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Historical Notes on the Study of Fox-Possession

——FElwin Baelz, Shimamura Shun-ichi and Kure Shtizo——

by
Yasuo OKADA

During the Yedo-period in Japan, people believed that foxes were able to enchant and possess
men. In several provinces, certain families were deemed to keep foxes. When a member of the family
envied the wealth of another family or resented another person, foxes, without being ordered by the
member, did harm to the other family or possessed the person. In these and other provinces, mental
illnesses and other incurable or strange somatic diseases were understood to be caused by foxes. Only
a few physicians declared that the so-called fox-possession were mental diseases. Badgers, dogs, snakes
and other animals were also believed to possess men, but fox-possession was representative of possession
syndromes by animals.

In 1873 the Meiji Government prohibited to exorcise fox by prayer. In 1879, a physician reported
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his own experience of a 5-year old fox-possessed girl. Koike Masanao (1854-1941), then a student at
the Tokyo University School of Medicine, getting the advice of his teacher, Elwin Baelz (1849-1913),
reported that fox-possession is no other than a form of mental disease. He quoted the theory of
demonomelancholia of Wilhelm Griesinger. In 1885 E. Baelz wrote a paper on fox-possession, in which
he analogized fox-possession with lycanthropia and cynanthropia in Europe.

Especially in Shimane Prefecture, many families were deemed to keep foxes. In 1891 Shimamura
Shun-ichi (1862-1923, a psychiatrist, who later became directer of the Kyoto Prefectural Medical
School) in vestigated 34 cases of fox-possession in Shimane Prefecture. His report of the investigation
was published in 1892-93. Among 34 cases, 4 were suffering from paranoia, 4 from mania, 15 from
hysteria, 1 from secondary dementia, 1 from senile dementia, 3 from malaria and tyhhoid fever, 1 from
arthritis, 1 from pulmonary tuberculosis and 1 from uterine myoma (the classification of mental diseases
was pre-Kraepelinian). In 1893 Sakaki Hajime (1857-1897), professor of psychiatry at the Tokyo Uni-
versity School of Medicine, gave the Greek name of alopecanthropia to fox-possession.

Kure Shiizd (1865-1932), successor of Sakaki and a famous scholar of medical history, collected
ancient writings of fox-possession. In 1896, he asked physicians in Hiroshima Prefecture for reports
on fox-possession. Kure himself did not write a scientific report on fox-possession but the reports
which he gathered still exist. The reports teach us the real states of fox-possession at the time.

Almost all the reports tell us that, when a fox-keeper went to Hiroshima City (the capital city of the

prefecture), foxes parted from him, and on his leaving the city, foxes again attended him,
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In 1900, Araki Sotaro (1869-1932) investigated in Tokushima Prefecture 15 cases of dog-god
(“Inugami”)-possession, 5 cases of badger-possession and others.

In 1902, Kadowaki Sakae (1872-1925) published a monograph “A New Treatise on Fox-Possession”,
which reported on 113 cases of fox-possession who were recieved into the Sugamo Prefectural Mental
Hospital. The monograph tell us that fox-possession was not rare in the mental hospital of the capital
city of Tokyo at the time. In 1908, Gotd Shégo reported on 48 cases of possession syndrome, includ-
ing possession by gods. Among the cases, 32 were possessed by foxes. 23 were diagnosed as dementia
praecox, 13 as hysteria, 7 as dementia paralytica and so on.

Now, although cases of fox-possession are very rare, not a few old women believe that foxes can
possess a person. It is curious, that the only two field-survey psychiatric papers by Shimamura and
by Araki are neglected in recent papers on fox-possession. (Author’s abstract,—in this abstract the
family name of the Japanese is put before his personal name, according to the original and common

style.)
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