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Abstract

This article is concerned with a famous Japanese fairy tale, Momotaro, which was 

used during the war years in school readers as a primary part of nationalistic pro

paganda. The tale and its central motif are analyzed and traced back through 

history to its earliest forms. Heroes from legend and history offered perfect 

identification patterns and images for the propagation of state ideals that were 

spread through education, the military, and war propaganda. Momotaro subtly- 

transmitted to young school pupils that which official Japan looked upon as the 

goal of its ideological education: through a fairy tale the gate to the “ Japanese 

spirit ” was opened.
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N a t io n a l is m  a n d  F o l k  T r a d it io n  in  M o d e r n  J apan

F oundations of Japanese N ationalism

J
APAN is a land rich in myths, legends, and fairy tales. It pos

sesses a large store of traditional oral and literary folk literature, 

which has not been accounted for or even recognized in the West. 

The very earliest traditional written historical documents contain 

narratives, themes, and motifs that express this rich tradition. Even 

though the Kojiki of the year 712, the oldest extant written source, was 

conceived of as a historical work at the time, it is a collection of pure 

myths, or at least the beginning portions are. It was obviously put 

together for a clearly formulated political purpose: the rule of the im

perial house was to be established and legitimized for eternity. The 

i?ea/-political intent comes out even more clearly in the Nihongi、finished 

just a short time later in the year 720. Here, too, the first chapters, 

where the mythology of the imperial house is laid out in great detail 

and rich variety, serve the sole purpose of establishing the power of 

this imperial house in a quasi-natural way. Myth, legend, and fairy

tale materials that were once independent and came from the most 

different cultural-historical regions and ageŝ  were gathered together 

here into a homogeneous whole to serve a political and legitimizing 

purpose, and were united into a universal mythical tale. From this 

point on these tales were considered as both a basis for and a manifesta

tion of Japanese culture and the Japanese essence, at least in traditional 

Shinto circles.1

Nevertheless, during the centuries of the Japanese Middle Ages, 

this Shinto-nationalistic intent moved into the background and con

tinued to thrive only in smaller circles. It was covered over by thoughts 

and concepts from Buddhism, which was more universal in scope, and 

still later by Neo-Confucianism.

With the beginning of the New Age in Japan, however, with the 

establishment of the Tokugawa shogunate and the raising of Neo- 

Confucianism to the sole state doctrine, an opposition developed ever

[156]
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more clearly, one that argued for the nation, that was anti-Confucian, 

and that was completely opposed to China and “ foreign countries•” 

It called for removing power from the Bakufu (shogunate) and return

ing it to the one considered to be the only legitimate ruler of Japan: the 

emperor. This ideological countermovement, given the stamp of 

approval of the Kokugaku (National Learning), appealed to the sources 

of antiquity from its very beginning in the eighteenth century. Its 

myths and legends were based on its ideology and were defined as the 

only true expression of the Japanese essence. The Kokugaku was thus 

a strictly nationally oriented spiritual tendency, for which it was in

creasingly important that it exercise its political goals. As a conse

quence it was united in the early nineteenth century with the other 

nationalistic school of the period, the so-called Mito School (Mitogaku). 
This latter movement also postulated a special and unique identity for 

Japan, expressed in the concept kokutai (national polity), and was based 

on the special place or the imperial house in Japan and its divine legiti

mization through its mythology.2 In contrast to the Kokugaku, the 

Mitogaku included Confucian ethics in its concept of the Japanese 

“ national essence ” (national polity) and was not satisfied merely with 

argumentation, but took an active part in the battles to do away with 

the shogunate.

Thus the Meiji Restoration of the year 1868, which brought an 

end to the shogunate as a governmental form and restored to the em

peror his “ ancient ” right to rule, can only be traced back partially to 

the effects of foreign powers, particularly the U.S.A. and the famous 

“ black ships ” of Commodore Perry. Japan's transformation into a 

national state in the modern mold, in accordance with the state concept 

of the nineteenth century, would scarcely have been possible without 

this deeply embedded opposition taking shape in the country during 

those waning vears and preparing for change, and without the actions 

or imperial loyalists from the Kokugaku and the Mitogaku schools al

ready during the Tokugawa period.

It is thus quite logical that the spiritual substance and objectives 

of these early nationalist schools would also be handed down and propa

gated in the increasingly strong Japanese nationalism of the Meiji period.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century Shinto was declared to 

be a “ supra-religious ” state cult3 that every citizen had to take part in 

no matter what his personal credo might be. The central role in the 

process of national unification fell to the institution of the imperial 

house. Its position, which the Nationalists declared to be unique and 

incomparable, was regarded as being based in the mythical tradition of 
antiquity.
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The image of Japan, propagated as a state ideology, reached its 

pinnacle in the postulate of a singular and unique “ national essence，” 

a specific Japanese kokutai、which was to distinguish Japan from all 

other nations.

In domestic politics this kokutai ideology offered a guideline for 

the spiritual maxims of a unmed Japanese folk-nation and served the 

purpose of forming a unitied folk state out of a heterogeneously divided 

populace. On the surface, this kind of homogeneous-appearing na

tion was intended to frighten off potential opponents as well as create 

the basis for the expansionistic power claims of the new JaDanese empire. 

The ideological goal of these attempts at unification was applied to the 

creation of a Japanese “ family state ” that joined all its citizens, or 

subjects, with one another on the basis of kinship, and then projected 

this mystical-mythical community onto the figure of the emperor as the 

father of tms national extended family.4

As a result, the Japan of the early modern age engaged in an in

credible wave of navel contemplation at the same time as Western 

science and technology were streaming into the land; this was “ taking 

on Western technology while preserving the Japanese spirit.” In 

uniting these two opposing principles modern Japan saw its chance to 

assert itself in the world.

T he Function of School E ducation

In the view of the rulers the implementation of these national-state 

and nationalistic concepts was hindered by a serious problem: the con

sciousness of the simple folk. They had been accustomed for centuries 

to think and exist in terms of small spatial categories, and thus it was 

for the most part quite strange to conceive of belonging to a nation of 

“ Japanese.” After the Meiji Restoration, messengers had to be sent 

throughout the land to report to the people that there was indeed an 
emperor for all of Japan. Since time immemorial the peasants and the 

citizens had paid their tribute and respect directly to the local lords. 

Everytmng that lay outside the boundaries of their own territory was 

“ outside ”一 and thus “ foreign.” For other groups, e.g., the aristo

cratic samurai, their membership in a class or a caste served as the 

touchstone for being “ inside ” or “ outside，” for belonging or being 

foreign. Outside the nationalistic schools of Mitogaku and Kokugaku, 
prior to the Meiji Restoration practically no one had thought in national 

categories. Modern Japan found itself confronting here a very funda

mental problem. The world of states at the close of the nineteenth 

century was one in which national states and their egotistical interests 

dominated. The Western countries, encouraged in spirit by social-
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Darwinistic speculations, carved out gigantic colonial empires. Tradi

tional societies like those of India and China proved to be powerless 

against this imperialistic assault, and had to submit to the rule of hated 

strangers. This danger was clearly recognized in Japan, and Japanese 

leaders attempted to prevent it. The real powers in the Meiji state, 

the so-called Meiji Oligarchs, who exercised de facto rulership in the 

name of the emperor, entered upon a path whereby the West could be 

beaten at its own game. Besides adopting Western standards in tech

nology and science, they needed to create a nation, “ Japan，” which was 

no longer divided into social castes and territorial units but based on an 

identity-building “ axis，” a nation that could act for itself and even

tually enter the world scene as an imperialistic national state. As the 

Japanese theoretician of culture, Maruyama Masao, so impressively 

states, this “ axis ” was located in the institution of the imperial house, 

onto which all the old patterns of loyalty and retainership could be 

projected and transferred.5 This fundamental change encompassed 

all areas of society. Thus the martial virtues of the former samurai 

caste were from this point on transferred to the entire Japanese folk, 

who, within the framework of a general military obligation, now had to 

be responsible for an army and a navy in the interest of the new state. 

For centuries the peasants, and later on the citizenry, had been strictly 

forbidden to bear arms. Now, however, these groups formed the 

backbone of the national interests of Japan.

It is obvious that such a general change in the consciousness of 

the general populace was only possible by means of far-reaching state 

measures. The state needed a state populace (in Japanese, ‘‘ koku- 
tnin ”）even to be capable of existing. Like everywhere else in the 

world, the rulers of Japan during the Meiji period discovered two par

ticular institutions to be especially useful for their objectives ： the mili

tary, and basic schooling.

By means of a general military obligation practically all young 

men could be indoctrinated ideologically into the meaning of the state. 

The basis for this was formulated in special governmental guides that 

provided the rules for all military life.6

Even so, the military was only a secondary objective. The true 

“ school of the nation ” was the school itself. In October 1890, in the 

famous “ Imperial Rescript on Education，” the ethical values and the 

moral standards that were to form the basis of the modern Japanese 

nation were set down.7 The Rescript on Education was intended 

mainly to regulate the pedagogical foundations of education in Japanese 

primary schools by laying down the primary principles for an obligatory 

moral instruction (shushtn). Its real meaning, however, goes far beyond
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this. In reality the Rescript presented the moral foundation of the 

late Meiji State and thus the official foundation of kokutai thought, as a 

“ non-religious religion” of “ magical power,” as Maruyama Masao 

has called it.8

The real mystical value given to the text of the Rescript itself can 

be seen by the fact that, along with the portrait of the emperor, an 

official copy of the text was to be honored in the schools as a holy ob

ject, just three months after it was proclaimed. With this the Rescript 

itself became the object of quasi-religious worship. It was the incar

nation and materialization of the spiritual essence of Japan, its kokutai.
By means of the Rescript on Education the dominant doctrine 

was made obligatory, and its dissemination to the people through moral 

education and military training was assured. Official commentaries 

on the Rescript, particularly the famous (and infamous) Kokutai no 
hongi of 1937,9 thus became key means for maintaining and dissemi

nating the entire ideological system. This condition essentially per

sisted until the end of the Pacific War in 1945，when the defeat of Japan 

led not only to a change in the constitution but also a revision in school 

instruction. Until 1945 the school was the principal channel for the 

nationalistic education of the folk.10

Primary education in particular played a decisive role in this re

gard. By means of centrally unified teaching plans and curriculum, 

regional differences were to be leveled out, including linguistic and 

dialectical differences. National pride and a pan-Japanese sense of 

community were instilled in children by means of stories in the readers 

for primary education (Shogaku kokngo tokuhon) [SKT]. It is thus of 

enormous value to look at the contents of these school primers closely. 

The books of the early Showa period will receive our special attention.

In the 12 small volumes of the SKT of the Showa years 8 to 13 

(1933-38),11 there is a wide variety of subject areas. The curriculum 

included the most varied topic groups, insofar as they could be presented 

to children of this age. But the reading materials were not supposed 

to teach only reading skills; they were chosen for forming the minds 

of children along the lines of the Rescript on Education and its diverse 

clarifications. Thus it is not surprising that the very first item in the 

first volume (booklet 1，1933) begins with a picture of a cherry blossom, 

the national symbol of Japan, and is followed by a picture of marching 

toy soldiers, with the caption below: susume susume heitai susume (^Ad

vance, advance; army, advance! ”).12 Then comes a drawing of little 

children under a rising sun with an appropriate text and a portion of 

the Japanese national flag: hinomaru no hata banzai banzai (“ The 

flag of the rising sun, forever, forever! Next come more “ civil”
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readings about nature, good behavior, and technical things (the tele

phone). Scattered throughout, however, are texts with a clear political 

and national intent, as, for example, items about the wartime navy and 

air force. In this way the picture is created of a patriotic, nature-loving, 

cultivated, and constantly valiant country, i.e., exactly the picture of 

Japan and its kokutai that is drawn in the official clarifications of the 

Rescript on Education, as in the Kokutai no hongi of 1937. School 

education is thus from the very beginning placed at the service of na

tional ideology.

A certain group of reading pieces is particularly well represented 

in booklets 1，2，and 3: fairy tales.13 In book 1 one finds the fairy tales 

Shitakiri suzumeyu  Usagi to kame15 and M om otaro^ book 2 contains 

four fairy tales: Saru to kaniy17 Nezumi no yomeirit18 Kobutori，19 Hana- 
saka j i j t f 0 book 3 contains: Issunbdsht,21 Kachikachi-yama严 Nezumi 
no chie,23 Kin no o n o ^  and Urashima Taro.25 Even someone with a 

limited knowledge of Japanese fairy tales will recognize most of these. 

They form the core of Japanese “ national fairy tales，” stories now 

familiar to every person in Japan. Their great popularity can be at

tributed to the fact that they were included in these elementary school 

readers. In this way they gained the status of widely disseminated 

pan-Japanese fairy tales. Though some of them might have been 

known in different regions in different variant forms, the school had a 

normative effect on the tales and thus fulfilled its task of developing a 

common national consciousness.

Booklet number 3 is interesting in this regard. Here one finds 

five fairy tales similar to those in the first two booKlets. Also in

cluded here is a tale with the title Kutiibitu, which at first looks like a 

tairy tale but in reality is a simplified form of an archaic Japanese myth, 

the myth of “ Ih e  Pulling of the Land.”26 This tendency is continued 

in booklet 4，where there are no more fairy tales, but only tales from 

that fuzzy realm where myth, legend, and fairy tale come together, 

which were then adapted by the use of children’s expressions: Ka^u- 
yahime,27 Sturousagi’ 。 /uriwaka,29 and Hagoromo.30 These tales have 

clearly been placed where fairy tales appeared in the first three book

lets.

A quick look at the subsequent booklets verifies this picture. In 

booklet 5 we find no fairy tales or legends at all, only the most important 

materials of traditional Shinto mythology, tirst there is a treatment 

of the heavenly cave where the sun goddess has retreated (Ante no iwa- 
yado)^1 then the ‘‘ eight-forked serpent” that the god Susanoo con

quered (Yamata no orochi)严 followed by the myth about the little god 

Sukuna-hikona no mikoto.33 Ih is  volume concludes with a descrip
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tion of the descent of the “ heavenly grandchild ” Ninigi no Mikoto34 

to earth and the fate of the two gods Hoderi and Hoori no Mikoto.35 

The core of Japanese mythology is thus presented in these tales. Then 

booklets 6 ana / finish off the cycle with stories about the “ first em

peror of Japan ” (Jinmu Tenno)36 and conclude with the conquests 

and other deeds of the first great Japanese hero, Yamato Takeru, the 

“ Brave Man from Yamato.”

The fairy tales, legends, and myths in these readers clearly have a 

specific and easily recognizable objective: to familiarize children with 

what the political leadership of the country viewed as the core of na

tional tradition. In this way fairy tales are placed alongside tales about 

gods, heroes, and emperors from the most ancient Japanese stories.

Just how clearly individual motifs and materials from tms tradi

tion are bound up with recent Japanese nationalism will be pointed out 

next, using one example that highlights the function of xairy-tale ma

terials in this context.

The ‘‘ Peach Boy  ’’ M omotaro and Japanese Propaganda

Just as in National Socialistic Germany, folk tradition played a recog

nizable ideological role in the Japanese kokutai ideology of the Meiji 

period. Quite obviously this is much truer for the realm of myth and 

legend than it is for the rather “ apolitical” fairy tale.37 Even so，the 

fairy-tale tradition was also interpreted and utilized in a nationalistic 

sense. Thus the Japanese folklorist Ashiya Mizuyo (1939) comments 

in his dissertation published in Germany on the theme “ Japanese and 

German Animal Tales, Especially the Fox Tale, Their Essence and 

Their t  oik-Nationalistic Basis." Concerning the famous Japanese 

animal tale, “ The Race between the Fox and the liger/*38 he says:

The foxes do not appear here as selfish, deceptive animals, but 

rather as intelligent and industrious animals that have, out of 

communal feelings toward each other, fought off the foreign enemy 

in a battle forced on them. This well-known animal tale is thus 

adapted to the patriotic feeling of the Japanese folk. The tiger 

comes from Korea, often from China; in any case it is closely re

lated to the idea of an enemy from the continent. (Ashiya 1939， 

25)

The fairy tale appears here as a political allegory of the confrontations 

of that time. Japan and its continental enemies are easily identified 

with the well-known figures of the fairy-tale tradition. It is thus easy
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for the recipients to subject the fairy tale to the clear-cut ethics of 

“ good ” versus “ evil.”

The function of fairy-tale material can be grasped, in an especially 

clear way, by looking at the Japanese fairy tale “ Momotaro.,> No other 

material from fairy-tale tradition was so subject to nationalistic inter

pretation and war propaganda as the story of the little “ Peach Boy•”

T he Standard Version of the Fairy T ale

The story of the “ Peach Boy ” not only is one of the few Japanese 

fairy tales that have become well known outside Japan—there is scarcely 

a European-language collection that does not include a version of “ Mo

motaro ”39—it is looked upon as the Japanese fairy tale. Folklore col

lecting and scholarly research have brought to light numerous variants; 

these enable us to see how rich the local tradition was.40 Nevertheless， 

it was not the number of orally preserved variants that gave tne “ Peach 

Boy ” its shape, but the edition in the primary school readers that be

came the standard version. There the tale was adapted to a youthful 

readership by reducing it to simple sentence construction and rudimen

tary contents. The adventure of the “ youth who came from a peach ” 

is told in brief sentences. Together with his companions, a dog, a 

monkey, and a pheasant, he overcomes the devils on “ Devils’ Island ’’ 

(Oni-ga-shimd) and then returns home laden with their wonderful 

treasures.41

Many, many years ago there was once a grandfather and a 

grandmother. One day the grandfather had gone to the moun

tains to collect twigs, and the grandmother had gone to the river to 

wash clothes. While she was washing the clothes a large peach 

came tumbling, floating down the river. The grandmother plucked 

the peach out and returned home with it. When the grandfather 

returned home from the mountains, the grandmother showed him 

the peach. The grandfather was pleased and said: “ That is an 

unusually large peach! ”

But when the grandmother cut the peach in two pieces, a boy 

came out 01 its center. Because he was born out of a peach, the 

grandfather gave the boy the name Momotaro (‘‘ Peach Boy ’’)•

Momotaro grew up quickly and became unusually strong. 

One day he spoke to the grandfather and the grandmother and 

said: “ Because I will go to Devils’ Island to conquer the devils, 

I ask that you give me millet dumplings to take alone.” Then 

botn of them made him dumplings. Momotaro left the house 
enthused.
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After he had gone a short distance he encountered a dog: 

‘‘ Momotaro, Momotaro, where are you going? ’’ “ I am going 

to Devils’ Island to conquer the devils.” “ What is that you have 

hanging at your side? ” “ 1 hese are the best millet dumplings in 

Japan•” “ If you will give me one, I ’ll follow you as your com

p a n i o n . S o  Momotaro gave the dog one dumpling and the dog 

followed mm as his servant.

After a while they met a monkey. “ Momotaro, Momotaro, 

where are you going? ” “ I am going to Devils’ Island to conquer 

the devils.” ‘‘ What is that you have hanging at your sider，， 

u 1 hese are the best millet dumplings in Japan.” “ If you will 

give me one, I ’ll follow you as your companion•” And thus the 

monkey also received a dumpling and followed him as a servant.

Accompanied by the dog and the monkey, he met a pheasant 

after a little while. “ Momotaro, Momotaro, where are you go

ing? ’’ ‘ 1 am going to Devils’ Island to conquer the devils.” 

What is that you have hanging at your side? ” “ These are the 

best millet dumplings in Japan.” “ If you will give me one, I ’ll 

follow you as your companion.” And the pheasant too received a 

dumpling and followed him as a servant.

Accompanied by the dog, the monkey, and the pheasant, 

Momotaro reached Devils’ Island. The devils had closed the 

iron door of their castle for protection. So the pheasant flew up 

and observed the condition of the enemy from on h i g h . 1 he 

monkey climbed nimbly up on the gate and succeeded in this way 

in getting inside (the castle). Now he could open the gate. Mo

motaro and the dog pushed their way in and attacked. Suddenly 

the pheasant flew up and picked at the devils’ eyes. With scratch

ing and biting, the monkey and the dog tormented the devils, 

finally Momotaro drew his sword and turned toward the devils， 

general. The devils’ general fought with all his might, but he 

was nonetheless defeated. Then all of the devils fell down before 

Momotaro. “ Never again will we torture humans and steal things. 

If you will only let us live! ” they said. Momotaro had mercy on 

the devils. Out of gratitude they gave him various pieces of their 

treasure. Momotaro took the treasures and left Devils’ Island. 

The wagon, on which the pieces of treasure were tied, was pulled 

by the dog. From behind the monkey pushed. And the pheasant 

tugged at the rope. ‘‘ Enyara, enyara, hei, hei,” Momotaro called 

out the rhythm, and finally returned home as a hero.

Filled with joy, the grandfather and the grandmother received 

their Momotaro once again.
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This is the form in which the fairy tale was known to every Japanese 

school child. Scarcely anyone would have had thoughts about the 

“ ideological function ” of such material, which looks so unpolitical 

and child-like. And yet this iairy tale leads to the very heart of Japa

nese nationalistic ideology and the war propaganda of the 1930s and 

1940s.

W ar Propaganda and th e  ‘‘ Momotaro-Paradigm ’，

In his enormously successful 1986 book, War without Mercy: Race 
and Power in the Pacific War, the American Japanologist and historian 

John Dower points out an unusual circumstance in this regard.

Dower describes the function of racist propaganda in the course 

of the Pacitic War, on both the American and the Japanese sides. In 

the course of his presentation Dower turns to a theme that at first 

seems unusual. Beginning with the Momotaro fairy tale, Dower 

treats a specific cycle of Japanese war propaganda that he calls the 

“ Momotaro-paradigm ” (1986, 252—59).

Dower documents that in an entire series of Japanese magazine 

articles, caricatures, and films of the war years,42 no one other than 

the little Momotaro appears in the role of the patriotic hero. One and 

the same idea is at the center of all these materials: Momotaro is the 

embodiment of Japanese heroic courage and succeeds in overcoming a 

seeminglv superior enemy, who, in an analogy to the iairy tale, is a 

devil.

A particularly good example is found in a film produced in 1945 

with the title “ Momotaro—Divine Troops of the Ocean.” Dower 

comments on this:

In this innovative seventy-four-minute film，Momotaro and his 

followers were presented as the prophesied ‘‘ divine troops from an 

eastern land ” who were destined to liberate the peoples of south

ern Asia from their enemies and oppressors. The film was a 

fascinating exercise in both transparent and subtle symbolism, in 

which Momotaro was the great commander (and essence) of Japan. 

. . . When at long last the foe appeared, they were gangling and 

pale human figures soon revealed to have the telltale horns of 

demons. They spoke, or rather stuttered and whined, British 

English——with subtitles appearing in none-too-simple Japanese.

Still other plot elements, like the location of the opponents, follow 

the pattern prescribed by the fairy tale: the demonic enemy resides on
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a horrible island, as in a film (‘•‘ Momotaro and the Eagles of the 

Ocean ”）from the year 1942，where Hawaii appears as the “ Island of 

the Devils.”

In filmfe and caricatures of this type, Momotaro appears as a youth

ful and strong embodiment of the “ new ’，Jaoan, in sharp contrast to 

Americans and the British, who are presented as aging and feeble “ de

mons with a human face ’，(Dower 1986，255). A favorite motif in 

this regard was the propagandistic identification of Momotaro with the 

young pilots of the “ Special Attack Forces, tying on their headbands 

and preparing to depart on their first and last great missions ” (25b;.

According to the Japanese doctrine of the “ Greater East Asia 

Co-Prosperity Sphere，’’ the peoples of Southeast Asia were to be freed 

of Euro-American, i.e., “ white，” imperialism. The former appear 

conceptually as Momotaro^ helpful troops (in the role of the accom

panying dog, monkey, or pheasant of the tairy tale) or as child-like and 

naive natives suppressed by the “ demons，” and they are freed by 

Momotaro and his companions from their oppression by the demons.

In tms way the events of the war could be presented in generally- 

known and thus easily comprehended categories. Momotaro was the 

“ pure Japanese hero，” the enemies were “ foreign demons.” Dower 

asserts in his commentary that at the core of this Momotaro-paradigm 

there is an antagonism that can be described through the polar op

posites “ the pure self” and “ the demonic other.，’ The postulated 

‘‘ purity” of Japan is documented in moral superiority (Dower 198b, 

205). The “ homogeneity” of the nation (216)，based on a common 

origin, was functioning as a foundation for Japanese purity and was 

making the Japanese into a “ leadership race ” {shido minzoku) (203). 

These are the well-known ideological pillars of wartime Japanese na

tionalism, propagated especially at that time through the school and 

the military. A presentation that assigns the enemy to a diametrically 

opposed position and brands him as a “ demonic other,” must have 

proven to be an exceptionally useful propaganda instrument. One’s 

own “ purity ” can glow all the more brightly the darker the “ de

monic ” enemy is drawn.

Dower notes that this pattern took shape shortly after the out

break of the war. “ Phrases such as ‘ devilish Americans and English ’ 

(kichiku Bei-Ei) ana ‘American devils ’ {Beiki) were firmly in place as 

everyday Japanese war words, and the juxtaposition of a pure and 

sacred homeland imperiled by bestial and demonic outsiders was sharply 

drawn ” (Dower 1986，248).

In light of this fact the assumption could be made that the Momo- 

taro-paradigm, within this ideological context, was serving the function



of a simply folkloristic motif. Was “ Momotaro ’，just a pure folk- 

national illustration of Japanese war propaganda? An in-depth, his

torical-cultural, and anthropologically based analysis reveals that pre

cisely the “ modern ” Momotaro-paradigm, described by Dower as a 

phenomenon of that age, can lead one into central realms of traditional 

Japanese self-understanding.43 An historical view reveals that we are 

dealing here with material that functions as an “ archetypal ” expres

sion of a Japanese attitude toward what is “ foreign.”
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C u ltu r a l  Archetypes: ‘‘ D ev ils ’ Is land  ’’ 

and ‘‘ F ron tie r  H eroes，，

M inam oto  no Tametomo: Subduer o f the  W est and South  

As I have said in an earlier article (A n ton i 1983-86), the Momotaro 

theme is part of a clearly recognizable historical motif complex that leads 

into the realms of legend and myth.

The oldest recorded version of this tale is found in the Enseki 
zasshiy the “ Swallowstone Miscellany，”44 of the famous literatus of the 

Edo period, Takizawa (Kyokutei) Bakin. Bakin had put together in 

this collection, among other works, the most popular children’s stories 

(ddwa) of his age, and thus had compiled in the year 1811 the earliest 

folktale collection of Japan.45 Of course, the “ Peach Boy ” tale was 

not missing from this collection. Momotaro, in the Enseki zasshi 
version, goes out to acquire the treasures of the demons. The text 

names three treasures: a magical cloak, a cape of invisibility, and an 

ucmde-no-kozuchiy or ‘‘ lucky hammer ’’ that fulfilled all wishes.46 But 

the importance of Bakin is not limited to the fact that we attribute the 

earliest version of the fairy tale to mm. Far more important is the 

detailed philological commentary that he adds to individual fairy tales.

In his commentary to the Momotaro fairy tale we find a suggestion 

that proves to be decisive for an understanding of all the material. 

Bakin points out a historical parallel to the island trip by Momotaro, a 

parallel associated with one of the greatest heroes of Japanese history: 

Minamoto no Tametomo, a hero of the “ Civil Wars ’，at the end of the 

twelfth century.

The fate of this warrior is presented in full detail in a medieval 

Japanese war history, the Hogen monogatari, ‘‘ The Story of the Upris

ing of the Hogen (Period).’’47 The historical Minamoto no Tametomo, 

a warrior of enormous physical strength who was a brilliant bowman, 

played an important role in the battles for imperial succession in the 

year 11^0. As one of those who lost out, he was banished to the Izu 

Islands in eastern Japan after victory by the supporters of Emperor Go-
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Shirakawa^ led by Minamoto no Yoshitomo, a half-brother of this same 

Tametomo and of Taira no Kiyomori. But even in banishment the 

warrior who had been feared since his youth for his wildness offered no 

peace, and he soon brought the islands under his control.48 It is within 

this longer story that we find an episode of great importance for the 

historical roots of the Momotaro paradigm.

T ametomo’s T rip  to the “ I sland of the D emons ”

In the year 1165, according to the most popular version of the Hogen 
monogatariy a most unusual event occurred.

Tametomo sees two wonderful birds, a blue and a white heron, 

flying over the ocean toward the horizon. He says:

Not even the eagle can fly a thousand miles without stopping; how 

is a heron supposed to be able to fly more than one or two miles? 

For sure an island lies in that direction, so let us follow them.49

Tametomo climbs into a boat with his companions and in the 

early morning they finally see the outlines of an island. When Tame

tomo lands, several unusual and mysterious beings come upon them. 

They are more than ten feet tall, covered all over with black hair_ like 

cattle, the source says—and wear swords at their sides.

The monsters speak an incomprehensible language, nevertheless 

one can communicate with them. IN ever before, they indicate, has a 

man from Japan come to them and been able to return again afterwards. 

Throughout the ages the rough winds had destroyed all the boats. 

Nevertheless, Tametomo has succeeded in landing. He gets to know 

an island where there are neither wet nor dry rice fields, nor fruits nor 

silk nor cotton—an uncultivated region in the true meaning of the 

word. The inhabitants live on fish and birds, but they know neither 

nets nor boats, neither bird traps nor bird-lime.

Tametomo shows them the art of shooting with a bow, whereupon 

the frightened monsters submit to the hero.

And when he was resting and asked the name of the island, they 

said it was the “ Island of the Demons ’，(Oni-ga-shima). “ Then 

you yourselves are the descendants of demons?’’ “ Yes，that is 

so,” they answered. Then he called upon them: “ For sure you 

have famous treasures, fetch them so that I can look at them! ” 

Then they said: “At that time, when there still were real demons 

(ktjinjt they possessed such treasures as a cloak of invisibility (ka- 
kure-mino), a hat of invisibility (kakure-gasa), floating shoes, and
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a [magical] sword. At that time there were indeed no boats, but 

still they went across to other lands and also took the “ sun-eating- 

people ” as a sacrifice along with them. But now our luck has 

run out, the treasures are gone, and we have become humans in 

shape; we can also not reach any foreign lands anymore.”50

Tametomo takes possession of the island, changes its name to 

“ Reed Island，’，and makes it pay tribute to the Hachijo Island that 

belongs to the Izu group. Now he is ruler over all the islands. As 

proof he had been on “ Demon Island,” he takes one of the horrirying 

figures along with him on his return trip.

The people of Oshima are very much afraid of this “ demonic 

being/* oni-waraha.

T ametomo and the Ryukyu I slands

The theme of “ Tametomo and the Island of the Demons ” is still not 

finished. In later versions of the material there is an unusual restruc

turing of the theme. Now we find Tametomo did not meet the demons 

in the outer Izu Islands but in another distant archipelago: the Ryukyu 

Islands (Okinawa). This version is still popular in Japan today. A 

novel by Bakin paints tms theme in full color. As late as the year 

1969 none other than Mishima Yukio directed a play with this theme, 

whose political motivation is quite transparent. According to this 

version, Tametomo had ostensibly reached Okinawa during the confu

sion of the war, had married a native prince’s daughter, and had con

ceived a son by her. The real core of the tradition is found in the 

statement that this son later became the first historical king of the land 

and the founder of the Kingdom of Ryukyu.51

What, however, is the connection of this legend with the problem 

of the “ Island of Demons ’’ discussed here? A careful philological 

study reveals that in the case of the Tametomo-Ryukyu legend several 

narrative traditions have come together. The statesman Sho Shoken 

(1617-76) from Okinawa has woven them together into one form, con

sciously falsifying what represented the original independent tradi

tions (A n ton i 1983-86, 96-99). On the one hand we are dealing with 

the tradition of a trip by Tametomo to an “ Island of the Demons.” 

On the other hand we find added here a branch of tradition whose cen

tral notion is that Okinawa and the Ryukyu Islands are in general “ de

monic worlds.” Since it is unclear in the Hogen monogatari version 

exactly where the “ Island of the Demons ” is located, the idea devel

oped early on that Tametomo had in fact visited Okinawa when he 

traveled to the “ Island of the Demons.”
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The earliest version of this material can be found in a source from 

the end of the sixteenth century, the Nanpo bunshu (Anthology of Nan- 

po)52 of the Japanese priest Bunshi Gensho (1555-1620).

Bunshi Gensho, alias Nanpo Bunshi,53 born in Hyuga, worked 

throughout his entire life as a priest in the Shimazu family of Satsuma. 

He was associated through friendship with a series of Buddhist priests 

from Okinawa.54 His work contains the first detailed version of the 

Tametomo legend:55

Approximately 200 miles (li) south of Satsuma lies an island with 

the name Liu-ch，iu. It governed the smaller islands that sur

rounded it on all sides, swallowed them up, and united them all, 

making itself the leader.

I am reporting this on the basis of the tale of an old man. 

In olden days there was a descendant of the 56th monarch of the 

Japanese, Emperor Seiwa, with the name Rokuson^. He is the 

ancestor of the House of Minamoto of our land. His descendant 

in the eighth generation, Prince Yoshitomo, commanded his young

er brother, the Prince Tametomo, a General, to pacify the western 

part (chinzei) of the land. On this day he placed a thousand hooks 

and hung his mighty bow on the Fusang Tree,56 and he became 

mighty and strong, subjugating the distant barbarian regions 

(saien) and all of nature.

Thus he crossed the ocean, subjugating and pacifying islands 

and highlands. So it was that the boat, following the tide, moved 

along until it finally reached an island. For this reason it was in 

the beginning called Liu-ch’iu.57 Tametomo saw mountains on 

the island; there were beings who, even though they were most 

unusual, were similar in shape to humans; on the right side of 

their head they bore horns. They were such that they were called 

demons.68

After Tametomo had subjugated and pacified them it was his 

sons and his grandsons who down through the generations were 

the rulers of the island.59

Of special note here is that the inhabitants of Ryukyu are presented 

as non-human demons, similar to those of the “ Island of the Demons ” 

of the Hogen monogatari.
Tametomo’s role as a bringer of culture—a culture hero and an 

originator of nearly mythical dimensions—can also be explained in this 

way. The hero from Japan was not only the physical father of the 

founder of the first “ real ” dynasty of the land, but in the final analysis
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was responsible for changing the inhabitants of these distant southern 

islands from demon-like beings into true humans!

In the Hogen monogatari the demons are released for the first time 

from their barbarian, pre-human existence by Tametomo. Through 

their annexation to Japan, which meant the duty to pay tribute to Ha

chijo, they gained entrance into the circle of the cultivated, i.e.，the 

human world. By the replacement of the indefinite “ Island of the 

Demons ” of the Hogen monogatari with the concrete geographical 

realm of Ryukyu, this view of what is demonically foreign and living 

at the edge of the known world could also be transferred to that specific 

place. If the “ Island of the Demons” and Okinawa were identical, 

then the inhaDitants must have originally been truly demons.

Still, the Nanpo bunshu establishes only one popular viewpoint, 

according to which the islands south of Japan were in general “ demon 

worlds ” and their inhabitants ate humans.

This estimation of the people obviously goes back to a short note 

in a relatively old source, the Konjaku monogatari• There, in a tra

velogue of the Tendai monk Enchin (814—91), we find the following 

concerning Ryukyu: “ This land lies in the middle of the ocean; it is 

a land where humans are eaten.’’60

The Chinese Sui-shu annals report on the barbaric land Liu_ch’iu， 

where under certain conditions—after battles take place_ humans are 

eaten.61 It is doubtful, however, that the archipelago really knew 

cannibalism or head-hunting. A diametrically opposed interpretation 

seems much more meaningful. Because demons or “ devils ” (oni) 
are, according to folk belief, by definition devourers of humans, the 

inhabitants of distant regions that are considered uncivilized and con

sidered to be ‘‘ demon worlds ” must be cannibals. The strength of 

this prejudice is seen in full clarity in the case presented by the monk 

Enchin, who, even though he never set foot on the islands, was con

vinced of the cannibalism of the inhabitants.62

Yoshida Togo comments in his summary article on the concept of 

the “ demon-world island ” (kikai-shima),63 that this represents from 

a Japanese viewpoint a general designation for the southern islands.

The Heme monogatari of early medieval Japan, the most important 

Japanese war history, supplies another reference. In it, a “ demon- 

world island ” plays a role as a place of banishment.64 In the year 

1177 faira no Kiyomori had banished his opponents Fujiwara no JNari- 

tsune, Taira no Yasuyori, and the monk Shunkan to this undesirable 

island. The text describes the island as a horrible place difficult to 

reach. The inhabitants had a completely different look about them; 

they were dark and as hairy as oxen; they did not understand the Japa
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nese language; they owned no clothing; they did not know how to 

farm, only how to hunt. Overall, they did not resemble humans.65

Upon closer scrutiny it can be found that this non-human demon 

world did not refer to an island a long distance from the Japanese main 

islands, but to the island Io-jima, situated only 40 kilometers south of 

Satsuma.66 The realm of devilish non-humans thus began right at 

the “ threshold ” of the Japanese mainland.

T he D emon I sland in  Japanese T radition

Japanese tradition contains a series of tales in which the motif of an 

Island of Demons appears.67 Still, the Island of Demons in these 

stories does not represent a central plot element: it is but one plot ele

ment among many others. The function the Devils’ Island fulfills in 

the Momotaro tairy tale and in the Tametomo legend cannot be com

pared with any other versions, with the exception of the Yuriwaka- 

daijin tale (see below).

Let us turn once again to the Tametomo material in the Hogen 
monogatari version. The description of Tametomo’s stay on the Island 

of the Demons consists for the most part of a dialogue between the hero 

and the horrible non-human inhabitants of the island: gigantic crea

tures whose bodies are covered with hair and whose horrible appearance 

is described in full detail. Tametomo is not intimidated, and he ex

tracts from them almost ethnographic detail about their lifestyle and 

their origins. Here they refer to themselves for the first time as the 

descendants of real oni, “ demons，” who were still the possessors of 

the demon treasures.

Tms description makes one think immediately about other tales 

in Japanese tradition in which the central point is the trip of a hero to 

a Demon Island, especially the most famous tale, that of the “ Peach 

Boy," Momotaro.

It can be seen that Momotaro's trip over to the Devils’ Island 

follows the pattern of the “ historical” trip 01 1 ametomo. Must we 

thus conclude that the description of the trip by Tametomo to the 

Island of the Demons is nothing more than a “ fairy-tale-like ’’ element 

in the tradition surrounding Tametomo? Such an interpretation as 

that presented by W ilson (1971，127) fails to recognize not only the 

depth of the basic problem, but also confuses cause and effect. It is 

not the “ rairy-tale-like ” element that has found entry into the legend; 

rather, it is those believed notions of the historical legend that have 

“ sunk down ’，to the realm of the fairy tale!

At the basis of tms description of the demon world in the Hogen 
monogatari there is a concrete image of such “ devils’ islands,” which
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are presented as barbarous, in the sense of “ uncultivated ” regions. 

1 heir most essential characteristic is a lack of “ culture,” for example, 

the cultivation of wet and dry rice fields，the growing of fruit, the use 

of silk and cotton. The inhabitants know neither nets nor boats, neither 

bird traps nor bird-lime. They also speak foreign, incomprehensible 

languages. Here we have a description of the demonic nature of what 

is foreign and culturally undeveloped, as measured by contemporary 

Japanese norms. Ih e  Japanese conception of the Devils’ Island is 

deeply ethnocentric.

This notion, as we saw, is found in other parts of tradition, for 

example in the Heike monogatari、which also knows about a “ Demon- 

World Island，’ (kikai-ga-shima), whose inhabitants are described ex

actly the same way. Only in this case the story is about the small is

land of Io-jima, which is known in Japanese history as a place of banish

ment, similar to the Izu Islands.

In this way, any distant island or region on the periphery of the 

Japanese world could become the realm of threatening demons. Its 

demonic nature consisted exclusively in its foreignness and, in regard 

to the ethnocentric standpoint, the “ uncultured nature ” of its inhabi

tants. Every distant and foreign region could appear as a potential 

“ devil’s world ” that needed to be “ cultivated.” It was the task of 

the warrior to pacify these peripheral regions, to subjugate them to 

the Japanese order and thus open them up to its culture.

M inam oto  no Yoshitsune，Subduer o f N o r th  and East 

The most famous of these warriors is yet another warrior from the 

lineage of Minamoto whose idealized career suggests parallels in more 

than one point to the development of Tametomo. It is Minamoto no 

Yoshitsune (1159-89), the subduer of the Taira family and the victor 

of Dan-no-ura in the year 1185，who, in spite of his great deeds, was 

hunted down by his mighty half-brother, the jealous Yoritomo, and 

finally put to death.

Even more than the deeds of the historical Yoshitsune, those of 

the legendary Yoshitsune remained alive in tradition. An abundance 

of well-known stories and fantastic legends surround this noble hero 

who, usually accompanied by the enormous Benkei’ is forced into the 

most unusual adventures.68

For our purpose there are two narratives, or cycles, of special 

interest. The one, contained in a collection of the Muromachi period 

called the Otogizdshi (Booklets for Entertaining a Party), presents the 

trip of the youthful Yoshitsune to Cmshima, the “ Demon island ” in 

the north.69
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On his venture Yoshitsune passes a series of mysterious islands— 

islands of cats, dogs, pines, bows, etc._ and he lands in succession on 

islands of giants, naked people, women, and long-lived dwarfs. Finally 

he reaches Chishima, island kingdom of the demon king Kanehira.

He succeeds in subduing the demonic king and roobing him of 

his treasure, a secret military document. Here too, in the highest 

artistic form, is found the motif of battle against threatening island 

demons, only in this case it is the north that is the region of demons, 

rather than the Izu Islands in the east or the Ryukyu Islands in the 

south (west).

The deeply embedded parallelism between the legendary figures 

Yoshitsune and Tametomo can also be documented in a cycle of tradi

tions that have the larger fate of Yoshitsune as their theme.

According to these, the hero withstood the cowardly attack on 

his life that the historical Yoshitsune, just like Tametomo, could only 

escape by suicide. One branch of this tradition reports that he was 

able to save himself in the Kurama Temple where he had spent his 

youth. Other more fantastic versions have him fleeing to Mongolia, 

where he became none other than the great Genghis Khan.70

The most revealing version for us, however, is the one that reports 

the flight of Yoshitsune to Ezo, i.e., Hokkaido, where he finally becomes 

the cultural hero of the A inu.71 According to K inda ich i (1925，307; 

also P h ilipp i 1979, 187)，the legend that Yoshitsune became the “ Oki- 

kirmui ” of the Ainu was passed on by such illustrious researchers as 

Chamberlain and Batchelor. The earliest written report of the osten

sible flight of Yoshitsune to Hokkaido can be found, according to Wata- 

nabe (1966, 214)，in the miscellany of the scholar from the Edo period, 

Arai Hakuseki,72 who also had played an important role in the spread 

of the Tametomo material.73

The comparison between Tametomo and Yoshitsune indicates 

that both figures—as prototypical Japanese heroes—not only traveled 

to the foreign regions on the borders of the known Japanese world, 

which were conceived of as uncultivated and existing outside of human 

existence, and thus were demonic, but also conquered them and brought 

them under Japanese control. Hokkaido in the north, the Izu Islands 

in the east, Ryukyu in the south/southwestthose were the originally 

barbaric regions now considered to be within the sphere of Japanese 

influence.

Y  URIWAKA-DAIJ IN

If one deals with the adventures of Japanese heroes on demon islands, 

another man’s name must be included, a man whose fate is closely as
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sociated with the Devils’ Island tradition: Yuriwaka-daijin (Minister 

Yuriwaka). As a field officer he defeated the Mongolians, but through 

the treason of his companions he had to remain behind on a lonely 

island. Only after a long time does Yuriwaka find his way back, and 

then he takes revenge on the unfaithful ones. Dorson cites the primary 

version, in which, however, there is no mention of a demon island. 

Yuriwaka is presented as a warrior who— like Tametomo^possesses 

extraordinary physical strength. “ By order of the emperor he was 

appointed governor of Bungo, and went down to Tsukushi [Kyushu] 

to destroy the Mongolian forces that were attacking Japan at that time ” 

(Dorson 1979, 154). Upon his return Yuriwaka lands on the small 

island where he is deceived by his own companions.

The fate of Yuriwaka-daijin, like that of Yoshitsune, was given a 

varied literary treatment.74 In the fairy-tale versions and local legends 

of Iki Island (in Kyushu) there is a notable difference in the contents: 

there Yuriwaka is not sent out against the Mongolians but against the 

demons of the “ Devils，Island，’！ Witn great courage and still greater 

trickery he succeeds in subauing the king of the island’s demons. 

Thereafter, however, he is, as in the “ historical ” reports, deceived 

by his companions.75

Here, too, we recognize a specific equating of the threatening 

foreigners (in the legend it is the attacking Mongolians) with the devils 

of the demon island (Oni-ga-snima). And yet this hero is lacking one 

essential element that unites Yoshitsune and Tametomo: Yuriwaka 

is no cultural hero who conquers the primitive demonic worlds and 

subjugates their inhabitants to his own culture. At the center of his 

story stands the deception, the treason, of his companions and his 

delayed return home. It is obvious, however, in this case, how easily 

tradition was able to replace the realm of the real foreigners (Mongo

lians) with the sphere of the unreal, the demonic. Oni-ga-shima，the 

“ Devils’ Island,” could thus become a synonym for the realm of the 

only real enemies that had ever attacked Japan: the Mongolians.76 

We do not find another sucn obvious association of foreign conquerors 

with the island demons or the tairy tale until the modern age, in Japa

nese war propaganda of the 1930s and the 1940s that had the motif of 

Momotaro's battle against the European-American “ island demons•”

Y amato Takeru, the A rchetypal Conqueror

Let us return to the heroic figures Tametomo and Yoshitsune.

Just how much their behavior follows traditional patterns in regard 

to what is “ barbarously foreign ” can be seen in the case of yet another 

hero, one who can be conceived of as the archetype of these “ frontier
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mythical times and places and reveals the depth of Japanese patterns of 

dealing with what is foreign.

We are dealing here with Yamato Takeru, the legendary son of 

the equally legendary twelfth emperor, Keiko. According to the 

sources, that “ first Japanese hero ” distinguished himself already in 

his youth, just like Tametomo in a later age, through such enormous 

physical strength that even his own father, Keiko, was so afraid of it 

that he sent his son to the south (also west), up against the Kumaso. 

With the help of tricks of war the youthful hero was able to annihilate 

the Kumaso chieftains.77

When he returned to the court, Yamato Takeru was immediately 

sent out once again, this time against the Emishi in the north (or east).78 

Here, too, he was victorious. Only when, full of impetuosity and bold 

infatuation, he turned against a godhead79 was the fate of Yamato Ta

keru, the “ brave man of Yamato,” fulfilled.

One detail in the tradition surrounding Yamato Takeru is remi

niscent of the Tametomo material. In the Tametomo legend, the 

presence of his wife on board the ship is a nindrance to their sea voyage, 

causing her to leave the ship. Yamato Takeru’s wife Oto-tachibana- 

hime makes a safe sea voyage of the hero possible by “ abandoning ’’ 

their common snip, i.e., she sacrifices herself by jumping into the 

ocean!80 Even more obvious is the parallel in the Bakin novel ver

sion, where Shiranui, the wife of Tametomo in the novel, secures a 

safe sea voyage for the hero by drowning herself in the stormy sea.81

In the figure of Yamato Takeru is revealed the archetype of the 

Japanese “ frontier hero” ： one who pacifies with trickery and power 

those frontier regions that were looked upon as barbarian—and thus 

as “ demonic ”一 and subjugates them to his own culture.
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Conclusion

The Tametomo Legend and the  Im peria l S ta te  Ideology  

In the year 1940 Imperial Japan celebrated the 2,600th anniversary— 

in fact purely fictitious~of the “ inauguration of the Emperor Jinmu.” 

Because of these celebrations an historical work was also printed in a 

jubilee edition that attempted, in a way that scarcely any other writing 

had done, to legitimize the imperial system historically. It was the 

History of Great Japan (JDamihonshi), the great historical overview of 

the nationalistic-Confucian Mito School.82

Begun under Tokugawa Mitsukuni (1628-1701), the main body of 

the work was completed in 1715. Before its completion and printing
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(in 1906) almost two hundred years were to pass. The work treats the 

history of Japan from Emperor Jinmu up until the separation into 

northern and southern courts in the year 1392, and from the vantage 

point of a decidedly imperialist view of history.

Following its Chinese predecessors, the body of the text also con

tains a section about Japan’s relationships to foreign peoples (Vo l.5， 

Fasc. 232-43). Here, in addition to the Korean states and the Chinese 

dynasties from the Sui to the Ming, still other distant lands, such as 

Tokuhara (Afghanistan), are treated. The “ foreign peoples” on 

or near Japanese territory are also mentioned: the Emishi in the north 

and Ryukyuans in the south.

There is no talk here of including the Ryukyu Islands within the 

Japanese nation. The description is rather of a dependent, subordinate 

area according to the pattern of the “ barbarian ’’ lands that lie on the 

frontiers of China. This can be seen at the beginning of the section 

about Ryukyu: the (ostensible) cannibalism of its inhabitants and the 

nickname kikai (demon world) are singled out as essential charac

teristics (Vol.5: 732).

With this kind of orientation the reader is confronted with a col

lection of citations from historical sources that, without exception, 

present the southern islands either as barbarian regions that owe duty 

to Japan or as being revolutionary. Of course, there is once again a 

report—based among other things on the Genko shakusho and the Kon
jaku monogatari {N K B T  24: 84)—of the trip by the monk Enchin to 

China in the year 853:

The monk Enchin traveled on a ship of the Chinese merchant 

Ch’in Liang-hui to T，ang. Along the way they ran into a typhoon, 

which took them off course and to Ryukyu. There they saw 

in the distance ten men standing on the coast who were armed 

with spears. Because of the great storm they saw no way out, so 

Liang-hui spoke with great concern: “ Soon we will be devoured 

by the Ryukyu people, what shall we dor” Enchin prayed to 

Buddha and presently a southeast wind arose; they were thus able 

to escape {Dainihonshi V ol.5: 733).

It is worth noting that this report represents the main source for 

the ostensible cannibalism of the islanders, even though the people 

in the story never set foot on the island but merely follow their own 

preconceived opinions!

Also, in further reports of the Dainihonshi^ Ryukyu is, as you might 

expect, presented in an unfavorable light. Finally, however, Tame-
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according to the “ classical ” version, in accord with the Nanpo bunshu 
and other traditions.

In the Dainihonshi the eminently political function of the Tame

tomo material can be seen. Here it is categorically asserted that only 

those who are legitimized as coming from “ Yamato Japanese ” can 

belong to the Japanese nation. Tms legitimization derives exclusively 

from mythology. Only those realms that are mentioned in Japanese 

mythology, and are thus legitimized, belong within the circle of what 

is “ actually ” Japanese. By means of mythology the boundaries of 

what is “ internal，” as opposed to what is “ external，” are determined.

Regions like Okinawa, Hokkaido, the Izu Islands, and others 

that lie not only geographically on the periphery of this ethnocentric 

world view, remain either barbarian/non-human, i.e., ‘‘ demonic，，’ or 

they are subsequently brought by Japanese culture heroes (Tametomo, 

Yoshitsune, Yamato Takeru) into this circle, without standing a chance 

of really entering into the inner core of the mythologically legitimized 

community.
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M omotaro and the “ Spir it  of Japan ”

As I saia in the beginning, this mythological-legitimizing concept has 

played a decisively ideological role, especially in modern Japan. The 

entire structure of the Japanese kokutai was based on the idea of a Japa

nese “ family state” that united the entire Japanese folk into an in

clusive mystical union, and that was conceived of as r e a l . 1 he ideo

logical quintessence states: the emperor and the folk are one, united 

through their common heritage.83

As laid out in the beginning, the maxims of this nationalism based 

on religion have been disseminated in the schools (and the military) 

ever since the year 1890, ever since the Imperial Rescript on Educa

tion. The textbooks of primary school instruction played a decisive 

role in this. Ihey assumed the function of transmitting to children, 

by means of didactic and penetrating examples, the primary principles 

(hongi) of Japanese ethics.

It is thus more understandable why the story of Momotaro had to 

acquire in this regard a special meaning.

It can be seen now, based on the historical motif analysis, that a 

subtle ideological net haa indeed been woven by placing together the 

contents of fairy tale, legend, and myth in the form of reading materials 

for textbooks. First there were the fairy tales with Momotaro in a 

prominent position, followed by the important materials of legends and 

myth traditions, and finally there appeared, as an end to this cycle, in



M OM OTARO AND THE SPIR IT  OF JAPAN 179

booklets 6 and 7，the deeds of the great hero of antiquity, Yamato Ta

keru. With the two figures of Momotaro and Yamato Takeru the circle 

is closed. We recognize that Momotaro in the textbooks is simply the 

child-like, naive form of the ancient Japanese hero and conqueror, 

Yamato Takeru. Children who were familiarized at the beginning of 

their school years with Momotaro arrive, at the end of a spiritual cycle 

so decisive for propagating the Japanese national ethic, at the figure of 

Yamato Takeru. It was Yamato Takeru who was the first one, fol

lowing the myth, to formulate in a very powerful way the love of home

land and the special “ spirit of Japan” {Yamato damashii). He was 

also the first one to confront the “ foreigners ” on the outermost fron

tiers of the known world, to conquer their regions for Yamato, thus to 

become the primary image of the brave, homeland-loving Japanese 

warrior—and he also belonged to the imperial house, as his name in

dicates : Yamato Takeru (The Brave Man from Yamato).

Our analysis has shown that a direct line of tradition leads from 

Yamato Takeru by way of Yosmtsune and Tametomo directly to Momo

taro. Yamato Takeru as a mythical figure is followed by the legendary 

heroes of the Middle Ages Yoshitsune and Tametomo, and Momotaro, 

finally, is the child-like and decisive hero of the fairy tale, rhe thought 

that the ‘‘ foreigners ’’ are devils, uncultivated and non-human, is an 

integral part of this cycle. Thus it should come as no surprise that the 

material concerning Yamato Takeru and Momotaro was taken up so 

willingly, particularly in imperialistic Japan up to 1945.

Just how the reception of this historical pattern resulted in the 

details of war propaganda, is shown in the examples offered by Dower. 

The demonism of the foreigners that Momotaro encounters corre

sponds exactly to the descriptions of the Demon Islands that we find 

in the Tametomo legend. The Momotaro of propaganda meets de

mons who, on the one hand, are characterized by their external ap

pearance (a horn on their head) and an incomprehensible language 

(English)—we are reminded that these are typical characteristics of 

the “ classical” island demons. On the other hand, we find a further 

typical element of the “ demon worlds ” is the trait of cultural under

development in the inhabitants of “ Devils’ Island.” In the film the 

peoples of Southeast Asia are shown in the role of culturally under

developed “ demons ” toward whom the viewer is sympathetic, since 

Momotaro, functioning as a classical cultural hero, frees the uncivilized 

people and raises them to true human beings, just as Tametomo did 

with the inhabitants of the “ Demon Island ” in the Izu Islands. In 

the film the demons are actually pitiful creatures under the yoke of 

European, i.e., “ white ” imperialists who play the role of the classical
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demon king Kanehira in the Yoshitsune legend. Momotaro's freeing 

of the Southeast Asian peoples from the yoke of colonialism is analogous 

to the salvation of Okinawa, Hokkaido and other frontier regions from 

the condition of demonic non-culture by the archetypal Japanese fron

tier heroes of antiquity and the Middle Ages.

The inclusion of further analogous cases indicates that giving 

famous heroic figures and motifs of Japanese tradition a role within the 

framework of modern nationalism did not come about by chance, but 

followed a clear ideological intent: the heroes and deeds of the past 

presented the pattern for the accomplishments required of the people 

in the present. The Kokutai no hongi of the year 1937 continued to 

present this kind of relationship.

The superiority of their own nation, their virtues that outshone 

those of all other lands, legitimized from the viewpoint of kokutai na

tionalism Japan’s claim for leadership in East Asia. Here, too, it is 

once again mythical antiquity that offered the model. In the Kokutai 
no hongi it is stated that the wars against Russia and China for the an

nexation of Korea during the Meiji period, as well as the founding of 

Manchukuo, were analogous to—and a continuation of^the expan

sion of the Japanese folk in antiquity, the battles against the Ainu in 

northern Japan, and the procedure against the ancient Korean kingdom 

of Shiragi in the early historical age.

The heroes from legend and history thus offered perfect identi

fication patterns and images for the propagation of state ideals that 

were spread through education, the military, and war propaganda.

The fairy-tale hero Momotaro thus played the important role of 

appearing right at the beginning of this series of didactic images. In 

this way the story of Momotard transmitted subtly to the smallest, the 

youngest, school pupils what official wartime Japan considered the goal 

of its ideological education. With the fairy tale of the “ Peach Boy ” 

the gate to “ Japanese spirit，’ was opened.
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N O T E S

* Translated by James R. Dow

1. Kojiki is in N K BT  1 ; see Philippi 1969. Nihongi is in NKBT  67/68; see 

Aston 1975. Concerning the problem of the mythical legitimization of political might 

in Japanese antiquity, see N aumann 1970; also Antoni 1989.

2. In  my opinion the most convincing analysis of the kokutai problematics is 

found in Maruyama 1971 (1988); see also the discussion of the concept kokutai and its 

spiritual-historical roots in the thought of the Kokugaku and Mitogaku in Anton i 

1987.

3. Concerning so-called State Shinto see, for example, L okowandt 1978.

4. Irokawa (1985, 280-81) distinguishes all together four constituent parts of 

the family-state idea based on the kokutai concept: ( 1 ) the myths based on the imperial 

house; (2) ancestor worship; (3) the transference of the structural principle of the family 

to the state; and (4) a commonly held national ethic.

5. See Maruyama 1971 (1988)，esp. p. 44.

6. The ethical education of the military was governed by a decree, the “ Imperial 

Decree for the M ilitary，，{Gunjin chokuyu) proclaimed on 4 January 1882. A de

tailed discussion of the moral education in the school and the military is presented in 

Tsurumi 1970，99-137.

7. Text editions: Okubo 1965, 425; Murakami 1977, 154. Translations: 

W itt ig  1973， 89-91， Doc. 27; Tsunoda et a l . 1964， V o l . I I ， 139-40; Lokowandt 

1978, 345, Doc. 113. Cf. Sugiura 1976, in W it t ig  1976, 118-25, Doc. 32.

8. M aruyama 1971 ,31(=Maruyama 1988, 45).

9. Text edition: Monbusho (Ministry of Education) 1937; see G auntlett and 

H all 1949.

10. Concerning moral education, see W ittig 1976, Docs. 35 and 38; Foljanty- 

Jost 1979, 13-34; W ittig 1972, 119-22; W eegmann 1935; W ray 1973; Fridell 1970.

11. Shogaku kokugo tokuhon [SKT] 1933-38. Also see Nihon kydkasho taikei 

[NKT] 7，557-715，and N K T  8，1-250. Because the N K T  edition does not contain 

the original pagination, only the original editions of 1933-38 are used here.

12. SKT 1,5.

13. Hereafter I shall list the tairy tales appearing in the readers. In  order to make 

the material available for scholarly investigation I shall give the tale-type number of 

each fairy tale using the standard tale-type indices: Ikeda-AT =  I keda 1971;Seki 

No.ニNMBS (Seki 1950-58) and NM BT (Seki 1978-82). Note: Ikeda 1971 also 

gives a concordance to Seki, but this is based on the English-language typology in 

Seki 1966; it is not clear why Seki uses completely different numbers in his Japanese 

typologies for identical tales! In addition, I use Inada/Ozawa 197b-89 in several cases.

14. SKT 1，34-7: Shitakiri susume, u Tongue-Cut Sparrow，，= Seki-No.191 

(NMBS II , 719-29; NMBT, No. 191)/ Ikeda-AT 480 D.

15. SKT 1，48-53: Usagi to kame, “ The Rabbit and the Turtle” =  Seki-No.14 

(NMBS I，104-105; NMBT, N o .14) / Ikeda-AT 275 A (“A Race Between a Fast and 

a Slow Animal，，).

16. SKT 1，54-75: Momotaro, “ Peach Boy ” =  Seki-No.143 (NMBS I I，328- 

36; NMBT, No. 143) / Ikeda-AT 302.

17. SKT 2，No. 5: Saru to kani，“ (The Fights Between) the Monkey and the 

Crab ” =  Seki-No. 25-26 (NMBS I，14248; NMBT, No. 25-26) / Ikeda-AT 210 

(Saru-kani kassen).
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18. SKT 2，N o .10: Nezumi no yomeiri, “ The Mouse as Wife ” ニ Seki-No.— 

(NMBS II, 548-49; NMBT— ) / Ikeda-AT 980 B (Nezumi ni Natta Yome} “Aged 

Mother-in-law Abandoned” ).

19. SKT 2, N o . 12: Kobutori’ “ The Gifts of the Tengu ” =  Seki-No.194 

(NMBS I I ，735-42; NMBT, No. 194) / Ikeda-AT 503 A.

20. SKT 2，N o .16: Hanasaka jijty “ The Old Man Who Makes a Cherry-Tree 

Blossom’，= Seki-No.190 (NMBS I I，705-19; NMBT, No. 190) / Ikeda-AT 503 F 

(‘‘ Magic Ashes Make a Cherry-Tree Blossom” ).

2 1 . SKT 3，N o .15: Issunboshi, “ One-Inch Boy，，= Seki-No.136 (NMBS I I ， 

293-301;NMBT, No. 136) / Ikeda-AT 425 B.

22. SKT 3，N o .16: Kachikachi-yama, “ Kachi-Kachi M o u n ta in = Seki-No. 32 

(NMBS I，175-210; NMBT, No. 32) / Ikeda-AT 176.

23. SKT 3，N o .17: Nezumi no chie, “ The Wisdom of the M ouse，” not found 

in Seki (NMBS, NMBT) nor in Ikeda 1971.

24. SKT 3，No. 20: Kin no ono, “ The Golden Axe ” =  Seki-No. 226A (NMBS 

I I，1025-30; NMBT, No. 226) / Ikeda-AT 729 (“ Woodman and the Gold Axe，，）_

25. SKT 3，No. 24: Urashima Taro, “ Urashima Taro，，ニSeki-No. 224 (NMBS 

I I，1009-15; NMBT, No. 224) / Ikeda-AT 470* (“ Dragon Palace” ).

26. The myth of “ Pulling the 乙and，” kunibiki，is found for the first time in the 

ancient Japanese province topography Izumo no kunl fudoki. Chapter 1, District Ou 

(ニN K BT  2，99-103); see Asakura 1988, 169-70.

27. SKT 4, No. 5: Kaguyahime’ “ Princess Kaguyahime” (=  Taketori) =  Seki- 

No. 189 (NMBS I I，695-705; NMBT, No. 189) / Ikeda-AT 503 D  (Take K iri J ij it 

“ The Bamboo Cutter” ）.

28. SKT 4，N o .16: Shirousagi, “ The White Hare (of Inaba)，’ =  Seki-No.— 

(NMBS— ; NMBT, No. “ new ，’ 6) / Ikeda-AT 58; cf. Kojiki 1 in NKBT  1，91-3; see 

Antoni 1982.

29. SKT 4, N o .18: Yuriwaka (daijin), “ (The Minister) Yuriwaka” ：Seki-No. 

651(NMBS I I I ，766-71;NMBT, No. “ new ” 36) / Ikeda-AT 974 (Yuriwaka Daijin, 

“ The Homecoming Husband ” ).

30. SKT 4, No. 2 1 : Hagoromo, “ The Feather Robe 11 =  Seki-No.118 (NMBS 

I I , 172-96; NMBT, No. 118) / Ikeda-AT 400 (Tennin Nyobo; Hagoromo, “ The man 

on a Quest for his Lost Celestial Wife ” ）•

3 1 . SKT 5, N o .1: Ante no iwayado; see N K BT  1，81—5.

32. SKT 5, No. 5: Yamata no orochi; see N K BT  1,84-91.

33. SKT 5，N o .13: Sukuna-hikona no mikoto; see NKBT  1，107-109; concern

ing the gods Sukuna-hikona and Okuninushi, see Antoni 1982, 1988b.

34. SKT 5, N o .14: Tenson; see NK BT  1,127-29.

35. SKT 5, No. 25: Futatsu no tama; see NKBT  1，135—43.

36. SKT 6，N o .1 : Jinmu tenno; see NKBT  1,149-67.

3フ. Concerning the function of mythical materials in modern Japanese nationalism 

and in German National Socialism, see Antoni 1988a.

38. Ikeda describes the opening sequence of this fairy tale in the following way: 

“ I. The International competition. The Japanese fox and the Korean tiger have a 

running match. The fox rides on the back of the tiger undetected and wins.” (Ikeda 

1971，63 =  Shishi-Gashira no Yuraij “ The Lion’s Roar,” Ikeda-AT 275 B; Seki-No. 

17 (NMBS I ，109-10; NMBT, No. 17).

39. In  the earliest Western collections one finds a version of the “ Peach Boy ”； 

among others, in M itford 1871 (1978), 222-24; Brauns 1885, 3-9; G riffis 1887, 62

71.
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40. See Seki (NMBS, NMBT) No. 143; Ikeda-AT 302.

4 1 . SKT 1,54-75.

42. Concerning the role of films in Japanese war propaganda, see D ower 1987, 

whicn includes further secondary references.

43. The sentence that the American cultural anthropologist Harold Schneider 

formulated in regard to the traditionality of culture in general is also valid for Japanese 

culture: “ The core in the definition of culture is transmission of ideas from genera

tion to generation ’ ’ (Schneider 1977，21); see also Bargatzky 1985，35.

44. Kyokutei (Takizawa) Bakin, Yuhodo Bunko 84，486-95.

45. Bakin’s collection thus precedes the Kinder- und Hausmarchen of the Brothers 

Grimm for the years 1812-14 by one year.

46. Yuhodo Bunko 84, 486，Commentary p. 494.

47. Hogen monogatari in Kokumin Bunko 17; N K BT  31 ;also see W ilson 1971.

48. Finally, however, Tametomo had to yield to the pressure of the imperial troops 

and committed suicide in the year 1170 on Oshima, the main island of the archipelago; 

this deea is traditionally looked upon as the beginning of the tradition of seppuku. 

See Kokumin Bunko 17,1-92; N K BT  31，49-184. See also W ilson 1971.

49. Kokumin Bunko 17，87; W ilson 1971,102; not contained in the text version 

in N K BT  31.

50. Kokumin Bunko 17, 88; W ilson 1971，103.

5 1 . According to tradition the historical dynasties of Okinawa were preceded by 

an age of mythical-legendary rulers that is called the Tenson (Heaven’s Grandchild) 

dynasty and is traced back to an ancient parental couple (cf. the historigraphical source 

Chuzan seikan in Sho 1962, 8; also Majikina and Shimura 1966, 22-33. The late age 

of the first written documentation in the 17th century and the ideological annotation 

of sources in question (see below) cause me to doubt the authenticity of the trans

mission as one of completely local tradition.

52. Text edition is in Sappan sdsho’ V o l.1.

53. See Okinawa daihyakka jiten I I I ，97, “ Nanpo Bunshi.，，

54. Okinawa daihyakka jiten I I I ，97; see also Sakamaki 1963， 30， n. 31.

55. Nanpo bunshuy Fasc. I I I ，21 and 44—45; see also Tsuboi 1908,151;Higashi- 

onna 1957，20-21.

56. A reference to the mighty world tree of Chinese cosmology that rises up in 

the eastern sea. It marks the point where the sun rises, and was thus also equated 

with Japan. The fruit of the mulberry tree thus serves as food for the immortal 

geniuses.

57. See Chuzan seikan, Fasc. I, in Sho 1962, 22.

58. kuei-kuai, “ strange/unusual spirits.”

59. A reference to the traditional hairstyle of Okinawa, which is here character

istically traced back to the devilish demons.

60. Konjaku monogatari XI/12, in NKBT  24，84.

6 1 . Sui-shu, Fasc. 81/46, in Chung-hua shu chii, p. 1823.

62. Konjaku monogatari XI/12, in N K BT  24, 84.

63. Yoshida 1911，I I : 1806.

64. Heike monogatari, Fasc. 11/10，in N K BT  32，186-97; Kitagawa and Tsu- 

c h i d a  1977, 127-28.
65. N K BT  32, 237; Kitagawa and Tsuchida 1977, 190.

66. See Higashionna 1906， 312; Yoshida 1911,I I : 1806 (Article “ Iwojima”) ； 

Papinot 1982, 222; NKBT  32，186, n. 3 (here too reference is made to the designa

tion ktnai-ga-shima for all of the islands south of the Satsumas.
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67. Ikeda 1971 cites under the motif F 743.5 “ Island of ogres ” the type No. 

301B (Rikitaro), 302 {Momotaro)7 303 (Futari kyddai), 425B (Issun boshi)y 725 ( Yume-mi 

koz5)，and 974 ( Yuriwaka aatjin).

68 Ivan M orris (1980, 67-105) gives a sensitive and comprehensive presentation 

of the historical person as well as the legendary figure of Minamoto no Yoshitsune.

69. See NKBT  38,102-23, Onzoshi shima watari.

70. Morris (1980，101) comments on this tradition: “ This theory, concocted 

in the late Meiji period, was no doubt related to current Japanese ambitions in north

ern Asia . . .. Minamoto no Yoshitsune’s name can be read ‘ Gengikei/ which is in

deed close to ‘ Genghis Khan/ Unfortunately, the circumstances that do not fit are 

somewhat more numerous and persuasive. Still another theory is that Yoshitsune 

crossed to China and became the ancestor of the Manchu Dynasty.，， A connection 

between Yoshitsune and Mongolia is established in the already mentioned tale Onzoshi 

shima matari (see n. 69). Here the hero, in the framework of a trick of war, deceives 

his enemies by reporting he has left with 100,000 warriors to conquer Mongolia. But 

we are dealing in this context with an open lie that helps rescue Yoshitsune from an 

apparently hopeless situation (see N K BT  38，107).

7 1 . See, among others, Watanabe 1966，241. The political connotations of this 

material are likewise emphasized by Morris (1980，370): “ During the Meiji period, 

steam engines in Hokkaido were sometimes named after people who figured in the 

legend, and Emperor Meiji himself during his state visit to Sapporo travelled in a train 

that was pulled by an engine called ‘ Yoshitsune.， Other engines in Hokkaido were 

called ‘ Shizuka，and * Benkei，； it is significant that none was ever named after the 

successful Yoritomo.，’

72. See Hakuseki sensei shukan, in Kokusho Kankokai 1905-06, V : 299-301.

73. See the treatment of the Tametomo material in Hakuseki’s worics Nantoshi 

and Ryukyu koku jiryaku, which themselves served as prototypes for later treatments.

74. The classical version of the material is found in a Kowaka-mai dance with the 

title “ Yuriwaka daijin.” It presents “ the fate of the legendary Japanese commander 

who fought off the invasion of the Mongolians under Emperor Saga . . . .  After long 

battles against the superior forces of the sorcerous intruders, Yuriwaka is victorious and 

with the aid of a magical letter he kills . . . the enemy commanders. While he is rest

ing on Genkai Island, his representatives, the treasonous Brothers Beppu, go away and 

leave him on the island in order to claim the reward for his victory, and they then tell 

troops back home of ms death” (Schneider 1968,フ8). In  regard to the question 

of the possible influence on this material by European tradition (the Odyssey), see 

Schneider 1968, 108，n. 41 and Ikeda 1971,218 (No. 974).

75. The largest number of fairy-tale versions of the Yuriwaka material is found 

in the collection NM ST (vol.4，No. 244; 5，No. 265; 8, No. 191;20，No. 184; 23，No. 

144; 24, No. 45; 25，No. 109; 26，No. 150; 27，No. 333). Here is found a clear local 

concentration of the material on Kyushu, where most of the variants with a “ demon 

island ’’ as the place of action are found. Rumpf (1938，208-13，No. 77) had already 

presented a corresponding version where a direct connection to the Momotaro tale fol

lows; see Ikeda-AT No. 974 and also above, note 29.

7b. The dance “ Yuriwaka-daijin,” however, is not related to the historical inva

sion of the Mongolians but to an ostensible attack carried out in the year 816 during 

the rule of Emperor Saga (Schneider 1968, 78). In  folk tradition, however, there 

is only talk of “ the ” Mongolians, whicn implies a reference to historical events.

フ7. NKBT\y 206/207ff.

フ8. N K B T 1, 210/211ff.
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79. N K B T l t 218/219.

80. N K BT 1 ,  214/215.

8 1 . N K BT  60, 425-34; N K T  20: 77-80.

82. The colophon of the edition mentions specifically that it is a special edition on 

the occasion of the 2,600th anniversary (V o l.12, 355); the publication took place in the 

years 1938—41.

83. See A n t o n i 1990.
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