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Reconsidering Shinni:

Olfactory Research Potential in Folklore Studies
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In folklore studies, the term shinni refers to sensations, emotions, and
perceptions that are invisible and difficult to verbalize. Yanagita Kunio
defined the goal of folklore studies as accessing shinni gensho (mental phe-
nomena) by studying material culture and verbal arts. This study focuses
on shinni in an exploration of the factors underlying the neglect of olfac-
tory experiences—the scents and smells that pervade daily life—as the
subjects of folklore studies.

First, I examine Yanagita Kunio's classification of folklore materials, par-
ticularly the third category, shinni gensho. Yanagita's concept of shinni
gensho originally encompassed a broad range of human sensations and
perceptions, including not only folk belief in superstitions and yokai (super-
natural beings), but also color perception, linguistic nuances, and aesthetic
preferences. However, subsequent folklorists progressively narrowed this
scope,andresearch became concentrated on superstitions and yokai.

Next, I analyze the evolution of folklore survey guidelines. The results

show that research has consistently focused on materials that can be col-
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lected through sight and hearing (material culture and oral traditions)
whereas, few survey items have been established for olfaction, taste, or
touch. Despite Yanagita's repeated references to various scents, these
observations have not been incorporated into the classification of folklore
materials or into survey guidelines.

The broad scope of shinni gensho that Yanagita originally envisioned
must be restored, to advance sensory research in folklore studies. Addi-
tionally, researchers must actively investigate folklore culture related to

olfaction to access the perceptions inherent therein.
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