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Dave Plath Among the Utopians: Fieldnotes, March, 1965 

Introduction by William W. Kelly 

 

 

The 1960s was a very busy and productive time for Dave. He began the decade in Nagano, with 

his family, completing his second year of fieldwork for his Harvard dissertation. His return to 

Cambridge was brief, because in the summer of 1961, he moved to Berkeley, where he used a Ford 

Foundation fellowship and an appointment as lecturer in anthropology to finish the dissertation 

and immediately begin the significant revisions and expansions that led to his first book, The After 

Hours, which he completed in early 1963.  

 

In the summer of that year, he left Berkeley for Iowa City to take up an assistant 

professorship at the University of Iowa; a year after, in 1964, as The After Hours was appearing, 

he was given tenure and promoted to associate professor. Two years later, in 1966, he was again 

moving, this time to the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. After two years as associate 

professor, he was promoted to full professor in 1969. He remained at Illinois for the rest of his 

career, retiring to emeritus status in 1998. 

 

This was not just a decade of professional advancement but also of a second major research 

project on utopian communities in Japan. It is not clear just what was the original motivation for 

Dave’s turn to this topic. The 1960s was certainly a moment when the issue of counter-culture and 

commune living enlivened American sociology and popular media, especially in places like 

Berkeley and the Bay Area. And as Gavin Whitelaw notes in his article in this volume of Studies 

on Asia, Dave had a long correspondence with Harvard sociologist David Reisman that began in 

1959, while Dave was finishing his Nagano dissertation fieldwork and continued through the 

1960s, although the topic of utopianism does not figure in their exchanges.  

 

Whatever the original impetus, Dave has written that he began reading utopian thinkers 

and the historical and social science literature on utopian life even while finishing revisions of his 

first book at Berkeley. He arrived at Iowa in the fall of 1963, and the following spring was awarded 

a summer faculty fellowship for some preliminary research on the topic in Japan. That led to 

greater funding by the Joint Committee for Research on Asia (ACLS-SSRC) and Wenner-Gren 

Foundation that supported his field research in Japan in the spring and summer of 1965. He 

conducted this in four different utopian groups in five locations in Kansai, in Kantō, and Hokkaidō. 

Some of them were quite didactic and proselytizing; others, such as Shinkyō, fashioned their lives 

and livelihoods as they believed, and preferred to serve as passive but determined alternatives to 

the societal mainstream. 

 

Before leaving Japan in the summer of 1965, Dave drafted an essay about Japanese utopian 

communities set in a comparative perspective that appeared in Japanese in the popular Asahi 

Journal (Plath 1965). He gave a paper that expanded on his fieldwork that fall at the American 

Anthropological Association meetings (a revised version was in the American Anthropologist, 

Plath 1966). He delivered a paper at the American Ethnological Society meetings in the spring of 

1966 that was a very subtle sociolinguistic analysis of the sessions (known as kensan) that were 

used as intensive conversations to draw in recruits by one of the groups, the Yamagishi Association. 
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He drew on Dell Hymes’s emerging paradigm on analysis and Kenneth Burke’s dramatism 

(published as Plath 1967). When he moved to the University of Illinois, he took up the invitation 

of Joseph Casagrande, the anthropologist directing the Center for International Comparative 

Studies, to organize a Conference on Utopia in Comparative Focus that was held in May of 1968. 

Dave created the intellectual framework for the conference and edited seven of the contributions 

as the 1971 volume, Aware of Utopia (Plath 1971). The volume had remarkable historical depth 

and comparative breadth. 

 

Dave’s key insight and the theme that lay behind all of his writings that decade was the 

two-sidedness of utopian life and thought, in Japan and elsewhere. Utopian communities were 

seldom renegade counter-cultures, fugitive from modern life. Much more frequently, their 

aspirations and professions were set both against as well as within the mainstream society that 

surrounded them. They both rejected and embraced modern lifeways. They sought to live by 

example and as example (Plath 1969). 

 

As I have noted, Dave’s interest in utopian life was formed by extensive reading, a moral 

sensibility of utopian potential, and a deliberately comparative fieldwork approach. Yet of the four 

cases that he studied and wrote about, he seemed most intrigued by Shinkyō. 

 

Shinkyō had its origins in 1937, when a resident of the Nara area village of Kasama, Ozaki 

Matsutarō, was ostracized by his neighbors for smashing the local Tenri altar to express his disgust 

with the crassness of Tenri practices. Three other households joined his household on the edge of 

the village, where they together carved out a separate and communal life (Plath and Sugihara 1968). 

After a brief move to Manchuria near the end of the war, they returned to their land on the edge of 

Kasama and took up making rice-straw tatami mats as a small enterprise. Over time, their business 

grew enormously. When Dave arrived in 1966, Shinkyō was the largest tatami producer in Japan. 

He must have been deeply impressed by this remarkable trajectory—and by the two leaders he 

came to know well, Ozaki himself, and Sugihara Yoshie. Sugihara was Ozaki’s common-law wife 

and longtime partner in leading Shinkyō. In 1962, she published a memoir of Ozaki and the 

Shinkyō commune. It was this very personal account of Shinkyō life that Dave undertook to 

translate and adapt into what became Sensei and His People, the volume that University of 

California Press published in 1969. Authorship was shared by Sugihara and Plath. It was his 

translation of large portions of Sugihara’s memoir, but with her permission, he adapted portions 

of the text to be more accessible to English-language readers. He also framed her chapters with his 

own Foreword and Afterword that offered his extended analysis of Shinkyō’s internal dynamics, 

its complex adaptations to the outside world, and its place in a more comparative landscape of 

communal living experiments. He also followed his example from The After Hours in having an 

artist, in this case Mizota Kotoi, illustrate the text with beautiful line drawings of Kasama and 

Shinkyō (examples are in Whitelaw’s article in this journal issue). It is an extraordinary 

collaborative volume, yet another example of Dave’s highly original approach to ethnographic 

representation. 

 

All of this is to introduce two previously unpublished resources from Dave’s 1965 

fieldwork, which was the basis of his subsequent articles and books. They offer a rare glimpse into 

the research process and experience itself. The first is a 16-page selection from Dave’s fieldwork 

journal of his first visit to Shinkyō. It was written on Monday, March 29, 1965, which was the day  
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after Dave returned from his initial visit to Shinkyō the previous weekend. To read the notes, it 

was an exhausting but illuminating weekend. Dave writes with candor and modesty, mixed equally 

with insight and speculation. He was to return for several other visits, but already the reader can 

feel his respect and fascination for Ozaki himself and the community he led. 

 

The second resource is a set of 14 photographs that Dave took, presumably on that first 

visit, but perhaps later in the spring. It is interesting that in producing the book, Sensei and His 

People, he chose to use Mizota’s drawings rather than his photographs (a few of the photographs 

appeared in other publications, such as the Asahi Journal article, and in a few of his meeting 

presentations). Nonetheless, they are an illuminating accompaniment to his narrative of Shinkyō 

and testimony to his multi-sensory feel for the field. 

 

Both the field journal selection and the photographs come from the digital collections of 

the University of Iowa Library Archives (Plath 1965-1969). As he was leaving Iowa for Illinois in 

1966, he deposited them without access or use restrictions. The current archivist has determined 

that their publication here fits within the educational use clause of the collection itself and the 

Archive’s policies. After his retirement from the University of Illinois, he deposited the bulk of 

his professional papers to the University Library Archives there. They have yet to be catalogued 

and I am not sure of their current accessibility to scholars, but there may well be materials that 

enrich our appreciation of Dave’s immense scholarship. 

 

I shall end this introductory note with Dave’s own words, drawn from page 126 of his 

journal, the entry for April 23, because even in the staccato of rapid fieldnote prose, it astutely and 

eloquently captures Ozaki’s vision. Dave writes: 

 

“Anyway it is aku made mo an unplanned utopia or arcadia. The virtues of unplanning. A 

variety of concrete goals but no systematization---Meiji history in the small. The insistence 

on informality makes for flexibility; consonant with the soft sell and the willingness to let 

outsiders call the community whatever they want---primitive communism, capitalist 

collectivization, true democracy, etc.…[Ozaki is] quite right when he says he doesn't do 

any missionizing or propagandizing, nor allow any advertising for SK or even the use of 

its name by the mat-machine makers who want to publicize the fact that Tokai of Nagoya 

has installed all the preset SK pallet machinery. Instead, having built his better mousetrap, 

he can sit and let the world beat the path to his door. And when the world comes in, it gets 

a warm welcome and it is put at ease, and well lubricated, fed well and soaked in a 

delightful furo, soothed and softened and led to relax its defenses. Led to think its own 

thoughts. Not told that SK is this or that; rather that 'we do this and that' 'we try to make 

life easy for the yomehan' 'we discovered accidentally the power of collective living’. Then 

the lamb is felled with a swift simple and overwhelming stroke of logic. The strength of 

the weak who know how to use their weakness.” 
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Field Photographs Taken by Dave Plath at Kasama and Shinkyō, Spring, 1965 

 

 

 
1: Approaching Kasama Village 

 
2: The road into Kasama Village 

 

 
3: Buildings and surrounding fields of Shinkyō 

 

 
4: Shinkyō’s new East Wing 
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5: Dave with Ozaki Matsutarō, Shinkyō 

founder and leader 

 

 
7: Sugihara Yoshie preparing a meal 

 for the commune 

 

 
6: Sugihara Yoshie, Ozaki’s longtime partner 

 

 

 
8: Doing laundry at Shinkyō 
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9: Meal preparations in the commune kitchen 

 

 

 
10: The exterior of the Shinkyō tatami factory 

 
11: Inside the tatami factory 

 

 
12: Lunch time at Shinkyō 
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13:  Hand-binding the tatami mat edges 

 
14: Sewing the tatami mats 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Notes from Dave Plath’s Field Journal, March, 1965 

 

Abbreviations used in the field journal 

 SK = Shinkyō  

Y = Yamane Tsuneo, Professor, Department of Family Sociology, Osaka City University 

[a colleague who had done research at Shinkyō and introduced Dave] 

M = I have not been able to determine who this is 

N = Nonoyama Hisaya, who served as Dave’s field assistant 

FJK = Fujinkai, the women’s association 
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