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Abstract

The purposes of this study were: a) to collect Japanese folktales and categorize them
according to Stith Thompson’s classifications of folktales; b) to analyze the characteristics
of Japanese folktales by applying Axel Olrik’s Epic Laws of Folk Narrative as the basis for
the analysis; and c¢) to analyze the way of life of the Japanese people as portrayed in the
collected folktales in terms of family, occupation, beliefs, customs, and values. Purposive
sampling was used to collect 505 written folktales found in 47 prefectures in Japan.

From the analysis of the data, it was found that Japanese folktales could be classi-
fied into twelve categories; namely fairy tales, novellas, hero tales, sages, explanatory tales,
myths, fables, animal tales, jests, religious tales, ghost tales, and formula tales. Characteristics
analysis of the 505 folktales revealed that Japanese folktales shared universal characteristics,
as specified by Axel Olrik’s Epic Laws of Folk Narrative, and reflected the Japanese way of
life in several aspects. On the issue of the family institution, the Japanese family was found
to be either a nuclear, extended, or polygamous family. The main sources of livelihood for
the Japanese people were agriculture; cloth weaving; working as warriors, priests, doctors,
employees in business; or as business owners. Regarding beliefs, the Japanese people believed
in sacred power, religion, ghosts and spirits, and the law of karma. In terms of customs, several
local customs were found in the 505 folktales. With regard to values, knowledge, wisdom,
valor, hard work and determination, perseverance, integrity, and generosity were valued highly
among the Japanese people.

The analysis of the Japanese folktales provides one with the opportunity to learn about
the universality of folktales as well as to gain insights into the way of life of a society and
the need for social role models. This, in turn, reflects the significant role that folktales have
played in transmitting the Japanese way of life uninterruptedly from generation to generation.

Keywords: Japanese folktales, classifications of folktales, Epic Laws of Folk Narrative, way
of life
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