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Many studies have examined Yanagita Kunio, the founder of Japanese
folklore studies, but few have carefully traced how Yanagita built his disci-
pline in the academic environment of the Meiji-Taisho periods, during which
neither folklore nor ethnology existed as an independent discipline. This lack
of investigation has occurred because, from a teleological perspective, past
studies have depicted the vicissitudes of Yanagita’s life to conform to the
final point that he completed Japanese folklore studies.

Following his career, it is readily apparent that he constructed his aca-
demic life deliberately and independently while experiencing numerous set-
backs and changes. In adolescence, he was a poet who wrote romantic poems
while cultivating friendships with many novelists and poets. After studying
agricultural science at Tokyo Imperial University, he worked as a liberal
bureaucrat dedicated to the reform of the Japanese agricultural system. In
1911, he became acquainted with Minakata Kumakusu and began pursuing
ethnology and folklore studies eagerly under his influence. After World War 1,
he was appointed as a committee member of the League of Nations and was
disappointed to witness the arrogance shown by the major powers. After he
resigned and returned to Japan, he struggled to establish Japanese folklore
studies. These experiences in his life made his folklore unique.

Yanagita defined his discipline around 1930 as based on four factors:
distinction from adjacent science (i.e. ethnology) , establishment of method-
ology (method of collecting data), justification for its role in society, and
granting privileges to Japan as a privileged research subject. During 1925—
1935 British and American anthropologists achieved radical changes in both
theory and practice. Nevertheless, Yanagita, who had already completed his
definition of folklore studies, never adopted them. His folklore studies
became a nationalist and closed science that required no reference to neigh-
boring sciences and foreign academic trends. In light of this past history, real-
izing dialogue and exchanges with adjacent sciences remains a difficult task

for Japanese folklore.
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