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This book is a by-product of a Japanese language book project sponsored by
Fujiwara Shoten publishers of Japan. The Japanese language book project
was titled Yanagita Kunio Studies Around the World 世界の中の柳田国男,
which contained twice as many articles as this English version. The
Japanese language volume was published in October 2012.

Articles in this book have been included as they were received from the
authors. There has been little editing and no attempt to integrate the different
styles of the authors. The goal in making this book available is to stimulate
some renewed international interest in Yanagita Kunio (1875–1962) and the
field of Japanese folklore studies.

By way of introduction, let me share with you some of the observations
in the Japanese book about overseas or “non-Japanese” studies of Yanagita.
It is generally recognized that Yanagita Kunio’s Japanese writings provide a
window on nearly every aspect of Japanese rural society and culture during
the first five decades of the 20th Century. Also, as the pioneer of Japanese
folklore studies, Yanagita’s works established the foundation for nearly
every area of folklore research that has followed. To be sure, many of
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Yanagita’s folklore theories have been challenged in recent years, but his
writings are still at the center of the scholarly debates in Japanese folklore
research.1 As background, a brief outline of Yanagita’s life follows this
introduction.

For purposes of this book, “Yanagita Kunio studies” refers to the
examination of Yangita’s writings and research. This is the analysis and
interpretation of what Yanagita wrote and what his research reveals. At
another level, it refers more broadly to the study of Yanagita the man, his
career and his ideas. Yanagita’s life, as we know, was far more than folklore
studies. Ultimately, Yanagita Kunio studies refers to placing Yanagita’s
ideas and theories comparatively within the context of 20 th Century Japanese
and world history. This last category would also include the analysis of
Yanagita’s folklore studies within the modernization process and the
development of the international social sciences. To give the reader a sense
of the scope of global (non-Japanese language) research on Yanagita and to
serve as a guide to additional reading, there is a fairly comprehensive
“Guide to Major Foreign Language Writings on Yanagita Kunio & Yanagita
Studies” in the Resources section of this book.

Yanagita Seen Through Non-Japanese Eyes

A survey of existing foreign language (non-Japanese language) research
materials reveals that there is a large volume of international writing that
touches briefly in one way or another on Yanagita Kunio or Japanese
folklore, but only a very small amount of this research focuses “directly” on
Yanagita and his studies. Interestingly, the greatest volume of research on
Yanagita can be found in North America. This might be because of both the
stronger tradition of Japanese studies as an academic discipline in North
America as well as the lasting impression that Yanagita made on American
scholars who met him personally when they served with the Allied
Occupation Forces in Japan after 1945.

While Japan’s scholarly relations with Europe have been historically
longer than ties with North America, the study of Yanagita Kunio is clearly
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less developed there. Even though there exists a general consensus among
European scholars that Yanagita Kunio is an important modern Japanese
thinker and his works are cited widely, Yanagita studies as a field of inquiry
is all but non-existent in Europe. Apart from an introduction to Yanagita
Kunio and his thinking written in Italian by Francesco Dentoni, the only
substantial works on Yanagita himself are two German monographs by
Peter Lutum that focus primarily on the relationship between Yanagita
Kunio and naturalist Minakata Kumagusu (1867–1941).

Nevertheless, a number of university MA and BA theses that deal with
Yanagita have been written in Europe over the years and several relevant
papers about him have been presented at recent conferences. Whether this
will lead to a greater number of publications in the future remains to be
seen, but since this trend coincides with a rising interest in monster, ghost
and goblin (yōkai) literature in America and Europe, which has drawn
renewed attention to Yanagita, the future of Western Yanagita studies seems
to be promising.

Non-Japanese “Asian” research on Yanagita Kunio is scattered and was
much harder to identify. This is in part, because Yanagita folklore studies
has been identified with Japanese pre-1945 colonial policy in Asia. We
know that Japanese folklore scholars (mostly Yanagita’s students)
introduced Japanese and Western folklore ideas into China, Korea,
Indonesia and elsewhere in Asia before and during World War II. Also,
several of Yanagita’s works have been translated into Korean and
Yanagita’s ties with Chinese folklorists (especially Zhou Zuoren, 1885–
1967) have been the subject of several Japanese publications. The
complexity of Asian research on Yanagita indicates that it deserves an
independent study of its own.

One complicating issue in defining “global research” is that there is
really no such thing as “purely” foreign research on Japan or Yanagita
Kunio. As a general rule, foreign researchers rely very heavily on Japanese
research and the advice of Japanese scholars when conducting their own
studies.

Another issue is that compared to Yanagita’s pioneering folklore work,
currently the academic disciplines of anthropology, ethnology and even
folklore are far more developed and thriving in Japan and around the world.
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The intellectual environment today is very different from the developmental
phase of folklore studies when Yanagita did his major traveling and writing.
Also, for each of these fields of study, there are now academic societies,
professional journals, and international conferences held on a regular basis.

The Thematic Diversity of Yanagita Studies

In this context, it is important to ask why Yanagita has received such
exceptional international recognition as an important 20th Century Japanese
thinker. One reason is that his writings cover a broad range of subjects (folk
beliefs, rituals, festivals, ancestor worship, community structure, kinship
systems, folk religion and much more). Another reason is that he did
comment on political issues of the times, though often indirectly. Finally, he
interacted with a broad range of key Japanese thinkers during his lifetime.

Part of Yanagita’s popularity also derives from his flowing literary and
journalistic writing style that is popular with Japanese. This same style often
seems daunting and cryptic to foreign scholars. In his writings, Yanagita
also avoided the academic trappings of documentation that scholars
normally employ. Yanagita, always interesting, was also (intentionally) not
dogmatic or ideological in his writing.

There are also the shifting phases in Yanagita’s life—from 1900 to 1920,
Yanagita led essentially two separate lives—on the one hand he was a high-
level government bureaucrat involved in the politics of the day. At the same
time, he led a semi-private life of literary salons and folklore writing on a
wide variety of cultural topics.

While Yanagita didn’t study overseas after college, as many Japanese of
the time did, from May to December 1921 and again from May 1922 to
November 1923, he served as a delegate to the League of Nations in
Geneva. Following that, he was a journalist with the Asahi Newspaper for
nearly two decades.

Recently, the importance of Yanagita’s time at the League of Nations has
attracted considerable attention because of his direct exposure to Western
folklore studies and the boost it gave to his understanding of global folklore
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trends. Research shows that Yanagita’s experience in Europe (Yanagita had
a good working knowledge of French and English and knew some German
and Dutch) provided the foundation for his more theoretical folklore work in
the 1930s. While serving in Geneva, Yanagita visited Germany (four times
in 8/1921, 9/1922, 4/1923 & 8/1923), Switzerland, Austria, France, Holland,
England, and Italy and collected the folklore studies of Finland and Russia.

One of the most neglected areas of study in Yanagita studies, in Japan
and overseas, is the degree to which Yanagita relied on foreign ideas and
research to formulate his own folklore studies. This is difficult to verify
because Yanagita included few footnotes in his works and seldom
documented his information sources. But we do know that in Yanagita’s
personal library, now housed at Seijō University in Tokyo, there are a total
of about 20,000 items, including 1,434 books and 900 journals in foreign
languages.

As Japanese scholars have pointed out, there are also many interesting
and important episodes in Yanagita’s political life, but only a few foreign
scholars have paid much attention to the mix of politics and folklore in
Yanagita’s studies. For these and other reasons, Yanagita has semi-celebrity
status in Japan and has achieved major recognition overseas.

Global Research

Overseas research on Japan received a major boost after World War II,
when a large number of World War II trained American and European
Japanese language experts returned to their native countries, earned Ph.D.s
and began to develop Japanese studies programs at Western universities.
Initial research, largely on Japanese history, was focused on preparing
textbooks and examining modern Japanese politics and economics. Japanese
literature, which had a popular following from before the war, also
developed rather quickly. Religious studies of Japan were also particularly
strong in Europe.

The global number of Japanese language capable, non-Japanese
researchers for all disciplines today probably numbers only around 3,000



6 Ronald A. Morse

individuals. In 1988, there were 1,294 Japan specialists at some 295
American academic institutions. Even so, the number of works written by
Yanagita that are translated into foreign languages is still very small—only
two of his works, the Legends of Tono a n d About Our Ancestors, are
readably available in English translation.

Foreign interest in Yanagita Kunio was in part stimulated by the boom of
interest in Yanagita in Japan in the 1970s. Overseas Yanagita studies has
also grown following spurts of interest in Yanagita in Japan—in 1962 when
the first of the 28 volumes of Yanagita’s complete works appeared; after his
death in 1962; and around 1975 on the occasion of the 100th anniversary of
Yanagita’s birth. In the wake of this last boom, there was a growing
overseas recognition of Yanagita’s presence as a key intellectual figure in
the 1920s and 1930s (the late Taishō and early Shōwa years) when the
Japanese empire was expanding throughout Asia.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Yanagita became the focus of a new generation
of foreign scholars mainly in America, who were interested in comparing
German and Japanese intellectual trends in the 1920s and 1930s. They saw
Yanagita, who was unhappy with government sponsored nationalism,
Japanese colonialism, and imperialism, trying to invent his own grass-roots
field of studies to serve as a counter thesis to what was happening at the
national level. But, in their view, Yanagita failed to develop an effective
social science of folklore. His folklore, they argued, was simply cultural
nationalism in the form of a new kokugaku (national studies or nativism)—
an anti-scientific cultural particularism or romantic nationalism.2

Yanagita as 20th Century Humanist

While there is no excusing Yanagita for the weaknesses and failures in his
studies, it is important to recognize that he was fairly representative of his
times. And seen from a comparative and international perspective,
Yanagita’s way of thinking and approach to folklore was not all that
exceptional.
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Establishing the discipline and academic study of folklore in Europe or
anywhere has never been easy. Folklore study was established in Europe
first and was slow to achieve professional status in America. Even in North
America today, there are only 11 universities that grant doctorates in
folklore studies. Only 17 universities in the US offer Master’s degrees in
folklore. Richard M. Dorson, the pioneer of American folklore studies, who
studied at Yanagita’s Folklore Institute in 1956–1957, has pointed out that
folklore is seldom defined because it is so complex. In fact, he points out,
the term “folklore” did not exist before 1846.3

Today, 50 years after Yanagita Kunio’s passing, his legacy of research
and writing lives on. Despite what writers say about his successes and
failures, he remains one of Japan’s intellectual giants of the 20th Century.
And his legacy is not restricted to Japan. Yanagita has generated significant
interest and research worldwide regarding Japan’s folk traditions. And the
field of study he created has rich potential as a basis for comparative study.

No words capture the essence of Yanagita Studies in Japan and overseas
more succinctly than those of the Japanese anthropologist Ishida Eiichiro
when he wrote that Yanagita’s life-work was “Unfinished but Enduring.”4

Yanagita Kunio’s place in history as one of Japan’s leading humanistic
thinkers of the 20th Century is secure. And even today, 50 years after his
death, he is still shaping how Japanese and non-Japanese define Japanese
traditions and culture.

Notes

1 Over the years, several collections of Yanagita’s Japanese writings have been
published by Chikuma Shobō publishers. The major sets are as follows: In 1962,
Chikuma Shobō issued the “Standard Edition” of Yanagita Kunio 定本柳田國男集,
which contained 31 main and 5 supplementary volumes. This collection did not
include Yanagita’s personal papers, literary writings or diaries. In 1978–1979,
Chikuma published a 12 volume collection of representative and easier to read
“New” Yanagita books 新編柳田国男集. Between 1989 and 1991 there was the 32
volume 柳田国男全集. In 1997, Chikuma Shobō started publishing a “Definitive
Collection” of Yanagita’s works, 決定版柳田國男全集. This is scheduled to be
completed in 2014. Currently, volumes 1 through 33 have been published. Volumes
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1 through 21 contain 92 volumes of Yanagita’s books. Volume 22 contains works
that Yanagita edited. Volumes 23 to 33 contain Yanagita’s essays and articles.
Volumes 34 and 35 will contain Yanagita’s unpublished drafts and materials
published after his death. Volumes 36 and 37 will contain letters and diaries. The
last few additional volumes will contain a table of contents, general index, a
detailed chronology of Yanagita’s life and an extensive bibliography. [As of June
2021, the main volumes and two supplementary volumes have been completed. The
supplementary volumes III and IV are scheduled to be released in 2023.]

2 Two essays that examine Yanagita’s career over time are: Fukuta, Ajio. “How the
Task of Studying Yanagita Kunio Has Developed,” Theories and Methods in
Japanese Studies: Current State and Future Developments, edited by Hans Dieter
Ölschleger. Bonn University Press, 2008, 63–73 and Mori, Akiko. “Japan” A
Companion to Folklore (Blackwell Companions to Anthropology) edited by Regina
F. Bendix and Galit Hasan-Rokem. Blackwell Publishing, 2012, 211–233.

3 Richard M. Dorson, “The Value of the Humanities: A Folklorists View.” The
Humanist As Citizen, edited by John Agresto and Peter Riesenberg, National
Humanities Center, 1981, 165–176; Richard M. Dorson, “Concepts of Folklore and
Folklife Studies,” in Folklore and Folklife. University of Chicago, 1972, 13.

4 Ishida, Eiichirō. “Unfinished but Enduring: Yanagita Kunio’s Folklore Studies,”
Japan Quarterly, Vol. 10, No.1, (1963), 35–42.
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