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Inversions of Modernity: Beckett and Karatani on Language and Literature

Douglas Atkinson

While it is impossible to deny the international influence that Beckett’s writing has
had concerning the nature of Modernism and the question of literature, it is equally
evident that the reception of Beckett in Japan was of an entirely different order.
Furthermore, it can be argued that the motivation for the more or less immediate
acceptance and celebration of Beckett’s work was not simply a fortunate coincidence
or a matter of chance. Rather, following the argument made by Karatani Kojin —
Japan’s foremost literary theorist — I will argue that the unique political, sociological
and cultural context of 20™ century Japan created a perfect storm for reflections on the
nature of Modernism and, indirectly, the reception of Beckett’s work. I argue that
Karatani, a colleague of both Derrida and de Man at Yale, mirrors the movement of
Beckett’s Trilogy both methodologically and thematically in order to arrive at the
ideological constructs of his key terms, namely “Origins”, “Modern”, “Japanese” and
“Literature.” And where Beckett used “his” masters of Modernism — namely Joyce
and Proust — as points of departure, Karatani will also follow suit here by addressing
Japan’s foremost modernist, Natsume Soseke, in order to identify and critique the
elements of an essentially Japanese experience of Modernism. Karatani’s
genealogical critique of the essential attributes of modern Japanese fiction — setting,
interiority, confession, illness, power and “The Extinction of Genres” - is a perfect
parallel to Beckett’s deconstruction of the elements of narrativity, thus clearly
showing the necessity for reappraising the import of Beckett’s work via Karatani’s
appropriation of his major motifs and strategies for questioning the nature of literature
and its import on Modernism’s search for a source of the Self.
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