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Ayako yoshimura

to believe and not to believe: A native 
ethnography of kanashibari in Japan

This article discusses kanashibari, the Japanese version of an experiential phe-
nomenon better known in North America as the “Old Hag.” A native of Japan, the 
author provides cultural background on kanashibari and investigates kanashibari 
personal experience narratives so as to demonstrate how Japanese individuals 
self-diagnose their experiences by referring to culturally prescribed explanations 
(both scientific and supernatural) for the phenomenon.

Keywords
AFS Ethnographic Thesaurus: Folk beliefs, nightmares (superna-
tural beings), personal experience narratives, ethnography

Introduction

Prelude to an investigation

“Kanashibari” is a vernacular Japanese term that denotes an experiential phe-
nomenon in which a person feels paralyzed upon waking; in addition to paralysis, 
the phenomenon may involve seeing or hearing unexplainable things. it was not until 
1998, when i first read David hufford’s influential book The Terror That Comes in the 
Night (1982), that i learned that this phenomenon was cross-cultural.1 At the time, i 
was surprised that hufford had not mentioned kanashibari, which suggested to me 
that it was largely unknown outside the culture of my native Japan.
 Some six years later, i conducted my first ethnographic research on kanashibari, 
which involved reporting the ways in which Japanese individuals analyzed their 
kanashibari experiences through reference to culturally available explanations (yo-
shimura 2005). broadly speaking, contemporary Japanese culture offers two ex-
planations for the kanashibari phenomenon: a scientific one (which states that the 
phenomenon is caused by stress, fatigue, and/or a sleep disorder), and a supernatural 
one (which attributes the phenomenon to visitations by supernatural entities, often 
those of an unpleasant or malicious kind).2 my analysis exposed the difficulties that 
kanashibari experiencers face in making use of this cultural model.

Ayako Yoshimura is a PhD candidate in folklore at the university of Wisconsin–madison
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	 Yoshimura,	A Native Ethnography of Kanashibari in Japan	 147

 in the two years after my short article appeared, i was contacted by two differ-
ent parties inquiring about my work. one was a canadian media outfit planning a 
television documentary featuring the phenomenon in its cross-cultural variations, 
and the other was an American psychologist studying sleep paralysis. Despite their 
initial enthusiasm and suggestions for future cooperation, after i had provided them 
with additional information neither contacted me again. This i took as a sign that my 
research was not relevant to their projects. i suspected that they had found my slant 
neither sufficiently scientific nor sufficiently supernatural—which quality i gradually 
came to regard as one of the strengths of my research. The incident made me more 
aware than ever of disparities in interpretation across communities, and motivated 
me to further my research in the direction of a more holistic treatment of kanashibari 
in its own cultural context, which would accordingly illuminate the complexity of the 
phenomenon from a native’s perspective.3

 my kanashibari case study exemplifies the complexity of vernacular beliefs. kanashi-
bari serves as an excellent example of an “encounter with the unknown” among ordi-
nary healthy Japanese because, despite being well known, it remains a mystery that is 
linked to both scientific and supernatural causes. not being able to move one’s body 
and not knowing why is scary. hence a kanashibari experience narrative has the 
potential to deliver a mix of intellectual reasoning and an emotional reaction; and a 
collection of such narratives will tend to exhibit considerable diversity in this regard.
 As a native of Japan, i have been aware of kanashibari much of my life. in adoles-
cence, i went through a phase of sharing with my peers a curiosity about occult topics 
(ghosts, spirits, hauntings, uFos). our interest in supernatural stories was stimulated 
by television programs and popular magazines; and in those stories, kanashibari 
frequently appeared as a sign of a supernatural presence. yet as i grew older, through 
newspapers and television programs, i (like many others) learned that kanashibari 
could be explained scientifically. Thus was i equipped with the two culturally pre-
scribed explanations (the supernatural and the scientific) for kanashibari. by virtue of 
having grown up in Japan and having discussed kanashibari and related matters with 
other members of my native culture, i am familiar with the ways in which kanashi-
bari is linked to other vernacular beliefs within the matrix of everyday culture. most 
crucially, due to my background i know that a Japanese experiencer of kanashibari is 
likely to struggle to make sense of the experience. The ready availability of culturally 
prescribed explanations does not make it easy for the experiencer to process the expe-
rience afterward, because the experiencer will tend to waver between two potentially 
contradictory explanations in seeking to rationalize what happened. Such individual 
interpretive trials are precisely what make the Japanese version of this cross-cultural 
phenomenon interesting and worthy of analysis. For this reason i have centered my 
research upon the analysis of experiencers’ self-diagnoses, with the goal of presenting 
and interpreting varied individual responses to a phenomenon well known within 
the culture, and with a clear set of culturally prescribed explanations.

(mis)Apprehensions in Anglophone Society

The word “kanashibari” seems to have been brought to an anglophone audience by a 
1987 article in Sleep, an academic journal for scientific and medical research related 
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to sleep. “high Prevalence of isolated Sleep Paralysis: Kanashibari Phenomenon in 
Japan” was produced by a team of Japanese psychologists led by kazuhiko Fukuda, 
who became in ensuing years a leading sleep-studies scholar with many contributions 
to english-language periodicals.4 The team reported that sleep paralysis was not just 
a pathological symptom particular to narcolepsy patients, but a physiological condi-
tion commonly experienced by healthy individuals (Fukuda et al. 1987). of the 635 
Japanese university students that participated in their survey, 98.4 percent knew what 
kanashibari was, and 43.0 percent reported having experienced it. of this latter group, 
83.2 percent reported that kanashibari had happened to them more than once. The 
survey results showed a much higher rate of report in healthy individuals than had 
previous sleep-paralysis studies from other countries, which the researchers attrib-
uted to the participants’ familiarity with the phenomenon thanks to the availability 
of cultural information surrounding kanashibari.
 Although the word “kanashibari” has since gained more recognition outside Ja-
pan, interpretations of it have diverged from those within the native culture. in 1998 
parapsychologist Susan blackmore published an article entitled “Abduction by Aliens 
or Sleep Paralysis?,” in which she challenged the controversial 1992 roper Poll re-
sults that had led researchers to estimate that almost 4 million Americans had been 
abducted by aliens.5 in assailing the study’s validity, blackmore contends that—due 
to the similarity of reported symptoms (out-of-body experience, luminous presence, 
hallucination)—alien-abduction stories are elaborations of sleep-paralysis experiences 
(1998:26). her own survey showed that people’s perceptions of aliens and abductions 
were greatly affected by mass-media portrayals, since the amount of television that 
her undergraduate participants habitually watched was directly proportional to the 
amount of knowledge that they possessed about aliens and abductions, suggesting that 
Americans obtain ideas about aliens and abductions “more from television programs 
than from having been abducted by real aliens” (1998:28). citing the 1987 article by 
Fukuda’s team, blackmore brings up kanashibari so as to point out the presence of 
sleep paralysis, going by various names, in different cultures (1998:24–5).6
 The discussion of alien abduction as sleep paralysis was popularized in a 1999 New 
York Times article: “Alien Abduction? Science calls it Sleep Paralysis” by nicholas D. 
kristof. here kristof discusses a possible connection between sleep paralysis and 
alien-abduction traditions in the united States, and “kanashibari” is introduced as 
the Japanese term for “sleep paralysis.” Fukuda is quoted as claiming that while the 
typical Japanese has a conceptual framework for sleep paralysis (that is, kanashibari) 
and therefore knows what it is, Americans are likely to link similar experiences to 
alien abductions because that is the interpretation most familiar within American 
culture (kristof 1999:F1).
 This notion of Fukuda’s is cited also by religious-studies scholar Alan F. Segal in his 
book Life after Death (2004). in the chapter devoted to “religiously interpreted states 
of consciousness,” Segal argues that people who claim to have experiences of religious 
revelation merely choose to interpret “ordinary” dreams as such. kristof ’s New York 
Times article is referenced to make the point that a physiological condition such as 
sleep paralysis can be interpreted variously: as a witch attack in newfoundland, as 
an alien abduction in the united States; but in Japan, where people have a readily 
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available term for and knowledge of the condition, sleep paralysis (that is, kanashibari) 
is understood as a “medical complaint” (Segal 2004:327–8).
 conversely, other writers have taken notice of the supernatural aspects of kanashi-
bari. For example, kanashibari is sometimes construed outside of Japan as a phenom-
enon attributed to a particular supernatural being. Popular psychic Sylvia browne 
understands sleep paralysis as “astral catalepsy” (after Sylvan muldoon), which occurs 
prior to any out-of-body experience (which she calls “astral travel”).7 According to 
browne, “‘sleep paralysis’” is a “simpler but less accurate name” for this phenomenon, 
and she argues for its universality by adducing examples from other cultures. kanashi-
bari is described as follows: “The Japanese referred to astral catalepsy as kanashibari, 
in which a gigantic devil would sneak into bedrooms throughout the country during 
the night and pin the sleeping people to their beds with its foot” (browne 2002:136–8; 
emphasis in original).8

 in hawai‘i, kanashibari is considered a special kind of spirit known as a “choking 
ghost.” According to historian Glen Grant, who has published several anthologies of 
ghost stories collected in hawai‘i, the choking ghost has appeared in fire stations and 
college dormitories all over the region (1994:165). Grant devotes the final chapter 
of Obake: Ghost Stories in Hawai‘i (1994) to four hawai‘ian kanashibari stories, one 
describing his 1991 visit—in the company of the Australian clairvoyant Glennys 
mackay—to a university of hawai‘i dormitory to track this ghost.9

 in Ghosts and the Japanese, folklorists michiko iwasaka and barre toelken go so 
far as to speculate that a supernatural creature of Japanese folklore, the zashikiwarashi 
座敷童子,10 may be the being responsible for what hufford has studied under the name 
“old hag phenomenon” (1994:74–5). The zashikiwarashi is a household spirit that by 
its mere presence in the home promotes family prosperity.11 but it has a mischievous 
side, such that it might run around the room making noises, overturn the pillow of an 
overnight guest, or sit on the sleeping guest’s chest. it seems to be such characteristics 
of the zashikiwarashi that lead iwasaka and toelken to draw a connection between 
it and the old hag tradition. but the link is illusory because—despite its penchant 
for nocturnal mischief (including sitting atop the chests of sleeping guests)—the 
zashikiwarashi is a beneficent presence known for inhabiting traditional houses. The 
zashikiwarashi’s misbehavior has to do not with innate malevolence, but simply with 
a desire to inspect the unknown houseguest asleep in the zashiki.
 it was not until 2002 that an ethnographic research project focusing on the cul-
tural aspects of kanashibari surfaced. Anna Schegoleva, a doctoral candidate in 
the School of oriental and African Studies at the university of london, published 
a conference paper entitled “Sleepless in Japan: The Kanashibari Phenomenon.” in 
the article, Schegoleva, who researches contemporary ghost stories in Japan, ex-
plains that she first learned of the kanashibari phenomenon at a ghost-story-telling 
party. intrigued by what she initially thought was a cultural experience specific to 
the Japanese, she commenced her research by distributing questionnaires to 10- to 
12-year-old schoolchildren in hopes of studying their descriptions of kanashibari 
experiences. her young informants reported having seen ghostly figures from con-
temporary films and television programs, which led her to explore mass-media 
presentations of kanashibari, kanashibari as a sleep disorder, and cross-cultural 

JAF 128_2 text.indd   149 3/9/15   2:08 PM

This content downloaded from 
�������������90.251.49.65 on Sun, 18 Jul 2021 10:18:14 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



150 Journal of American Folklore 128 (2015)

variations of the phenomenon (including the old hag of newfoundland). Schegol-
eva acknowledges that in contemporary Japan many people know about kanashibari, 
but that—despite its frequent mention in the mass media—academic studies of the 
phenomenon are scarce (2002:32). her research appears to be at a preliminary stage, 
as she reaches a conclusion that seems to support what hufford calls the “cultural 
source hypothesis”:

one of the important questions to emerge is whether the experience formulates or 
influences belief or whether it is belief which creates the experience? my feeling 
is that as the experience has become well-known through the popularisation of 
the word kanashibari, it has entered culture as a folk belief, and so the culture has 
itself come to shape the experience in a rather unique way. Further investigations 
on the subject, started with Japanese scholarship on the illusory world of sleep, 
might lead to discoveries about the reality we live in. (Schegoleva 2002:35–6; em-
phasis in original)12

it is noteworthy that Schegoleva learned about kanashibari as she collected ghost 
stories, because Japanese culture’s supernatural explanation states that kanashibari 
is a common feature in supernatural encounters.
 more recently, kanashibari has been mentioned briefly by medical anthropologist 
Shelley r. Adler in her book Sleep Paralysis: Night-Mares, Nocebos, and the Mind-
Body Connection (2011). her research examines cross-cultural interpretations of 
the physiological symptom that is best known as “sleep paralysis,” which is classified 
within the medical community as a type of sleep disorder. in her book kanashibari 
is introduced as one culture-specific interpretation, alongside the old hag tradition 
of newfoundland and the uqumangirniq tradition of the inuit (Adler 2011:16–22).
 These various writers have come to know about kanashibari in different venues; 
and while their arguments and speculations can be left to stand or fall within their 
own contexts, to a native of Japan who has heard the experiences of countrymen 
related in everyday conversation, the disparity in the construals of kanashibari by 
these different specialists only highlights the paucity of sources available in english. 
The placement of kanashibari in the discussion that links sleep paralysis to alien-
abduction traditions is interesting. however, scholars working this angle treat the 
kanashibari phenomenon only as an alternatively named sleep disorder (that is, sleep 
paralysis), unaware of the cultural dynamic surrounding it in Japanese tradition. on 
the other hand, those who regard kanashibari as part of the supernatural tradition 
do not recognize that it is neither the name nor the deed of a specific supernatural 
being in Japanese folklore. For instance, the zashikiwarashi, as a supernatural being, 
is capable of provoking kanashibari—but so are a myriad of other supernatural enti-
ties. in the Japanese supernatural tradition, “kanashibari” is the term for the state of 
paralysis that a person experiences as a premonitory condition when a supernatural 
being approaches. Although the word seems now to have entered the english lexicon, 
understandings of the phenomenon outside of Japanese culture are still compartmen-
talized. A holistic description of kanashibari within the context of its native culture 
is long overdue.
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Interpretations of Kanashibari in Japanese Culture

Definitions and origins

“kanashibari” 金縛り literally means “metal (金)-binding (縛り)” in Japanese. in the 
Kōjien dictionary, the word is defined as:

1. a. the act of binding (or the state of being bound) tightly so as not to allow any 
movement; b. also refers to a situation in which one freezes due to a feeling such as 
fear; 2. the act of restraining (or the state of being restrained) financially.13

in addition to these definitions, the word “kanashibari” enjoys more extended applica-
tions in vernacular language, referring to any sense or state of immobility or paralysis, 
or any stalemate or standstill—for instance, when a political debate grinds to a halt, 
when a baseball team is unable to gain ground on its rivals, or when a person is trapped 
in debt.14 Thus the word is appropriate to describe the experiential phenomenon in 
which a person awakens to find him- or herself paralyzed, which usage would appear 
to date to ca. 1970 (nakaoka 1985:228).
 The word itself originates in the medieval spell called “kanashibari no hō” 金縛りの法, 
which was a type of paralysis magic practiced by priests of onmyōdō 陰陽道, Shugendō 
修験道, and esoteric religions such as the Shingon 真言 sect of buddhism. The skills 
needed to perform magic were believed to be attainable through intense ascetic train-
ing, and different religious groups developed their own ways of executing this spell. 
The spell is mentioned in classical historical records such as Shoku nihongi 続日本紀:15 
under the date monmu 文武 3, may 24 (June 26, 699, in the Gregorian calendar), it 
records that the founder of Shugendō, en no ozunu 役小角 (634–701), was able to 
enslave spirits and force them to collect water and firewood; when they disobeyed, 
he bound them using magic (Shoku nihongi 1989–1998, Vol. 1:17).
 The most well-known kind of kanashibari spell is the one that developed among 
Shugendō practitioners as the type of magic employed to subdue an opponent or to 
expel an evil spirit by summoning the power and virtue of Fudōmyōō 不動明王, the 
patron deity of Shugendō, and originally a buddhist guardian deity whose Sanskrit 
name was Acala (The immovable one).16 Konjaku monogatari-shū 今昔物語集,17 an 
anthology of tales from medieval Japan, contains one instance of its deployment: A 
priest prays to Fudōmyōō when a lustful laywoman pertinaciously makes advances 
toward him. Soon an invisible force throws her to the floor and immobilizes her, and 
her body begins to spin like a top. The woman pleads for forgiveness, and it is revealed 
that a tengu 天狗 (a trickster in Japanese folklore) has possessed her in an attempt to 
lure the priest into breaking his vow of chastity.18

 by the late nineteenth century, kanashibari spells were being utilized to deliver 
comeuppance in diverting morality tales. The historical fiction Ishikawa Goemon 
denki 石川五右衛門伝記 (legends of Goemon ishikawa), published in 1885, contains 
an episode in which a thief who has sneaked into a buddhist temple meets a divine 
reproach. This normally skillful thief is mysteriously led astray after entering the 
building, and suddenly finds himself unable to move. his cries for help summon a 
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priest, who declares that his larcenous intentions have been thwarted by the numinous 
power of Fudōmyōō.19 A similar scene is described in an 1897 newspaper article en-
titled “Fudō no kanashibari” 不動の金縛り(Fudō’s kanashibari) in Asahi shinbun (one 
of the major national dailies). it reports the story of a chronic thief caught in the act 
of stealing a copper rain gutter hanging from the Fukagawa Fudōdō 深川不動堂 (a 
temple in tokyo dedicated to Fudōmyōō). because the apprehended outlaw swore 
that he would never again try to steal from a temple or shrine, the article amusively 
dubbed the arrest a case of divine punishment, and called it “Fudō’s [Fudōmyōō’s] 
kanashibari” (Fudō no kanashibari 1897). The wit of this article lies in the idea that 
the attempt to pilfer a metal object led the thief to be arrested at the very temple 
devoted to the deity famous for the metal-binding spell.20

 The notion of kanashibari as magic still exists in today’s popular culture. The word 
appears in manga and in computer and video games whose characters have super-
natural powers. in the popular manga Pokémon, in which benevolent monsters battle 
evil ones for control of the world, monsters of both ilks employ kanashibari spells in 
their contests. And in yūko matsuoka’s Japanese translations of J. k. rowling’s harry 
Potter novels, two of the spells are rendered as types of kanashibari magic: a spell 
called “Petrificus Totalus”—“the full body-bind” (rowling 1997:198–9)—becomes 
“zenshin kanashibari” 全身金縛り (whole-body metal-binding) (rowling 1999:400–1), 
while another—“Freezing charm” (rowling 1998:80)—is called “shibari jutsu” 縛り術 
(binding spell) (rowling 2000:152).21

 Despite its prevalence in popular culture, kanashibari-as-magic is not one of the 
culturally prescribed explanations that Japanese people today consider after experi-
encing kanashibari, as this magic belongs nowadays not to the world of reality but to 
that of fantasy. in contemporary Japan, the experiential phenomenon of kanashibari 
is susceptible to explanations along two different lines: as a sleep disorder, or as a 
supernatural occurrence.

kanashibari as Sleep Paralysis

in the field of Japanese medical science, research is conducted under the premise that 
kanashibari is a physiological condition, the clinical name for which is “suimin- mahi” 
睡眠麻痺 (sleep paralysis). many scholarly surveys and reports in Japan regarding 
kanashibari (this name is often retained in materials distributed to study participants, 
and in researchers’ presentations of their results) come from the fields of clinical 
psychology and psychophysiology, whose researchers devise studies to determine the 
circumstances that might trigger it. one’s propensity to suffer from kanashibari has 
been measured in connection with such factors as age, gender, and personality type 
(Fukuda et al. 1991). A second group of researchers tested whether or not kanashibari 
could be provoked by the interruption of sleep (takeuchi et al. 1992).
 because “kanashibari” is the vernacular Japanese word for this condition, the 
aforementioned Fukuda—among the more prominent sleep-studies scholars in Ja-
pan—tested whether this term would elicit from his subjects a higher percentage 
of affirmative responses than other terms. Three different questionnaires regarding 
parasomnias, each of which contained a different term to denote immobility during 
sleep (“transient paralysis,” “kanashibari,” and an unspecified “condition”22), were 
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distributed to three different groups of “healthy young adults.” The terms drew af-
firmative responses from their respective groups at the following rates: “transient 
paralysis” (26.4 percent), “kanashibari” (39.3 percent), and the unnamed “condition” 
(31.0 percent). Although he does not discuss the survey results, one might infer that 
Fukuda would contend that his subjects’ greater familiarity with the term “kanashi-
bari” resulted in it producing the highest percentage of affirmative responses (Fukuda 
1993:805–6).
 in another survey by Fukuda and colleagues, subjects were asked several ques-
tions regarding their perceptions of kanashibari: for example, whether or not the 
phenomenon should be classified as a dream. The survey was conducted separately 
in canada and in Japan (with 86 canadian and 149 Japanese university students). 
The groups reported sleep paralysis at similar rates (canadian: 52.3 percent [45 of the 
subjects]; Japanese: 44.3 percent [66 of the subjects]), but whereas 55.6 percent of the 
canadian sleep-paralysis experiencers (25 of 45) considered their sleep paralysis part 
of a dream, only 15.2 percent of the Japanese experiencers (10 of 66) regarded their 
experiences as a dream. From these results the researchers conclude that Japanese 
subjects tend to distinguish sleep paralysis (that is, kanashibari) from dreams because 
Japanese culture provides different conceptual frameworks for the two phenomena 
(Fukuda et al. 1998:64–5).
 other studies examine the correlation between kanashibari and mental health is-
sues: reporting the cases of two depression patients who suffered from sleep paralysis 
(Fukuda and hozumi 1989a); testing the correlation between kanashibari and panic 
disorder (Fukuda and hozumi 1989b); analyzing whether kanashibari experiencers 
have inclinations toward particular mental problems such as paranoia, depression, or 
hysteria (Fukuda et al. 1991); or speculating on the tendency for auto-critique among 
adolescent kanashibari experiencers (matsumoto 2005).
 extensive research has been done by psychologist hiroko Arikawa, who has stud-
ied kanashibari and the correlations with its experiencers’ degrees of death anxiety 
and belief in external locus of control.23 one notable result in her research is that 
244 out of 713 Japanese subjects (34.2 percent) reported that they had experienced 
kanashibari one or more times (Arikawa 1995:48), thus attesting to the common-
ness of the phenomenon, and reinforcing the claim made by Fukuda’s team in 1987. 
Although Arikawa gave her subjects the opportunity to describe their experiences on 
questionnaires,24 the resulting brief descriptions are unfortunately tucked away in the 
appendix (1995:85–107). She does not analyze these narratives because her concerns 
revolve around the relevance of the incidents to the narrators’ levels of anxiety and 
other psychological conditions (1995:62–4). The content of the narratives—many of 
which report hallucinations or “supernatural” incidents—lay beyond the scope of her 
analysis, and her participants were not invited to self-diagnose their experiences.
 The primary methods for these scientific studies are quantitative, depending largely 
upon the distribution of questionnaires, followed by statistical analysis. no extensive 
interviews seem to take place as follow-up. in such research the experiencers’ voices 
are muted because the subjects are not given the opportunity to explain in detail the 
ways in which they conceptualize kanashibari.
 nevertheless, the survey results from the aforementioned studies contain valuable 
data regarding Japanese perceptions of kanashibari. The Fukuda-led group’s 1987 
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article showed that 46.0 percent of 390 men and 70.8 percent of 245 women “answered 
in the affirmative (‘yes’ or ‘perhaps yes’)” to the question “Do you suspect a relation 
between kanashibari and spirits (or supernatural power)?” (Fukuda et al. 1987:280). 
Arikawa’s questionnaire asked kanashibari experiencers what they thought might have 
caused their kanashibari: “supernatural cause such as a spirit,” “medical cause (sickness 
or stress),” or “both.” of the 244 experiencers, a nearly equal number selected each of 
the three options: 76 (30.7 percent) selected “supernatural,” 94 (39.3 percent) selected 
“medical,” and 73 (30.5 percent) selected “both” (Arikawa 1995:44–52). These results 
indicate that over 60 percent of the kanashibari experiencers in the survey admit the 
possibility of a supernatural cause for kanashibari.
 A more recent survey by behavioral scientists reports an interesting finding. kiriko 
Sakata and mitsuo hayashi (1999) examined how prevalent the belief in kanashibari as 
a supernatural phenomenon was among Japanese college students, and tested whether 
this belief would be abandoned in the wake of college-level psychology courses that 
educated them about the scientific explanation for the phenomenon. Sakata and 
hayashi discovered that lectures on the scientific explanation for kanashibari did not 
change significantly the total number of participants who believed that the phenom-
enon might involve the supernatural.
 Some of their survey results are worthy of mention for the present discussion. to 
the question “to what extent do you think the supernatural is involved in causing 
kanashibari?,” the participants responded as follows: “not at all involved” (41.8 per-
cent), “scarcely involved” (26.0 percent), “somewhat involved” (25.7 percent), “very 
much involved” (5.5 percent), “the supernatural is the sole cause of kanashibari” 
(1.0 percent). Given the question “Do you think that the mystery of kanashibari can 
be solved scientifically?,” the same participants answered: “no, this is impossible” 
(5.8 percent); “this might be possible, but seems unlikely” (17.1 percent); “this seems 
likely, but some mystery will always remain” (50.9 percent); “everything can be solved 
scientifically” (26.3 percent). When asked “Do you think that kanashibari should be 
studied scientifically?,” almost half of the participants indicated that it was difficult to 
choose “yes” or “no” (Sakata and hayashi 1999:154; my translation).25 Although very 
few people in this survey believe that kanashibari is always supernaturally caused, 
more than half of the participants suspect that the supernatural has something to do 
with the phenomenon. And more than 70 percent of them are unsure as to whether 
science alone will ultimately be able to solve the mystery of kanashibari. Despite 
potential pressure on the students due to the fact that the survey was conducted in a 
psychology course with a clear agenda of science education, the science-based lectures 
did not lead to the wholesale “conversion” for which the researchers may have hoped. 
many students remained doubtful about the power of science to explain  kanashibari 
fully.
 it is precisely this kind of ambivalence on the part of Japanese that leads me to 
believe that further investigation into how they perceive kanashibari is necessary. 
today Japanese can learn from television programs, newspapers, and magazines—if 
not from college lectures—that kanashibari might happen for purely physiological 
reasons. A sleeping person goes through multiple cycles of rem (rapid eye move-
ment) and nrem (non-rapid eye movement) sleep. kanashibari most likely occurs 
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when the shift between the two stages does not proceed smoothly, and the sleeper 
awakes while his or her body remains asleep. in generally healthy individuals, such 
unsuccessful shifts between rem and nrem sleep can occur due to consistent lack of 
sleep, unstable sleep patterns, stress, or the use of certain medications. This scientific 
explanation, however, fails to eradicate the supernatural explanation.

kanashibari as Supernatural encounter

in contrast to scientists’ interpretations of kanashibari, Japanese spiritualists under-
stand the phenomenon as supernatural. The prominent writer on spiritualism toshiya 
nakaoka argues that although most cases of kanashibari are the result of one’s mental 
or physical exhaustion or are the product of one’s imagination, for him “kanashibari” 
indicates specifically the type of paralysis that occurs in humans when ghosts and 
spirits come near; hence people need to take great caution when kanashibari occurs 
because it indicates that uninvited spirits are encroaching, or that spirits are attempt-
ing to communicate (nakaoka 1985:236–9).
 in this construal kanashibari is not the deed of a supernatural being, but a human’s 
physical reaction—prompted by a sort of “sixth sense”—to the threat of an approach-
ing spirit, akin to a person’s freezing out of fear upon spotting a venomous snake. 
Spiritualists contend that the public should be warned about the power of spirits, 
and should heed messages sent from the supernatural plane (kawano 1993). Since 
kanashibari augurs the approach of a spirit, it is important for a person to be able to 
discern kanashibari from a superficially similar phenomenon like suimin-mahi.
 The spiritualist claim resonates with two supernatural narratives that i have lo-
cated. one is found within legend no. 55 in kunio yanagita’s early-twentieth-century 
folk narrative collection, Tōno monogatari 遠野物語 (legends of tōno).26 The story 
concerns a woman who is impregnated by a kappa 河童, a water goblin in Japanese 
folklore. They have been having an affair, and eventually the kappa dares to sneak into 
the woman’s bedroom, even as her husband sleeps beside her. The husband’s mother 
has decided to stay in the married couple’s room in order to prevent the creature from 
associating with the woman, but the mother experiences kanashibari when the kappa 
enters:

members of the family tried to protect her, but to no avail. even when her husband’s 
mother came and slept beside her, deep in the night she heard the wife giggling. 
This alerted her to its [the kappa’s] arrival, but she was unable to move [miugoki mo 
kanawazu 身動きもかなはず]; and there was nothing that anyone could do. (yanagita 
[1910] 1968:44; my translation; emphasis added)

Despite the family’s efforts, the woman eventually gives birth to a hybrid infant with 
webbed fingers, which the family dismembers and deposits in a barrel for burial. 
kanashibari figures obliquely into this legend, as it occurs only when the creature 
draws near.
 The second narrative is found among the experience narratives that folklorist 
richard Anderson collected for his research on ancestral worship in contemporary 
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Japan. by analyzing their experience narratives, Anderson examines ways in which 
the members of a new Age religious group called mahikari understand the necessity 
of ancestral worship. The following testimony recounts how the spirits of a family’s 
neglected ancestors ventured to communicate their complaints by disturbing a child 
and causing misfortune. The mother explains:

my daughter has been very sensitive to spirits ever since she was born. Dating from 
the time she was a schoolgirl, whenever she went to bed she suffered from kanashibari. 
Since i did not have such sensitivity i could not help her. For example, i could only 
do such things as allow her to sleep with a light on. This condition continued until 
she graduated from high school and eventually got married. (Anderson 1995:127; 
emphasis in original)

This is merely a portion of a long account in which the woman ascribes to an un-
consoled ancestral spirit the misfortune that has befallen her family. Japan has a 
long history of ancestor worship, but in contemporary society many people neglect 
this tradition. here the woman’s family is reminded by angry ancestral spirits of the 
importance of praying for its forebears in order to maintain its well-being. in this 
account, kanashibari is subsidiary to the other events that tie religious beliefs to reli-
gious experiences. yet the explanation offered by Anderson’s informant supports the 
spiritualist view in the sense that spirits bring messages, and kanashibari announces 
their presence.
 We learn from these narratives that kanashibari results from the approach of su-
pernatural entities, serving to forewarn of the coming of the non-human, as the 
spiritualists explain. This notion has been effectively disseminated among the Japanese 
through television programs and films.
 its capacity to frighten notwithstanding, kanashibari’s familiar status makes it ame-
nable to multifarious mass-media treatments. A recent example is the motion picture 
Suteki na kanashibari ステキな金縛り(Wonderful kanashibari), which premiered in 
Japan in october 2011. The plot of this comedy-drama revolves around the trial of a 
timid man accused of killing his wife. he pleads innocent, insisting that at the time 
of the murder he was away at a dilapidated inn, suffering from kanashibari caused by 
a visit from the ghost of an exiled samurai who had died nearly five hundred years 
ago. The plot takes a comedic turn as the defendant’s floundering young female lawyer 
travels to the inn in search of the ghost, hoping to persuade him to testify in court to 
corroborate her client’s alibi.
 The scene in which the lawyer is stricken with kanashibari runs as follows: She is 
burning the midnight oil, perusing the case files in the very room in which her client 
was disturbed by the ghost. exhausted, she lies supine on the futon. She stretches her 
limbs and closes her eyes, recalling her client’s description of his encounter. Soon her 
body tenses, and her hands and feet cramp. She smells something unpleasant and 
opens her eyes to discover the samurai’s pale face poised above hers. She screams so 
loudly that it startles the ghost, who in turn lets out a yelp of his own. but the lawyer 
quickly pulls herself together and assumes a professional demeanor. She interrogates 
the samurai ghost, asking whether he remembers scaring her client on the night of 
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the murder, so as to confirm his identity. her assertive persistence intimidates the 
ghastly warrior, now docile and pitiable with a peaked complexion and unkempt 
mane minus topknot (the sign of a fallen samurai). At once the mood lightens, and 
the lawyer eventually succeeds in convincing the ghost to leave the inn with her to 
take the witness stand in defense of her client.
 All story lines end happily. The man is proven innocent. The lawyer not only dem-
onstrates her legal acumen, but also—through the intercession of the samurai—meets 
the ghost of her lawyer father, who died when she was a child (and who now feels 
pride at his daughter’s newfound success in his former profession). For his part, the 
samurai clears himself of the spying allegations for which he had some five centuries 
ago been exiled in shame. overall the film casts the kanashibari experience in a posi-
tive light, justifying the title Suteki na kanashibari.
 broadcast media, books, newspapers, and magazines that traffic in ghost stories 
and tales of the supernatural continue to affirm that kanashibari is a forewarning of 
a supernatural encounter. but perhaps this claim comes across most persuasively in 
the firsthand accounts of experiencers relayed in everyday conversation (yoshimura 
2005:84). one of my informants even insisted—echoing nakaoka—that supernaturally 
triggered kanashibari was clearly distinguishable from the fatigue-induced variety 
(yoshimura 2005:89).

Kanashibari’s Place in Japanese Folklore Studies

if kanashibari is so deeply embedded within Japanese culture, why has it not been 
investigated—alongside other supernatural topics—within the field of socio- cultural 
belief studies? i suspect that this is due largely to its seeming insignificance relative to 
the other elements of a supernatural incident. if kanashibari happens when any out-
of-the-ordinary being comes near, it is epiphenomenal to supernatural  encounters—
hence its relegation to the status of side effect to the primary object of investigation. 
The episode in Shoku nihongi functions to exalt the founder of Shugendō. in the 
tale from Konjaku monogatari-shū, the kanashibari magic succeeds in quelling the 
advances of the tengu-possessed woman, thereby affirming the power of Fudōmyōō 
to protect the clergy from feminine wiles. in the narrative by Anderson’s informant, 
the kanashibari event confirms her daughter’s sensitivity to spirits, and alerts the fam-
ily to the importance of ancestor worship. As for legend no. 55 in Tōno monogatari, 
the story involves the kappa, one of the most well-known supernatural creatures in 
Japanese folklore (see Foster 1998); it features intercourse between a human and 
a non-human, followed by the killing of the resulting deformed child. This legend 
serves a much grander theme: the folk custom of infanticide in relation to folk beliefs 
surrounding the supernatural.27

 compared to prominent cultural topoi involving supernatural beings (the tengu 
or the kappa) or religious practices (the worship of Fudōmyōō or of one’s ancestors), 
kanashibari may—by virtue of its very omnipresence—seem too peripheral a su-
pernatural phenomenon to be deemed by scholars an important topic in the matrix 
of Japanese beliefs. At any rate, kanashibari has not attracted Japanese folklorists to 
situate it within its socio-cultural context. Nihon minzoku daijiten 日本民俗大辞典 (The 
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encyclopedia of Japanese Folklore) (1999–2000) has no entry on kanashibari (though 
it does, of course, contain entries for “kappa,” “tengu,” “zashikiwarashi,” “Shugendō,” 
“Fudōmyōō”).28 nor is kanashibari recognized as a literary motif in folk narratives, 
as its absence from the tale-type index of Japanese folk literature by hiroko ikeda 
(1971) attests.29

 kanashibari seems an elusive topic for Japanese folklore studies. it is not tied to 
traditions associated with “olden times,” when society was governed by beliefs based 
on agrarian values. nor is it uniquely “modern,” something emerging from the world 
of advanced technology. it is attributed neither to any particular supernatural being 
nor to any religious tradition. to a belief-studies scholar seeking information associ-
ated with specific religious figures or supernatural beings, kanashibari will seem an 
extraneous supernatural event within elaborate webs of beliefs and customs. in fact, 
one Japanese folklorist gave me a rather dismissive look when i told him that one of my 
research topics was kanashibari, remarking “What’s the point?”—which, alas, i did not 
find surprising.30 Though its name may be relatively new, this (epi)phenomenon has 
a long history in Japanese tradition. And still it has flown under the scholarly radar 
for so long that there is no categorical repertory of kanashibari legends collected by 
early folklorists, and therefore no obvious written foundation for belief studies.
 yet i contend that it is precisely its ubiquity, elusiveness, and seeming triviality that 
make kanashibari ripe for a belief study. The complexity of a belief system and the 
realities of those who live within it can be investigated effectively through study of 
such a well-known unknown. As the statistics marshaled above indicate, kanashibari is 
widely known among the Japanese, and many healthy individuals experience it at least 
once in their lifetimes. moreover, a persistent dose of the scientific explanation from 
the media has failed to quash the supernatural beliefs surrounding the phenomenon. 
A researcher aiming to study the equivocal nature of belief in everyday life might 
do well to examine a belief that is commonly known to a large general population, 
rather than one specific to a single religious or social group (immigrants, refugees, 
psychiatric patients, the rural, the undereducated). Why not research something 
contemporary and mysterious that occurs indiscriminately throughout the popula-
tion? to a Japanese ethnographer like myself, the kanashibari phenomenon surfaces 
as an apposite candidate.

An Ethnography of Kanashibari

Personal experience narratives as keys to the Actualization of beliefs

For his book-length treatment of the old hag phenomenon, David hufford produced 
an ethnographic study that collected personal experience narratives from canada 
and the united States. one of his conclusions is that experience precedes cultural 
tradition. having conducted and examined dozens of interviews with canadian and 
American individuals, he contends that although cultural knowledge can influence 
one’s interpretation of a phenomenon, the phenomenon may occur to those with 
no previous knowledge of it. Arguing against the “cultural source hypothesis,” huf-
ford asserts that supernatural beliefs have rational grounding in experience itself, 
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independent of culturally prescribed knowledge; this he calls the “experiential source 
hypothesis” (1982:14–6).31

 hufford’s phenomenology-centered research shows that experiences can occur 
regardless of cultural tradition—thus repudiating a pervasive assumption that a cul-
ture creates its own phenomena, which has justified dismissive attitudes toward non-
scientific means of understanding, treating, curing, and healing illnesses and diseases, 
especially those of non-Western cultures.32

 belief-studies scholars like hufford take an applied-folklore approach in advo-
cating for the medical practices and belief systems of those who do not adhere to 
the precepts of modern Western science, and they often argue extensively for the 
legitimacy of belief narratives as keys to their experiencers’ thought processes—not 
only to stress the value of experience (ellis 2001:156–9; Goldstein 2007), but more 
importantly to defend the narrators’ rationality. in “The Practice of belief,” marilyn 
motz explains that regardless of available cultural models, beliefs are “experienced 
ultimately by individuals in unique ways,” and that folkloric studies of belief focus 
on individual differences in human experience so as to explore “specific and local 
instances of the practice of belief ” (1998:352). For this reason i examine personal 
experience narratives—specifically “belief stories,” to borrow the coinage of Gillian 
bennett—of kanashibari. belief stories provide useful tools for untangling the warp 
and woof of tradition, experience, and belief, and for probing the ways in which a 
member of a particular culture understands and is reconciled to so-called tradition 
(bennett 1989:302). investigation of an experiencer’s interpretation of a supernatu-
ral event and the influence of that interpretation upon the experiencer’s subsequent 
behavior will help the investigator first to evaluate the ways in which the experiencer 
has conceptualized the experience, and ultimately to understand what lauri honko 
has called “the consequences of the actualization of . . . belief ” (1964:11).

A kanashibari case Study

kanashibari has long been part of everyday culture in Japan, and as a native i know 
that a Japanese person who experiences kanashibari is capable not only of analyzing 
the experience by appealing to one or both of the culturally prescribed explanations, 
but also of constructing a chain of cause-and-effect logic that encompasses events 
preceding and following the experience. Therefore, i have focused my ethnographic 
investigation of kanashibari upon interviewing experiencers, and having them first 
describe what happened, and then try to determine why it happened. The primary 
aim of my research is—rather than to understand what “really happened”—to ana-
lyze each experiencer’s pursuit of a cause through self-analysis and self-diagnosis. 
This way of conducting an ethnography of belief highlights best the ways in which 
Japanese people react to their experiences and reify culturally available explana-
tions. A kanashibari experiencer’s beliefs regarding the scientific and supernatural 
explanations will be made manifest as he or she navigates the cultural web to reach 
a conclusion that makes sense personally; the experiencer’s personal experience 
narrative reveals a thought process, a rationality, that has led him or her to behave 
as he or she has.
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 in belief studies, inviting informants to self-diagnose their experiences lends cred-
ibility to their belief stories, and the act exhibits respect and trust between researcher 
and informants. Those in medical professions may tacitly dismiss a patient’s claim of 
supernatural involvement in favor of treating the patient’s “disorder” with Western 
medicines. but i was free from such notions. because my informants were not seeking 
clinical treatment, neither i nor they attempted to deliver accurate medical diagnoses; 
and because they are well-educated white-collar urbanites who belong to the racial 
and ethnic majority in Japan, i was not concerned about misrepresenting socially vul-
nerable individuals or groups.33 non-Japanese readers may question my informants’ 
reasoning, but such reactions will not affect their social status in their native culture. 
i was able to initiate our interviews with the understanding that my informants and 
i shared the same basic cultural information about kanashibari. it was easy for them 
to confide their stories to me since they knew that we were equally informed about 
kanashibari, and that i was neither a cultural outsider who might misunderstand 
their experiences nor a skeptical insider who might doubt their reasoning processes. 
This allowed me to concentrate on the dynamics of each kanashibari experiencer’s 
rationalization, which involved the individual’s weighing the two types of explana-
tions (supernatural and scientific) and measuring the plausibility of each.
 belief is complicated, and seems especially so when a researcher tries to uncover 
the ways in which culturally prescribed beliefs are enacted at the individual level. 
People may develop their own interpretations of beliefs within monolithic cultural 
models (see lewis 1996). but whatever a culture or religion may provide in terms of 
worldview, individuals vacillate between believing and not believing until reaching a 
point that they regard as rationally comfortable (see bennett 1989:298–9). And this 
is why personal experience narratives provide valuable insight into the intricacies of 
individual responses.
 What follows are analyses of my interviews with two individuals who have experi-
enced kanashibari.34 both are Japanese and have lived in Japan all of their lives. They 
hold bachelor’s degrees from nationally respected institutions, and work full-time 
as professionals. They are healthy individuals who have never been treated for neu-
rological illnesses, sleep disorders, or psychiatric conditions. They have never taken 
medication for chronic illnesses or diseases. neither is confirmed within any religious 
denomination. As is the case with many Japanese, the informants have not received 
any special spiritual or religious education or training; when they do practice religious 
rites, it is with motivations more cultural than sacred. my selection of interviewees 
was deliberate in that i sought ordinary healthy individuals with no strong religious 
affiliations, who were neither firm believers in nor adamant skeptics of either the 
supernatural or the scientific explanation for kanashibari, so as to illustrate how 
members of the general population comprehend and react to the phenomenon when 
faced with it.35

 i have known these two individuals personally for many years. We are in the same 
age group and grew up in middle-class families in the same area of central Japan. 
both informants related their kanashibari experiences to me informally prior to our 
recorded interviews, and through our casual conversations we confirmed that we all 
remembered having learned in adolescence (between the mid-1980s and mid-1990s) 
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about the causes of kanashibari by watching television, reading books, and talking to 
schoolmates—although none of us could pinpoint specific sources by name. We did 
not actively seek such information, but simply by living in Japan we were exposed to 
multiple presentations—some stating that the phenomenon was physiological, others 
proclaiming it to have supernatural causes. hence in our minds both the scientific and 
the supernatural have always coexisted as plausible explanations for this mysterious 
phenomenon.36

 Furthermore, my informants and i share other basic information on the supernatu-
ral that Japanese culture provides. Japanese vernacular belief systems explain that cer-
tain people possess an extraordinarily keen sense attuned to spirits. This sense—called 
“reikan” 霊感 (spirit [霊]-sense [感])—is inherent in all humans, and it is possible to 
develop its acuity through practice, though the possession of especially strong reikan 
is often considered hereditary.37 Since spirits lurk in search of means to communicate 
with the living, they tend to seek out those with strong reikan (such as the daughter 
of richard Anderson’s informant). Thus a reikan no tsuyoi hito 霊感の強い人 (person 
with a strong sense for spirits) will naturally attract spirits (yoshimura 2005:78, 84). 
on the other hand, those without strong reikan should generally be free from such 
supernatural visitations.
 however, there are still more vernacular beliefs to consider in connection with 
otherworldly entities. Spirits are also believed to be capable of attaching to or pos-
sessing people in order to seek consolation, salvation, or revenge. Some spirits may 
attach themselves to people with whom they feel compatible, while others may desire 
to manipulate humans by possession so as to gain access to the physical world. Some 
of these spirits may be harmless, others malicious. Persistent bad luck in one’s life can 
be explained by the attachment of malignant ghosts or spirits, if the affected believes 
in the possibility of spirits inflicting ill on the living.38 regardless of the spirit’s nature, 
in such cases any human may be a target because the encounter occurs at the spirit’s 
whim. A person might attract a spirit simply by walking by it unknowingly. if the 
person lacks the capacity to sense spirits, there is no preventing this. in other words, 
spiritual attachment and possession can happen regardless of the strength of one’s 
reikan; no one is completely exempt.
 The way in which my informants understand their levels of susceptivity to spirits 
is crucial to their logic-formation. both have always considered themselves not to be 
reikan no tsuyoi hito, and therefore presumed that they would not attract spirits. both 
thought themselves unlikely to encounter the supernatural—for lack of reikan, and 
for lack of interest. unlike other informants that i have interviewed (see yoshimura 
2005), these two do not make a habit of reading books or watching television pro-
grams pertaining to spiritual or occult matters. nor had they expected to experience 
supernaturally caused kanashibari, because they had not thought themselves pre-
disposed to attract supernatural entities, and had been wont to assume postures of 
indifference toward supernatural topics—notwithstanding their passive absorption 
of basic information about them.
 Despite all the cultural information that my informants have in common, their 
narratives display different sorts of self-diagnosis, and their reactions in the after-
math of the experience contrast quite sharply. As their accounts show, my informants 
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considered both scientific and supernatural explanations—as well as other related 
beliefs about the supernatural—in processing their experiences. As a native investiga-
tor familiar with the cultural knowledge surrounding the kanashibari phenomenon, 
i am interested in exploring how intertwined these pieces of culturally prescribed 
information are in the minds of my informants as they endeavor to understand their 
experiences.

Case 1: Yuka
yuka was in her late twenties when she experienced her first and only kanashibari, 
in 2001. At the time she was living in her parents’ house, and she slept in the same 
bedroom that she had occupied for several years. She was attending a technical col-
lege to study graphic design in hopes of pursuing a new career in publishing. her life 
was busy but stable, with a weekly routine that revolved around her school schedule. 
one night the assault occurred without warning.

Yuka: i was sleeping, and in my dream i was being chased by someone. And i was 
grabbed by that person from behind. Then i woke up, scared. i woke up, woke up, 
but it stayed that way. my body didn’t move. my body and arms were wrapped. 
From behind, my arms and body were wrapped. but i did wake up, so i was trying 
to stretch my arms, but i couldn’t. it stayed that way, and because i was scared, 
well, i was sleeping on my side. because i was scared, i fell asleep.

Ayako: how could you tell that you had awakened?
Yuka: because i woke up.
Ayako: how?
Yuka: normally.
Ayako: What do you mean by “normally”?
Yuka: i woke up like when you normally wake up. like when you are waking up, 

you are waking up from your dream. it’s the same.
Ayako: how did the kanashibari end?
Yuka: mmm, suddenly. no, i think i just fell asleep. i didn’t do anything to undo it. 

i just fell asleep. i don’t remember, so i guess i just fell asleep. Whether i was aware 
of experiencing kanashibari or not, i just fell asleep. i didn’t check. Then when i 
woke up in the morning, it was normal.

 because she intentionally kept her eyes closed out of fear, yuka neither saw nor 
sensed the presence of any being during the kanashibari. even though she considers 
herself “not the type to sense things,” she interpreted her experience as something of 
a supernatural nature.

Ayako: Why were you scared?
Yuka: because i’d never experienced anything like that before. because i hadn’t had 

that experience before. And i’d heard that when kanashibari happens to you, it’s 
because there are ghosts. So that’s why i was scared. First of all, i’m scared of ghosts. 
So that’s why i was scared.

 yuka believes that she heard that kanashibari was caused by ghosts when she was 
in elementary school. it was common to talk about the supernatural at her school 
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then, and many books of scary supernatural stories circulated among the students. 
later, in adolescence, she learned about the scientific explanation of kanashibari. 
Despite having known both supernatural and scientific explanations long before her 
experience, yuka immediately convinced herself of the possibility of ghosts’ involve-
ment in her kanashibari—so much so that she decided to undergo oharai 御祓い (an 
exorcism ritual) at a local shrine within a few days of the encounter.39 This to me 
seemed too drastic an action for someone who claimed to have no special interest 
in the supernatural, so i prodded her to explain her conclusion that kanashibari had 
occurred because of the supernatural:

Yuka: When i woke up that morning, i was convinced that it was kanashibari that 
had happened to me earlier. i knew i had to go get oharai.

Ayako: but why oharai?
Yuka: it had to have something to do with ghosts. i didn’t want to be possessed. i 

assumed there had been ghosts [in the room that night], and i didn’t want to get 
possessed. i didn’t think the house had ghosts. nothing ever happened. And then 
kanashibari happened all of a sudden. So it’s not like the house was cursed. either 
i brought ghosts back, or they came in just then. So i thought they would only 
have something to do with me.

 yuka was unable to explain further why she had leapt so swiftly to the supernatural 
explanation; it just seemed to make perfect sense to her. The only justification that she 
found plausible had to do with the buddhist temple and cemetery across the street 
from her house. A popular Japanese belief says that temples draw restless spirits be-
cause religious sites are places of consolation for the dead.40 yuka suspected that she 
might have attracted spirits on her way home that evening, or that some ghosts from 
the area might have wandered into the house.
 For several nights after the experience, she continued to feel afraid, thinking that 
kanashibari might happen again. After participating in the exorcism ritual, yuka 
acquired a talisman from the shrine and placed it in her room, hoping to ward off 
evil spirits. “i didn’t know what it was, you know. i didn’t know what was happening, 
so i couldn’t consult anyone or try to get help. There was nothing to be done. it’s not 
like your friends can help you, you know.” Fearful of the unknown and aware that her 
family and friends were no better equipped than she to detect ghosts, yuka divulged 
this experience to no one in her inner circle. Fortunately the incident did not repeat 
itself, and gradually yuka’s life returned to normal. As terrifying as the kanashibari 
was, she has now cast the whole ordeal out of mind.

Case 2: Kenji
kenji was in his mid-twenties when kanashibari happened to him for the first and 
only time. in that period he was working full-time for a human resources company, 
and he often spent weekends at his parents’ house, which was several hours from 
his main residence, and which was otherwise vacant due to his father having been 
transferred by his employer to another locale. one evening in 2002, while driving to 
the house, kenji hit a stray dog. he got out of the car only to find that the dog, which 
was wearing no identification collar, had been killed. With no prospect of finding 
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its owner, he decided to place the animal in the trunk of the car, and then continued 
on his way. Arriving at the house, kenji laid the dog on the front porch, feeling that 
it would have been disrespectful to leave it in the trunk. Then in the early morning, 
kanashibari struck.

Kenji: i was driving to my parents’ house in nagano and i ran over a white dog that 
night. i brought the dog to the house. Then i had kanashibari, at night, while i 
was sleeping. i don’t know what time it was because there were no clocks around. 
but the friend i was with was asleep.

Ayako: how did you know that you had gotten kanashibari?
Kenji: i woke up and my body wouldn’t move. my eyes were open but it was like, 

“uh, i can’t speak, i can’t move.” my head was turned to the right; and on my left 
side, i felt like something was there. And i tried to turn that way, but i couldn’t.

Ayako: your eyes were open?
Kenji: my eyes were open.
Ayako: Did you see anything?
Kenji: i couldn’t. i wanted to, but my head wouldn’t turn.

kenji explained further the state of paralysis:

Ayako: how did you know you couldn’t move?
Kenji: i tried and i couldn’t.
Ayako: Did you try to move certain parts of your body?
Kenji: i tried to turn over. i tried to move my head the other way, but i couldn’t.
Ayako: Why did you think you were getting kanashibari?
Kenji: Why did i think it was kanashibari? i don’t know. if you can’t move, if you 

wake up and you can’t move, that’s kanashibari. So i’ve heard.
Ayako: So when you say your body wouldn’t move, how wouldn’t it move?
Kenji: uh, my whole body wouldn’t move.
Ayako: For instance, from numbness or from paralysis?
Kenji: umm [pausing], it’s like you are pressed down. your arms are, like: you don’t 

feel them.
Ayako: Pressed down, you mean from the top? Was it hard to breathe?
Kenji: no, because it’s not like my lungs were being squeezed. it’s just that my body 

wouldn’t move. if a big man is on you and he is holding down your shoulders or 
something, you can’t move, can you? it’s like that.

Ayako: how long did it last?
Kenji: i’m not sure, exactly. There was no way to time it.
Ayako: how did the kanashibari get undone?
Kenji: When i became aware of it.
Ayako: What happened after?
Kenji: i turned and looked the other way and there was nothing. Then i thought, 

“Ah, that was a shocker.” but my friend was sleeping and i was tired, so i thought 
i’d go back to sleep, and i did.

 kenji had lived in the house with his parents and siblings in adolescence, and when 
he used the house for weekend getaways, he slept in the bedroom that he had used 
as a child. Thus he was familiar with both the house and the bedroom, and nothing 
out of the ordinary had ever happened there before.
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 because i knew from our previous conversations that kenji had rationalized a link 
between the dog and the kanashibari, i asked him to elaborate:

Ayako: So you think there was a connection between your having run over the dog 
and getting kanashibari?

Kenji: it had never happened before. i’d never experienced kanashibari before, so 
something i could think of, related to the experience, i didn’t have anything else 
concrete, so something related to it would be the dog, i guessed. When i thought 
[as it was happening], “it’s kanashibari,” i found myself immediately thinking of 
the dog.

Ayako: but it’s not like you saw the dog?
Kenji: no, it’s not like that. it’s not like there was a dog or anything. but i got the 

sense or feeling that the dog was on there.
Ayako: What do you mean by “the dog was on there”?
Kenji: Well, uh, so on the left side of me, something was heavy. not heavy, but there 

was a sense that there was something on the left side. but it’s not like i saw anything. 
“but if something is there, it must be the dog,” i thought. So it’s not like i looked 
and thought, “oh, there’s the dog!”

For his thinking of the dog immediately upon experiencing kanashibari, kenji of-
fered the following reasoning: The only unusual thing about that night was that he 
had inadvertently killed the dog on the way to his parents’ house. And at that point 
he had removed the dog from the trunk, but had not yet taken care of its body in a 
ritualistic manner. Without knowing the personality of the dog, kenji had no way of 
predicting whether or not its spirit would return intent on retribution. yet ultimately 
he decided that his kanashibari must have been caused by nothing more than fatigue.
 kenji had learned about kanashibari through the mass media. Although he can-
not recall anything specific (such as the names or types of television programs), his 
first information about kanashibari linked it with the supernatural. however, his 
perception of kanashibari changed after he learned of the scientific explanation for 
the phenomenon: “i watched a program, a medical program on tV. So i thought it 
was like that. i mean, rather than ghosts, while asleep your brain just gets stimulated. 
That’s what i’ve heard. So that’s that, i thought.”
 because he was unsure why kanashibari had happened to him, i inquired as to how 
he felt about the supernatural cause:

Ayako: you mentioned ghosts and things. but why does kanashibari happen?
Kenji: mmm, like, when you are tense or nervous and you can’t sleep well. you haven’t 

had a good regular night’s sleep, and yeah, your brain starts to work. but your 
body is so exhausted that you can’t wake up. it’s like that. Ghosts and spirits don’t 
have anything to do with it.

Ayako: but you said you had heard ghost stories that included kanashibari.
Kenji: mmm, it’s not like i don’t believe in them at all. but i myself haven’t sensed, 

well, so i don’t think they [people who report having had kanashibari and having 
seen ghosts] are lying. i think, “oh, they feel that way, huh.”

 Despite the association between the dead dog and the kanashibari that kenji 
had made during his experience, he later reasoned that his kanashibari had been 
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fatigue-induced, accepting the scientific explanation because he knew that he did 
not have strong reikan. When i asked him whether his ideas about kanashibari had 
changed since experiencing it himself, he replied, “no. it just happened for no par-
ticular reason. it’s not like i have reikan. i don’t sense ghosts and spirits myself. So i 
was stressed or something. my brain woke up, but my body was asleep.”
 Although recourse to the scientific explanation concluded his kanashibari experi-
ence, on his way back home kenji buried the dog near the scene of the accident. he 
visited the burial site to burn incense multiple times over the course of several years 
until he found the area barricaded for a construction project. According to kenji, 
there was no connection between his having cared respectfully for the deceased dog 
and his not experiencing kanashibari thereafter. he maintains that his kanashibari 
experience can be explained by the fact that he was overly tired that night, and that 
his subsequent care for the dog merely stemmed from his sense of morality and 
compassion.
 his kanashibari, like yuka’s, was an isolated incident. Despite the timing of the event 
(it happened on the night on which he had killed the dog), kenji chose to believe that 
his kanashibari had been caused by fatigue. yet he conceded that had kanashibari 
continued on subsequent nights, he might have thought himself “possessed by the 
dog’s spirit.”

Analysis

Since neither yuka nor kenji takes much interest in pursuing the mysterious, the daze 
of a single kanashibari experience faded quickly. recently i had opportunities to ask 
them again about their experiences, and both told me that they had forgotten about 
them until i brought up the topic. They seemed almost surprised that i had remem-
bered their stories. nonetheless, their recorded testimonies show how complex one’s 
response to a culturally prescribed belief system can be, and how varied individual 
attitudes toward supernatural and scientific beliefs are. evaluating themselves in terms 
of their levels of reikan, yuka and kenji each navigate their common cultural web in 
search of an explanation, scientific and/or supernatural. both yuka and kenji accept 
the concept of reikan, and both believe themselves to be deficient in this regard. The 
weakness of their reikan figures into both of their self-diagnoses, but pushes them 
in opposite directions.
 yuka believes in the possibility of spirit attachment and possession, but she had 
presumed that such things would not happen to her because of her weak reikan. once 
kanashibari occurred, she opted for the extreme measure of obtaining oharai—as if 
to say “better safe than sorry”—because she believed that her lack of reikan would 
prevent her from detecting the presence of ghosts, if indeed her kanashibari had 
been caused by supernatural entities. For someone like yuka whose daily life is not 
regulated by a set of strict religious principles that provide guidance in dealing with 
the inexplicable, fear may serve as a motivating factor in seeking remedy at a shrine 
(“i was scared. . . . i didn’t want to be possessed.”). individuals with weak reikan are 
unlikely to be able to sense the approach of supernatural beings, or to determine what 
kinds of spirits may be roaming in their vicinity (“either i brought ghosts back [to the 
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house], or they came in just then.”). if there is even the slightest chance of supernatural 
involvement, a person with weak reikan—like yuka—may well reach the supernatural 
conclusion, and seek a supernatural remedy from a religious or spiritual institution. 
Sometime later, however, because no other unusual events ensued, yuka resumed her 
belief that due to her weak reikan she would not be prone to attract spirits.
 kenji, on the other hand, reasoned that fatigue had triggered his kanashibari, even 
though he might well have linked his experience to the incident with the dog. his 
logic might be explained by the fact that during the kanashibari experience he did 
not see or hear anything that might have encouraged him to suspect a visit from the 
dog’s spirit—the presence that he sensed nearby having been easily dismissed for 
lack of substantial visual or aural confirmation. kenji believes that kanashibari can 
in principle be caused by spirits: “[i]t’s not like i don’t believe in them at all. . . . i 
don’t think they [people who report having had kanashibari and having seen ghosts] 
are lying.” however, because of his weak reikan, he did not believe that it could have 
happened to him.
 on an earlier occasion, i heard kenji recount his kanashibari experience for en-
tertainment purposes at a social gathering. Then he fashioned a wild ghost story, 
dramatizing the event by claiming that kanashibari had befallen him because the 
dead dog’s spirit had visited him that night. kenji delivered the story in the jocu-
lar demeanor that always captured his friends’ attention, playing his well-defined 
“funny-guy” role within the group. yet during our formal interview, though he did 
not repudiate the supernatural explanation, kenji chose scientific reasoning: “[y]our 
body is so exhausted that you can’t wake up. . . . Ghosts and spirits don’t have anything 
to do with it.”
 The complexity of vernacular beliefs can be elucidated by interviewing ordinary 
individuals, then tracing the steps in the reasoning processes that they perform. While 
Japanese culture provides explanations that aid experiencers in coming to terms with 
their kanashibari experiences, each experiencer reacts in a unique way by taking into 
account other vernacular beliefs (the level of his or her reikan, the likelihood of at-
tachment or possession by spirits).
 my case study of kanashibari personal experience narratives supports from a differ-
ent angle the idea behind the experiential-source-hypothesis-versus-cultural-source-
hypothesis discussion in hufford’s book on the old hag (1982).41 hufford analyzed 
experiential reports from those without an a priori cultural apparatus so as to argue 
that cultural information alone cannot fully explain every instance of the phenom-
enon, and that the symptoms of the experience can exist even in the absence of ex-
plicit cultural models. my study of kanashibari substantiates this argument through 
analysis of experiential narratives provided by those who do have a well-defined cul-
tural framework. The cultural source hypothesis might assume that because Japanese 
culture provides a well-defined framework for kanashibari, the Japanese would be 
prone to experience it more frequently than other populations, and furthermore that 
their experiential reports and actualizations of the belief would exhibit some homo-
geneity. Surely the clearly defined framework enables immediate identification of the 
phenomenon. however, because the cultural framework is fundamentally bivalent, 
experiencers’ testimonies (their reports of the symptoms, and their reasoning in the 

JAF 128_2 text.indd   167 3/9/15   2:08 PM

This content downloaded from 
�������������90.251.49.65 on Sun, 18 Jul 2021 10:18:14 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



168 Journal of American Folklore 128 (2015)

wake thereof) lack uniformity. to make the matter more complicated, according to 
the cultural apparatus a variety of supernatural entities (ghosts, yōkai, etc.) and a 
variety of physiological conditions (fatigue, stress, etc.) can cause kanashibari. Thus 
each experiencer is left to his or her own devices in deciphering each experience in 
search of an applicable cause, mulling over as much circumstantial evidence as nec-
essary. These individual acts of negotiation make a collection of kanashibari reports 
and construals heterogeneous, despite the existence of the cultural apparatus—and 
moreover because of the very nature of that apparatus.
 This ethnographic study of kanashibari personal experience narratives demonstrates 
the following:

1. identification of the kanashibari phenomenon is easy for cultural insiders, thanks to 
shared cultural prescriptions.

2. Self-diagnosis is difficult for experiencers because they must consider a bevy of related 
vernacular beliefs while rationalizing their kanashibari experiences.

3. individual responses to this culturally known phenomenon vary, notwithstanding the 
common cultural framework.

hence i underscore the importance of understanding the variations among members 
of the same culture in the ways in which they relate to their shared episteme, because 
people avail themselves differently—in complex combinations—of the resources in 
their cultural belief system.

Conclusion

Some decades have passed since i first heard about the two types of explanations 
for kanashibari, and they still persist in parallel in today’s Japan. An educational 
television series may promote the scientific explanation,42 whereas an entertainment 
program about ghost stories may include accounts of kanashibari as premonition.43 in 
everyday conversation people relate first- and secondhand accounts of scary ghostly 
encounters that include kanashibari, even as they read newspaper reports of the 
consequences of misinterpreting the phenomenon.44 certainly there are those who 
adhere to scientism, and discount any notion of the supernatural; and there are those 
with no interest in the supernatural, who remain indifferent to reports of the uncanny. 
but one thing is clear: kanashibari continues to appear in connection with reports 
of supernatural encounters, reinforcing the possibility of kanashibari’s supernatural 
cause, and validating this vernacular belief despite scientists’ efforts to inform the 
public of its physiological causes.
 having a cultural apparatus does not necessarily ensure that people within the 
culture think and act uniformly according to its prescriptions. A culture supplies a 
set of beliefs out of which to construct a worldview, and a member of that culture 
tailors those beliefs to suit his or her understanding. one can still make broad state-
ments regarding the cultural resources available to a population, as understanding 
cultural generalities and apparatus is foundational to the study of beliefs. however, 
ethnographic investigation reveals that enactment of beliefs is polymorphic and var-
ied at the level of the individual person—and further at the level of the individual 
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instance—because people interpret beliefs prescribed by their culture and apply those 
beliefs to each unique case. That is, it is not a matter of drawing a definitive line be-
tween believing and not believing, but rather of adopting those beliefs that seem logical 
and applicable to oneself in a given circumstance. Thus people waver between science 
and the supernatural, making them simultaneously believers and non- believers in 
both possibilities. Such is life in the matrix of beliefs. Ambiguous? yes. complicated? 
yes. yet the ethnographer who aspires to plumb the depths of living folklore must 
grapple with these individual enactments of cultural resources.
 As i was finalizing this article for publication, a new monograph by kazuhiko 
Fukuda appeared. “Kanashibari” no nazo wo toku 「金縛り」の謎を解く (Solving the 
mystery of “kanashibari”) (2014) aims to advise the public of the importance of 
healthy sleeping habits by explaining the kanashibari phenomenon physiologically. 
Although aware of various cultural interpretations—domestic and foreign—of the 
phenomenon, Fukuda assumes the prevailing attitude of scientists: dismissive of the 
supernatural. however, as i have argued above, the continuing presence in Japanese 
society of the supernatural explanation for kanashibari is owed not to a lack of sci-
ence education. in order for scholarly work to contribute to human welfare, both 
scientists and belief ethnographers need to investigate how individuals, referring to 
cultural models, attempt to comprehend personal experiences; only then can truer 
explanations of phenomena be obtained. There is more to the reality of life than what 
science at this stage can offer, and rejecting outright the possibility of the supernatural 
will not lead us to a holistic understanding of the human mechanism and the human 
condition.

Notes

 1. Folklorist David hufford learned of a belief in the “old hag” while teaching at memorial university 
of newfoundland. he had at first thought that the phenomenon (often characterized by “waking up . . .; 
hearing and/or seeing something . . .; being pressed on the chest or strangled . . .; being unable to move 
or cry out” [hufford 1976:74]) was unique to the island’s culture, but after relocating to the united States 
he discovered that it was also common on the mainland—though experiencers there were not able to 
identify what they were encountering due to a lack of cultural information. This led hufford to a long-
term investigation of personal experience narratives of the phenomenon, which resulted in The Terror 
That Comes in the Night: An Experience-Centered Study of Supernatural Assault Traditions (1982). For an 
extensive recent list of cross-cultural variations of the phenomenon, see Adler (2011:13–6).
 2. in my previous article, i listed three varieties of explanation, the third being “self-induction by 
imagination” (yoshimura 2005:77). i have since come to subsume this third type within the first because 
self-induction seems most plausibly explained scientifically.
 3. The vexed question of the pros and cons of a researcher’s “native” status within a community under 
study has been treated often in the anthropological literature (for example, see Abu-lughod 1991; hayano 
1979; narayan 1993; Voloder 2008). in the present context, i contend that my native status served me 
well because i was linguistically and culturally equipped with respect to the subject under study, unlike 
a researcher who embarks on an ethnographic journey in a foreign place and needs to acquire linguistic 
and cultural knowledge of the local community. i was already familiar with other beliefs and practices 
connected to the phenomenon, and it was easy for me to recognize the variety of individual perceptions 
within the broader worldview. For discussions of the challenges faced by non-native ethnographers in 
examining cultural and religious phenomena and beliefs through narrative analysis, given the hurdle of 
acquiring the cultural competence necessary to conceptualize a foreign worldview and to minimize the 
gap between etic and emic interpretations, see tedlock (1983:243–6; 1995:261); Wikan (1991).
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 4. This same Fukuda served as the principal translator of hufford’s book, which appeared in Japa-
nese in 1999 with a revised subtitle: Yoru ni otozureru kyōfu: Hokubei no kanashibari taiken ni kansuru 
jisshōtekikenkyū 夜に訪れる恐怖: 北米の金縛り体験に関する実証的研究 (The terror That comes in the 
night: An empirical Study of kanashibari experiences in north America). Presumably the inclusion of 
the term “kanashibari” aimed to clarify the book’s topic for Japanese readers.
 5. The roper Poll was commissioned by ufologist budd hopkins, historian David Jacobs, and sociolo-
gist ron Westrum; the estimate was reached by extrapolation from data collected from the survey’s 5,947 
participants (hopkins, Jacobs, and Westrum 1992:47–8).
 6. blackmore has since published The Meme Machine, in which she discusses alien abduction as an 
American cultural myth transmitted via memes (conceptual units that convey ideas and behaviors within 
cultures). She refers again to kanashibari after noting that alien abduction stories often include sleep-
paralysis experiences (blackmore 1999:177). A subsequent book entitled Consciousness: An Introduction 
mentions kanashibari as a component of the sleep-paralysis myth (blackmore 2004:315).
 7. toward the outset of his inaugural book on out-of-body experiences, muldoon depicts the rigidity 
(“catalepsy”) of a person’s “physical” and “astral” bodies as the two begin to separate in preparation for 
the potential travel (“projection”) of the latter (muldoon and carrington 1929:6, 10–1).
 8. browne cites no source for this information about kanashibari, though it chimes with an obscure 
line about “old Japan” in kristof ’s New York Times piece (1999:F2).
 9. in his preface Grant characterizes the book’s ghost stories as his own fictionalized recastings of tales 
transmitted to him orally over the years; yet he marks the exceptional nature of the one story in which 
he himself participated, pronouncing it “a factual account” (1994:xi). in the very room in which a college 
student committed suicide in the 1970s, mackay becomes possessed by the student’s ghost. During the 
incident Grant feels sensations of burning and tautness in his throat, which he suspects is an assault by the 
choking ghost. it is only after the expert mackay—assisted by others in the party—helps the distraught 
phantom (whose suicide had been precipitated principally by the accumulated loneliness of a decade as 
an orphan following the tragic death of his parents in a fire) to depart for the otherworld that the two 
are released from the kanashibari attack (Grant 1994:163–4, 172–8).
 A university of hawai‘i dormitory also figures prominently in a comic book from the X-Files series 
that evinces a familiarity with publications of both Grant and hufford (or perhaps with the latter as 
transmitted by the former, for Grant briefly mentions hufford’s book [Grant 1994:167–8]). in the issue 
entitled “The kanashibari” (rozum 1996), college students are being killed mysteriously in their dorm 
rooms. Detective inoue (a local Japanese American) and Fbi Special Agents mulder and Scully (the two 
X-Files regulars) are gathered to survey the latest crime scene, where the victim has been found with 
bruises on his throat and an expression of horror on his face. The detective warns the agents that during 
the investigation they are apt to hear rumors whispered among the locals, to which mulder replies:

you’re talking about a kanashibari, aren’t you? A choking ghost. it all fits. There have been hundreds 
of reports from hawaii of people who believe they’ve had encounters with kanashibari. The victim 
experiences the sensation of someone sitting on them, or holding them down on the bed. They’d begin 
to feel as if they were asphyxiating. often, the image of an old hag would materialize before them. The 
victim would then wake up and the image would be gone. it’s very similar to stories involving incubi 
or succubi or what’s called “hagging” in canada. by any name, it is the terror that comes in the night. 
(rozum 1996:[6]–[7])

Detective inoue dismisses the notion of kanashibari attacks, but the murders continue. later one of the 
students confesses that he and his pals had hatched a plot to cheat on their chemistry midterm—a plan 
overheard by the asthmatic outcast ronald, who threatens to squeal to the campus police. in an effort to 
dissuade ronald, the others lock him in a closet, in which—unable to locate his inhaler—he suffocates. 
At the end it is suggested that it is the ghost of ronald who has been exacting revenge upon the band of 
cheaters (his unwitting killers), choking and frightening them to death one by one.
 For additional kanashibari-as-choking-ghost stories, see Grant (1996:115–26; 1998:126–8).
 10. “Warashi” 童子 is an archaic word for “child.” “Zashiki” 座敷 denotes a specific type of room in 
a traditional Japanese-style house. it comes with tatami 畳 flooring, and is often reserved for special 
occasions such as calendar customs and life-cycle rituals. it may also serve to accommodate a favored 
houseguest.
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 11. Japanese folklore studies offers multiple explanations of the zashikiwarashi. iwasaka and toelken’s 
speculation that a zashikiwarashi is the ghost of an aborted fetus or an unwanted baby killed soon after 
birth (1994:74) only scratches the surface of this complex being. First of all, a zashikiwarashi is not a 
ghost but a being in the category of what Japanese folklore calls a “yōkai” 妖怪. “yōkai” is an inclusive 
open-ended term—whose exact meaning has changed over the course of Japanese history—that can refer 
to any mythological creature or being (see Foster 2009:1–29). Japanese folklorists have for many years 
debated whether the “yōkai” class should include yūrei 幽霊 (ghosts), or whether the two should remain 
categorically separate (good summaries of this yūrei-yōkai discussion are found in Ōshima 2007:13–55; 
and tsunemitsu 2000). in any case, a yūrei is by definition the identifiable spirit of an identifiable former 
living being (human, animal); it involves death. A yōkai can be an object, plant, or animal, as well as a 
living human, deity, or yūrei; it requires a transformation. in Japanese folklore, a zashikiwarashi is a yōkai 
because it is not the identifiable ghost of an identifiable child, but rather an unidentifiable transformation 
of a deceased child (known or unknown) or other being. For more information about the zashikiwarashi, 
see Sasaki (1920, 1974).
 12. hufford defines the “cultural source hypothesis” as the notion that “experiences are either ficti-
tious products of tradition or imaginary subjective experiences shaped (or occasionally even caused) by 
tradition.” he argues against this hypothesis by presenting personal experience narratives of the old hag 
phenomenon reported by those unfamiliar with this newfoundland tradition, and then discussing how 
experiences can occur independent of cultural traditions. This alternative model he calls the “experiential 
source hypothesis” (hufford 1982:14–6). Although Schegoleva cites hufford’s work on the old hag early 
in her article, she does not acknowledge the key role that—as hufford so forcefully argued— experience 
plays in shaping and reinforcing beliefs within a culture.
 13. Kōjien 広辞苑, 6th ed. (tokyo: iwanami shoten, 2008), s. v. “kanashibari” 金縛り (my translation).
 14. The connection to matters fiduciary (as in sense 2 above, or in metaphorical references to debt) is 
owed to the fact that the character “金” (metal) also serves synecdochically as a common word for “money.”
 15. together with Nihonshoki 日本書紀 (chronicles of Japan), Shoku nihongi (chronicles of Japan, 
continued) constitutes the official imperial chronicle of classical Japan. Shoku nihongi, covering the period 
697–791, was completed in 797. An english version of the first six (of 40) volumes of Shoku nihongi is 
published as “chronicles of Japan, continued: From A.D. 697 to 791,” trans. J. b. Snellen, The Transactions 
of the Asiatic Society of Japan, 2nd ser., 11 (1934): 151–239; 14 (1937): 209–78. This translation is also 
available via the university of california at berkeley’s Japanese Historical Text Initiative website (http://
sunsite.berkeley.edu/jhti/Shoku%20nihongi.html).
 16. Visual representations of Fudōmyōō (Acala) often depict him holding a vajra sword in his right 
hand and a lariat in his left. The lariat symbolizes Fudōmyōō’s power to bind—so as to paralyze—evil-
doers and those who refuse to submit to the supremacy of buddha. Acala’s divinity is described in the 
Sanskrit buddhist scripture “trisamayavyūharāja-nāma-tantra,” the chinese translation of which by 
the monk Fukū 不空 (705–774; known by the Sanskrit name Amoghavajra) was introduced into Japan 
as “chirisanmaya fudōson inuōshisha nenjuhō” 底哩三昧耶不動尊威怒王使者念誦法 (trisamaya: reci-
tation methods of Acala krodharaja, the Great holy immovable lord of Wrath). This scripture con-
tains a passage that explains how to immobilize an enemy army, which is believed to be the root of the 
kanashibari spell (see takahashi 2004). in Shugendō, kanashibari no hō is classified under the category 
“chōbuku no shuhō” 調伏の修法 (spells for subjugation), and is found in the buddhist dharani sutra 
“Shōmudōson daiinuō himitsudaranikyō” 聖無動尊大威怒王秘密陀羅尼経 (Secret Dharani Sutra of the 
Great holy  immovable lord of Wrath), which tells of Fudōmyōō magically binding mythical beings and 
non-adherents to buddhism so as to make them surrender to the power of buddha (ono 1964:1). The 
scripture can be found in Shugen seiten 修験聖典 (Sacred texts of Shugendō) (Shugen seiten hensankai 
1968:28–32). “Daishōfudōmyōō jinpishuhōshū” 大聖不動明王深秘修法集 (A collection of Secret Spells 
of the Great holy Fudōmyōō) contains six different types of kanashibari no hō. This scripture can be 
found in Shugen seiten (Shugen seiten hensankai 1968:352–60), and also in Shugendō shōsho 修験道章疏 
(Shugendō Scriptures) (nihon daizōkyō hensankai 2000, Vol. 1:209–15). For more information on this 
magic, see miyake (1966:31–2); miyamoto (2000).
 17. compiled ca. 1120, Konjaku monogatari-shū (Stories from the time now considered Past) contains 
religious and secular stories from india, china, and Japan. The unknown compiler is generally presumed 
to have been a buddhist monk.
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 18. This cautionary tale, entitled “butsugenji no ninshō Ajari no bō ni tengu no tsukitaru onna kita-
rukoto” 仏眼寺仁照阿闍梨房託天狗女来語 (A Woman Possessed by a Tengu Visits ninshō-Acharya of 
the butsugen temple), is the sixth story in the original Vol. 20 (Konjaku monogatari-shū 1993–1999:Vol. 
4:232–4).
 19. The episode is entitled “ishikawa shokoku no reijō wo meguru koto: idumi banzō kanashibari 
ni aukoto” 石川諸国の霊場を巡る事: 井泉伴蔵金縛に逢ふ事 (ishikawa Visits mysterious Spots in Various 
Parts of the country: banzō idumi encounters kanashibari) (Ishikawa Goemon denki: Kinko jitsuroku 
1885:Vol. 2: fols. 3–4). Goemon ishikawa was a notorious late-sixteenth-century Japanese bandit. in this 
story his underling banzō idumi sets out to burglarize the temple while Goemon rests at a local inn.
 20. it should be noted that coetaneous with these entertaining references to the kanashibari spell 
were the pioneering efforts of enryō inoue, a Japanese intellectual who strove to eradicate superstitions 
in Japan. in 1898 he published a book, Yōkai hyakudan 妖怪百談 (one hundred tales of Yōkai), that 
furnished scientific explanations for mysterious phenomena and supernatural beliefs. The book contains 
an entry (no. 55) for “Fudō-kanashibari,” in which inoue states that the phenomenon is not caused by 
divine power, but is induced by hypnosis as understood in the field of psychology: since anyone trained 
to hypnotize can produce the phenomenon, it should no longer be thought mysterious (inoue 1898:90). 
For more on inoue and his work, see Foster (2009:77–159).
 21. in chapter 16 of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, harry’s friend hermione uses the full 
body-bind against their schoolmate neville when he tries to prevent harry, ron, and her from sneaking 
out of their dormitory in search of the Philosopher’s Stone. At the end of chapter 6 of Harry Potter and 
the Chamber of Secrets, hermione employs the Freezing charm to paralyze a pair of pugnacious pixies 
so as to return them to their cage after a harrowing magic lesson.
 22. Fukuda—although he presumably conducted his research in Japanese—does not, when reporting 
his findings in english, provide Japanese equivalents for the two english terms.
 23. in her dissertation, Arikawa concluded that kanashibari experiencers have higher levels of death 
anxiety and greater belief in external locus of control (1995). For a digest of these findings, see Arikawa 
et al. (1999).
 24. The questionnaire asked subjects who had experienced kanashibari to “[d]escribe in [their] own 
words what this experience was like” (Arikawa 1995:35).
 25. The given data are those collected at the beginning of the semester, before education in the scien-
tific explanation. The differences in the data collected at the end of the semester were negligible overall: 
some subjects leaned slightly more toward the scientific explanation, while others clung with greater 
determination to the supernatural one (Sakata and hayashi 1999:157–60).
 26. Tōno monogatari was published in 1910. yanagita, the founding father of Japanese folklore studies, 
recorded legends recounted by a student (kizen Sasaki, who later went on to publish narrative collections 
and folkloric essays of his own) from tōno (a village in iwate prefecture, in the northeast of the main 
island). The book is regarded as the first notable collection of folk narratives in modern Japan. An english 
edition is available as The Legends of Tōno, trans. ronald A. morse (tokyo: Japan Foundation, 1975).
 27. Similar beliefs are found in Anglo-celtic and nordic traditions, as discussed in two essays contained 
in The Good People: New Fairylore Essays. Susan Schoon eberly (1991) explains that a deformed child was 
liable to be understood as the offspring of a human and a supernatural being, while Joyce underwood 
munro (1991) reveals that ill-thriven infants were often regarded as changelings (supernatural creatures 
exchanged by their supernatural parents for more desirable human newborns); both writers mention 
folktales that describe methods of torture—stretching to the extreme of infanticide—designed to expose 
these non-human imposters.
 28. A newer encyclopedia more narrowly focused on the subject of the supernatural does include a 
brief essay on kanashibari (iikura 2013).
 29. At the time that the index was published, use of the term “kanashibari” to refer to the paralysis 
provoked by the approach of a supernatural being may not have been widespread. in any case, the index 
does not register the phenomenon under any name or description.
 30. Gillian bennett has likewise lamented the “disreputable” nature of supernatural folklore within 
folklore studies in the West, which she regards as both cause and result of its being under-examined 
(1987:13).
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 31. hufford later developed this hypothesis into his “experience-centered theory” (1995).
 32. hufford’s research also sheds new light on the study of “culture-bound syndromes” (e.g., Simons 
and hughes 1985) by contending that certain phenomena occur universally but are interpreted differently 
across cultures. hufford argues that there is potential rationality behind every cultural interpretation of 
a given phenomenon, illness, and set of symptoms; by extension, he advocates alternative clinical and 
medical treatments that cater to patients of various cultural backgrounds. For more discussion of ratio-
nality in belief and disbelief, see hufford (1985, 1987); and also the work by Shelley Adler (1991, 1995) 
on sudden death syndrome in hmong males.
 33. As rosan Jordan (1975) has shown, when it comes to articulating belief, a member of an ethnic 
minority may shift his or her position depending upon his or her assumptions about the expectations of 
the audience. in Jordan’s study, a mexican American informant flaunted her interest in the supernatural 
when she wished to assert her ethnic identity; but when she wished to distance herself from her ethnic 
group, she posed as a non-believer.
 34. The interviews were conducted in Japanese; the english translations are mine. Pseudonyms are 
used to protect the interviewees’ identities.
 35. i interviewed another individual who had frequent kanashibari in her adolescence, often involv-
ing hallucinations and out-of-body experiences. (Although out-of-body experiences can occur with 
kanashibari, they themselves are a separate subject of research—in which the initiatory kanashibari is 
typically downplayed—in belief studies.) i do not include this informant’s account here because her case 
was the kind that could very well have benefited from specialist attention (a medical diagnosis might 
have appealed to adolescent hormonal imbalance, whereas a spiritualist would likely have suspected 
a supernatural cause). She sought no assistance, and her kanashibari had ceased by the time that she 
reached adulthood. Since my research focus remains the analysis of struggles within healthy individuals 
who have had kanashibari only once or a few times, i deemed this case too advanced in comparison to 
those of my other informants.
 36. Although the matter is very much open to debate (and worthy of further study), i personally do 
not have the impression that Japanese society upholds a scientific-versus-supernatural dichotomy as 
strongly as does the West. The traditional Western intellectual model pits scientific explanations against 
their supernatural counterparts (the first official, the latter unofficial), as noted by anglophone scholars 
studying anglophone cultures (e.g., hufford 1985, 1987). mainstream America generally embraces this 
official-unofficial binary, and seems (at least publicly) to shy away from the unofficial. i concede that 
Japanese society too regards scientific explanations as official and supernatural ones as unofficial. yet the 
two have more of a parallel existence in Japan, where the general public openly embraces supernatural 
possibilities—whether for entertainment or for spiritual well-being. While science has a role to play in 
aiding people’s comprehension of the world, the supernatural maintains a secure place in Japanese soci-
ety—for in explaining certain phenomena, the supernatural is thought by many to be more efficacious 
than science.
 37. According to masanobu kagawa (2013), in the 1970s reikan began to be recognized as something 
not the exclusive preserve of highly trained spiritualists, but also common among laypeople; the word 
then became more widely dispersed during the 1980s.
 38. Japanese folk beliefs regarding the spiritual or supernatural force that brings misfortune to people 
are tied to the yakudoshi 厄年 (infelicitous year) tradition (see norbeck 1955).
 39. “Oharai” literally means “expulsion.” The type that yuka received is called “gomakigan” 護摩祈願, 
which is a prayer for protection against evil. This ritual is offered at any institutional Shinto shrine, and is 
available to anyone making a monetary donation. Different types of oharai rituals are performed at different 
times of the day, and one can participate on a walk-in basis. The priest chants and prays to the enshrined 
deities on the participant’s behalf, then confers a blessing. At the end the participant customarily drinks 
sanctified sake to rid the body of impurity. Additionally, talismans may be purchased to ensure the lasting 
effect of the blessing. The amount of the donation varies depending upon the type of ritual and the degree 
of purification and blessing requested. yuka went to the most prestigious shrine in the city of her residence 
and paid the minimum fee of five thousand yen (about 40 uS dollars) to participate.
 40. An experience of mine sheds further light on this vernacular belief. A Japanese American man 
who had lived for a time in Saitama once told me that because of his keen reikan, he had been loth to go 
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near the famous temple in my old neighborhood because of the uneasiness caused by the congregating 
spirits. i, who have weak reikan, had in my teens strolled often past the temple’s sunlit cemetery with nary 
a shred of dread. i was surprised to learn of the difference in impressions of this place between someone 
with strong reikan and someone without.
 41. An updated and extended version of this discussion can be found in hufford (2005).
 42. A recent example appeared on Sekai-ichi uketai jugyō 世界一受けたい授業 (The World’s most 
requested courses), a series designed to provide useful information for everyday living, whose stage 
set is a mock-up of a school classroom. The episode aired on August 27, 2011, contained three lessons: a 
social studies class explaining how to use emergency kits and how to behave in emergency situations (in 
a stopped elevator, on a sinking cruise ship); a home economics class promoting low-calorie sweets like 
tofu cheesecake; and a science class showcasing recent findings from the field of brain research. This last 
segment began by welcoming a university professor to the studio to explain the physiological bases for 
such things as hallucinations and optical illusions. he then showed a video of an experiment in which 
kanashibari was artificially provoked on a female subject by disrupting her sleep cycle (by calling her 
name) while she was in rem sleep. She woke up paralyzed, which prompted the professor to announce 
that a kanashibari state had been created. once fully revived, the subject stated that though feeling 
awake she had been unable to move her body. but the professor (brandishing her electroencephalogram) 
explained that she had in fact not been awake but had remained in a dream state (her body asleep, her 
brain awake), and averred that people claiming to have seen things during kanashibari experiences were 
merely dreaming. he concluded the lecture by asserting that kanashibari can be prevented by maintaining 
healthy and stable sleep patterns.
 43. Hitoshi Matsumoto no maru-maru na hanashi 人志松本の○○な話 (hitoshi matsumoto Presents 
Such-and-Such Stories) is a talk show on which comedians swap stories related to the type of the week 
(the adjective for which replaces the “such-and-such” in the title). A show that aired on June 10, 2011, 
featured zotto-suru hanashi ゾッとする話 (terrifying stories). one of the guests told of having experienced 
kanashibari frequently in the haunted bedroom of his former apartment suspended directly above the 
apartment building’s bicycle parking lot. While the occupant did not sense anything strange (apart from 
his recurring kanashibari), his friends with strong reikan often commented that the bedroom had an 
eerie feel. later his girlfriend, who also had strong reikan, revealed to him that she had seen an appari-
tion dangling from the parking lot overhang, which turned out to have been the ghost of a man who had 
hanged himself there.
 44. A recent newspaper article (haraguchi 2009) furnishes a painful example of the coexistence of 
scientific and supernatural explanations in contemporary Japan. it describes briefly the life of a man in 
his late thirties who was diagnosed with minamata disease as an adult. minamata disease is a neurologi-
cal condition caused by mercury poisoning from industrial wastewater released by a chemical factory in 
the city of minamata (kumamoto prefecture) in the years 1936–1968. upon official recognition of the 
disease, financial compensation was granted to the locals (affected from decades of eating contaminated 
fish)—but only those born before 1969. yet many studies have since shown that minamata disease is 
congenital, suggesting that the number of victims of this industrial disaster is much larger than previously 
acknowledged. in 2010 a group of newly diagnosed patients accepted a settlement from the corporation 
and the national and prefectural governments. The media followed this process closely because minamata 
disease is one of the yondai kōgai-byō 四大公害病 (big four pollution-disaster diseases) caused by negligent 
Japanese firms. both of this man’s parents were victims of the disease, since they had grown up consuming 
mercury-laced fish from the affected area. but at the time that their son was born (in 1972), safeguards 
were supposedly in place at the factory; so they continued to eat the local fish, and did not hesitate to feed 
it to their children. moreover, the aftereffects and potential prenatal transmission of mercury poisoning 
had not been widely publicized. Growing up, the man often experienced kanashibari and muscle cramps 
(common symptoms in patients with the disease) during sleep. his parents presumed that he had strong 
reikan, and called in various spiritualists and clergymen to perform oharai; but the symptoms did not 
abate. When his physical problems continued into adulthood, it was recommended that he see a doctor, 
which led to the diagnosis of minamata disease. in this man’s youth, the pollution hazard had allegedly 
been eliminated, while the congenital nature of minamata disease had not yet been officially recognized. 
And because (as the article insinuates) an older sister did not exhibit the same symptoms, there was no 
obvious reason to suspect a family-wide problem. it would seem that these—and perhaps other—factors 
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led the man’s parents initially to consider the supernatural explanation for his kanashibari, although it 
turned out that the disease was to blame.

Interviews

kenji. 2004. interview by Ayako yoshimura, February 15, tokyo, Japan.
yuka. 2004. interview by Ayako yoshimura, February 14, tokyo, Japan.
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