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The Manners and Customs that are Made Visible :
The Emergence of “National Rites” in 1920’s

IWAMOTO Michiya

This paper adopts a folklore perspective to examine the emergence of “national rites” during the period of
the Movement for the Cultivation of National Strength (Minryoku Kanyo Undo), which can be called one of the
major turning points of Japan's modern period, in the context of the development of children's rites during that
era. The Movement for the Cultivation of National Strength, which operated following the First World War, has
been regarded as an extension of the Movement for Local Improvement (Chiho Kairyo Undo), which occurred
after the Russo-Japanese War. This is perhaps the reason why the study Japan's modern history contains
relatively little on the Movement for the Cultivation of National Strength compared to the Movement for Local
Improvement or the Movement for Homeland Education (Kyodo Kyoiku Undo) and the Cultural Assistance
Movement (Yokusan Bunka Undo) that followed. When the Movement for the Cultivation of National Strength is
viewed from the perspective of folk studies we find many interesting descriptions, such as materials containing
depictions of existing lifestyles with bad customs that should be remedied. Because the movement consisted of
voluntary reforms by villages, towns, counties and prefectures throughout Japan in accordance with the Five
Major Guidelines advocated by the Home Ministry, the response differed from region to region.

In Iwate Prefecture, for example, due to the emphasis placed on worshipping Shinto deities and one's
ancestors, people were encouraged to put up “kami-dana” dedicated to Ise Taima. In Oshima-gun in Kagoshima
Prefecture, the local populace was told that places that did not have shrines were disloyal to the Japanese empire
and were ordered to build shrines where the spirits of great people could be worshipped. In this way, regional
standardization took place which laid the foundation for the Jingi-in of the 1940s which controlled shrines. Simple
and separate folk beliefs such as belief in the “kamadogami” (tutelary deities of the hearth) and “nandogami” and
“benjogami” (deities of the closet and toilet) were united under a belief in Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess. Safety
within the home and prayers for an abundant harvest and for safe childbirth were also recast so that people felt
indebted to Amaterasu. A survey of articles from other areas throughout the country reveals that people were
encouraged put up New Year decorations such as “kadomatsu” and “shimenawa”, visit a shrine on New Year’
s Day, take part in the Shichi-go-san children’s festival and get married in a Shinto ceremony. Rules governing
formal wear prescribed that all mourning dress be black. Thus, many of the “national rites” that are regarded as
“traditions” in present-day Japan came about as a result of this movement, which developed “cultural practices”

by standardizing folk culture that had varied widely from region to region. At the same time, the movement
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transformed private and individual rites to public rites that were social rites visible from the outside. For example,
customs practiced by a community such those for informing deities festival, sending off and welcoming home
soldiers and the celebration of the three big national holidays became occasions for gathering at ujigami shrines
where a new style of “group worship” was demanded. While on the one hand this brought equality with respect to
class differences within communities and rites that gave preferential treatment to the firstborn, on the other hand

it can also be said to have been the beginning of the nationwide standardization of rites that paved the way for

“loyalty and patriotism”.
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