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Abstract

Kawabata Yasunari’s writings are said to
be distinguished by a sense of kozetsu, of
mental orphanage, which points to their
closeness to traumatic experience. Work for
the first year of this project begins with an
theoretical assessment of aspects of
postmodemity in connection with social and
cultural crisis, and proceeds to undertake an
analysis of Kawabata’s novel Meijin (The
Master of Go) to set forth the insights made
possible by this theoretical assessment.

Under postmodernity, the experience of
spatial and temporal compression introduced
by the onset of modernity has been greatly
intensified, resulting in the routinization of
traumatic encounters and the leveling of
distinctions separating psychic orders from
each other, e.g., those between the symbolic
and the real. This has led to the constant
presence of violence in the psychic life of
postmodemn individuals, initiating a crisis in
the maintaining of an unconscious reflexivity
enabling individuals to make timely response
to impending catastrophe. At the same time,
however, this new turn also become the
possible ground of reflexive modernization
of modernity itself Thus we may conclude
that where there is catastrophe, there is also
hope. The task of cultural reflection, on this
account, is to insist on the radicalization of
modernity and the necessity to reestablish
separation between desire and reason so that



the psychic real may again provide structural
underpinning for value and meaning.

The Master of Go provides a good textual
detour because it deals with abstract
spatiality as the result of an encounter with
such traumatic temporality as externalized in
a cultural crisis. Traumatic temporality is
typically marked by an experience which
collapses understanding and at the same time
provides compelling access to truth, thereby
forming a space of blankness set off from
reality and unmindful of normal temporality.
The abstract spatiality of The Master (the
selfless world of go) expresses core elements
of Japan as tradition, but is doomed to
extinction by the inevitable modernizing tum
toward self-aggrandizement. At the same
time, the loving gaze at this blank core is
tempered with shadows of deathly decay,
unreality, and inhuman squeamishness,
tantalizingly pointing to the possibility that
the modernization of the game is already a
belated realization of an aspect of the
classical game. This project will pursues
such textual indications to situate this
complicity in a larger structure of traumatic
temporality as a negative reification to be
overcome not by pedagogy but by “going
through” it, by coming to terms with the
traumatic space giving shape to such
temporality.
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