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Yanagita Kunio (1875–1962), already respected in Japan as an ethnologist,

resided outside of his homeland for the first time in 1921. What took him to

Europe was appointment to the League of Nations Mandates Commission, a

body charged with inquiry into the diligence of the powers in superintending

the former colonies of Germany and the Ottomans since the defeat of those

empires in the Great War. For Japan, this appointment marked another step

in the Empire’s acceptance of new responsibilities as a major power in the

world community. For Yanagita, the move provided access to the

intellectual resources of Europe, global interaction with specialists in his

field, and a chance to apply the principles of his vocation on a world stage.

The move to Europe also underscores the convergence of the interests and

careers of Yanagita and Nitobe Inazō, a Japanese colonial theorist and

educator and who was serving at the time as under-secretary general of the

League of Nations.

One can only speculate about what the career of Yanagita Kunio would

have been like had he studied abroad in Europe after graduating from Tokyo

University in 1900 like most of his friends had done. Since he remained in
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Japan, Yanagita experienced things foreign vicariously by reading the latest

books by Western authors at the Maruzen bookstore or through materials

recommended by his associates. It was his service for the League of Nations

in midlife that afforded Yanagita a sustained overseas experience.

Japan in the League of Nations

Japan joined the League of Nations as a charter member in 1920.1 This

global organization of independent nation-states and a few prominent

colonies like India was established by the victors in World War I to prevent

the recurrence of war, limit armaments, and further the welfare of humanity

worldwide. Some Japanese leaders had misgivings about the restraints the

organization could place on its growth and prerogatives. Japanese realists

recognized the League as a device to ensure a status quo order, an order that

could restrain an up-and-coming power like Japan. But to decision makers,

the advantages seemed to outweigh the risks.

Japan was designated one of the permanent members of the League

Council, on the level with Great Britain, France, and Italy—and later

Germany. Adherence to the new structure for world order accorded Japan

international status, access to world leaders, and commercial ties. Taking its

leadership role seriously, Japan sent its best and brightest to Geneva.

Sugimura Yōtarō, Ishii Kikujirō, and Adachi Muneichirō would rise to

under-secretary general, president of the Council, and president of the

World Court respectively. Cooperation with the League became a

centerpiece of Japanese foreign policy during the internationalist decade of

the 1920s. In like spirit, Japan associated with the powers in other

multilateral schemes for disarmament, trade, and world peace outside the

League, arrangements that involved the nonmember United States. Those

Japanese who served on the shores of Lake Geneva drank deeply of what

became known as the Geneva Spirit, a heartfelt confidence that war was

fading from human experience and was being replaced by dialogue between

nationalities, races, and ethnicities. Ambassador Ishii voiced this ethos:
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As a result of daily contact with one another the various delegates had lost much

of their fierce patriotism and replaced it with moderation and a willingness to

enter into conciliatory discussion. War they now considered a crime, while peace

they wanted from the bottom of their hearts. At Geneva one might have been in

another planet for all its resemblance to the old order.2

The multicultural environment and intellectual stimulation of the League

community in Geneva released creative energies within the scores of

Japanese who saw service there from 1920 to 1933. Yanagita Kunio and his

longtime associate, Nitobe Inazō, drank deeply at this fountain.

Yanagita’s official business in Geneva was the system of mandated

territories. The concept of mandates, established at the Paris Peace

Conference of 1919 that birthed the League of Nations, was a stroke of

genius that signaled rejection of imperial acquisition of territory and at the

same time allowed the European and Japanese Allies to assert control over

former holdings of the defeated enemies. The idea was spelled out by South

African general Jan Christian Smuts and affirmed by US president

Woodrow Wilson before the postwar conference began in January 1919.

While the sovereignty of traditional colonies lay with a colonial power, the

sovereignty of the mandates would rest in the League of Nations. A

responsible nation designated by the Peace Conference would act as

custodian or mandatory power in each case. Thus fourteen former territories

of the defeated, from Syria to Tanganyika to the Caroline Islands, were

assigned to major powers as mandates. Japan, which in the war had

dislodged the German navy from three colonial archipelagoes in the Pacific,

became the mandatory over the Carolines, Marshalls, and Marianas.

Curiously, Matsuoka Shizuo, a younger brother of Yanagita, was a naval

officer who conducted one of the landings in German-held island territory.

Mandatories were obliged to conduct the mandate through a tutelary process

that would lead to independence. In the case of “C-class” mandates like the

former German islands, however, such autonomy was understood to lie far

in the remote future. Japan could apply its domestic laws in the mandated

territory, but it was not permitted build fortifications there.

A mandate charter posited a “sacred trust of civilization” by which the

mandatory would care for the material and moral well-being and social
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progress of the mandate peoples. The inspection of the mandate system was

entrusted to the Permanent Mandates Commission (PMC), one of two

permanent commissions of the League of Nations. During Yanagita’s 1921–

23 tenure on the Commission, the body met once a year in Geneva, poring

over tedious reports addressing education, medical care, agriculture, and

labor conditions submitted annually by the mandatory states. The PMC

would raise questions concerning the report with the mandatory’s

representative. The eight or nine members of the Commission were selected

by the League of Nations Council, could not hold offices in their

governments, and in the majority of instances were not citizens of

mandatory nations. By action of the First Assembly, at least one member

was to be a woman, who would address the interests of women and children

in the mandates. The PMC had no power to force compliance with its

recommendations and distance, expense, and custom precluded on-site

investigations by Commission members. Its work was assisted by a small

office under William Rappard, head of the Mandates Section of the League

Secretariat.3

The stipulation that laypersons alone be eligible for PMC membership

was a major inconvenience for Japan, making it difficult for Japanese of

expertise and stature to serve. Active diplomats in Europe, the most ready

pool for League assignments, were disqualified, and the lengthy travel time

made it necessary for someone coming from Japan to be away from home

for at least three months to attend a meeting that lasted three weeks.

Businesspeople, professionals, and academics in the field of colonial policy

were not likely to agree to spend whole years in Europe waiting around for

the meetings. Nonetheless, a Japanese sat on the PMC continuously from its

inception until 1938, and the Japanese missed only three of the thirty-four

sessions during that period. This regularity was no doubt motivated by

Japan’s concern that no hostile nation question or interfere with Japan’s

mandate of the Pacific islands. But it is also illustrative of the importance

Japan attached to fulfilling international obligations even after its

withdrawal from the political functions of the League of Nations in 1933.

In 1921 the circumstances of Yanagita’s career made it possible for him

to consider an extended overseas appointment. Between the annual PMC

sessions he was free to travel about Europe visiting museums and consulting
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with scholars, unencumbered by Committee business—a treasured

opportunity which greatly broadened his perspectives. His two Japanese

successors in the PMC were former members of the foreign ministry. None

of the three Japanese who attended PMC sessions ever set foot in the

mandated archipelagoes.4 Yanagita’s tenure on the Mandates Commission

was linked to his established relationship with Nitobe Inazō.

Nitobe Inazō in Geneva

When Japan, as one of the Big Five at the Paris Peace Conference, was

asked to nominate an undersecretary-general for the League of Nations

Secretariat, the Japanese delegation sought a candidate fluent in English or

French, a pleasing personality of high reputation in Japan and abroad, and

someone who was neither a diplomat nor a politician. Among the Japanese

who traveled to Paris in private capacities in the spring of 1919 was Gotō

Shinpei (1857–1929), a prominent voice in Japanese leadership circles and

former colonial governor of Taiwan. Gotō asked Nitobe Inazō and his wife

Mary to accompany him as his English-speaking escorts. Nitobe at the time

was professor of colonial studies at Tokyo Imperial University and

simultaneously president of Japan Women’s Christian University. He had

earned his credentials in colonial theory and practice as an agriculture expert

in Taiwan under Governor Gotō in 1901–1903. His several books on

Japanese and Eastern culture were published in European languages and

read around the world. The international popularity of his Bushidō: The Soul

of Japan (1900) established Nitobe as one of the few Japanese of his era

with a world reputation.

The story goes that members of the Japanese peace delegation were

gathered at the Japanese Embassy in Paris, wrestling with the question of

whom to nominate for undersecretary. Several names had been discussed

and rejected, when Nitobe walked through the door with Gotō. Makino

Nobuaki, lead strategist for the delegation, took one look at Nitobe and

exclaimed, “Here is a splendid candidate!” Gotō pushed for Nitobe, the

delegation was enthusiastic, and Nitobe consented. Nitobe resigned his
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academic positions and jumped into his League career without returning to

Japan.5 Nitobe had long associated with Yanagita through their shared

interests in agriculture and folklore studies. Nitobe’s position in the League

of Nations would bring Yanagita to Geneva. An inquiry into the background

and convictions of the undersecretary general illuminates his resonance with

the career and character of Japan’s most famous ethnologist.

Nitobe Inazō (1862–1933) was born into a wealthy samurai family in

Morioka. He studied economics and agriculture at The Johns Hopkins

University in the United States and at Halle University in Germany. Along

with Uchimura Kanzō, Nitobe was a member of the Sapporo Band of

converts to Christianity at Sapporo Agricultural College. His subsequent

religious journey took him through pietistic Methodism to a lifelong

involvement with Quakerism that began in Baltimore during his Hopkins

years.

Nitobe’s stance toward the League of Nations was conditioned by a

complex background of ideas, moral convictions, international experience,

and personal ties. From his Quaker humanistic cultivation and world travel

he acquired a passion for peace and mutual understanding. From his career

as an educator sprang his devotion to international intellectual cooperation.

As a student of Manifest Destiny America and a professor of colonial policy

he embraced notions of “enlightened” and beneficent overseas hegemony.

His nationalism was honed by a fixation on Japan’s bushidō past and service

in the employ of the Meiji state. These were commitments that resonated with

Yanagita. At Hopkins Nitobe’s seminar mates included Woodrow Wilson

and John Dewey. He studied under the same professors that taught Frederick

Jackson Turner social Darwinism and economic internationalism a few

months before Nitobe arrived in Baltimore. Nitobe believed in the

irrepressible, onward march of superior civilizations. His frontier was

Taiwan and beyond. He made his outward, expansive concepts

comprehensible to his Japanese audiences through reference to the

Momotarō tale. His mantra, conveyed to successive classes in colonial

policy at Tokyo University, was “Colonization is the spread of civilization.”

The liberal component of his expansionist ideology was his concern for the

welfare of the colonized. In his lectures he urged the improvement of

colonials’ living conditions, advocated assimilation policies to lift them to
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the civilization level of Japan, and reminded his students that “the natives

can teach us, too.”6

The undersecretary carried to Geneva the controlling myth of his

intellectual and international career: that lack of understanding was the

prime cause of international conflicts. In 1912 he told an audience of

Americans at his Baltimore alma mater:

If it is sometimes knowledge that brings the sword, it is still better knowledge

that keeps the sword away. If this country and mine can come to a better

knowledge of each other, to a fuller and deeper understanding of the missions

and aspirations of each other, that will be a great stride toward the advancement

of the human race.7

Empathy was to him the heart of the Geneva spirit. Throughout his

leadership career in the League of Nations he remained confident that true

knowledge would uncover human commonality. Nitobe tended to blur the

material differences between nations and their interests. International ill will

and conflicts were, in short, misunderstandings, resolvable when each side

was ready to view the situation through the eyes of the other. Embracing this

myth as truth, Nitobe was driven to strenuous activity for the cause of cross-

cultural, intellectual understanding. The Nitobe home on the shore of Lake

Geneva, where Yanagita was a frequent guest, became a gathering place for

exchange of cultures and ideas among League operatives and leading

scientists and philosophers from several continents. His primary institutional

contribution to the League was the formation of the International Committee

for Intellectual Cooperation, the predecessor of today’s UNESCO.

When Nitobe lectured across Europe in support of the ideals of the

fledgling League, he promoted international comity in humanistic terms. He

inspired his audiences with references to classical Western civilization and

literature. Borrowing from William Penn and St. Luke, he predicted that

when a hundred delegates from forty countries convened at the First

Assembly “a holy experiment in world politics” would take place, “a day of

Pentecost with tongues of fire each understanding the other.” Nitobe likened

the Covenant of the League of Nations to the Magna Charta, and “world

conscience” to the still, small voice that moved the prophet Elijah.8 In the
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context of the idealism that swept Europe in the postwar months, the

humanist summons struck a responsive chord Nitobe pressed his message of

empathy into his later years after he retired from the League. In the early

1930s he was confident that he could bring listeners in the United States to

understand the legitimacy of the motives of Japan in the Manchurian

Incident and bring them to accept the Guandong Army’s fabrication of

Manchukuo.

Nitobe and Yanagita were linked by common paths. Nitobe hailed from

Morioka in Iwate Prefecture in Honshū’s far northeast. Traditional life was

Nitobe’s own experience. Thirteen years Yanagita’s senior, he was born in

Bakumatsu Japan. When he traveled to Tokyo for the first time, he was

carried in a palanquin. Yanagita was born in a rural small town near the

Inland Sea. Around 1909, Iwate’s rich folkways drew Yanagita to the

Tōhoku region and the village of Tōno, not far from Morioka. Yanagita

would attend the First Higher School a few years before Nitobe became

president of that ladder of upward mobility. Nitobe was born into family

wealth and Yanagita married into abundance. Both were graduates of Tokyo

University and trained in agricultural economics. The two men entered the

bureaucratic service of the Meiji state where they applied their knowledge of

agriculture. Personal wealth enabled them to spread their wings and pursue

their dreams outside of the government career path, Nitobe as an educator

and Yanagita as a folklorist, and both as writers and newspaper journalists.

While Yanagita was still working in the Ministry of Agriculture and

Commerce, Nitobe drew him into his Kyōdokai [Local Area Society], a

study group that met monthly in Tokyo from 1910 to 1918. The society

published the journal Kyōdo and sought to advance folkway studies and give

the field scholarly standing in Japan. The two also found common cause in

the Shakai Seisaku Gakkai [Association for the Study of Social Policy], a

research and activist group concerned for social reform through legislation.9

An interlocking web of locale, education, and mentors welded Yanagita and

Nitobe together.

One common intellectual associate was J. W. Robertson Scott (1866–

1962), a Scottish journalist and agriculture expert to whom Nitobe and

Yanagita related when he worked in Japan from 1914 to 1918. While acting

in Japan as a British-paid propagandist for the cause of war against



Yanagita Kunio, Nitobe Inazō and the League of Nations 43

Germany, Scott did a study tour of Japanese farming technology, often

accompanied by Yanagita and Nitobe. He acknowledged their collaboration

in the Introduction to his Foundations of Japan (1922), published shortly

after his return to England. Yanagita translated into Japanese another of

Scott’s books anti-war books, The Ignoble Warrior (1917). This volume,

part of Scott’s propaganda mission, makes favorable comparisons between

Japanese and British military values. His main source for Japanese warrior

ethics was, not surprisingly, Nitobe’s Bushidō. Scott, a tall, bearded man,

was a pacifist, avoided meat, abstained from tobacco and alcohol, shared

with Nitobe a Quaker religious journey, and believed in rural education and

advancement. Before he left Japan, Scott founded a journal, The New East,

which aimed in part to explain Japan to the West. Scott later credited Nitobe

and Yanagita for encouraging him to edit the monthly journal. When

Yanagita was in Europe, he visited Scott and traveled around the English

countryside in the company of the journalist.10

Yanagita and Nitobe shared many interests. Both were strongly

committed to Esperanto as a vehicle for communication and understanding

across cultural borders. Nitobe attended the 13th World Congress of

Esperanto in Prague in August 1921, representing the League of Nations. He

may have been involved in a movement in Geneva to make Esperanto one of

the official languages of the League, a move which the French vetoed. The

Japanese delegation did cosponsor at the Second Assembly in 1921 a

resolution encouraging the teaching of Esperanto.11

Both were fascinated by the Japanese folktale Momotarō [Peach Boy],

and both made it a subject of their writing. Yanaihara Tadao, a student and

disciple of Nitobe who published his teacher’s Tōdai lectures, made

reference to Nitobe’s “Momotarō doctrine,” in which the frontier region

served as an incubator for the national character of the homeland. For

Nitobe of that time, the frontier was Taiwan where he had recently led in

modernization of the sugar industry. The similarity of Nitobe’s doctrine to

that of Frederick Jackson Turner is not a coincidence. Nitobe’s Momotarō

doctrine would later attract more bellicose adherents. Matsuoka Yōsuke,

who was influenced by Turner’s Frontier Thesis while a student at the

University of Oregon, applied the doctrine to Manchuria and would lead

Japan out of the League of Nations in a dispute over China’s Northeast.
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Yanagita treated the Momotarō story in the first chapter of his Momotarō no

Tanjō (1933), a work whose theme is birth or origins.12

Yanagita and Nitobe were both humanists. Nitobe, even while a Tōdai

scholar of colonial policy and a Geneva broker in international affairs, never

spoke as a political scientist or an expert in international relations. His stuff

was human relations. Of Nitobe, James Shotwell, a leading political scientist

of the early twentieth century, said, “International understanding meant to

him … sympathetic study of all those varied expressions in the field of art

and literature as well as of politics in which a nation reveals its complex

personality.” Ambassador Ishii referred to Nitobe as “something of a

philosopher … a spiritual man [seishinka].” Yanagita did not share Nitobe’s

devotion to Christianity, but religion occupied an important place in his

ethnographic studies. His closest associates were literary figures. While he

developed the fields of folklore studies and ethnography in Japan, Yanagita

is remembered more for his humanist inquiry and empathy for minorities

than the critical scrutiny of the social scientist.13 Humanism deeply colored

the contributions of both in the League of Nations enterprise. Both had been

upset by the inability of the Japanese delegation at the Peace Conference to

insert the principle of racial equality into the League Covenant. It was the

humanist undersecretary-general, who had advised his students in colonial

policy that “the natives can teach us, too,” that engineered the appointment

of Yanagita to the Permanent Mandates Commission.

Yanagita Kunio on the Permanent Mandates 

Commission

The Big Four of the League of Nations had the major say in appointments to

the various agencies of the organization, and Nitobe as a number-two man in

the Secretariat would see that Japan’s presence on in the various social and

humanitarian organizations reflected the stature of a major power. Yanagita

had left the employment of the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce, and

was lecturing in Nagasaki when in February 1921 he received a telegram

saying the Nitobe had recommended him for a League appointment.
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Yanagita’s first inclination was to decline, because he feared that work for

the international body would be as stultifying as his labors in the Japanese

government bureaucracy. But his nationalism won out. When he was

convinced that he could accomplish something for Japan, he agreed to go.

He left for Europe in May and was settled in Geneva in time for the first

PMC meeting in October.14

It is important to keep in mind that Yanagita, like Nitobe, served the

League of Nations in a lay capacity. Neither was a diplomat, neither

represented Japan. The Secretariat was envisioned as an international civil

service—a wholly novel concept at the time—composed of impartial

laypersons whose duties were not national but international. Unlike the

professional officers of the Foreign Ministry who sat in the Assembly and

the Council, members of the Secretariat and its committees were not to

represent their governments but to be servants of the League, responsible to

it alone. They were recommended by their governments but appointed by

the secretary-general, confirmed by the Council, and salaried by the

League.15 Yanagita served on the PMC from 1921 to 1923—the only period

in his life when he lived outside of Japan.

As an ethnologist, Yanagita was suited to make a unique contribution to

the Permanent Mandates Commission. Statements and reports by Yanagita

in the PMC reveal a commitment to respect and protect the culture and

prerogatives of colonized peoples. Yanagita believed that traditional

authority structures should be protected. The tribal chief, he observed, “is

often the best judge on matters which affect the customs of his tribe,”

Inhumane customs, such as cannibalism, should be suppressed by the

mandatory, but “that part at least of the native law which does not hinder the

march of progress should be allowed to remain in force.” Yanagita drew

attention to the dangers of education conducted wholly by missionaries,

which would create a privileged class alienated from the tribe. Rather, he

advocated education in practical subjects, taught in the local tongue by

trained native teachers. Moreover, schooling in the territories should be

shorn of nationalistic propaganda by the mandatory government.

Yanagita argued that assimilation was not a legitimate goal of the

mandatory power. In this, Yanagita took a position clearly contrary to

Japanese (and mainstream Western) colonial theory and practice. Ironically,
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assimilation had been enshrined as the Japanese colonial theory of choice by

none other than Nitobe! Yanagita specifically criticized “the insistent

teaching of patriotic songs and the names of emperors to the native children”

and was sensitive to “how the mentality of the natives will be altered by the

well organized teaching of history and geography.” Recognizing, as would

any ethnologist, that indigenous culture is a fabric fragile in the face of alien

education, he advocated teaching the people’s own history and civilization.

The principle of protection of native culture, he believed, was most

compelling in the case of territories, like the Japanese mandated islands, in

the “C” category:

In my view there is only one principle which can serve as a guide in the

establishment of complete equity in these areas—the principle laid down in

Article 22 of the Covenant, which divides mandates into categories A, B, and C,

granting protection to the natives in proportion to the level reached by their

civilization. In other words, the least developed or weakest peoples call for the

greatest amount of protection.16

Ironically, the principle of cultural protection could also be employed as

an excuse to deny South Sea islanders access to higher levels of education

and leadership positions.

The views that Yanagita actively pressed in PMC meetings were a useful

counterpoint to those of commission colleagues and mandatory governments

who were unconcerned about, or actively endorsed, the obliteration of

indigenous customs by the tide of Western civilization. Significantly, he was

the only representative of a non-Western society among his PMC

colleagues. It should be noted that Yanagita spoke in Geneva in the early

1920s, before the education policies of the Nan’yō-cho (South Seas Bureau,

established in 1922) were firmed, before the flood of Japanese immigration

in the Pacific mandate made cultural preservation there less viable, and

before a wave of ultranationalism swept the Japanese colonial establishment,

as it did all Japanese institutions in the 1930s.

Did Yanagita’s cultural protectionist views have an impact on mandate

policy in the League of Nations? Probably not. It is important that someone

voiced the issues he raised, but the records of the League reveal that he
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received no more than a polite hearing. His lack of noteworthy influence can

be attributed to his own difficulty with the official languages of the League,

his solitary status as a professional ethnologist and a non-European, his lack

of international political connections, and the premature state of world

consciousness concerning minority cultures. His two Japanese successors in

the Commission were fully as dutiful in their tasks, but less attentive to

issues of local culture. Nonetheless, the progressive ideas propounded by

Yanagita Kunio in the Permanent Mandates Commission are yet another

example of the independent idealism that was released in the hearts and

careers of Japanese in the ambience of Geneva.

Yanagita’s Scholarly Sojourn in Europe

His appointment to the PMC at age 47 ushered Yanagita to locations and

communities that otherwise would never have entered his experience and

that deeply impacted his career. He sailed from Yokohama in May 1921 and

traveled across the United States on his way to Europe. After a stop in Paris,

he arrived in Geneva on July 11. He spent time in northern Europe until the

first meeting of the Commission opened in October. One month later he

visited Italy and in December returned to Japan. The following May, he

headed back to Geneva and when not encumbered with PMC tasks

journeyed to Germany and England. In London he visited his friend J. W.

Robertson Scott. By 1923, Yanagita would have visited Germany four

times. He also traveled to Scandinavia, Italy and Austria. He immersed

himself in a European intellectual world that seemed to be making up for

time lost during the Great War. The fields of ethnology and anthropology

were on the rise. His ambitions for enlarging his world went even further.

He requested support from the Japanese government in 1922 to make a tour

of Palestine and East Africa to investigate ethnic issues in mandated

territories first-hand. But Tokyo rejected his plan.17 His return home in 1923

and resignation from the PMC was apparently hastened by news of the

September 1 Great Kantō Earthquake. Some of the folklorist’s day-to-day

experiences in Europe are documented in his Switzerland Diary [Suisu
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nikki].18 He visited universities, libraries, and museums. He met with

folklore experts and delivered lectures. Taking cues from scholars he met

along the way, Yanagita collected materials on ethnology, folklore,

mythology, and psychology among other subjects. The vast quantity of

European printed matter in his personal collection housed at Seijō

University in Tokyo is testimony to his assiduous gathering of ethnographic

materials. The new energy and seriousness in his scholarly life from the

mid-1920s onward is, in the opinion of some Yanagita scholars, attributable

to the stimulus of his travel and study in Europe.

His exposure to Europe stimulated Yanagita to add comparative

methodology to his scholarship. His enlarged library provided the raw

materials for this geographical expansion of his inquiry. In his Momotarō no

Tanjō (1933), Yanagita stressed the similarities in tales originating in

Europe and Japan. Among the prime examples he raised is the Cinderella

tale, which he compared at length to various Japanese stories that

incorporate a magical change of appearance. In the process he placed the

Japanese and European cultural heritages side-by-side. It was his European

travels, asserts Takagi Masafumi, a specialist on folk tales at Seijō

University, that opened his eyes to the comparative universals of human

experience. His fieldwork manuals prepared from 1936 to 1939 stress the

importance of comparison.19 World experience altered some of his most

established theories. His expanded concept of universalism drew from the West

as well as from China, while at the same time he saw in Western-centered

universalism a threat to Japan’s unique identity. His theory of Japan’s cultural

origins also shifted from the people of the mountain to seafarers from the

South Seas, not insignificantly the location of Japan’s mandated territory.

Oguma Eiji, a leading scholar of Nihonjinron, attributes this shift to the

influence of the West on the ethnologist.20

Finally, in Europe Yanagita deepened his empathy for oppressed and

minority peoples. Through the League of Nations, he learned about

discrimination against Jews in Europe and the condition of minority peoples

in the various League mandates. After the Europe sojourn we observe his

identification with the people of Okinawa and his concern about their

mistreatment by Japanese. He even admitted his own egotistical

condescension toward Okinawans, and questioned Japanese suppression of
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Korean economic entrepreneurship born of an attitude of racial superiority.21

He committed himself to the Esperanto project as a means to give voice to

oppressed minorities. Service in Europe contributed a humanitarian

component to his ethnology.

Through his relationship with Under Secretary General Nitobe Inazō,

ethnologist Yanagita Kunio was appointed a member of the Permanent

Mandates Commission of the League of Nations. His two years in Geneva

from 1921 gave him access to the scholarly resources of Europe. The

sojourn enriched and expanded Yanagita’s mind, methodology, and the

scope of his comparative studies. It also contributed a humanitarian

component to his academic enterprise and a platform to voice the needs and

protect the cultures of native peoples in mandated territories.
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