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Muneyoshi Yanagi and Okinawan Culture

—Folk Handicraft Campaign in the Rimland—

Nobuhisa NAMIMATSU

Abstract

Muneyoshi Yanagi worked on the Minge: folk handicraft movement with Kanjiro Kawai and Shoji Hamada.
Yanagi had a strong interest in the culture of Okinawa, Ainu, and Taiwan. His interest was unusual in pre-war
Japan, since these areas were positioned as the periphery of the Japanese Empire, and were disregarded as back-
ward. However, Yanagi focused on the diversity of the peripheral cultures, and thought that they were important
for the Japan’s future.

Preceding studies on Okinawan culture and Yanagi have not made it clear what kind of influence his interest in
Okinawa had on the Mingei movement, nor the Okinawan reception of the Mingei movement. This article reveal
the transformation process of the Mingei movement in the context of the wartime regime’s centralization and
standardization, and shows how it was ineffective in promoting regional revitalization in Okinawa.

There were two basic reasons for this. Firstly, Yanagi made much of the cultural originality of Okinawa, but he
did not make it clear what this originality came from. This was because Yanagi did not give enough importance to
the history of Okinawa. Secondly, Yanagi’s concept of “people” or minshu was an ideal concept that did not corre-
spond to reality, and it was problematic for him to apply it to existing people in Okinawa, without distinguishing
commoners from the upper classes.

Keywords: Muneyoshi Yanagi, Okinawa, Folk Handicraft, Periphery, Originality
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