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The Epistemological Transformation of Post War Folklore and the
Theory of Japan’s Underlying Culture: The Example of the
Interpretation of Yanagita’s Burial System Theory
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The Epistemological Transformation of Post War Folklore and the Theory
of Japan’s Underlying Culture: The Example of the Interpretation of
Yanagita’s Burial System Theory

IwamoTo Michiya

In this paber, I explain the epistemological transformation of folklore in Japan following the
Second World War and the issues it raises through a study of the structure of the “misreading”
by Japanese folklore surrounding the interpretation of the so-called dual grave system demon-
strated in response to Kunio Yanagita's “A History of the Burial System.” The paper’s aim is to
reconstruct the theory of underlying culture that prescribes the approach to folklore and domi-
nates folklore studies at the present time. Yanagita's argument is not limited to this discussion
for it is based on the recognition that the normal state of “culture” is none other than change
itself, and as suggested in the title he covered the general changes in the burial system.
However, when the perception that it was difficult to change folk customs gained ascendancy
following the Second World War, despite the inclusion of the word “history” in the title, the
argument that the process of transition equals “change” was not understood. This gave rise to
the tendency to misinterpret his argument as one concerning the “type” of culture, which
became accepted. Yanagita's primary argument began to be interpreted as a kind of theory of
tradition where the concepts of the separation of the soul and body and the avoidance of the
defilement of death transcended history. The debate, interpretation and school of thought that
viewed the custom of reburial following washing of the bones in Japan's southern islands and
the dual grave system that spread in mainland Japan following the theory that customs spread
by radiating outward from Kyoto as continuous and related phenomena emerged in the 1960s.
The situation where one misinterpretation was allowed to become established theory was set
against an academic backdrop that mixed in the theory of underlying culture, according to
which folk customs are regarded as regional traditions that do not easily change. The percep-
tion of culture that interpreted the folklore and culture responsible for this kind of understand-
ing as traditional and structural is a perception that was first generated among the movement
for regional culture promoted by the Taisei Yokusankai (The Imperial Rule Assistance
Association) by way of the Kyoto school of cultural theory. On top of this, the erroneous accept-

ance after the war of the so-called theory of underlying culture permeated right through to the
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inner echelon of folklore studies and became established theory. This theory of underlying cul-
ture led to the converse interpretation and acceptance of Naumann's dual-layer thesis, which
resembled Yanagita’'s perception of culture. The result is that even at the level of methodic
approaches for manipulating data there is confusion between the form and type of observable

phenomena, which continues to be used in the classification of folklore materials.
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