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Freud and Lacan on Japan

 

Freud was born when Japan was still in its pre-Meiji isolation from the outside world, and during his younger days, information on Japan remained scarce. It is therefore hard to imagine that he encountered discourses that would have aroused his interest in the island nation. Nonetheless, Freud touches briefly on Japan in Totem and Taboo . 

In this work, Freud cites Frazer’s quotation of Kaempfer’s 1727 description of the Mikado as an example of how outrageous taboos have been imposed on kings. Freud reproduces and comments on Kaempfer’s description as follows:
 
 . . . “The idea”, writes Frazer, “that early kingdoms are despotisms in which the people exist only for the sovereign, is wholly inapplicable to the monarchies we are considering. On the contrary, the sovereign in them exists only for the subjects; his life is only valuable so long as he discharges the duties of his position by ordering the course of nature for his people's benefit. . . “An account written more than two hundred years ago reports that the Mikado… “thinks it would be very prejudicial to his dignity and holiness to touch the ground with his feet; for this reason, when he intends to go anywhere, he must be carried thither on men’s shoulders. Much less will they suffer that he should expose his sacred person to the open air, and the sun is not thought worthy to shine on his head. There is such a holiness ascribed to all parts of his body that he dares to cut off neither his hair, nor his beard, nor his nails. However, lest he should grow too dirty, they may clean him in the night when he is asleep; because, they say, that which is taken from his body at that time hath been stolen from him and that such a theft doth not prejudice his holiness or dignity. In ancient times he was obliged to sit on the throne for some hours every morning, with the imperial crown on his head, but to sit altogether like a statue, without stirring either hands or feet, head or eyes, nor indeed any part of his body, because, by this means, it was thought that he could preserve peace and tranquillity in his empire; for if, unfortunately, he turned himself on one side or the other, or if he looked a good while towards any part of his dominions, it was apprehended that war, famine, fire, or some other great misfortune was near at hand to desolate the country.”
 
 . . . Weighed down by the burden of their sacred office, kings became unable to exert their dominance in real affairs and these were left in the hands of inferior but practical persons, who were ready to renounce the honours of kingship. These, then, became the temporal rulers, while spiritual supremacy, deprived of any practical significance, was left to the former taboo kings. It is familiar knowledge how far this hypothesis finds confirmation in the history of old Japan.2
 
 
This passage brings to mind a patient of mine who, after awakening from a catatonic state, offered the following explanation of the immobile condition she had experienced: ‘I believed that if I moved my limbs or fingers even slightly, everyone’s body would go to pieces. That’s why I stayed all stiff and rigid.’ The patient experienced an extraordinary sense of one-ness with the world as a whole. Likewise, the subjects of the Mikado may have imposed an extraordinary taboo against movement on his person for similar reasons. This sort of taboo is not unique to Japan; Freud also cites a report of a tribe in the South Pacific that loses its candidate for king as a result of a similar, extremely unnatural custom - an episode he interprets as an expression of ambivalence of the son for the father. 
During his stay in Japan, Kaempfer’s life must have been confined to a small area in Nagasaki city, far from the imperial capital of Kyoto where the Mikado resided, due to the narrow restrictions that the Shoguns (Japan’s de facto rulers during this period) imposed on foreign visitors. His impressions, then, must have been based on Japanese books (including some authentic ones) as well as the reports of local informants.  Considering these circumstances, his detailed description of the taboo on the Mikado may seem especially incredible, but it is not unlikely that the Shoguns made much of the Mikado taboo to ensure their own political dominance. In this regard, the Shoguns of the Edo government were effective Freudian psychologists.  I would suggest that such manipulation of social dynamics is a tradition of the Japanese government that persisted even beyond World War Two, in the muted national debate over the responsibility of the Tenno (the Mikado at the time) for the war. 
Another reference by Freud to Japan concerns the Ainu tribe (Aino in  the Standard Edition). The taboo on the Mikado and the customs of the Ainu seem quite a well-balanced combination of cultural references, whether intentionally or not, in light of the historical relationship between the Japanese royal court and the Ezo, as the Ainu were derogatorily called. 
Freud describes various characteristically “animistic” customs of the Ainu such as the well-known “Bear Feast”, a good example of the totem feast. In this custom, all members of the community participate in killing, eating, and grieving over the totem animal. Thereafter, all participate in a fanatical orgy, for having eaten the totem, the members of the community are imbued with sacred life, and identify with each other completely. Freud argues that the totem animal is a substitute for the father, ambivalence towards whom is indicated by the coincidence of grief and fascination at the feast. 
In interpreting both the Mikado taboo and the totem bear in terms of ambivalence, Freud may sound exceedingly mono-focused, but Freud’s recognition of the remarkable importance of the animism that imbues the life of the Ainu reveals that animism is exactly what is missing in the case of the Mikado taboo; the animistic way of thinking is, so to speak, repressed into the body of the Mikado, and is no longer accessible to his subjects. Freud argues that animism provides the most consistent and comprehensive view of the world. It can be devalued as superstition, but it nonetheless lives on under the surface of modern language, belief, and philosophy. 
In fact, animistic arguments are often found in magazines and newspapers, especially in the language of articles on ecological subjects. What such language implicitly values most highly is the emotional experience of union with nature. In such rhetoric, the language system merges into Nature, gaining the power to encompass all other arguments. Animism thus comes to possess the “omnipotence of language”, as Freud puts it, providing for the indispensable need to explain the world (that is, to have a Weltanschauung). 
The Mikado’s Japan, after many years of war against the Ainu, faced a deficit of animism for which Buddhism came to compensate. The Buddhism of the time taught that inherent in every tree and every blade of grass resided the Buddha. This teaching may no longer be considered consistent with Buddhism, but faced with the impulse towards animism of the Japanese people, the Buddhism of the time did not hesitate to provide it. Indeed, Japanese Buddhism found its function in doing so, and developed into a tremendously eclectic system encompassing the pre-existing autochthonous religions (a system known as the merger of Buddha and the gods). Under this belief system, the Japanese now lead lives endowed with a religious-imperialistic politics capable of absorbing their ambivalence toward the father, as well as an animistic religious philosophy that is always available. 
Yet essential aspects of Buddhism were also conveyed to Japan, and have been preserved in contemporary Japanese Buddhism, and in this regard comments by Lacan are germane. Lacan visited Japan twice, first in the early 1960’s and again in the early 1970’s. Soon after his first visit, he conducted a seminar on anguish in which he enthusiastically introduced a Japanese Buddha image in the form of a photograph he circulated3. The image was said to represent a Nyo-i-rin-Kan-non. “Nyo-i” means “according to the will”. Because psychoanalysis deals with desire, this Japanese word must have attracted Lacan’s attention. In his seminar, Lacan taught that the central proposition of Buddhism is that desire is illusory. Yet if this is true, the subject who “wants” to teach this truth must himself be elided as an illusion, but just before vanishing can appear as an object of desire for others. It can also be said that if desire desires to be true, it must desire to have its truth as an object. And if this last desire is to be realised, its truth must come in the form of an object that is destined to be an illusion. If this ultimate object of desire vanishes, it is Buddha, but at the last moment before vanishing, it appears as Kan-non. 
Castration symbolises the final vanishing of desire. From beyond castration, something rare returns to appear as an object of desire; thus did Lacan introduce the Buddha image. This explanation is congruent with the everyday beliefs of the Japanese people in regard to Buddha, and may even expand our understanding of our individual relationships with the Buddha. That most Buddha images are made with an ambiguous sexuality must be related to castration. 
 
Are the Japanese unanalyzable?
 
 
In preparing for his second visit to Japan, Lacan studied the Japanese language. During the course of his studies, a singular idea seized him: he began to suspect that because of the inherent nature of their language, the Japanese were neither in need of psychoanalysis nor analyzable. In accordance with a way of life balanced between Mikado politics and Buddha-merged-with-the-gods animism, the Japanese language balances between On-yomi and Kun-yomi (two ways of reading and pronouncing the ideographic characters, or kanji, of written Japanese), and this frustrates the process of true repression, or the aphanisis of the subject in relation to language. The subject is born and exists in a state of being pinched between these two ways of reading and pronouncing4. This positionality is manifested in the lines (traits) of Japanese orthography. Japanese subjects are visible to themselves in the form of their written characters. It is as if the men in black on the Bunraku stage oscillate between being visible and invisible. 
Divided not only in speech and writing, the Japanese subject is fragmented in the formality system of the Japanese language, in which a variety of modal expressions indicate social situation, and grammar requires different declensions according to these modalities; there are also multiple terms for the first-, second-, and third-person pronouns. Notwithstanding this fragmentation, or more correctly, owing to it, the Japanese subject maintains unity through a principle of constellation: the Japanese see themselves reflected in the social-institutional hierarchy, which they perceive as being as eternal as the celestial bodies. Thus, the Japanese seem to be exempt from the anxiety of aphanisis that arises at certain times in life. For such people, psychoanalysis is neither necessary nor possible. 
While it is true that the pious Japanese man praying before the Buddha image depicted by Lacan in his seminar of 19635 differs greatly from the Japanese subject satisfied by the illusory unity provided by fragmentation, whom Lacan denounced in Lituraterre in 19716, both are true descriptions of the Japanese. If the Japanese are to decide between the two self-images, the decision is up to us, whether we make it with the help of psychoanalysis or not. 
To locate a psychoanalysis that is meaningful for the Japanese, let us consider Lacan’s comments on the subject more closely. As is well known, Lacan recapitulated his views on psychosis in relation to James Joyce in one of his last seminars7. Joyce was born in Ireland, and in due course, Lacan came to address Catholicism. ‘Catholics’ said Lacan, ‘are unanalyzable’. Jacques-Alain Miller responded to this comment by pointing out that Lacan had said the same thing about the Japanese. 
In reply, Lacan began to comment on the Japanese film In the Realm of the Senses (L'empire des sens). This topic may not seem to speak directly either to Miller’s point or to ours, but it is not without relevance. Lacan described the intensity of Japanese feminine erotism, which in his view belongs to the order of fantasme; by pointing to the turn of plot in the film in which the heroine, Sada, carves off her lover’s penis only after she has killed him. If this were an act of castration in a proper sense, she would have done so while he was still alive. To cut it off after death means that for Sada, what is important is the play of the penis, or the on-off phenomenon of the organ (ф and -ф). (Incidentally, the film was based on a true story; it is well-known in Japan that the real-life Sada was carrying the ф with her at the time of her arrest.)
For psychoanalysis to work, symbolic castration must be possible; in other words, the desire for the Other should be introduced by the signifier ‘Φ’. According to Lacan, this symbolic phallus cannot be negated.8 
However, given the extreme intensity of Sada’s fantasme, the signifier ‘Φ’ is at risk of being negated and rendered back to the play of   ‘ф and -ф’. This is the very risk entailed in Japanese psychoanalysis. This explanation accords with a widely held belief of Japanese popular cultural psychology that Japanese families tend towards a combination of strong maternal and feeble paternal roles. Whether Lacan was attempting in his own terms to express this notion or really wanted to engage in such speculation is not known, but feminine erotism in itself, however intense, cannot render analysis impotent. Hence, let us return to the crucial period when the idea of the unanalyzability of the Japanese occurred to Lacan. 
As I have discussed, the Japanese writing system, in particular the Japanese ideographic characters, or kanji, are at the root of Lacan’s pessimism about psychoanalysis in Japan. If the Japanese subject really were poised between On-yomi and Kun-yomi, the aphanisis of the subject would not be possible. Symbolic castration would be blocked, in favour of the fantasmes of the Sada type, and the rediscovery of the subject through the object a in the process of psychoanalysis would be longed for in vain. 
Mr. Jean-Louis Gault, one of the secretaries of the Groupe franco-japonais du champ freudien, explains how Japanese kanji might work in analysis concretely. In Japan, one series of sounds may be written in several possible ways in kanji, because there are so many homonyms in Japanese. Of course, this occurs in French as well: the sound - dø may be fixed by the letters ‘deux’ (two) or ‘d'eux’ (of them). It is difficult to find cases of the reverse in French, however, for in French one series of orthographic symbols determines almost univocally one series of sounds. In contrast, Japanese kanji, through On-yomi and Kun-yomi, can lead to two or even more series of sounds. 
The effects of this difference are profound. According to Lacan’s argument in Lituraterre, writing (écriture) is at best a semblance of truth, but it also has a connection with truth. It is when analytic discourse touches the real, especially the corporeal real, and brings about some product in the form of writing, that truth is revealed in the analytic space. Formulae in physics are a good demonstration of the function of writing of representing truth. Psychoanalytic fixation points, it bears noting, are writing that performs this function. In fact, when a fixation point for the subject comes to the fore in analysis, it betrays subjective truth. It is one of the properties of the “instance of the letter”, as “reason since Freud”, that it manifests the relationship between truth and the fixation point. 
However, if a single instance of writing can lead to multiple signifiers, as in writing using Japanese kanji, the relationship between writing and truth is to a great extent relativized. Writing itself falls to the status of a signifier among other signifiers. 
In the Japanese writing system, this relativization occurs because of the assignment of phonemes of both Japanese and Chinese linguistic origin to a single character. Writing does not require the subject to confront his own destiny; he is allowed to stop thinking, sustained in a state of balance between Japan and China that might be called interpretation, or rather, auto-interpretation. In other words, the Japanese have access to an “instance of the letter” more systematically and more directly than the analytic “instance of the letter” in the proper sense of the term. This salvages the Japanese subject from the unconscious, satisfying him with a collective myth of the history of Japanese culture. In Lacan’s view, the Japanese subject is divided between ‘reference to writing and the act of speech’, and it is natural for such a subject to live as an interpreter between the two.9 Faced with this condition, psychoanalytic interpretation is invalidated or rendered superfluous even before it is given. 
When the system of formality in the Japanese language is also taken into consideration, the Japanese subject emerges as being not only divided but also pulverized. Or as Lacan puts it, the Japanese subject ‘relies on the constellated sky, rather than on the unary trait, for his primordial identification’.10 The primordial identification, as Freud conceptualized it in The Ego and the Id, is the premise for the analysis of the Oedipus complex. Lacan’s perspective on the structure of the unconscious of the Japanese subject may make the prospects for psychoanalysis in Japan look pretty dismal. Lacan himself felt a shiver of unease during his visit to Japan, from which he recovered completely only upon returning to France.11
Japanese people are all forced, in effect, to live within the haunted or perhaps enchanted world of the Japanese writing system. Therein the Japanese have invented multiple practices for enjoyment, such as waka and haiku, two well-known examples of arts in which the equivocal relation of the letter to the signifier is utilized to the utmost. 
Is psychoanalysis possible in such a cultural context? In the published version of Lituraterre, Lacan suggests that the Japanese subject’s reliance on the “constellated sky” is only comparatively more important than his reliance on the “unary trait”. In his lecture, however, Lacan seems to have said that it was almost out of the question for the Japanese to find the unary trait. His pessimism about psychoanalysis in Japan is thus definite. Yet, I would like to suggest that the potential of the Japanese to rely on the unary trait might be greater than Lacan thought. 
 
Writing and the unary trait in Roland Barthes 
 
The potential that I have in mind is suggested by Roland Barthes’s beautiful L’Empire des Signes to which Lacan also refers. In this book, Barthes discusses his experiences of various Japanese cultural elements as writing (écriture).12 For instance, Japanese cooking for Barthes is an accumulation of traits or lines. In my view, Barthes finds in Japan, beyond all particular writings, the unary trait in the Japanese eye. Barthes writes,
 
The several traits which compose an ideographic character are drawn in a certain order, arbitrary but regular; the line, beginning with a full brush, ends with a brief point, inflected, turned away at the last moment of its direction. It is this same tracing of a pressure which we rediscover in the Japanese eye. As if the anatomist -  calligrapher set his full brush on the inner corner of the eye and, turning it slightly, with a single line, as it must be in painting alla prima, opens the face with an elliptical slit which he closes toward the temple with a rapid turn of his hand.13 

 
What is the meaning of the “slit” to which Barthes refers? It appears on the faces of the Japanese, foreigners to Barthes, but it is a place from which he can behold himself. What he witnesses in this slit, then, is the slit of signifiers, or the signifier as a primary slit. It comes to him in the form of a line, reminding him of an incision in the skin by an anatomist. 
 
It is all the more necessary when one is in a foreign country to find a place from which to watch oneself. Or rather, it is only upon finding such a place that one can watch oneself. Barthes visited Japan, found himself in the midst of a crowd, and discovered a renowned self-awareness. 
 
This act of Barthes’s is consonant with Lacan’s argument in his seminar of 1964. The unary trait is something by which man marks himself on the world. Man counts himself as a person. Man’s self-awareness is none other than the act of counting. ‘I showed you’, says Lacan, ‘the traces of this first signifier on the primitive bone on which the hunter makes a notch and counts the number of times he gets his target’.14 
Such a primordial experience is just what the unary trait offers to human beings. The subject begins to be aware of its being by situating itself in it. It originates there and dwells there, counting itself from there. It can thus be conscious of itself only because that place is devoid of any characteristic; it is just a line, but a fundamental line in the absence of which any concept of unit or unity would be erased from this world. The constitution of this line allows us to abstract a universal property of oneness from all entities, human or astral, sets or objects. In my view, such a line or slit is what Lacan conceptualized as the unary trait. It might be the eye of God, but even in the absence of God, this trait is a structural necessity for humans, which Barthes rediscovered in a foreign country in the line-like eyes of foreigners. 
 
It was Barthes who situated himself in the unary trait he found while living among the Japanese, but this is what the Japanese subject, as a matter of course, can also experience when he is placed in an estranged position. For any Japanese subject who is alienated in Japan, and situated in “foreignness” in some way or another, it is possible while still living in Japan to experience the unary trait. This is the potential for analysis I have in mind. 
 
A case of anxiety and the objet a in Japan
When we are forced into a situation in which we experience “foreignness”, we feel anxiety; according to Lacan’s reading of Freud, this anxiety is proximity with the objet a, and the anxiety that we feel is the signal of the approach of the objet a. 
 
Let us consider how anxiety and the objet a function in the Japanese subject. Becoming independent from one’s family does not necessarily entail any experience of “foreignness”, but in the case I shall discuss here, the subject is alienated from the unity of the original family in a somewhat particular way; an estrangement, though apparently maturational, lies behind the case.15
One day, a patient burst into the consulting room, literally breathless from running. He was so anxious he could not stay in one place for two minutes at a stretch. It was the first time he had sought psychiatric help, and he had been driven to do so by a dream he had had that morning. 
 
I was clinging to this dried-up old tree. Underneath was mud. I couldn’t get down even if I wanted to. Then I noticed that there were all these corpses floating in the mud. I hung onto the tree even tighter, and then I woke up. I was so freaked out I didn’t know what to do with myself. What’s going to happen to me? What does my dream mean?

In analysis he remembered something that had happened before he had the dream. His sister, who was married and had been pregnant, had had an abortion. I interpreted immediately. The corpses floating in the mud were the aborted foetus, and that foetus was him. 
Some time later, he went home, and yelled at his parents, “The baby Kyo aborted is me!” The analysis transformed his anxiety into this single, true utterance. Of course, his words strike us as utterly meaningless at first, and in all likelihood, either he himself or his parents ultimately interpreted it to mean, “I was never loved, just like the baby she aborted!” But the true essence of psychoanalytic interpretation lies in making contact with the meaninglessness that flashes momentarily in his cry. 
When we hear a member of the South American Bororo tribe (made famous by the research of Levi-Strauss) say, “I am a parrot,” we are assailed for an instant by the feeling of a meaningless blank, a feeling of radical unfamiliarity. Originally most people thought that the sort of totemic thinking behind the utterance of the Bororo was pre-logical, but Levi-Strauss demonstrated that it was in fact a complex and systematic body of thought16; and in the essay on Aggressivity, Lacan points out that even the utterance “I’m a man” ultimately contains the same logical difficulties as the totemic statement - the basic contradiction of stating that “one” is any “other”.17 
When our patient declared, “I am the aborted child!” he foregrounded this logical difficulty, but at the same time he enabled himself to shoulder the difficulty squarely, and assume it afresh. It is plain to see why he fell into such acute anxiety. He had placed his mirror image in safekeeping inside his pregnant sister’s womb, comfortable in the idea that it could thrive there free from harm. (Of course, it was not just since his sister became pregnant that he had situated his mirror image inside her, rather it had occurred long before, when the “deflection to the social” first took place at the mirror stage. She had first taken on his specular self.) Instead, it was destroyed without warning, and the result was the corpses in his dream - the carcasses of countless repeated identifications tried and discarded before he arrived at the self of the specular image. It was to remind himself that the grim denizens of the dream were in fact his own cast-off husks (to acknowledge their identity with him) that he announced that he was the aborted child. 
The object of his anxiety is these denizens, who are also avatars of the objet a. On the other hand, where does he find the unary trait for him? As a matter of fact, he resides in it. If it is now possible for him to recognize that he and his sister have been in such a tight relationship, it is because he is looking at himself from the viewpoint of his family, his lineage, his origin. Once his family was where man witnessed his birth as a human being. This familiar place had gradually been obliterated through his sister’s marriage. Now he is recuperating this place for him, and is verbalizing his identity. 
As we can see from this case illustration, the unified self-image is squirreled away inside the other, unbeknownst to the subject itself. Against this, the thing that constitutes our origin is left isolated, a corpse smashed and scattered and abandoned to the winds. In this case, the specular image the patient had secreted away inside his sister was obliterated by chance events of his sister’s making, and his fragmented internal body image was revealed starkly in his dream. When his anxiety drove him to the analyst, he was looking for a place where he could reconfirm that this body image was in fact his own. 
We can fairly say that, in the case of such important dreams as this one, the dreamer is almost never the subject themselves. Rather, the way the subject appears to the other is inscribed into the dream. The other dreams, and we, are merely “dreamt”, as it were. It may sound mystical to say that an other dreams within us, but in fact it is no different from Bertrand Russell’s assertion that we should say, “It thinks in me,” rather than “I think;”18, a comment he made in the context of a highly rational argument. Because of the fragility that the structure of self-referentiality implants in human thought, this sort of interference from the other (and the Other) is unavoidable. In the dream, we do not so much encounter the other, as become the Other. 
From this perspective, the subject appears as the objet a, that is, we rediscover ourselves from the viewpoint of this Other. Anxiety is that which indicates the approach of this object. In the case we have considered, this anxiety was interpretative, and the interpretation was effective. The patient’s acute anxiety became transformed into his unique utterance. The modern structure of self-referentiality, which is nothing other than totemic identification and identification through mirror image, was brought into the subject’s clear view by the interpretation. 
Reflecting on this analytic experience, I hesitate to share Lacan’s pessimism about the analyzability of the Japanese. It should be noted that my patient was experiencing a degree of “foreignness” due to his own life history, and it was this that made the analysis effective. Discussion of whether analysis itself can engender such “foreignness”, a requirement for progress in analysis, lies beyond the scope of this essay. One can only hope that the possibility of analysis is not necessarily obliterated by the duplicity of Japanese writing and the pulverization of the subject. In any case, Lacan’s observations will continue to make Japanese analysts attentive to the structure of the subject as determined by language. 
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