion, and even to his sacrifice for his Buddhist ideals.
Another exterior scene which carries a symbolic significance for the development of the
novel is episode nine, when the young narrator and Sensei, while walking around Ueno Park,
watch a beautiful young couple walking under the blossoms of the cherry trees in the park.
This again brings forth Sensei’s comment, thi§ time about love, which he depicts as “sinful
and sacred” : TARLALE, BIFRECTT L, Mo TwE Ty (p. 18), T&wh {AMISEE
TT X, XZEATH, 5L THEZRLDTT X, (p. 19). He criticizes the young man’s
superficiality, who judges the couple after appearances : "2\F &% 5 w34, (p. 17).
Apparently inoffensive, the young man’s words refer to a pretty ordinary, amiable relation
between people, which does not necessarily include love, while Sensei refers specifically to
love when he says : "HIEOFRFD X 5 7242, (same page). Translated in English, the differ-
ence is more poignant : “They look like they are just married”, says Sensei, and Watakushi
answers “They seem to be getting along well”. Watakushi’s unconscious judgement is based
on appearances, while Sensei refers to a deeper relationship, which is based on love, and
exists only between newlyweds. The very special relationship is translated into unconditional
surrender ; moreover, love is seen as a feeling which ties the man down to the woman’s long,
black hair, turning him into a passive, helpless creature: &, BWEWETEL IR O.OFE
o TWETH (p.19). It is not a coincidence that the author chose the same Ueno Park
as the scene described in Episode thirty-two, where after K confesses his desperate love for

Ojosan, the young Sensei, who was also secretly in love with her, launches his merciless
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destruction : TK A BEOMIHEL THELLL LTV BDOYRA L, KE—FT
WA BETEIHEELDOLESH S E W BMICEDVIBEETE Licoy (p.125), TR AL T,
(same page). However satisfied with the effect of his cruel words, the young Sensei cannot
help feeling cold when he sees a dead tree in the park, which reminds him of K : 'z L 10i&
AT IC TR R K - I DRSO HIGED, HRVZEORI, MEU~TEL TV B0%k
DR TR, BEPEPAEOMA I 5 LR LE Lic.s (o 127).

I mentioned that the majority of scenes are interior ones, which coincides with the
preoccupation of the author with that which lies inside the characters’ hearts, rather than
their physical appearances. This fact makes one consider the opposition in-out, where inner
world here can be viewed as unmarked due to the frequency of scenes that happen inside a
house, and also for the reason that the detailed and complex descriptions of characters’
feelings (the young narrator, Sensel) tilt the focus on to the inner rather than the outer world.
Moreover, the settings contain features that stress the character of the people who inhabit
them. Thus Sensei’s house, which is always very silent, like his wife, whose name is Shizu
# (from # 7>, which means “silent”), also conveys a feeling of loneliness TEWE W FEin XD
B 2 AR LI Thd ot (p. 12). Sensei’s study is placed in the quietest part of the
house, which is a telling location considering his tendency to isolate himself from the world,
and even from his wife.

The motif of the house seems to be given great importance in the novel, in the sense that
a change of houses signifies a change in a character’s life and emotional balance. Thus, in
episode twenty-four, the young and unsuspecting Sensei, who is emotionally attached to his
parents’ house, keeps dreaming of it : TOORT, B LFCHEBORLYEATVE L.
(p. 78). However, after he finds out that his uncle cheated him of almost all his inheritance,
he decides to sell everything he has and move to another place in Tokyo. The fact that he
moves to another house is symbolic of his advancement from past to present, from childhood
to youth. Later on, after K commits suicide and Sensei marries Ojosan, they again move into
a new house, again as if to escape past memories and start a new period of life. Thus the
three houses in Sensei’s life may symbolize his childhood, youth and maturity. Similarly, his
landlady, Okusan, has left the large house in which she had lived with her husband and moved
into a smaller one - partly to save money and maybe partly to escape the memory of her
husband’s death. Again, the young narrator relates his experiences in his parents’ old house
with a thatched roof, which he finally abandons in order to go to Tokyo to see Sensei. This
change of houses always seem to be motivated by two forces - an external force (usually a
material one) and an internal one (related to the problems of the heart). Maybe the most
poignant impression is given by K’s moving into Okusan’s house, which marks the beginning

of the confrontation between two principles : spirit and matter. K will reach a point where
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the attraction towards the material world (in this case expressed in his love towards Ojosan)
becomes stronger than his power to keep his spiritual ideals unblemished, and he will chose
the supreme sacrifice rather than surrender to matter.

Young Sensei’s gesture of bringing K into Okusan’s house marks a change in the external
and internal balance of forces. The position of K’s room, which separates Sensei’s room from
those of the two ladies, is important not only for its external implications (Sensei must cross
K’s room before entering his own room), but mostly for the changes K’s presence between
himself and the object of his adoration bring to Sensei’s feelings.

The setting may be significant in the light of the spirit/matter opposition. Thus K, who
is not interested in the material side of things, but rather in spiritual enlightenment, is
described by Sensei as living in a small, damp room facing north : "D &3&E 7-Friddbm &
DO o IF B ADFTBHFERRE T L. (p. 102). However, his friend tries to bring him to
normality, which in young Sensei’s mind is reflected in the material side of life (the quality
of food and lodgings), not in one’s integrity. The orientation towards north (which is always
a reference point on a map) is significant, for K prefers spiritual light and warmth rather
than the more physical light and warmth of the sun. Therefore, the presence of K in the nice
room facing south, enjoying the warmth of the sun and the attention of the two ladies is a big
step towards normality as it is perceived by ordinary people (including the young Sensei) :

TRHORAF| &8 o 11k, MENLSEREE - 708235 - 7o T3, (p. 102) ; he even
becomes more human, or " AR5 L < ; . However, for K, who pursues spiritual rather than

material goals, moving to this house brings about his self-destruction.

3.2. The time dimension in Kokoro.

The novel is narrated in the past tense by the young narrator, Watakushi, and later on by
Sensei himself in his testament. Generally speaking, past tense is marked vis-a-vis the
present ; however, it is an intrinsic feature of narrative discourse, and in this case it is
unmarked. However, the past tense in Kokoro is not merely an artisﬁc convention, but a
motif itself. Thus, most characters in the novel live with past memories. Sensei is incessant-
ly tormented by his sense of guilt, which is perceived like the threatening black shadow of a
bird by the narrator, who observes him : "&% » 7o D B4EIIBEEHTH - T HTVTW
oo BHEDREE LTEREY PHBEXE 2T XD, BICBVWEENHT IO, HTh
BB L W2 AEE 2% (0. 9). The memory of his dead friend is the negative
force that prevents Sensei from leading a normal life T8 A" ADMIIL - T, HHOAERSY
T2 D L5 ThHotee (p.2D), THEOBAHRNCI > T, HEMOPIL—4E2ERE SN T
SHMLT RGO ERALETT ., T LEABKROEBOTRERI S ad o ol b, &
BZOWHELWHDEEHCEXBRTHELE S5ed-7TL & 5.1 (p.96). Inthe latter,
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the presence of the verb™ 4] %, which means “to traverse”, but is made up of the characters
which denote “horizontal” and “cut” may be interpreted as an anticipation of K’s violent
death, and also as a reference to the fact that K’s presence and death severs in a figurative
sense Sensei’s otherwise vertical ascension towards a respectable life.

Sensei feels that the spirit of the Meiji era is over together with the death of the Meiji
emperor : TRBOBHIAKERIEE - TREBR Kb -7 X D EMN L E Licos (p. 144), so he
himself, who lived in and was influenced by it, feels that by continuing to live he would
become a kind of old-fashioned thing : T4 &% - T\ % DXL EREERIZ LV SR UFIL
SEAOMIEATH % Lic, ) (same page).

Past is a marked feature in the young narrator’s life. After he graduates from university,
he returns to his parents’ home and makes no attempt to find himself a job ; he even refuses
a post offered by a friend. His attitude is in sharp contrast with that of his family, who
expect him to be more future oriented than he appears to he. His father criticizes his lack
of interest, and shows that he is incessantly concerned with the neighbors’ opinion "#& L2
LBl bid, e E ML Tl - Tff o TEARS o b e kT bR B, AL BHIIcOH D
BBk, KFAFEELT - Tile L THE T E Hp e RGRERE A HE L ¢, Bh
LEH B (p. 56). His elder brother, who is a materialist, asks him about his future
plans : "#IEIRE» S 54 % (p. 67), but his answer is vague and does not reflect a real
concern for his future : "T—&FEOME LM 5 oo TAHATA 5 (same page).

The narrator’s father, old and ill, is no longer able to continue his contribution to society ;
he makes plans for the future, but his condition gradually deteriorates, and he loses hope.
Furthermore, as his health grows worse, people start visiting him even from remote places
and speak to him with encouraging platitudes : Tl & B o7, TOETF U » KAk, 55
LEBLL, FUubEESb - & FRE T WU e Inub(p. 62). The father clings desperate-
ly to the real world ; he insists on seeing and talking to everyone who comes to visit. Also,
he becomes an avid reader of the newspaper in a gesture of clinging to the world which bids

him farewell.

3.3. The characterization in Kokoro.

The main characters of the narration develop along a series of oppositions, such as
individual/society, material/spiritual, freedom/convention, appearance/reality, and their
transition from one pole to the other of the oppositions can be traced along these fundamental
lines. For example, in their youth, both Sensei and the narrator are social creatures, who
have friends ; are less inclined to consider the spiritual matters of life and stick to the more
material aspects ; respect, in a blind sort of way, the traditions and conventions imposed by

society, are more or less extroverted, and have a superficial sort of judgement. They
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gradually become more and more introverted, self-reflective, and end up almost totally
submerged in their egos, which paralyzes them to the extent that they have no wish or no
power to make a contribution to society.

There are a few sets of characters that make up opposite pairs in the novel. These are
Sensei vs. the narrator, Sensei vs. the narrator’s father, and young Sensei vs. K. The first pair
reflects the intrinsic opposition between experience and innocence. In the first part of the
novel the narrator, who repeatedly qualifies himself as T\ FA, TEEER D 7o\ FA , observes
Sensei, and his relation to the world with the eyes of an inexperienced examiner, and what
he gets is the incomplete and superficial image of a man, who, although in good health,
happily married and relatively rich, chooses out of mysterious reasons to live in almost
complete seclusion while paying regular visits to the grave of a friend in Zoshigaya cemetery.
The first and second parts offer the comparative image of Sensei and the narrator’s father.
Sensei is seen in a positive light, while the father is depicted in unfavorable colors. Episode
11 places the two men in contrast through the words of the narrator, who is attached to both
— to his father by virtue of blood ties, and to Sensei as a spiritual master "fJ5 & & »
LEIE, £ZTCOEDFHATUEIGNERVVERALVWETH- T, fIc@bdBIE &5
Rhbuv 2 3% TH -7y (p. 31D,

Both Sensei and his father are detached from the social universe, one by self-seclusion, the
other by age and illness. Their existence is unclear and they almost lack the recognition of
others. Sensei has no close friends, lives with his wife in a house which is almost never visited
by anybody, which he seldom leaves, and where hardly any voices or loud laughter are heard.
Watakushi’s father, on the other hand, is almost in the same situation, except that his
reclusion is not self-imposed ; it is made inevitable by age and illness. His children are too
busy or live too far away to be able to visit him while he is still alive, and can visit only if
something serious happens to him : THF—DENL D 584 . However, similar in uselessness
to Sensei, the father is not a desirable partner for his son for anything, let alone for shogi
playing. His father reminds him of the exterior world, because he sticks to repetition,
tradition, form, and these are only boring for the young man. His attitude is nothing new and
it sweeps the young man into a sort of mental lethargy : " ® 7oL IR VGA A TL
BEToTH, MOBRPCEEDHRRNTND ER-ThH, HGOFCIPLSEE TRV X
5B ic, s (pp. 31-32). He feels closer to Sensei, whose strength seems to have entered
his own flesh and whose blood seems to run through his veins. He is surprised to remember
that Sensei is only a stranger, while his father is his own flesh and blood : TEALA DSFAD K
O THY, BEFDEL R, DHOMATHES LV PERFEEL, 2L IHIED
BTN TR T B TAEREECLRE LM #EA - (. 32). The narrator sees

the provincial conventionalism of his parents in a negative light, compared to Sensei’s
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apparent lack of concern towards convention : TFAR I T - T ied b, HOKTH R
LTCWBHREDTH N, ThBC bW OXBLESWWELAS L Db, Ao TEMICE 27,
PR OEM B 5 HER CHTICARREE T Lz, s (p. 500.

The opposition between the young Sensei and his friend K is traceable to the former’s
inclination towards material things and conventions and the latter’s devotion to religion and
spiritual enlightenment. Their origin also is significant in this respect, Sensei being the son
of a country gentleman "H&#+, , who took great interest in art and to whom tradespeople
came from remote places to show exquisite pieces of art. His uncle is a typical materialist
ty.pe, who embodies the Meiji ideal of material independence and prosperity (Jap. risshin
shusse).

On the other hand, K is the son of a Shinshu priest, which explains his inclination towards
religious matters. His spiritual ideals assert a definitive disjunction between soul and flesh :

Me g COEOBMERE & MEERER L OB HALEIE, BE b7 5 EBmMendks zdlb ik
LI5S 0 % Lic, WEEERETHIEZEONEIAET X5 CET2EEI 2B o conb Al
nER A (p. 102). Episode twenty-eight as a whole depicts K’s negative attitude towards
material comfort and his idea that torturing the body will result in the purification of the
soul. K is at first indifferent towards worldly matters like quality of life and perception of
beauty, which makes Sensei comment about his heart, which is like a piece of iron that gets
rusty with lack of use : "\ WEBES X 510, HOLTERH Twc & Lo, FaciiE
bhishotcg (po 104, "THOLEOBRGEVCETECEYED b0 AR TLIZ,
(p. 110). In the latter example, the narrator uses the physical term for “heart” in order te
emphasize the lack of interest with which he treats bodily, physical matters.

Also, K’s self denial is also depicted in the discussion with Ojosan, when K, although cold,
refuses the offer to bring new fire for the brazier : "k kb BB 5 &, K ik
EBEZBLHTT, THRH-TRIVIERD L, BEORWEBRLXDE I TT, ELBlgwnbH
&, BWIThELES WAL, (p. 104). However, Sensei feels inferior to K, whose
intellectual capacity and willpower are far beyond his own, and who is better looking than
he, which arouses his fears that Ojosan may turn her affection toward him : "&#it$ K 0F
DIEFIR DL HCR2E Lic, HEDHOL IR IR LT\, EEIESKICA
BEASEELRE LI, . BRI D IERHCRE 2T L, FhihhiIEM s 2& e, B
HERK OBMTRVWEBRRELTVE Lic, —JLTH 5 DFWATLA T 5 —ErRE~NE LD &
b, RO L RIE T STORELRILBE S D TF ., (p. 110).

The older Sensei comments on his friend’s honesty in a highly emotional way ; K does not
sense his friend’s destructive intentions : "&DICIEE T L7, KO ICHEM LI, ROKAK
NERI 5D T4, (p. 126). His words give Sensei an image of absolute, almost saintly,

goodness, although he himself realizes after K’s death that he is no better than his uncle,
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despite his image of an honest young man : "EEXFAI 5 B A 5 & HHCEIRDARBIZ E WS
BEBTAICH 51D TT, THDBK DRDIERICHEFE IR TLE- T, B HORRE
FUABRZEEE LR, ABALSBELELLE L. (p. 140).

3.4. The point of view in Kokoro.

At the level of point of view, Kokoro is narrated in the first person by a narrator, who does
not identify himself by a name, and then by the central character himself, who, although we
recognize him as the Sensei of the first and second parts, does not have a name. The narrator
in the first and second parts is an older and more experienced man, who relates his own
youthful and naive observation of Sensei’s strange character. On the other hand, the narrator
in the third part, significantly entitled “Sensei’s Testament”, is Sensei himself, who narrates
his own experiences, sensations and feelings. This gives the reader a complete picture of the
complexity of the main character, Sensei, who, despite appearing to the young narrator of the
first two sections to be happily married and an intellectual, albeit quiet, unsociable and
moody at times, is actually tortured by the awareness of his sin of driving his best friend to
suicide in order to marry the woman whom K loved.

One may say that the novel is built in the manner of a detective story, through the
complex play of reality and appearance, where, the young narrator may play the role of a
detective, who tries to solve the mystery of Sensei’s strange behavior. The abundance of
verbs and expressions which refer to the act of seeing, watching and observing is telling in
this respect. The suspect, Sensei, lives in constant terror that his secret may be found out,
which explains his reluctance to seek the company of people and the strictness with which he
defends his secret. However, only before his death does he decide to confess and complete
the jigsaw-puzzle-like image that the young narrator’s story had incompletely reflected in the

first parts.

3.5, The plot in Kokoro.

Finally, at the plot level, one may distinguish a set of oppositions, which are society/
individual, in/out, reality/appearance, and life/death. The in/out and reality/appearance
have already been discussed above ; I will discuss the oppositions society/individual, and life/
death, and the significance of the title.

The title of the novel, Kokoro, is, in its vagueness, open to a multitude of interpretations.
It covers a broad range of meanings, such as “mind”, “mentality”, “heart”, “spirit”, and even
“will”, “intention”. However, although “heart” would be its closest English translation
equivalent, it does not cover the intellectual dimension of man ; therefore it is understandable

that English translators have chosen to preserve the original title (Viglielmo 1976 : 166).

— 6 —



“Kokoro”, the de facto protagonist of the novel, is a term in the opposition body/soul in the
sense that in the novel, although the physical descriptions of characters are scarce, the
movements of their souls are minutely described.

“Kokoro” refers to all that differentiates people from one another ; it is spirit, not matter,
which is the norm in the novel. Matter, represented by the motif of money, is regarded as
deviant by Sensei, who blames it for the corruption of his soul. Moreover, “kokoro” refers
to all that lies hidden in every individual and can hardly be perceived from outside ; thus it
sustains the opposition hidden/overt, or depth/surface which is present in all three parts of
the novel. In the first part, Watakushi observes Sensei from a close distance and makes his
own judgements based on appearances. Sensei appears to a young and inexperienced
Watakushi as a man of means, happily married to a beautiful and sensitive woman, who
appears to be leading a happy and comfortable life. There are a few mysterious things about
him Chis monthly visits to the graveyard, his lack of interest in people and society in general,
his sudden bursts of indignation at his youthful remarks, or hints to his past experiences). In
the first part the fundamental opposition which guides Watakushi's judgement is that
between appearance and reality, where appearance seems to be the norm which helps

Watakushi's reasoning.
g

3.6. “Individual’” vs. “society’” in Kokoro.

The change of focus from the collective, social aspect to the individual’s inner life brought
about by the Meiji intellectual revolution was due to internal factors, such as the emergence
of a new class, the merchant class, concerned less with rigid samurai morality and more with
self-improvement, and also, to external factors, which I will briefly summarize here.
Reaching Japan through the translation work of Fukuzawa Yukichi, Nakamura Masanao
and others, the influence of Western ideas together with the development of the new middle
class led to an emphasis on the ideas of initiative and enterprise. In his Gakwmon no Suswume,
Fukuzawa dealt with the concept of independence, which was an ideal almost impossible to
fulfil in a society where strict hierarchic relations and the Confucian dogmas of respect and
loyalty towards superiors were paramount. The ideal of independence and that of success
and achievement in life (#isshin shusse) gradually started to replace the traditional social
cohesion.

However, the Meiji opening did not lead to only positive aspects. The cultural, social and
political revolution that took place during this period placed Japan in the posture of recepta-
cle of progressive ideas and concepts which were circulating around Europe at that time.
However, while in Europe, words depicting concepts such as society, individual, freedom,

existed and had long been used, Japan did not possess them in the form that could make them
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translation equivalents for concepts that appeared in the writings of J. S. Mill, Darwin or
Wayland. As a result, new words like shakai, kojin, or hito, jiyuu were coined, but their
meaning remained obscure even for the intellectuals of the epoch. For example, in the case
of the translation equivalent for “individual”, there have been many attempts to find the most
appropriate equivalent in translation. Fukuzawa Yukichi and Nakamura Masanao chose to
use the term “hito” as the closest equivalent ; however, as Yanabu Akira (1995) points out,
although “individual” and “hito” seem to denote one and the same reality, there are important
semantic and cultural differences between them, which makes them non-equivalent. While in
Western culture the individual is seen often as an unmarked term in the relation between
society and individual, in Japanese culture the two concepts are contained in one another in
a metonymical relation. The lack of a precise concept in Japanese, which could be considered
the closest equivalent in to Western concept indicates that in pre-Meiji Japanese culture,
individual and society were not perceived as two poles of an opposition. In Western culture
the concept of “man” has a different meaning from “individual”, denoting a being who stands
alone before God ; “individual” is conceived in his relation with society, as a fundamental
element in the creation of society, but with a clearly defined individuality.

As Tsuda Sokichi pointed out, this importing of concepts introduced new ideas in a new
form ; both the form and content were not recognized by the Japanese as streaming from
their cognitive and cultural experience. This created a situation of confusion, aggravated
also by the disruption of traditional values and cultural codes, which is reflected also in
Soseki’s novel, where the individual is torn between two contradictory forces which dominate
the old and new worlds respectively : the idea of duty towards society and family and that
of self-consciousness. Like Yukio Mishima, Soseki sees the cause of the breakdown in human
relations in the alienation of the individual from traditional values, whose place is taken by
a modern society where money is the supreme reality. As Pollack emphasizes, during the
Meiji enlightenment, the focus was shifted towards the quest for the self of the individual,
which is also reflected in Soseki’s novels. However, before he and Japan could ask questions,
such as “Who am I ?”, they had to ask a more fundamental question: “Whatisan 7 ?”. Japan
engaged in a quest for a viable sense of ifs own identity in the face of the West and in
particular, within the sociopolitical tevims of the need to z'nv‘ent, for the sake of modernization,
an analogue to the Western “Self” as the mecessary precursov to the political concepts of
“liberty”, “freedom”, and “vights” which are founded upon it (Pollack 1992 : 55).

The main character of Kokoro, the man named Senseli, is in a sense the reflection of these
problems which troubled Japanese intellectual circles of the Meiji era. The pre-Meiji
mentality, strictly anchored in Confucian dogmas and a rigid sense of hierarchy and social

mission, is reflected in the novel by the narrator’s parents, who are steadfastly attached to
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tradition and social conventions. Their existence is closely linked with that of the group ;
although dying the father is desperately clinging to his connections with the real world in an
attempt to maintain its acceptance. The world they live in is a world where the individual
does not exist as an independent entity, but only as a member of the group. On the other
hand, the positive hero, Sensei, does not have any kind of social anchorage Che has no job, no
title, not even a name), and is indifferent to the social conventions that enslave the individual
in a mesh of endless obligations. One might say that he represents a new kind of individual,
who stands alone before his own consciousness.

The individual we see depicted in the novel, lonely and lacking a position in the network
of obligations which give his name in society, is a non-entity. However, the values imposed
by the literary discourse reverse the markedness relation from unmarked to marked. That
which is normally unmarked in the social context of Meiji Japan, that is, the society, the
group, is marked as negative in the novel, and the individual with his feelings becomes the
norm. Thus, the respect of tradition and conventions are discarded as redundant by the older
narrator and Sensei and also by K. The negative mark of the concept of “convention” in the
novel is repeatedly emphasized by the author. THEOHITS XL b ¥ B EOMECLI,
(p. 94), says the old Sensei, referring to the episode of his classmate’s expensive silk
garments. Young Watakushi looks with irritation at how his father makes plans for his
graduation party, and this makes his father remark sourly "% X8 5% & A EAEE -
1E< 55 T ey (p. 53). That means that school teaches people to question everything

about them, including conventions and traditions ; their thinking becomes “too logical”.

3.7. The life/death opposition in Kokoro.

The life-death opposition is of a very interesting nature. Usually regarded as positive and
unmarked, life lacks signification in the novel. Rather, for Sensei, life with his sin on his
conscience is a.burden, and he lives like a mummy left among people. Death, which occurs
not only in the first part, but also in the second and third parts, is for him not only an escape,

but is also the expiation of his sin.

4, Conclusion.

I have pointed out only a few aspects in an attempt to order the richness of expressive
information provided by the novel. Although opposition is not the only principle around
which the expressive information in a literary work is organized, the present paper shows
that the highlighting devices used by the author and their meaningful placement in contexts

point to an arrangement of information into opposite pairs.
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The concern for the problems of the heart in the novel, at the expense at a more complex
presentation of the characters, implies that the focus in the novel is placed on the individual
person and his world, rather than on the society. However, the individual depicted in Kokoro
is the image of the Meiji disruption of traditional values and customs. The self that is
depicted in the novel is a parasitic self, unable to act in order to bring his contribution to a
new, materialistic society, and ends up in self-destruction.

Although the method of highlighting the oppositions around which the literary discourse
is organized does not offer an exhaustive interpretation of the novel, it can be said that it is

a starting point for a coherent interpretation and evaluation of prose.
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Notes

1) The episodes are :
Part 1. Sensei and L.
Episode one : Introduction. (3-4 up)
Episode two. Sensei is observed. (4 up-5 down)
Episode three. The contact. (5 down-6 down)
Episode four. The encounter with Sensei’s wife. (6 down-8 up)
Episode five. The reencounter in the cemetery. The Zoushigaya episode. (8 up-9 up)
Episode six. Sensei’s loneliness. (9 up-11 down)
Episode seven. Sensei and his wife. (12 up-15 down)
Episode eight. Watakushi and Sensei’s wife. The first discussion. (15 down-16 down)
Episode nine. Sensei and his love. (17 up-19 down)
Episode ten. Sensei and the world. The second discussion with Sensei’s wife. (19 down-28 down)
Episode eleven. Watakushi’s first reencounter with his parents. (28 down-32 down)
Episode twelve. Back to Tokyo. (32 down-35 up)
Episode thirteen. The discussion about in the tree nursery. (35 up-42 down)

Episode fourteen. Watakushi’s graduation. (42 down-49 down)
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" Part 2. My Parents and 1.
Episode fifteen. The graduation diploma. (49 down-50 down)
Episode sixteen. The father’s sickness. (51 up-52 up)
Episode seventeen. Keeping up appearances. (52 up-54 up)
Episode eighteen. Emperor’s illness. (54 up-56 up)
Episode nineteen. Job hunting. (56 up-58 down)
Episode twenty. Plans to return to Tokyo. (58 down-60 up)
Episode twenty-one. Unexpected change of plans. (60 up-73 up)
Part 3. Sensei’s Testament.
Episode twenty-two. The justification. (73 up-75 down)
Episode twenty-three. Sensei’s childhood and family. (75 down-76 down)
Episode twenty-four. The uncle’s betrayal. (77 up-84 down)
Episode twenty-five. The new home. (84 down-88 dowr)
Episode twenty-six. Sensei and the two women. (88 down-96 up)
Episode twenty-seven. Enters K. (96 up-101 down)
Episode twenty-eight. K moves into the house. (101 down-105 down)
Episode twenty-nine. Sensei is jealous. (105 down-108 up)
Episode thirty. The trip to Boshu. (108 up-113 up)
Episode thirty-one. Back to Tokyo. (113 up-117 down)
Episode thirty-two. K confesses his love. (117 down-129 up)
Episode thirty-three. Sensei asks for Ojosan’s hand. (129 up~132 down)
Episode thirty-four. K'’s final move. (132 down—lBS up)
Episode thirty-five. Life after K and the end. (138 up-146).
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