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Description for Ethnographies

Introduction to Japanese Folklore (6)

HE HF #® M
SHINNO Toshikazu

At The University of Tsukuba, I give lectures on “Introduction to Japanese Folklore”
to undergraduate students. This paper is a transcript based on my lectures.

Scholars of folklore studies have many opportunities to write ethnographies after
their fieldwork. Some ethnographies are books about histories published by local-
governments. I tried to classify them according to their describing style and find out every
peculiarity.

1. Description to Interpret : Many readers generally want to know every historical
characteristic or, at a time, historical uniqueness of their villages, towns or cities. This
interpretation is a purpose that cannot be bypassed, because such books are published
by using people’s tax. So the writers must try to make its hidden historical roots clear to
answer readers’ expectations.

2. Description to Analyze : Some scholars who are influenced by sociology or social
anthropology or other social sciences are more analytical. They do not research one
custom or organization itself, but do it relating to many other customs or organizations.
They think there are no people or organizations which do not have relations with other
people or organizations. So their research and writing are analytical but sometimes
complicated.

3. Description to give a picture : A few writers begin to attempt descriptions of matters
and things in detail as if he or she paints a miniature or takes a photograph. For
instance, by one writer, eight pages were spent to describe just a scene that firewood lit
up on a fireplace, flames flared up gradually and then a house filled with smoke. In
another book, the writer wrote how and when villagers learn other house names, family

names, of their village, how and in what opportunities they use those names very
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closely and concretely. We can say this style is in the newest trend.

Thus there are some styles to describe ethnographies. But the most difficult and
important problem is common. It is a balance between individuality and universality,
because researchers can know only matters and things in their limited field through their
fieldwork.

F—17—F (Key Words) : R #85 (ethnography) H &% (history of local-
government) f## (interpretation) HEEHEaE £ 3%

(structural-functionalism) #% (giving a picture)
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