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Rebuilding and Reunion:
Introduction of the Academic Term “Mingu” to the Chinese Folklore Society

Abstract : This paper attempts to reconsider the history of Chinese folklore studies from the
perspective of material culture research, a point of view neglected in past Chinese folklore
studies. Through an examination of academic histories and interviews, this paper will reveal
how and by whom the academic term mingu (everyday objects) was brought into Chinese

folklore studies as well as how research on mingu and its study field was introduced in China.

The focus of this paper is the researcher Ru-lan Wang and her work circa 1980. Around this
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time, Chinese folklore society had resumed relations with Japanese folklore society to help
rebuild Chinese folklore studies. The introduction of Japanese mingu research into China can be

traced back in part to the history of Sino-Japanese academic collaboration and exchange.

Wang had studied in Japan sometime between 1930 and 1940. A fluent speaker of Japanese, she
dedicated herself to rekindling relations between communities involved in Chinese and Japanese
folklore studies by serving as an interpreter and translator. In the 1980s, after her second visit
to Japan, she presented her translations of Japanese mingu studies and papers introducing this

subject to the Chinese folklore society.

Her stay in Japan was short, however, and she had limited understanding of mingu research
with a ethnological perspective, an approach conducted from the time when the Institute for the
Studies of Japanese Folk Culture was called the Attic Museum (hereinafter writed to as the
Attic). It should also be noted that she came to Japan at a time when there was a rush of
folklore and mingu museum openings. Working with mingu, Wang came to appreciate the
importance of tangible folklore materials and was more strongly attracted to the idea of building
folklore museums than to advocating specific ways of developing academic mingu research.

Sadly, she did not attempt to promote mingu or folklore museums after this time.

In the meantime, a growing number of Chinese scholars visited Japan as part of the Chinese
folklore society’s efforts to build human resource capabilities at universities, contributing to
deeper relations between the folklore societies of the two countries. While few in number,
scholars emerged who undertook Japan’s mingu research and produced papers on the topic
more detailed than those written by Wang. Improved Sino-Japanese relations also allowed mingu

study collaborations within the framework of Japanese culture research.
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