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From Folktale Hero to National Symbol:
The Making of Momotaré Paradigm in Japanese Modern Age

KAHARA Nahoko

This study concerns the question of how one of the most famous Japanese folktale heros,
Momotaro, the ‘peach boy’, has become a dominant metaphor for the self of the Japanese
people in modern Japan. It has repeatedly been involved when the Japanese situate them-
selves in their interaction with the rest of the world.

The story of Momotard has been handed down both orally and in written form, and it varies
considerably. What is generally known all over Japan is the “Hyojun-gata”, the standard
type, in which the main character Momotard, accompanied by a dog, a monkey, and a
pheasant, sail across the sea to conquer some ogres and returns with the ogres’ treasure. This
standard type had been included with illustrations in the basic textbooks for elementary
language instruction from 1887 to the end of the World War II.

The Momotard story has changed its interpretation according to the ideology of each
historical period. During the military era through 1930’s to 1945, the Momotard story was
frequently used for nationalistic purposes to establish Japan’s national identity and promote
patriotism among the people. In wartime picture books, cartoons, songs, dramas and ani-
mated films, Momotard often appeared as a youthful and strong embodiment of the “new”
Japan and a Japanese soldier. It is in sharp contrast to Anglo-American enemy, who were
presented as aging and feeble demons with a human face. An American historian John W.
Dower analyses the features of the cultural cognitive framework appeared in Japanese war
propaganda and calls it the “Momotard paradigm.” However, how and why the Momotard
story come to be used in such a context? Under which circumstances did this happen?

This symbolic meaning of Momotard as an exemplary model for young Japanese had been
constructed in the modern era by being linked to the national morality and political ideology.
Its inventive process is rather complicated. By examining mainly school textbooks, picture
books for children and the representative texts of its educational interpretation, I shall focus
on its three important backgrounds: The transformation of the Momotard story into a national
literature, the permeation of its stereotype visual image, and the idealization of Momotard as

a perfect symbol for young Japanese.
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