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This project has made a significant contribution to the English language
body of anthropological literature on everyday farm life in pre-war Japan. The primary result of
this project will be the publication of Yoshida Saburo’ s hyperdetailed 1935-1936 one-year diary in
English, by the University of Hawaii Press (2025). The English language version of Yoshida’ s 1938
masterpiece will be of great value to anthropologists, historians, and other students of Japanese
society. Furthermore, it will supplement the growing body of regional studies in the English
language ethnography of Japanese society, and greatly deepen scholarly understanding of the prewar
farming village situation. Finally, it is worth noting that the translation has already been
recognized for its excellence by the Donald Keene Center of Japanese Culture at Columbia Universit
in New York, which selected the manuscript in 2022 as a winner of an annual translation award whic
it administers.
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1. WHZERRAR YKD&

This research project was built on the foundation of a previous project
(JP21720317), which focused on the life and works of Akita native farmer/ethnographer
Yoshida Saburo (1905-1979), who remains almost completely unknown today, even
among anthropologists specializing in Japanese rural/regional society, despite the volume
of writing he produced and despite his proximity to Shibusawa Keizo, Miyamoto
Tsuneichi, and other famous ethnographers. Even in Akita, few people know of Yoshida,

his works, or his achievements. This project has sought to rectify this situation.

My research on Yoshida Saburo up to the start of this project produced valuable
results. I managed to make strong connections to his relatives and also to meet and talk
with a number of other people who knew him personally. The level of trust that I
established with his heirs and other concerned parties has enabled me to continue the
project far beyond my initial expectations. I was also able to amass a large volume of
materials for continued research—primarily printed information written by him, and also
about him, in addition to scans of many dozens of original photographs from his personal
collection. The English translation of Yoshida’s 1938 book was approximately 50 percent
complete at the start of this project. I had also begun work on a biographical book on
Yoshida. My research has answered many questions and it has also revealed some errors.
For example, it was reported (=87 —, 1996, p. 127) that Yoshida met Shibusawa when
working as a chimney sweep in Tokyo during the agricultural down-time, but my research
has shown this to be incorrect. Other misunderstandings have also been cleared up, such
as an accusation that Yoshida “may not have been the most successful farmer” (Christy,
2012, p. 164).

2. WMHEOHEHM

The project had two main goals: 1) complete a thorough study and English
translation of Yoshida’s 1938 book, “Diary of a Farmer at the Foot of Mount Kanpu” ( [
FEFER L 2 H &) ), and 2) to comprehend and analyze Yoshida’s postwar
establishment of a new farm through the opening of woodland (Bf#f7) in the West Oiwake
area of Katagami City, Akita Prefecture. Achieving these goals has helped to rectify
numerous factual errors regarding Yoshida’s life story, and to further correct the record of
his world and his place in the agricultural and ethnological environment of Taisho / Showa

Japan.

Yoshida Saburo was born the third son of a middle-level farmer in the tiny hamlet

of Okura in Wakimoto, on the Oga Peninsula, in February of 1905. He began farming



full-time upon the completion of his formal education in 1920 at the age of 16, but he also
started attending classes at a local school in the evenings, and bought upper-level
textbooks and studied on his own at home. Through these activities Yoshida learned about
Ishikawa Rikinosuke (1845-1915), a great elderly farmer (¥ /&) who had initially been
born into the locally-famous Nara family. Deeply impressed by Ishikawa’s lifelong efforts
to encourage poor farmers to take charge of their own destinies and pull themselves out
of poverty by their willpower and efforts—Ishikawa was known for rousing his fellow
villagers at 3:00 every morning by banging on a wooden board—Yoshida became
determined to continue his predecessor’s work, in his own way. Times had changed since
Ishikawa’s era; rural unrest was growing and farmers were becoming more and more

political.

Being the center of proletarian literature in the country that it was, Akita had
many Musansei Party (#7EB%7) members, and not a few members of the Communist
Party, even though it had been banned. Yoshida, however, largely steered clear of political
parties and instead threw himself into the study of farming, history and politics. He also
joined a number of organizations that were dedicated to improving rural life through
education. This brought Yoshida to the attention of Onishi Goichi (1898-1992), a leader
in the prewar farmer education movement, and gave him his first chance to see Tokyo—
he had to sneak out of his house in the night with this necessary things tied up in a
Morinaga Caramel box—when he was invited by Onishi to attend a study session at

Onishi’s house.

At one point, sometime later, Onishi suggested to Yoshida that he produce a
monograph about his own village, writing what he already knew, and asking elderly
people about what he did not know, and putting their words down on paper (summarizing,
paraphrasing, etc.). This Yoshida promptly did. When Yoshida’s manuscript appeared at
Onishi’s door in Tokyo, Onishi was shocked at its thoroughness and the speed with which
it had been completed. Onishi shared this with folklore legend Yanagita Kunio (1875-
1962), who was at least supportive. Eventually, Onishi showed the manuscript to Folklore
enthusiast / legend Shibusawa Keizo (1896-1963)—grandson of Meiji Business magnate
Shibusawa Eiichi (1840-1931)—who decided to publish it as a book in his new Attic
Museum ethnology series (¥Tf#%, 2001; Kusumoto, 2005; £, 1984).

Shibusawa was intensely interested in local cultures and folkways, and enjoyed
having local people report on their own lives and communities, so he gave Yoshida a
camera and asked him to write a detailed account of one complete year of life on his own
tiny farm and in his village. Yoshida set about this task immediately, meticulously
recording all of the mundane details of daily live, including the crops he planted, the foods
he and his family ate every day, and all income and expenditures. Beautifully embellished
with maps and many photos, Yoshida’s diary was published by Attic Museum in 1938.
But Yoshida did not stop at this; for the next 40 years he documented and wrote about his



own life, farming, and the culture of his home region, turning out books such as % ™
SoEiE, BER LR, and 1B Z1X4 7242, to name a few. He was particularly
interested in the Namahage of Oga, which have become a special treasure, and symbol,
of Akita in recent years ( H A<k SC{EAFZEFT, 2004; Yamamoto, 1978). Yoshida is even

featured in Oga’s Namahage Museum.

As a farmer/ethnographer, Yoshida had a unique perspective on village and
agrarian life, and on his home region. He was a complete insider, yet he was different: a
local with the ability to back away and look carefully at things. His writings are fully
grounded in the place and culture of his birth, which brings up the theoretical issue of his
being a “native ethnographer,” (Kuwayama, 2004; Narayan, 1993). In addition, regional
studies of Japan done by Japanese researchers have long suffered from the problem of
“the center” vs. “the regions”: center-oriented writers and regional-oriented writers differ
in their perspectives on the regions, and the former usually get the most attention. This
even applies to great ethnographers like Yanagita Kunio. Yoshida, on the other hand,
offers a refreshing perspective on the local. Furthermore, whereas the work of Yanagita
has been associated with “Nihonjin-ron” (Befu, 2001; #H, 2003; {FHi%, 2007, pp. 25-
28; 1287, 1996) Yoshida’s has not.

3. WHEDTik

Since approximately 2009, I have been pursuing this ongoing research project in
several ways. Speaking with people who knew Yoshida personally has been a major
element of this effort. I spent many hours interviewing—and simply speaking with—his
eldest daughter. I also spend much time with his younger daughter and members of her
family, and with other relatives. Carefully reading his writings, and studying his
photographs and other materials I was able to access was also very beneficial. I have also

read many dozens of book and articles for this project.

Completing a study and translation of Yoshida’s 1938 book has made a
significant contribution to the English language body of anthropological literature on
everyday farm life in pre-war Japan for two reasons: 1) there is very little such literature
(the only comprehensive studies are John Embree’s Suye-mura (1939) and Smith and
Wiswell’s Women of Suye-mura (1982)), and 2) there is currently no substantial first-
person account of early Showa-era farming life in Japan available in the English language.
When Yoshida’s diary becomes available in English, in 2025, it will be of great value to
anthropologists, historians, and other students of Japanese society. Furthermore, it will
supplement the growing body of regional studies in the English language ethnography of
Japanese society (e.g. Guo, et al., 2005; Thompson & Traphagan, 2006), adding much-



needed depth in the process. The English language version of Yoshida’s diary will contain
a forward that discusses his life, his home region, and his other works, and also contains
many explanatory notes. Furthermore, a better understanding Yoshida’s postwar farm
establishment activities will shed much light on Japan’s agricultural development over
the past seven decades—a topic that I have explored in my own research on nearby Ogata-
mura (Wood, 2012).
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