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NOTE ON USAGE

In nearly all cases, I list Japanese personal names in the 
Japanese order: family name first, personal name second, 
for example, Natsume Sōseki. Following conventional 
practice in Japan, however, I refer to canonical authors by 
their given names, often a pen name. For example, Sōseki 
is the pen name that Natsume Kinnosuke adopted for his 
literary efforts.
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INTRODUCTION

Owning Up to Sōseki

If man in the state of nature be so free, as has been said; if he be ab-
solute lord of his own person and possessions, equal to the greatest, 
and subject to no body, why will he part with his freedom? why will 
he give up this empire, and subject himself to the dominion and 
controul of any other power? To which it is obvious to answer, that 
though in the state of nature he hath such a right, yet the enjoyment 
of it is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the invasion of 
others: for all being kings as much as he, every man his equal, and the 
greater part no strict observers of equity and justice, the enjoyment 
of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, very unsecure. This 
makes him willing to quit a condition, which, however free, is full 
of fears and continual dangers: and it is not without reason, that he 
seeks out, and is willing to join in society with others, who are already 
united, or have a mind to unite, for the mutual preservation of their 
lives, liberties and estates, which I call by the general name, property.

john locke, Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690)

The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, to whom it 
occurred to say this is mine and found people sufficiently simple to 
believe him, was the true founder of civil society. How many crimes, 
wars, murders, how many miseries and horrors Mankind would have 
been spared by him who, pulling up the stakes or filling in the ditch, 
had cried out in kind: Beware of listening to this impostor; You are 
lost if you forget that the fruits are everyone’s and the Earth no one’s.

jean jacques rousseau, Discourse on Inequality  
(trans. Victor Gourevich; 1755)
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The argument of this book revolves around a wager—a wager in which no 
specific property is at stake, because the idea of property itself is at stake. 
Modernity arrived in Japan, as elsewhere, largely in the form of a new 
regime of ownership. A complex and uneven assemblage that patched 
together embodied practices of everyday life, disembodied ideologies, 
scientific knowledge, and legal codes—often instituted after the fact to le-
gitimate the existing distribution of resources—this regime became a key 
framework for understanding not only society and the world, but one’s own 
selfhood.1 In Europe, liberal philosophers ranging from Locke to Smith and 
Hegel defined modernity and modern selfhood in terms of ownership—
just as their critics, ranging from Rousseau and the German Romantics to 
Marx and beyond, identified property and its inherent threat of alienation 
as modernity’s original sin. When Japan confronted modernity in the form 
of encroaching Western imperialism, it countered by reinventing itself as a 
modern empire, complete with the property schema that such an empire 
demanded. And thinkers and artists in Japan who questioned this transfor-
mation often did so by criticizing the emergent property regime.

To explore this problematic, I take up the writings of Natsume Sōseki 
(1867–1916), often celebrated (correctly, to my mind) as Japan’s greatest 
modern novelist. I read his writings as critical and creative responses to 
the new property system that emerged during his lifetime. Virtually all of 
Sōseki’s fictional narratives revolve directly or indirectly around property 
disputes: time and again, he spins tales about thieves and burglars, misap-
propriated estates, stolen affections. He is a master of the inheritance plot, 
a subgenre that is as prone to render property into “an insoluble puzzle” as 
it is to reproduce the presumed naturalness of ownership.2 Moreover, in his 
ambitious attempt to theorize the category of literature, Sōseki proposed 
rethinking literature as a domain that inherently troubled conventional 
notions of ownership. My claim is that Sōseki’s writings, both fictional and 
theoretical, probe the hazy interstices of the new property regime, mining 
its ambiguities and contradictions for raw materials that could be used to 
fabricate new kinds of stories, stories that often enact alternative practices 
of owning and sharing. He liked to spin stories that trouble our ability 
to distinguish between owner and owned—about animals, for example 
(chapter 1), or about younger siblings, women, and colonial subjects 
(chapter 4)—and that imagined what might lie beyond the sphere of pri-
vate property. Both in practice and in theory, literature provided Sōseki 
a laboratory for experimenting with something like a new commons: an 
ongoing collective project that belongs to no one and everyone.
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modern property as history

This is in part a historical question. Modernity around much of the globe 
arrived in the form of what Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri call 
“the republic of property.”3 In Japan, after the 1868 Meiji Restoration and 
the launch of the new nation-state’s campaign to achieve parity with the 
Western powers, systems of ownership provided the focal point for practi-
cal and theoretical controversies—ranging from state economic policies 
aimed at accumulating the capital necessary to finance Japan’s rise as an 
industrial and military hegemon to intellectual controversies surrounding 
the discourses of individualism, success, and family. For the Meiji state, 
struggling to win revision of the Unequal Treaties (a goal finally attained in 
1899, the year before Sōseki headed to London as a government-sponsored 
overseas student) and attain recognition as an imperial power, the estab-
lishment of a modern private property system was a key political task. The 
promulgation of the Meiji Civil Code in 1898, still today in modified form 
the basis for Japanese property law, was in many ways the culminating 
event of the era’s Civilization and Enlightenment movement.4

The new property system that emerged during Sōseki’s lifetime was a 
complex and hybrid machine. It cobbled together older practices from 
the Tokugawa period (recoded to fit the needs of state-driven industrial 
capitalism and imperial expansion) with new legal codes, ideologies, and 
sensibilities translated from elsewhere.5 A narrative of its rise might start 
with the reform of Japan’s land ownership system launched as part of the 
new taxation system introduced in 1873.6 The unit for tax payment was no 
longer the collective village, but rather the individual landowner, and tax 
assessments were no longer calculated as a percentage of anticipated rice 
yield to be paid in kind, but rather as a percentage of assessed value of the 
plot of land, paid in cash. Since 1643, it had technically been illegal to sell 
land in Japan.7 While the ban was widely violated so that de facto private 
land ownership certainly existed before 1868, it was only with the new 
regime that private landed property became a universal reality de jure: one 
could now legally buy and sell ownership rights in land, rights that were 
certified by the state. Along the way, various forms of commons and joint 
ownership were appropriated and transformed into private property. The 
new taxation system unleashed market forces into the Japanese countryside 
with unprecedented vigor, resulting in a rural society that was increasingly 
bifurcated between wealthy landowners and impoverished tenant farmers. 
It also rewrote the urban landscape, producing new slums, intensified class 
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stratification, and intricate neighborhood patterns whose shapes emerged 
in response to the complexities of ownership.8

Another important development arrived in 1890 with the enactment of 
the Meiji Constitution and its implementation of a property qualification 
for suffrage. To vote in the new national parliamentary elections, one had to 
be male, twenty-five years of age or older—and a property owner who paid 
at least fifteen yen in annual taxes. Two more important steps came with the 
abovementioned 1898 Meiji Civil Code and with Japan’s 1899 signing of the 
Bern Treaty for International Copyright Protection: Japan’s legal codes defin-
ing property were now on par with those of other dominant global powers. 
In 1897 Japan also adopted the gold standard, making the yen fully convert-
ible on world currency markets, linking its property systems all the more 
firmly to the emerging global capitalist economy.9 These new legal forms for 
tangible and intangible property in turn enabled new modes for circulating 
capital to generate surplus value, the ghostly excess produced through the 
magic formula of commodity exchange. The new system ensured that such 
surplus value was directed into the pockets of proper owners, thereby 
enabling the capitalist economic system to reproduce itself.

As Japan’s empire expanded, the new property regime was extended to 
its colonies via such measures as the Former Natives Protection Law in 
Hokkaido and the Okinawa Prefecture Land Reorganization Law (both 
1899), which resulted in massive dispossession and “replacing communal 
with private land ownership.”10 Similar measures were introduced in the 
colony of Taiwan, and then in the 1910s—that is, at the peak of Sōseki’s 
writing career—in Japan’s newest imperial acquisition with the Korean 
Land Cadastral Survey (discussed at length in chapter 4).11 In this expan-
sion, the Japanese empire was following a model previously established by 
the British and other empires, in which property law provided both an ide-
ology and technology for establishing colonial power. As Brenna Bhandar 
notes, the modern property regime “operates as a set of both techniques and 
mechanisms encapsulated in legislation, legal judgments, and myriad every-
day practices of ownership that have structured colonial capitalist modes of 
accumulation. It is also a central fixture in philosophical and political nar-
ratives of a developmental, teleological vision of modernization that has set 
the standard for what can be considered civilized.”12 To be civilized meant 
to have the proper subjective capacity for acquisition, a status that was de-
fined in racial and ethnic terms in the Japanese and other empires.

Our historical narrative of the rise of Japan’s modern property regime 
might conclude in 1925, nine years after Sōseki’s death. That year, the 
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General Election Law abolished the property qualification for adult male 
suffrage—but only after the Peace Preservation Law enacted that same year 
made it a crime to advocate the abolition of private property. Questioning 
the new ownership regime became literally a thought crime.13

property as power/knowledge

This new property regime was as much a question of power as of wealth. As 
Tateiwa Shin’ya points out, the free-market economy and the exchanges so 
beloved of liberal and neoliberal economists can only emerge after property 
rights have been defined by some power—usually, in modern societies such 
as Meiji Japan, the state.14 In other words, to participate in this new system 
of ownership was to accept the authority of the Meiji government to define 
who owned what. This was hardly unique to Japan: as Dick Pels argues, 
despite attempts by Marxists, anarchists, and others to distinguish power 
from property, in modern societies “they are often defined in terms of one 
another,” so that the two concepts “have a curious habit of reappearing in 
each other’s definitions.”15 For example, Hardt and Negri describe as “the 
really dominant forms of power” today that “power embodied in property 
and capital.”16 Karatani Kōjin provides one model (discussed at more length 
in chapter 3) for understanding this blurring. Revising the conventional 
Marxist theory of world history, Karatani replaces “modes of production” 
as the primary stages of social development with what he calls “modes of 
exchange,” noting that these do not form successive steps in a linear tem-
poral development, but rather consist of four different modes of exchange 
that coexist in any given society, albeit with different degrees of clout. In 
Karatani’s framework, the modern property regime required both mode B 
(an exchange of submission to state power in return for protection) and 
mode C (capitalist commodity exchange).17

Alongside its centrality to legal and economic systems, property also 
became a dominant scholarly question, generating prolific studies in law, 
anthropology, sociology, history, philosophy, and other modern disciplines 
that were emerging together with the new university system. For example, 
as we will explore in chapter 2, scientists in the rising discipline of psychol
ogy frequently turned to models of property to explain the mechanisms 
of our own psyches. Likewise, philosophical debates over the nature of the 
self, that supposed hallmark of modernity, frequently took place by way of 
questions and practices of ownership. To own something—that is, to be 



6  ·  Introduction

an owning subject in relation to an owned object—requires first an objec-
tification of the self, which immediately raises the tricky problem of who 
owns that objectified self. As one legal scholar notes, “Almost any theory 
of private property rights can be referred to some notion of personhood” 
because such theories “must address the rights accruing to individual per-
sons, and therefore necessarily implicates the nature of the entity to which 
they accrue.”18 The modern self was a self-contradictory project, a subject-
becoming-citizen that was simultaneously a citizen-becoming-subject 
(meaning, among other things, that the self always emerges in the company 
of other selves, as something that is therefore always in some sense shared 
rather than owned outright), and theories and practices of property were 
one of the hinges around which this unstable entity revolved.19 According 
to the tenets of what C. B. MacPherson called “possessive individualism,” 
property ownership became a fundamental figure for explaining selfhood 
and a wide swath of human experience.20 A proper self or subject, it was 
increasingly believed, was one qualified and able to act as the owner of 
property: in most modern societies, male, heterosexual, and white (or at 
least honorarily white).

Property simultaneously became a central concept in Japan and else-
where in demarcating the stages of history in teleological narratives of 
civilization. In Meiji literature, for example, we often encounter the use of 
property systems as a yardstick for measuring degree of civilization. Kamei 
Hideo discusses the following passage from Kanagaki Robun and Fusō 
Kan’s By Shank’s Mare through the West (Seiyō dōchū hizakurige, 1870–76), 
in which the narrator promises to “speak about the transformation of all 
the nations of the world brought about by the progress of civilization”: “In 
the beginning, there were those peoples who knew not how to cook food, 
nor how to weave clothing, nor how to set up shelter and mark boundaries, 
who wandered hither and thither hunting animals for food, who had no 
such thing as money, who lived in the wilds together with fowl and beast, 
who did not know how to conduct agriculture. The people of that time are 
called uncivilized, or, in the Western term, ‘semi-barbarian.’ ”21

We find a similar ranking of various peoples of the world by means of 
the existence or lack thereof of a stable property system in Yano Ryūkei’s 
Tale of the Floating Castle (Ukishiro monogatari, 1890). As Kamei notes, 
these works rely on the knowledge produced in such modern textbooks 
as A Brief Geography (Yochishi ryaku, 1870–75), edited by Uchida Masao. 
Uchida’s text provides the following classification of different peoples:
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Semi-barbarians, when compared with the previously discussed group [sav-
ages], are somewhat advanced in their knowledge, and in them we see the 
existence of private property. . . . ​The first type among them are called 
nomads. . . . ​The second type are partially nomadic and partially agricul-
tural, and among its numbers are some that establish villages and live in a 
fixed place for a year, sometimes even two or three years. . . . ​The third type 
engages in agriculture and herds livestock, or, in some cases, in fishing and 
hunting. . . . ​As village size grows larger, some emerge that could be called 
states, and among these are some in which laws exist and people submit to 
the guarantees of their chief.22

In chapter 3, we will explore how the discipline of sociology mobilized 
property systems as an indicator of the civilizational stage of any given 
society.

In sum, from state economic policies that aimed at the capital accumu-
lation necessary to finance Japan’s rise as a world power to the intellectual 
debates surrounding new concepts of selfhood, the question of property was 
central to the project of modernizing Japan. In his initial canonization in 
both Japan and the West, Sōseki was often celebrated as Japan’s first truly 
modern writer, so that he became a symbol of Japan’s successful moderniza-
tion.23 In more recent decades, Sōseki’s role as a critic of modernity, particu-
larly Western modernity, has been championed by critics from Japan and 
elsewhere.24 Still other critics have taken to task his complicity with more 
unsavory aspects of modernity—including imperialism, patriarchy, and het-
eronormativity. Whichever position one takes, however, my wager here is 
that for Sōseki, the question of modernity was in many ways one of property.

literature beyond property

There is some evidence that late in his life, Sōseki took an interest in left-of-
center politics, including a critical stance toward capitalism and its prop-
erty regime.25 He had long borne at least some interest in socialist thought. 
From his time in London (1900–1902), he owned Marx’s Capital in En
glish translation, but apparently never read it: the pages in his copy remain 
uncut. In an oft-quoted 1902 letter to his father-in-law, Sōseki wrote:

The failure of civilization in Europe today is clearly based on the extreme gap 
between the rich and the poor. I am afraid this imbalance has a tendency 
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to starve or freeze to death many promising human resources every year, 
or leave them without any education. It turns rather to implementing the 
common ideas of very ordinary rich men. . . . ​If we tend toward the same 
conditions in Japan (and I believe we are tending toward them at present), 
it will be a matter of grave importance for the future development of labor’s 
literacy and intelligence. Although I believe that Karl Marx’s theories have 
faults, even simply as pure rationalizations, it is quite natural that such 
teachings should appear in a world like the present one.26

This is not to say that Sōseki outright rejected the idea of private prop-
erty. Like most intellectuals of his era, he knew and no doubt at least 
partially sympathized with arguments for the fundamental morality of 
property developed by such figures as Locke, Smith, and Hegel.27 But as 
one who lived through dramatic changes in property regimes, Sōseki was 
also aware of the historical contingency of ownership norms and of the 
reality that we constantly participate in multiple economies, each char-
acterized by its own practices of property and sharing.28 Sōseki, then, did 
not necessarily reject market exchange with its presumption of private 
ownership, but in his literary writings he again and again relativized the 
increasingly dominant position of that form by probing its lacunae and by 
situating it in relation to other possible models.

Literature for Sōseki, then, was a realm for thinking not just about, but 
beyond, property. What did that beyond consist of ? Rather than attempt 
to construct one overarching explanation, I employ a number of differ
ent theoretical models—some from Sōseki’s day, some more recent—to 
tease out the multiple alternatives to classic liberalism’s notions of property 
and self-ownership that I think Sōseki’s writings gesture toward: primi-
tive communism (such as characterizes much of domestic family life), 
open-access models such as commons and public trusts (often governed 
by shared codes of custom and morality), gift exchanges and pure gift non-
exchanges, dialogic relationality, and rhizomatic forms of nonexclusionary 
selfhood. Such a dispersed range of approaches seems appropriate not only 
to the diversity of Sōseki’s writings but also to the messy, uneven reality of 
modern property regimes.

I also explore how Sōseki’s literature probed contradictions inherent to 
the dominant notion of individual private property presumed by a liberal 
market economy. Through its legal codes, practices, and ideologies, the 
modern property regime generated numerous legal fictions: new forms of 
owning subjects and owned objects, all of which rested on unsteady foun-
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dations laced with self-contradictory axioms.29 In fact, private property as 
a system is from the start something like a commons. As Carol Rose argues, 
“a regime of individual property is itself a kind of collective property or 
metaproperty; a private property regime holds together only on the basis of 
common beliefs and understandings.”30 Moreover, property claims require 
persuasion, often pursued through such techniques as narrative, to obtain 
consent from others. As Hegel noted in his chapter “Property” in Philoso­
phy of Right, to claim ownership over something, we have to find some way 
of designating that ownership in a manner that those around us will recog-
nize.31 This involves “a kind of assertion or story, told within a culture that 
shapes the story’s content and meaning. That is, the would-be ‘possessor’ 
has to send a message that others in the culture understand and that they 
find persuasive as grounds for the claim asserted.”32 Claims of ownership 
thus depend on narratives and the rhetorical functions of language.33 For 
legal codes, this dependence on the productivity of language and rhetoric is 
a kind of scandal, a source of panic that has to be concealed via ideology: the 
existing property regime has to acquire the sense of naturalness and inevi-
tability, and the codes of ownership have to be magically granted the status 
of pure, transparent referentiality.34 The flimsy literary origins of property, 
that is, have to be repressed: ideologically, the system claims to sit on solid 
ground that has existed for all time. But, as Sōseki understood remarkably 
well, the repressed scandals underlying property make for excellent stories 
in the domain of literature, which shamelessly foregrounds the techniques 
of narrative and rhetoric. They provide another means for literature to 
imagine what lies beyond modern property systems.

In sum, the modern property regime was riddled with contradictions 
and ambiguities that were a boon to storytellers. Legal fictions labored to 
conceal the property system’s scandalous lack of grounding, while literary 
fictions took pleasure in uncovering those scandals. Sōseki was, of course, 
neither a political scientist nor an economist, neither a socialist nor an 
anarchist activist; he was a novelist and literary theorist. In other words, 
his field of practice was literature—a field that already in his day had a 
considerable history as a realm for countering the forces of capitalist priva-
tization, enclosure, and dispossession. Our modern senses of literature as 
a part of culture are products of the nineteenth-century reaction against 
changes that the Industrial Revolution and its political and economic 
forms were inducing. As Raymond Williams argues, in this process, cul-
ture emerged as “the normal antithesis to the market.”35 Literature in the 
sense of imaginative, artistic forms of writing emerged in the Anglophone 
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world that Sōseki studied as “a major affirmative response, in the name of 
an essentially general human ‘creativity,’ to the socially repressive and intel-
lectually mechanical forms of a new social order: that of capitalism and 
especially industrial capitalism.”36

The early theorists of literature and aesthetics, in our modern senses of 
those words, saw them in these terms. In the late eighteenth century, for 
example, Friedrich Schiller (whose writings Sōseki cited in his Theory of 
Literature) defined “freedom” as a “kind of perceptual superposition,” one 
that served as “a sudden perception of an intolerable present which is at the 
same time, but implicitly and however dimly articulated, the glimpse of 
another state in the name of which the first is judged.”37 An emerging alien-
ation in the social realm (under the first wave of the privatization of every
thing) generated a counterpart in the inner realm, “a spiritual deformation 
which is the exact equivalent of the economic alienation in the social world 
outside.”38 The utopian desire to imagine a better world generated an im-
pulse to play, and in particular to literary imagination, in which “beauty . . . ​
is the form freedom takes in the realm of sensory appearance.”39 Literature 
was to become the realm where we undergo “a practical apprenticeship for 
the real political and social freedom to come.”40

Many previous critics have pointed out the limitations of this emanci-
patory view of literature. It can function ideologically as a mystification 
that aids in the reproduction of the very social regime it aims to criti-
cize. In Mary Poovey’s formulation, the contradictions inherent in early 
nineteenth-century claims for literary value rendered it unable “to chal-
lenge the market model of value that increasingly dominated British soci-
ety.”41 Such critiques are not easily dismissed, and yet part of my argument 
here is that we need to take seriously the claims made for the aesthetic in 
modern bourgeois literature, even as we remain alert to its political limita-
tions. The aesthetic is often criticized as a retreat from the political, as an 
ideological safety valve that participates in the reproduction of modern 
capitalism, including its property regimes. As I’ve noted, many studies of 
Sōseki, both inside Japan and out, have linked his work to the perceived pa-
thologies of modernity: imperialism, patriarchy, heterosexism, capitalism, 
nationalism. While acknowledging the relevance and importance of such 
critical readings of his work, my purpose here is different. If such readings 
engage (for good reason) in a paranoid hermeneutics of suspicion bent on 
exposing links between his work and the brutal hierarchies, political and 
economic, of modern Japan, I will engage in a more reparative hermeneu-
tics, one that seeks to uncover how his works attempt “to provide the self 
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with pleasure and nourishment in an environment that is perceived as not 
particularly offering them.”42

Sōseki’s fiction and theory of literature were undoubtedly imbricated 
in the modern regime of private property that he saw rewriting the world 
around him in late Meiji Japan, but an important element of that imbrica-
tion was the way in which his practice and theory attempted to imagine 
something beyond that regime, a new commons. Realizing such a vision 
would require political activism, of course—but also something beyond. 
As Mark Fisher argues, direct political action is crucial, but on its own 
insufficient: “we also need to act indirectly, by generating new narratives, 
figures, and conceptual frames.” This is because the “reordering” of our 
imagination and thinking, of our “affects, desires, beliefs, and language 
plainly cannot by achieved by ‘politics’ alone—it is a matter for culture in 
the widest sense.”43

In his theoretical writings, Sōseki tried to explain why literature pro-
vided an appropriate domain for such imagining. Fictional narratives and 
other literary forms are constantly playing with new forms of subjects and 
objects, a process that is necessarily shared in common between the writer, 
fictional characters, and the reader. Moreover, literature’s inherent mobi-
lization of the productivity of narrative and rhetoric is one route toward 
imagining and practicing a new possible commons. Whereas modern 
property systems abhor contradictions and ambiguities, in literature these 
are welcome as sources of narrative energy: they make for good stories. For 
example, whereas the modern property regime asserts that the only genre 
appropriate to the commons is tragedy, the literary commons suggests we 
imagine other possibilities: comedies of the commons, romances of the 
commons, epics of the commons.

* * *
And so my wager: that for Sōseki, literature provided a venue for grap-
pling with and imagining beyond modern forms of ownership. A number 
of his fictional works deal with stories of inheritance, thievery, and the 
struggle to obtain or preserve material wealth—often as allegories for the 
impossibility of attaining self-possession. Rivalries between males to assert 
ownership over females is another vein of narrative raw material to which 
he returns repeatedly. Ownership is a slippery category in Sōseki’s writ-
ings: the owning subject often finds himself (or, less frequently, herself ) in 
a relationship of disconcerting dependence on the owned object. Daisuke, 
the protagonist of And Then (Sore kara, 1909), issues a scathing critique of 
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the corrosive power of money in his society, even as he grapples with his 
father over his share in the family wealth—here, as in so many of Sōseki’s 
works, struggles over property define the relationships that structure the 
family. In the autobiographical novel Grass on the Wayside (Michikusa, 
1915), the protagonist is alarmed to find himself a commodity exchanged 
back and forth between families, complete with disputes over the distinc-
tion between alienable and inalienable rights of possession. On a different 
note, The Miner (Kōfu, 1908) uses the allegory of labor in an industrial-
ized mine for a brilliant exploration of the impossibility of self-possession. 
Its protagonist vows, “I don’t own anything but my body. With neither 
property nor honor to be robbed or cheated of, I’m obviously an unprom-
ising commodity.”44 Kusamakura (1906), the most overtly philosophical 
of Sōseki’s novels, explicitly defines artistic and literary practice as arising 
from a renunciation of any claim over the depicted object: it requires com-
plete detachment, “being free of self-interested motives.”45 For Sōseki, as 
for many of his contemporaries, aesthetic value can only appear with the 
negation of use and exchange value, the rights that come with ownership.

This book pursues a three-pronged argument: first, that Natsume 
Sōseki’s writing engaged in an imaginative troubling of the modern prop-
erty regime that emerged over the course of his lifetime. Second, that 
through an epistemological critique that questioned the very tools through 
which modern societies produced knowledge, Sōseki placed literature as 
an alternative form of knowing in relation to the sciences, natural and 
social, that were increasingly dominating the world (even as he accepted 
the tenets of scientific knowledge). Finally, that in both his theory and his 
practice, Sōseki saw literature as a realm for experiments in modeling what 
might lie beyond the modern property system. To borrow from Karatani 
again, literature provided a site for exploring mode of exchange D, the re-
turn of a gift economy (mode of exchange A) in a higher dimension.46 I’ll 
work out each of these lines of argument at length in the chapters that 
follow. If my wager is successful, I will persuade you that with Sōseki, lit
erature becomes a playful, noninstrumental site for imagining a different 
economy, a new commons, alternative modes of communal owning—
which is to say, sharing.
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