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Folklore and War : How Do We Write about Personal Experiences of War?
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Folklore and War : How Do We Write about Personal Experiences of War?

SATO Masaya

The focus of this paper is to use narratives to form a view of war based on the assumption that history and
cultural history from the perspective of the common people life at the heart of folklore studies. The paper’s
objective is to bring to light war experiences and life afterwards as it affected the people of Japan, as well as to
pass on records and narratives of war experiences.

Comprising three main parts, this paper first provides an outline of the historical sites and memorials of the
“military city” of Sendai. It looks back at the sites of former military facilities that existed in modern Sendai and
memorials and monuments associated with the former military and periods of war. It also presents an overview of
changes to army facilities in the former “military city” of Sendai and records related to Japan’s wars of the modern
period. Next, it introduces general information on primary sources belonging to the Second Sendai Division from
1940 onwards from the Sendai Area Accounting Department that are “maps for the deployment of regiments and
appended drawings in registers of government property” which relate to former military facilities associated
with Miyagi Prefecture, Fukushima Prefecture and Tochigi Prefecture.

In the second part an examination is made of the subject of memorials for those that fell in the wars of the
modern period. These include the Boshin War, Seinan War, Koshin Incident, Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese
Wars, Manchurian Incident, Second Sino-Japanese War and the Asia-Pacific War. This study uses memorials,
documents and newspaper articles on rites and memorials for the war dead, which constitute records of wars in
the modern period.

In order to examine war folklore, that is, the spirit of the people associated with war experiences and life
afterwards, the third section of this paper relies on oral histories as well as realia, documents and photographical
materials.

At this point it makes an examination of the following six topics: 1) the significance and role of conscript
exams; 2) conscript exams and entry to the armed forces; 3) army life at home; 4) the army and war as viewed by
a private (the draft, family, battlefield, defeat and life as a prisoner of war) ; 5) the opening up of Manchuria and
emigration to Manchuria; and 6) the war-time and post-war lives of “war widows”.

Interviews held with 18 of the total of around 50 people who assisted with this study have been used.

Passing on folklore on war from all parts of the country employing these kinds of folklore methods is one task

facing folklore studies as a means of developing a cultural history for the common people.
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