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1 Introduction

One of the many lasting contributions Yanagita Kunio made to the

discipline of minzokugaku (folklore studies) was his work on yōkai1 and

other mysterious phenomena (kaii genshō). Indeed, the study of yōkai—as a

visit to any good Japanese library or bookstore reveals—is still a major

aspect of contemporary minzokugaku. My own research focuses on changing

conceptions of yōkai in literature and folklore from the Edo period to the

present and I am by no means a Yanagita scholar, but the importance of

Yanagita’s work to the study of yōkai cannot be overlooked. In this essay, I

explore Yanagita’s approach to yōkai and attempt, somewhat speculatively,

to translate his ideas into a way of thinking about Japanese folklore and

popular culture more broadly within a globalized arena.2
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My general observations on Yanagita’s brand of yōkaigaku

(monsterology) draw on the work of numerous scholars in Japan and

elsewhere, but my experiences teaching folklore at a university in the U.S.

have given me a unique perspective on some of the issues he discusses. I

have discovered that to many of my students, both undergraduate and

graduate, yōkai and Japanese folklore are practically synonymous; students

who know almost nothing else about Japan have somehow heard of kappa or

kitsune or kuchi-sake-onna. They learn of these things through manga and

anime, as well as films and video games, all usually in English translation. It

is this exposure that drives them to inquire further into Japanese folklore, to

find the “origins” of the popular culture creatures they have come to love.

For many of these students, Japanese yōkai are metonymic of Japanese

culture more generally, both embodiment and representative of all that is

exotic, mysterious, and compellingly fascinating about this otherworld

across the sea.

In the essay here, then, I keep these students in mind as I consider

Yanagita’s approach as a heuristic for interpreting the role of yōkai within a

globalized popular culture paradigm. In particular, I suggest that Yanagita’s

understanding of yōkai as representing an authentic, disappearing part of

Japanese culture, is now an intrinsic part of the contemporary global

perspective on yōkai, in which they have become a popular cultural

phenomenon representative of an imagined, originary “otherworld” of

Japan. This is not to say that Yanagita’s influence is direct, that people

interested in yōkai today, in Japan and abroad, actually study Yanagita’s

works; rather, through the medium of commercial popular culture producers,

Yanagita’s theoretics have filtered down, as it were, to become the

commonsense outlook of a globalized generation of popular culture

consumers. My observations here are merely conjectural, but I hope they

suggest ways that Yanagita’s discourse can help us transcend national

boundaries so that we can also consider non-Japanese consumers of yōkai,

and more broadly, consumers of “Japanese” culture outside of Japan.

In the pages that follow, I first contextualize Yanagita’s work within its

historic, intellectual trajectory. Then I briefly summarize three aspects of his

approach to the interpretation of yōkai (and other folkloric phenomena). And

finally, I suggest how this approach has dispersed into popular discourse to
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become, almost a century later, the commonsense lens through which the

general public (that is, people without a scholarly investment in the study of

folklore) in Japan and elsewhere interpret yōkai. To state the conclusion

first, my broader suggestion is that the elite modern ideology of the

intellectual class has become, in the twenty-first century, the commonsense

vernacular ideology of the producers and consumers of popular culture.

2 Yanagita Kunio versus Inoue Enryō

During the Meiji period, the dominant methodology with regard to the study

of yōkai was that of philosopher and educator Inoue Enryō (1858–1919),

who created what he called yōkaigaku with a specific objective: to rationally

explain away supernatural beliefs so that Japan could become a modern

nation-state comparable to (and competitive with) nations in the West.

Enryō considered yōkai to be a form of “false mystery” (kakai �⇥) that

had to be abolished before the Japanese people could be enlightened to the

true workings of the world on both a mundane and sacred level. To this end,

he collected volumes of data on yōkai-related folk beliefs from around Japan

and developed an analytical framework to categorize yōkai and

systematically filter out “superstitions” (meishin) from what he defined as

“true mystery” (shinkai ⇤⇥).3

Without delving further into the details of Enryō’s bunmei-kaika

(enlightenment) ideology, suffice it to say that Yanagita took a slightly

different tack from the outset. Although, like Enryō, he was interested in

gathering yōkai beliefs from around Japan, he did not debunk them as

superstitions; rather he set out to record and preserve them as disappearing

relics of earlier belief systems. For Yanagita, yōkai were priceless cultural

commodities evocative of an ideal past. Yanagita’s own “science” of the

supernatural was an attempt to go beyond—or perhaps sidestep—Enryō’s

conflation of yōkai with superstition, and look more carefully at the

relationship between yōkai and human beings.4 In contrast to Enryō,

Yanagita does not focus on whether yōkai exist; he assumes that if people

believe, or once believed, in their existence, then they are part of an



14 Michael Dylan Foster

empirical record, a critical aspect of Japanese identity, and should be studied

as such. For Yanagita, the question was not how to make yōkai go away, but

rather how to capture them before they disappeared completely: “Certainly,

in recent years they are the most neglected element of our cultural record

[bunka etsureki]; accordingly, when we as a people undertake a course of

self-reflection, they are a resource that will provide a particularly surprising

number of hints.”5 The rapidly disappearing Other of yōkai is essential for

defining the persistent Self of the Japanese people. That is, Yanagita is not

concerned with separating the “real” from the “imaginary”; rather, he

embraces the very ambiguity that makes them both possible.

3 Tōno and the Quest for Authenticity

Many scholars have argued that Yanagita valued the countryside as a

storehouse for a disappearing Otherness essential for defining modern

subjectivity. “Yanagita’s countryside,” as H. D. Harootunian has pointed

out, “was an imaginary, constructed from a discourse aimed at conserving

and preserving traces of a lost presence.”6 Within this context, Yanagita’s

seminal Tōno monogatari can be read as part of a desire for a return to (or

discovery of) an authentic Japan that had somehow been preserved far from

the centers of a rapidly modernizing, urbanizing Japan. In Tōno monogatari

Yanagita leads the reader deep into a world of the past and pastoral, to a

land still inhabited by yōkai, a place that the train—that quintessential

symbol of modernity—had not yet reached. Indeed, the now-famous preface

conveys a sense of excited nostalgia, as if Yanagita has discovered

something lurking at the heart of the nation that must be shared before it

disappears: “Is there anybody who, after hearing these tales and seeing this

place, would not want to tell them to others?”7

Much has been written about Tōno monogatari, and I do not want to

rehash that here. Suffice it to say, however that Yanagita’s exoticization

(colonization) of an internal otherworld (Tōno = past and pastoral Japan) is

part of a broader valorization of “native” Japan during a period of intense

migration to the urban centers.8 On one hand, Yanagita’s work only



Yōkai and Yanagita Kunio: A View from the 21st Century 15

reinscribes established hierarchies of metropole and periphery; the

Otherness he constitutes for Tōno is the product of the discursive hegemony

of his own Tokyo-based academic, government, and literary community. On

the other hand, Tōno monogatari also marks a distinct shift from the

attitudes of Inoue Enryō and the bunmei-kaika (enlightenment) thinkers.

Yanagita has traded Enryō’s didacticism for a new voyeurism, a gaze that

observes and reports, translating the murmurings of an internal otherworld

into a flat-descriptive (heimen byōsha) urban vernacular.9

Yanagita’s early literary ethnography of Tōno is not only an indication

that the organic culture of the region is actually in the process of changing;

it also tells a story of the elite, urban imaginary, in which an originary rural

past is idealized as a locus of the true heart of the Japanese people and

nation. Tōno monogatari is one step in this process of aestheticization: a

series of snapshots of a place out of time. Yanagita’s focus on the landscape

of Tōno (the preface literally inscribes the terrain in his writing, noting

how a particular mountain is shaped like a katakana ⌅ ) indicates his

“awareness,” as Karatani Kōjin suggests, “that ‘landscape’ was really a

matter of language.”10 Yanagita preserves the landscape-language of a

particular time and place, crystallizing it in a form that not only gives

(textual) permanence to the ways of the past, but also makes them, with all

their odors and unpleasantness, safely accessible to the modern reader back

in Tokyo. Perhaps because of their inherent elusiveness, within this

nostalgic quest for authenticity, yōkai become representative of the precious

disappearing cultural resource, the “real” thing, that must be captured, or at

least recorded, before it disappears forever.11

4 A Modern Approach to Yōkai

Although many of the legends in Tōno monogatari tell of mysterious

phenomena, the monograph is not explicitly about yōkai. Rather, as a

collection primarily of short narratives and experiences, it is akin to the

hyaku-monogatari-shū of the Edo period and it is unlikely that Yanagita

intended it as any kind of systematic discourse on the mysterious. But
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clearly he was also beginning to consider the place of yōkai within the logic

of a modernizing nation. His essays on the subject constitute a resistance to

Enryō’s ideology in that they do not debunk yōkai belief, but rather see it as

a precious commodity and a critical part of the record of Japanese culture.12

Yanagita’s specific approach to yōkai has been well examined by other

scholars, and I will only briefly summarize it here. From the outset,

however, I would reiterate that his research on yōkai can be thought of as a

metonym for his broader establishment of the discipline of minzokugaku.

Even as he developed methods of capturing these most elusive and abstract

of phenomena, he was also establishing a durable approach for thinking

about more concrete aspects of Japanese folklore and folkways.

Although he never explicitly sets out a methodology for contending with

yōkai, considered together Yanagita’s essays on the subject do suggest a

theoretical framework.13 Komatsu Kazuhiko, for example, has perceptively

isolated key components of Yanagita’s approach, including the collection

and categorization of yōkai, Yanagita’s distinctions between obake and

yūrei, and his theory of degradation.14 For the purposes of my argument

here, I draw on these components and alter them slightly into the following

three-pronged approach to understanding the phenomenon of yōkai: 1) an

embracing of ambiguity; 2) collection and categorization of yōkai; and 3) a

theory of degradation. Below I briefly explore each one of these tenets

through close readings of relevant texts.

4.1 Embracing Ambiguity

In contrast to bunmei-kaika scholars such as Enryō, Yanagita’s approach

balanced both the mystery and possibility represented by yōkai with the

scientific explanation for their existence. Speaking generally, this attitude is

now a given in the modern study of folklore, in Japan and elsewhere, in

which belief systems are not refuted but collected and interpreted. Having

said this, however, by carefully reading one of Yanagita’s rarely discussed

but revealing short essays we gain insight into his own personal acceptance
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of this non-judgmental stance, provocatively revealing his early struggles

with questions of belief and empirical reality.

In “Genkaku no jikken” (Experiments with Illusion, 1936), Yanagita

recounts an experience he had some forty-eight years earlier, when he was a

fourteen-year-old boy living at his brother’s house in Ibaraki Prefecture.

One day, while digging around in the dirt near a small local shrine, a bored

Yanagita has a mysterious experience:

I don’t know why I did this, but from a crouching position, I strained my neck

upward and looked to a point a little down and to the east of the middle of the

sky. Even now I remember vividly, in the clear blue of the sky, about fifteen

degrees from the orb of the sun, here and there I could see several dozen daytime

stars [hiru no hoshi] … Because I felt that this was so mysterious [shinpi] I told

nobody of my experience for some time. And I kept in my heart the belief that, if

you only had the chance, stars were something you could see in the daylight.15

The experience resonates with a sense of the mystic and the sacred:

Yanagita has been afforded a momentary glimpse into an otherworld, and it

opens up in him a new realm of possibility, a feeling that if one “only had

the chance” the invisible realm might become visible. Eventually, he does

reveal his vision of the daytime stars to some medical students, and his

confession is greeted with laughter; the young Yanagita is ridiculed for

slipping away from the hegemonic rationalism of the period. Together with

the medical students he peruses books on basic astronomy, and gradually

comes to doubt the veracity of his own experience. Nevertheless, the

experience has made an indelible impression, and several years later, when

he relates it to his university friends in Tokyo, they tease him, saying,

“You’re a poet!” (331).

The reference to poetry is noteworthy here because it gestures to

Yanagita’s particular minzokugaku methodology: it takes a poetic approach

to probe the heart of the folk. The scene he recounts suggests that it is the

poet’s willingness to believe, to transcend the objective laws of nature, that

allows him insight into the subjective laws of the supernatural. Like

metaphors, the daylight stars signify something beyond themselves, and

Yanagita’s glimpse into the mysterious becomes a powerful affective
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experience, a rite of passage, that makes him privy to—or at least respectful

of—the subjective experiences of others. As portrayed in the essay, the

young Yanagita offers no resistance to the mystic signs presented to him,

but rather desires to learn how to interpret their meanings. As an adult

writing the essay, he seems to be saying that even now his own heart is not

aligned with the skeptical medical students but with the child he once was,

oblivious to the restrictions imposed on the universe by the science of

astronomy.

This short episode is indicative of how Yanagita will seek to find the

mysterious in everyday life. He is searching for the poetry imbedded in

common speech, the hidden turns of expression that give a glimpse of

meaning beyond the words, buried in the landscape—or concealed right out

in the open, as in the daytime sky. It is significant that he recounts the tale

in 1936, when minzokugaku as a discipline had achieved what many

consider its apex.16 In the years between the experience and its inscription,

Yanagita had developed an approach for dealing with such phenomena as

the daylight stars: while recognizing his university friends’ distinction

between science and poetry, he would make a concerted effort not to deny

the poetic—or rather, to incorporate the poetic into the scientific. In fact,

poetic and personal as the experience may be, Yanagita explains that he is

offering it only as a single example: “if we make efforts to simply record

this sort of episode as it is told, it will prove useful” (329), and if many such

experiences were collected “we could come a little closer to the truth” (332).

4.2 Collection and Classification

The collection and classification of yōkai was certainly neither new nor

exclusive to the work of Yanagita. Not only did Inoue Enryō actively

promote this aspect of yōkai research, but indeed it was during the Edo

period, with works such as the Kinmō zui and the Wakansansaizue, that a

neo-Confucian mindset led to the development of what I call the

“encyclopedic mode.” This way of thinking about knowledge can be

characterized as a discursive and practical method dedicated to collecting
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and codifying and labeling. Such an effort emphasizes: 1) the presentation

of an inclusive collection of knowledge about a subject; 2) the compression

of knowledge into compact, self-contained units; and 3) the listing and

organization of these units. Perhaps the best example of this approach with

regard to yōkai is the work of Toriyama Sekien (1712–1788), who

illustrated over two hundred distinct yōkai from Japanese and Chinese

folklore and literature and also, presumably, his own fertile imagination.17

Yanagita’s scholarly focus positions his taxonomic work somewhere

between Sekien’s artistic/creative approach and Enryō’s

scientific/dismissive approach, but he too enthusiastically promoted the

collection and organization of yōkai. For assembling his own collection,

Yanagita drew from existing sources, both written and oral, and in many

essays he not only provides examples of yōkai but also reasserts the need for

further collection. The most systematic expression of his collecting work is

“Yōkai meii,” published over several months between 1938 and 1939 in the

journal Minkan denshō.18 Essentially a catalog of seventy-nine different

yōkai, the text is made up of entries culled from local gazetteers and folklore

collections (including his own Tōno monogatari); each entry contains a

short description of the yōkai in question. Often, the mysterious thing noted

is less a creature than a phenomenon, such as the nurikabe:

Found on the coast of Onga County in Chikuzen [present-day Fukuoka

Prefecture]. When [you are] walking along a road at night, suddenly a wall

appears in front of you, and you cannot go anywhere. This is called nurikabe and

it is feared. It is said that if you take a stick and strike at the  bottom of it, it will

disappear; but if you hit at the top part, nothing will happen …. (431)

The more famous yōkai—such as tanuki, kitsune, and mikoshi-nyūdō—

do not require separate entries; they are mentioned only to better describe

local manifestations that resemble them. Yanagita notes, for example, that a

yōkai called nyūdōbōzu is the same as mikoshi-nyūdō, and describes this

version through a specific localized belief (433).

Although there are no subheadings or divisions in the catalog, a close

reading reveals an organization rather loosely based on associations—things

that suddenly obstruct your passage at night, for example, or things akin to
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mikoshi-nyūdō. In his introduction Yanagita does not mention this vague

organization; rather, he stresses the difficulty of categorizing these things

that are already disappearing from the landscape and even, he fears, from

memory: “I still have not established a method for categorization, and I

think the main reason for this lies in the insufficiency of words [goi]. Now I

would like to draw a little on the memories of readers. But perhaps it is

already too late” (424).

Despite his pessimism, Yanagita does tentatively suggest two principles

for categorizing yōkai. The first concerns the place in which they appear—

roadways, dwelling places, mountains, and water—with roadways being the

most common. The second principle focuses on “the degree of belief

[shinkōdo no nōtan]”:

For the most part these days, confidence [in the existence of yōkai] is rare, which

indicates a tendency [of legends or beliefs] to turn into folktales.19 In between

[those who believe in yōkai and those who do not believe in yōkai] are those who

don’t believe in their existence but, upon hearing a story, experience an eerie

feeling. This [group] is situated next to those who, though they normally reject

the existence of yōkai, regress somewhat in their way of thinking when they see

something mysterious [fushigi]. (424)

Even after these thoughtful ruminations, Yanagita does not end up actually

employing his own taxonomical principles in the text, stressing only that

“Yōkai meii” is a reference source to which he hopes others will add.

Yanagita’s most famous contribution to yōkai studies also concerns

classification, in this case the distinct division he outlines between obake

a n d yūrei in another short essay, “Yōkai dangi” (Discussions of Yōkai,

1936). He laments the confusion brought on by modern urban existence,

noting that, until recently,

There was a pretty clear distinction between obake and yūrei that anybody would

have realized. To start with, obake generally appeared in set locations. If you

avoided these particular places you could live your entire life without ever

running into one. In contrast, yūrei—despite the theory that they have no legs—

doggedly came after you. When [a yūrei] stalked you, it would chase you even if
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you escaped a distance of a hundred ri. It is fair to say that this would never be

the case with a bakemono. The second point is that bakemono did not choose

their victims; rather they targeted the ordinary masses. … On the other hand, [a

yūrei] only targeted the person it was concerned with. … And the final point is

that there is a vital distinction regarding time. As for a yūrei, with the shadowy

echo of the bell of Ushimitsu [hour of the bull], the yūrei would soon knock on

the door or scratch at the folding screen. In contrast, [bakemono] appear at a

range of times. A skillful bakemono might darken the whole area and make an

appearance even during the daytime, but on the whole, the time that seemed to be

most convenient for them was the dim light of dusk or dawn. In order for people

to see them, and be frightened by them, emerging in the pitch darkness after even

the plants have fallen asleep is, to say the least, just not good business practice.

(292–293)

I quote this passage at length because it has become a critical, oft-cited

element of Yanagita’s writing on yōkai. As Komatsu Kazuhiko has pointed

out, however, scholars realize when they pursue concrete examples that

Yanagita’s distinctions simply do not hold up and researchers have had to

refine and amend his distinctions.20

In short, the second critical aspect of Yanagita’s yōkaigaku is this

emphasis on collection and categorization, a call for a systematic archiving

of this deep cultural resource. Yanagita’s particular spin on the encyclopedic

mode may have been speculative and open-ended, but my point here is that

the creation of a compendium to record the fading remnants of yōkai belief

was at the heart of his attempt to grapple with these creatures and the people

who told their tales.

4.3 Theory of Degradation (reiraku-ron)

In his 1917 essay, “Hitotsume-kozō,” Yanagita writes that, “when old beliefs

were oppressed and made to surrender to new beliefs, all the [old] deities

[kami-sama] were degraded [reiraku] and became yōkai. That is to say,

yōkai are unauthorized deities [kōnin serarezaru kami]” (125).21 This
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concept of yōkai as deities who have lost their official sanction is the third

major aspect of Yanagita’s approach, what we might call his “degradation

theory,” in which he conjectures that the objects of once-serious beliefs had

devolved or become degraded (reiraku), stripped of their sacred nature, to

appear as yōkai.

In “Bon sugi Medochi dan” (After the Bon Festivities: Tales of Medochi

[Kappa], 1932) Yanagita outlines three steps of a process he characterizes as

the “foundational principle of our yōkaigaku.” Citing the kappa as an

example, he notes that in stage one the creature is respected and kept distant:

we avoid places where it is known to lurk, and if we see a kappa we run

away in fear. The next stage is when we begin to think that it is silly to

avoid a particular place because of a kappa; we challenge our own fears,

though inside we are still rather uncomfortable. Every person is different,

Yanagita concedes, but “as for society, this is a period of half-belief-half-

doubt.” Finally we come to the third stage, when society has “evolved” and

the number of doubters begins to increase. Accompanying this stage are

stories of the subjugation of yōkai, in which they are made to swear never

again to cause mischief. Yōkai have, at this point, fully left behind the realm

of legend and belief to enter the world of folktale and entertainment (350–

351).

Yanagita reiterates his understanding of this process in a number of

different essays. In “Tanuki to demonorojii” (1918), for example, he notes

that three distinct periods of “demonology” accompany the progress of

civilization. In the first stage, the agent (yōkai) has the ability to possess

(tsuku) people; in the second stage, it can derange (kuruwasu); and in the

third stage, all it can do is surprise (odorokasu). These periods of progress,

according to Yanagita, are also geographically determined—with the rural

areas still in the earlier stages, while the urban centers of Japan have entered

the third stage.22

Not surprisingly, Yanagita’s conception of progress is based on a

unilinear evolutionary model; the evolutionary paradigm, with social

Darwinism at its core, was common currency (in Japan and elsewhere) at

this time. Indeed, Yanagita’s evaluation o f yōkai as stemming from belief

systems which modernity had surmounted is uncannily similar to Freud’s

contemporaneous (1919) discussion of the “Unheimlich,” what he calls,
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“that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and

long familiar.”23 Yanagita’s particular version of cultural evolution is

distinguished by its focus on different stages of development existing

simultaneously, with progress along the evolutionary trajectory determined

by geography—the distance of the periphery from the center. This notion of

temporary regional differences dovetails with the burgeoning

contemporaneous idea of a broader “Japaneseness,” in which, as Tessa

Morris-Suzuki puts it, “local differences, rather than being the products of

distinct local histories, were redefined as different evolutionary points along

a single line of national history.”24

Yanagita charts the process of human evolution by concentrating on the

concurrent devolution experienced by yōkai. As humanity progresses and

modernity increasingly informs everyday life, the yōkai’s “fate” entails a

gradual degeneration from an object of serious belief to one of comical

entertainment (341). Critically, I would suggest, the degradation theory of

yōkai is a key to Yanagita’s broader development of minzokugaku.

Modernity was a process—both temporal as well as geographic—that drew

people away from an authentic past, and an authentic place. The longing for

yōkai was a nostalgic drive to return to this authenticity, when yōkai were

not comical storybook characters, but awesome deities or, at the very least,

real monsters.

5 The Fate of yōkai

Yanagita developed these three tenets with regard to yōkai through

collection and interpretation of scattered fragments of belief and ritual found

throughout the Japanese archipelago; he undertook this work during a

particular moment when Japan was actively in the process of transforming

itself into a modern nation. In one way or another, all of these foci are a

product of the intellectual milieu and the cultural imaginary of the moment;

indeed, if folklore is an academic discipline born in large part from the

processes of modernity, then it is not surprising to find remarkable

similarities of approach in different countries experiencing similar
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trajectories of progress. A common effect of folkloric study is the creation

of a binary of “traditional” versus “modern,” with those things considered

“traditional” relegated to an archaic status: aestheticized and cherished,

perhaps, but no longer of living relevance. In one sense, this is what might

have happened to Yanagita’s yōkai; indeed, to a certain extent the “belief” in

yōkai that Inoue Enryō railed against did come to be considered irrelevant or

old-fashioned by the postwar period. Yanagita’s was an effort in “salvage

ethnography,” saving these disappearing beliefs for the museum shelves of

the future.

But this simple trajectory is confounded by the reality that yōkai are still,

as it were, as alive and vibrant as ever. Certainly a Japanese child born in the

early twenty-first century in Tokyo or Osaka may not hear kaidan and yōkai

tales from a grandparent. But it is likely that the same child will be exposed

to numerous yōkai on television, film, computer games, in manga and even

in street signs and advertising copy. There are many reasons for this popular

culture resurgence of interest in yōkai, not the least of which is the postwar

(and continuing) popularity of the work of Mizuki Shigeru (1922–2015)

with his Gegege no Kitarō, Kappa no sanpei, and other manga/anime/film

series. So the “fate” of yōkai, it turns out, was to flourish not necessarily in

the premodern disappearing folkloric world of the rural hinterlands, but

rather to proliferate in the postmodern urban landscape of popular culture

and cyberspace.

But what of the fate of Yanagita’s three pronged approach to theorizing

yōkai? Can such a theory, born of a particular modern moment, have any

meaning in a postmodern world in which yōkai thrive commercially through

the media of mass production and popular culture? I would suggest that in a

broad sense, Yanagita’s approach has in fact become the paradigmatic

mentalité, the everyday worldview (Weltanschauung) or common sense, of

the producers and consumers of yōkai within a popular culture context. That

is, Yanagita’s once elite academic approach to understanding vernacular

monsters has become the common vernacular approach.

This does not necessarily mean that Yanagita’s influence was direct;

rather, the very thing that made Yanagita’s theory part of the modernity of

the early twentieth century is now part and parcel of a popular mindset

within the globalized postmodernity of the twenty-first century. In other
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words, an uncanny reverberation of Yanagita’s approach to yōkai can be

found by looking at the articulation and understanding of yōkai within the

contemporary global popular culture arena.

6 Mizuki Shigeru

By considering the way Yanagita’s modern conceptions have filtered into a

contemporary, postmodern, context, we gain insight into the flow of ideas,

in this case from the elite to the common, from the academic to the popular.

Within this movement, of course, there are “mediums” who are instrumental

in the exchange and promulgation of these ideas; just as Yanagita

“translated” the landscape-language of Tōno into an urban vernacular,

similarly a popular culture patriarch such as Mizuki Shigeru translates,

however indirectly, Yanagita’s theoretical constructs into the idiom of

contemporary culture.

Indeed, as the quintessential producer of yōkai within a popular context,

Mizuki Shigeru provides a prime example of this vernacular understanding

of yōkai as it plays out in Japan. As has been well documented, Yanagita’s

work is a powerful influence on Mizuki, who has drawn directly, for

example, on “Yōkai meii” for several of his more famous characters, such as

Suna-kake-babaa and Nurikabe.25 More importantly, however, on a

conceptual level the approach taken by Mizuki, and the consumers of his

work, fits perfectly into the three-pronged paradigm outlined above. With

regard to the ontological veracity of yōkai, the question of whether such

things can exist or not, Mizuki has always been artistically vague, noting for

example that in drawing yōkai,

… as something that tries to take form, they hint by knocking on the brain of the

artist or the sculptor (in other words, this is the thing we call inspiration). We

often hear, “yōkai and kami (spirits) are created by humans,” but the funny thing

is that the instant you believe this, the yōkai or the kami will stop knocking on

your brain.
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You have to believe that yōkai and kami do exist.

It is just that they are rather elusive because their forms are difficult to discover,

difficult to feel.26

Always a trickster figure, Mizuki seems to have naturally embraced the

same sort of scientific/poetic ambiguity that Yanagita cultivated for his

minzokugaku. Similarly, with regard to collecting and classifying too,

Mizuki enacts Yanagita’s exhortation and methodology. He has produced a

prodigious number of yōkai catalogues illustrated with entries and ordered

variously by location or type. Mizuki’s work is deeply reflective of the same

encyclopedic mode that Yanagita was tapping into; he creates numerous

systematic taxonomies intermixed with tongue-in-cheek commentary,

nostalgic remembrances, and scholarly research.27

Finally, in Mizuki’s work we also see an inherent devolutionary premise.

Even as he infuses his yōkai with life, he laments their impending doom. Of

the himamushi-nyūdō, for example, a yōkai described by Toriyama Sekien

as licking the oil from lamps, Mizuki jests: “with electricity so widespread,

and lamps no longer used, even if the yōkai wants to come out, he probably

won’t appear. Therefore, we can say that this is a yōkai in danger of

extinction. … Depending on the time period and the circumstances even

yōkai must alter the places they haunt. It’s a tough thing. Perhaps there will

appear something such as an ‘Organization for the Preservation of Yōkai.’”28

Here Mizuki lightheartedly articulates Yanagita’s theoretical observation

that yōkai were devolving in inverse proportion to the evolution of human

civilization.

In Yanagita’s formulation, yōkai, degraded though they may be, are

somehow linked to a sacred world of the past and signify a powerful

nostalgic connection to a lost authenticity. But Yanagita’s conception of the

“past” remains somewhat elusive. He alludes to a vague notion of an

originary time/place existing before the degradation of deities into yōkai, a

sort of primordial unified moment when the sign and its referent were still

intimate and there was no need for metaphor. It was a time before written

documents, so that the only records are those inscribed in the landscape and

remaining in the oral lore of not-yet-modernized places like Tōno. Almost as

if reading from Yanagita’s script, Mizuki’s own famous life narrative
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concerns movement away from, and return to, this originary time/place; for

him, it is his own pre-War hometown of Sakai-Minato in Tottori Prefecture

where—as he documents in numerous memoirs—he first heard stories of

yōkai from a mystical old woman named Nonnonbaa. Sakai-Minato is the

time-place where yōkai still exist in their pure, not-yet-degraded form; it is

no coincidence that in contemporary Japan, Sakai-Minato has developed

into a tourist site of almost sacred proportions.29 This is not to say that yōkai

belief is actually any stronger in Sakai-Minato than in the rest of Japan;

rather, through Mizuki’s productions, his hometown becomes a nostalgic

construction, steeped in a presumed authenticity, the mystical and sacred

time-place to which Yanagita’s degradation theory vaguely alludes. Perhaps

it is not surprising that among the many attractions of the Mizuki Shigeru

Road in Sakai-Minato is a Yōkai Jinja (shrine) where yōkai—as illustrated

by Mizuki—are indeed positioned as kami-sama.

7 Global Mediascape of the Weird

To reiterate my point here: the modern attitude that Yanagita took with

regard to yōkai, what I am calling his three-pronged theory, has become the

theoretical perspective of the folk themselves. By “folk” here, I simply mean

people for whom yōkai are a minor part of daily life; in contemporary Japan,

this interaction with yōkai comes from reading manga and watching anime

and film, the popular culture practices that long ago supplanted the role of

traditional folktale telling in the lives of most Japanese. My conjecture is

that within this postmodern popular-culture paradigm, the modern folkloric

interpretations of Yanagita have become the dominant episteme for grasping

and expressing the yōkai phenomenon.

To take this one step further, I would like to briefly look at works on

yōkai in English, because, as my students have made clear to me, yōkai have

become part of a burgeoning, media-driven, global cultural imaginary of the

weird. Internationally circulated media products, such as the anime of Studio

Ghibli and blockbuster films such as Takashi Miike’s The Great Yōkai War,

have inspired widespread interest; there are websites dedicated to listing and
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describing yōkai in English (e.g., “The Obakemono Project”); they appear in

video games and Internet role-playing games; there are manga, such as Nina

Matsumoto’s Yōkaiden series and Stan Sakai’s Usagi Yojimbo: Yokai,

written in English for an English-language readership. There are public art

shows dedicated to illustrating “original” yōkai, and even a cursory glance at

the website DeviantART.com reveals thousands of yōkai images posted by

budding artists from all around the world. In short, yōkai have become part

of a global economy, a transnational and transcultural mediascape of strange

creatures.

Within this broader context, then, what happens to Yanagita’s modern

approach? Just as with Mizuki’s work, here too his three points have

become internalized by producers and consumers. One recent example is the

English-language book, Yokai Attack: The Japanese Monster Survival

Guide (2008), co-written by Hiroko Yoda and Matt Alt, and illustrated by

Tatsuya Morino, a former assistant to Mizuki.30 The tone of the book is

firmly tongue-in-cheek, which allows the authors to embrace the ambiguity

of yōkai, exploring their many manifestations without explicitly

commenting on the truth or falsity of their existence. And, true to Yanagita’s

second injunction as well, the book represents a collection and attempt

(again tongue-in-cheek) to categorize. In this case, categories include

“Ferocious Fiends,” “Gruesome Gourmets” and “Annoying Neighbors.”

Another recent English-language book also follows Yanagita’s first two

precepts. In The Great Yokai Encyclopedia: The A–Z of Japanese Monsters,

author Richard Freeman neither accepts nor debunks their existence,

writing, “It matters not if yokai [sic] ever had any objective reality outside

the human imagination (although I suspect some did).”31 As the title clearly

indicates, this work is an attempt at encyclopedic collection, a feat all the

more ambitious given the fact that Freeman does not list any Japanese-

language resources in his “Selected Sources.” While the organization of the

text is (English-language) alphabetical, he does preface his glossary by

noting that yōkai “can fall into a number of categories” including henge,

tsukumogami, and bakemono.32

In both these texts written for non-Japanese consumers of yōkai,

Yanagita’s notions of “embracing ambiguity” and collection and

classification are clearly at play. But it is Yanagita’s third notion, the
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degradation theory, which is of most interest in reading yōkai within a

contemporary global framework. For Yanagita, as we have seen, yōkai

represent deities that had lost their sanction, and moved further and further

in both time and space from their originary sacred place. Works such as

Tōno monogatari and even “Yōkai meii” articulate a certain desire to link

back to these origins, a fetishization of a disappearing otherworld of

authentic Japan. I would like to suggest that, within a popular culture

context, the yōkai itself has come similarly to embody this fetishized role:

the Japanese yōkai of folklore is the originary deity that has been degraded

through popular culture production throughout the world. The English-

language books mentioned above (and there are other similar examples

found on the Internet and elsewhere) reflect a longing for the true Japanese

origins of yōkai. Just as Yanagita’s Tōno represented a premodern landscape

persisting in a modernizing world, so too an imagined Japan has become the

symbolic home of all that is monstrous and mysterious. Freeman, for

example, explains that Japan has “the greatest collection of ghouls,

monsters, spirits and daemons found in any country” and he goes on to write

in an excited vein similar to Yanagita in the preface of Tōno monogatari, “I

hope that the unworthy scribblings of a mere gaijin (foreigner) will do the

yokai some justice and widen their appeal outside the wonderful country of

Japan.”33 Not surprisingly, the biographical blurb on the back of Freeman’s

book explains somewhat longingly that he himself “hopes one day to visit

Japan and research yokai in person.”

What Tōno was to a modernizing Japan, so—almost a century later—

Japan has become to a globalizing world. Yanagita reckoned that yōkai,

even in their degraded form, pointed to an imagined purer and more

innocent time; so too perhaps, for people in countries far from Japan, the

yōkai of popular culture points to an imagined Japan, a desired “otherworld”

where the mysterious excitement that monsters embody is still possible.
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8 Conclusion

Ultimately what I am suggesting here is simply that Yanagita’s etic

approach with regard to the folklore of yōkai has become the emic approach

of producers and consumers of yōkai within a popular culture context, both

inside Japan and outside of Japan. I propose this not only to argue that

Yanagita’s work at the beginning of last century is still of value today, but

also because there is a broader question to be explored here with regard to

the movement of ideas and affect through time and space. In a sense, the

elite, theoretical perspectives of a hundred years ago have become the

commonsense conceptions of today.

Certainly, in the case of Yanagita, this filtering down of ideas is in part

due to the fact that the subsequent generation of scholars and artists, such as

Mizuki Shigeru, are deeply familiar with Yanagita’s writings. Indeed,

Mizuki can be considered a mediator between Yanagita’s scholarly,

folkloric inquiry and the smooth, colorful presentation of commercial media.

Even as he translates Yanagita’s relatively obscure local manifestations of

nurikabe a n d suna-kake-babaa into nationally recognized characters,

Mizuki also translates the longings of modernity into the postwar, post-

bubble desire for a simpler time when yōkai still haunted the land.

But the circulation of desire that we see here is not confined to

Yanagita’s work, to Mizuki’s creations, nor even only to the study of yōkai.

We can find in each moment, a longing for something just out of reach,

something disappearing. Yanagita’s theories emerge from both the specific

intellectual milieu of late-Meiji through early Shōwa Japan, as well as a

broader modern paradigm in which folkloristics as a discipline was

developing, in countries around the world, as a “search for authenticity.”34

Yōkai are important because their entrenchment in tradition makes them

emblematic of this authenticity even as their elusiveness reveals the futility

of the search.

By applying, however speculatively, Yanagita’s theories of folkloric

yōkai to their manifestations within popular culture, we see how his

particular modern sensibility has contributed to the “structure of feeling”35

of those who produce and consume images and stories of yōkai today.
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Indeed, in this way Yanagita’s approach can help us bridge the divide—at

least in terms of academic research—between the study of folk culture and

the study of popular culture. The three tenets of his theoretical structure are

valuable for analyzing the way people interact with popular and commercial

products within a contemporary global context. That is, while his work may

be of lasting interest to scholars studying the folkways of his time, the

theories he developed for that specific historical moment can also be of great

value for interpreting contemporary forms of popular culture that he never

could have foreseen.

With this in mind, what can “yōkai” possibly mean to my students in the

US? If we apply Yanagita’s ideas to the popular culture lore of my students,

we discover that just as Yanagita searched for traces of a distant time-place

in fragments of yōkai belief in his time, so too we can hear a certain longing

for origins in the voices of my students in America, as if yōkai represent a

link to a distant magical otherworld. But this link, of course, is mediated

every step of the way. The yōkai my students encounter in English-language

books or anime are globalized commercial versions of the “real” (but still

commercialized) yōkai of Japanese popular culture, exemplified by Mizuki’s

images. And Mizuki’s popular representations themselves refer back to

Yanagita’s (and Toriyama Sekien’s) yōkai, which are in turn linked to a

mystical time-place in which they were kami-sama. There is a chain of signs

here, a succession of simulacra, through which the “real” Japanese thing my

students imagine recedes further and further in time and space, becoming

increasingly an object of desire. If yōkai are a metonym for Japanese culture,

then, at least to some of my students, the time-place of Japan itself also

becomes increasingly distant and idealized and all the more desirable—

akin, perhaps, to Yanagita’s daylight stars.
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