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Where Have All the “Homo Folkloricus” Gone?

Introduction to Japanese Folklore (4)

H H # 0
SHINNO Toshikazu

This paper aims to discuss some words that construct folklore studies as principal
concepts. Folk customs are made and performed by common people, who pass on their
customs from generation to generation. Japanese folklore studies have called these
common people johmin or denshohsha (successor) and their behavior, that is, passing on
customs, denshoh (succession).

In the early days of folklore studies, johmin were not thought of as intellectual people
who could not read and write. So folklore was nonverbal or had no literal culture, for
example primitive agriculture or folk tales and so on. But when researchers of folklore
studies have been concerned with higher culture or wider themes, they have to deal with a
lot of highly educated people. Furthermore in present days, there are few people who
cannot read and write. And so the extent of this concept has become vague.

A denshohsha is a successor of a culture, and also an informant of folk customs.
Researchers have tried to find better informants and to get a lot of excellent information
about folklores. So the best denshohsha for a researcher is a person who has a lot of passed
down folk customs and performs them exactly in daily life. But actually, there is no person
who does so. All people behave according to their own life situations, own needs and own
lifestyles. Therefore the concept of denshohsha has lost reality in this real world.

In this paper this writer advocates to call the human type for our folklore studies
“homo folkloricus”, which is suggested by a word “homo oeconomicus” in the science of
economics. The homo folkloricus is characterized by two attributes that contrast with each
other. First, he thinks out many ideas or trials to make his life rich. On another occasion
he is supported by administrative services or economic systems. So his lifestyle and life

customs are not constant, and change slowly or rapidly. Second, he learns and performs
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the lifestyle and life customs from his former generation faithfully. So his culture does not

change easily for a long time. Between these two vectors, the folk culture of homo

folkloricus makes its appearance very complicatedly in this our world, but it has come to

have various and abundant aspects.
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