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The Possibility of Orality against Printing Literature
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This paper analyzes the works on minyo by Yanagita Kunio, the renowned Japanese
ethnologist, by rethinking his perspectives on oral and print cultures, and finds a paradox in his
criticism of modernity. Previous studies fall short of noting that his research on minyo, a genre of
folk songs enjoyed by ordinary people in local towns and villages, were an attempt to protest against
the spread of popular songs triggered by the emergence of a new media technology in the mid-
1920’s.

Through comparing Yanagita’s discourses with those of his contemporaries Kitahara
Hakushu and Shiratori Shogo, this paper reveals that Yanagita criticized popular songs for taking
away from the ordinary people the opportunity to express themselves freely through the media of
songs, and that Yanagita tried to find a strategy for resistance to the new print culture, which he
singled out as the culprit for the demise of folk songs. Interestingly enough, this paper also discovers
that Yanagita found himself in a position in which his criticism and resistance themselves depended

on the new printing technology as well.



