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Yasunari Kawabata, Hideo Kobayashi, and Oe Kenzaburo

Yuji KATO

Summary

Contemporary Japanese novels by Natsuko Imamuga and others are conspicuously about bor-
ders and crossing them. Their keen sensitivities to crossings evoke more traditional Japanese works
such as Yasunari Kawabata’s Snow Country with the most famous beginning.

Kawabata’s novel showcases the de-familiarizing effect of the beginning in general in its
focus on the repression that constitutes the beginning as a beginning: It reveals the chronological
order is a construct that represses the reversal of the first and the second implicit in the nature of any
outset.

Snow Country, therefore, becomes a fragmented and seemingly timeless sequence of episodes
and contrasts that runs counter to the Imperial ideology of the time before and after World War I,
during which Kawabata continued revising the work. His approach to the traditional Japanese cul-
ture also stands in sharp contrast to the writings of the time by his contemporaries such as Riichi
Yokomitsu and Kobayashi Hideo who were committed to the empowerment of the nationalistic ide-
ology of Imperial Japan.

Kawabata’s understanding of the nature of language and representation is similar to that of
Kenzaburo Oe, who has been critical of Japanese Imperial ideology. While mythological narra-
tives on the purity and wholeness of the national body and the personal identity of the writer’s self
survive and repeat themselves in criticism and novels even in recent years, contemporary Japanese
writings with beginnings similar to Kawabata’s in Snow Country critique such repetitions of the

mainstream literary discourse.
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