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Based on original research, Japan's Minorities provides a clear historical introduction to the formation of individual minorities, followed by an analysis of the contemporary situation.

This second edition identifies and explores the six principal minority groups in Japan: the Ainu, the Burakumin, the Chinese, the Koreans, the Nikkeijin and the Okinawans. Examining the ways in which the Japanese have manipulated historical events, such as Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the contributors reveal the presence of an underlying concept of ‘Japaneseness’ that excludes members of these minorities. The book addresses key themes including:


	the role of this ideology of ‘race’ in the construction of the Japanese identity

	historical memory and its suppression

	contemporary labour migration to Japan

	the three-hundred year existence of Chinese communities in Japan

	mixed-race children in Japan

	the feminization of contemporary migration to Japan.



Still the only scholarly examination of issues of race, ethnicity and marginality in Japan from both a historical and comparative perspective, this new edition will be essential reading for scholars and students of Japanese studies, ethnic and racial studies, culture and society, anthropology and politics.
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Editor's introduction

Early in the twentieth century, in his book The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois predicted that issues of ‘race’, or, in his terms, the ‘Colour Line’, would be the defining problem of that century (Du Bois 1961: 23). Given both the historical context within which the prediction was made and the evidence that marches across our television screens on a daily basis, there can be little doubt that ‘race’ remains a primary determinant of social relations. Nevertheless, while the invidious imagery of biological superiority and inferiority certainly informs some contemporary forms of racism, the colonial-inspired paradigm of race offers little in the way of explanatory power. In the first place, emphasis on the ‘Colour Line’, as conceptualized by Du Bois, runs the risk of reifying skin colour - of ignoring the fact that the visibility of somatic difference is itself a social construct. Of course, the existence of physical differences between human populations is not disputed here. But of far greater relevance are the processes of signification that attribute meaning to these differences. Historically, a wide range of both physiological and cultural characteristics, either real or imagined, have been employed as natural or ‘racial’ signifiers. The assumption that one historically specific instance of signification can provide an adequate explanation for all forms of racial or ethnic exclusion ignores evidence which illustrates that other populations (Jews in central Europe, Irish in Britain, and Koreans, Chinese, burakumin, Okinawan and Ainu in Japan) have been defined as distinct and inferior races without reference to the colour stigmata. Once constructed, moreover, a racialized ‘otherness’ can be projected onto either real or imagined populations. The recrudescence of anti-Semitism in parts of post-Soviet central Europe, where the Jewish presence was eliminated some sixty years ago, and in Japan, a nation where the historical presence of Jews has been minimal, are but two recent manifestations of this phenomenon.

Although there is a temptation to offer a global definition of race, there are compelling reasons not to do so. First, race is a social construct, fluid in content, whose meanings are determined by historical and national context. Of far greater value as a subject of inquiry are the processes that have led to groups that were not previously defined in racial terms being defined as races. These are processes within which the state has functioned as both a primary site of racial articulation and contestation, and as an arena where minority voices have been constrained and suppressed. Second, while racialized notions of citizenship, inclusion and exclusion undoubtedly exist in, for example, the United States, Britain, France and Japan, the historical experience of the excluded and racialized ‘others’ in each of these countries reveals both continuities and discontinuities. Unlike the United States, where racial identities were initially produced within the institutions of slavery, and were reproduced during the course of several centuries of territorial expansion and immigration, the racialization of identities in Japan is of far more recent origin; it lacks the pedigree of plantation slavery. Racialized minority populations are also distinguished by their relative size, settlement pattern, length and status of residence, degree of social, economic and political integration, or by a combination of these factors. Finally, any attempt to generate a global definition of race contains the potential for either distorting the historical/national context, or of imbuing races, as naturally occurring phenomena, with even greater explanatory power.

Thus, while there exists an extensive literature on race and race relations, it tends to be country specific. This is not, however, to suggest the complete absence of continuities or similarities. The minority experience in each of the societies referred to here has been characterized by the existence of multi-layered racisms, systematic exclusions, and relative disadvantage - economic, political and social. Rather than addressing issues of race, as such, the point of departure for this book is an analysis of the historically specific factors involved in the appearance and maintenance of racialized relations in Japan. By this, I refer to processes of attribution, inclusion and exclusion, all of which have been shaped and reshaped by historical context.

Although there have been divergences in the representation of ‘self’, expressed variously in terms of a Japanese race, ethnicity, or culture, all have been grounded in notions of an essentialized identity that distinguishes the Japanese from other populations (Masuda 1967; Ishida 1974; Ueyama 1990; Kawakatsu 1991). To a certain extent, more recent conceptualizations of Japanese uniqueness also reflect a political agenda designed to: (a) suppress or reconfigure specific memories of the Pacific War and (b) assist in the production, or, in this case, the re-production, of a more muscular form of nationalism. Historically, moreover, cultural determinants (religious values, language, patterns of social and economic organization), rather than genetic or physiological markers, have been deployed to signify the existence of an immutable and homogeneous Japanese identity. Within this literature, the Japanese present is transformed by an idealized past, heterogeneity is ignored, and historical memory is suppressed. Over time, the resilience of this narrative has been succinctly expressed not only in the numerous ‘off- the-record’ comments made by senior Japanese politicians, but in Japan’s initial submission to the Human Rights Committee of the United Nations in 1980, which denied the existence of minority populations.

The dominant paradigm of homogeneity has, however, been challenged by a number of recent studies that have sought to locate the construction of this identity within the appropriate historical context/s (Yoshino 1992; Befu 1993; Amino 1994; Weiner 1995, 1997, 2004; Morris-Suzuki 1995). Similarly, in its 1998 United Nations submission, the Committee on Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) noted that, while, for example, the state had introduced programmes to preserve and promote Ainu culture, legislative reforms did not include any positive measures to improve the livelihood of the Ainu people. Two years later, in its own submission to CERD, the Japanese government highlighted the invisibility of minorities within state institutions by providing no information on Okinawa or its people. Most recently, in a report commissioned by the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations in 2006, the Special Rapporteur (Doudou Diène) concluded that racial discrimination and xenophobia remain widespread in Japan, and that minority populations continue to suffer from political, social, economic and cultural marginalization. While recognizing that the situation of certain minorities had been partly ameliorated by specific legislative action, the Special Rapporteur proposed the following recommendations:


	the recognition of the existence of racial discrimination in Japan, and the expression of political will to combat it;

	the adoption of a national law against discrimination;

	the establishment of a national commission for equality and human rights, whose mandate should bring together the most important fields of contemporary discrimination: race, colour, gender, descent, nationality, ethnic origin, disability, age, religion, and sexual orientation;

	a focus on the process of rewriting and teaching of history.



Despite the lengths to which ideologues have gone in denying the existence of minorities, the social construction of ‘self’ in Japan has always presumed the existence of its opposite, the excluded ‘other’, against whom notions of Japanese homogeneity and purity could be measured. Publications that focus upon the historical formation of minority populations have tended to address the situation of a particular population in isolation from other groups that have been subjected to comparable exclusions (DeVos and Wagatsuma 1972; Pak 1978; Lee and DeVos 1981; Pak 1988; Neary 1989; Weiner 1989, 1994). In contrast to these studies, the intention here is to provide a historically contextualized analysis of ‘otherness’ in Japan, with particular, but by no means exclusive, reference to its principal minority populations: Ainu, Koreans, burakumin, Chinese, Okinawans and, of most recent origin, nikkeijin.

Despite a master narrative of racial and cultural homogeneity that precludes the existence of minorities, Japan is home to diverse populations. Of these, only the burakumin, descendants of the eta and hinin outcasts of the Tokugawa period, could be described as indigenous. Both Ainu and Okinawan populations were incorporated as subaltern peoples within the borders of modern Japan only during the late nineteenth century. While the historical evidence of earlier migrations from the Asian mainland is not in doubt, the so-called ‘oldtimer’ Korean and Chinese communities are largely a consequence of Japanese imperialism during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In contrast to these well-established though by no means fully integrated populations, this volume also includes for discussion the nikkeijin, primarily Latin Americans of Japanese descent, whose emergence as a distinct minority population coincided with the demand for inexpensive, low-level labour in Japan during the 1980s. In light of the above, state encouragement for the recruitment of nikkeijin is an especially significant phenomenon, since it also provides an opportunity to reconsider the claim that the Japanese nation state has evolved as an expression of the enduring purity of a homogeneous people.

The objectives of this volume are multiple. First, to critically evaluate both the historical construction and contemporary manifestations of a racialized Japanese identity, the corollary of which has been the exclusion of other populations, including children of mixed parentage, on the basis of characteristics assumed to be inherent. Second, to provide an historical analysis of the formation of Japan’s principal minority populations. Third, to consider aspects of minority life within the contemporary context of the early twenty-first century. Fourth, to evaluate recent attempts within minority communities to challenge the perpetuation of discriminatory images and practices. Finally, and in a marked departure from the first edition, John Russell offers a carefully nuanced analysis of how the construction of ‘black otherness’ within the Japanese context has reflected indigenous attempts to negotiate a privileged and racialized space within the conventional binary of ‘black-white’ race relations.

In the case of the burakumin, the Koreans and, to a somewhat lesser extent, the Ainu, about whom there already exists a substantial literature, the emphasis throughout has been placed on contemporary issues of integration, exclusion and identity. Although comparatively smaller, there is a growing body of literature regarding the Okinawan and Chinese populations in Japan. Matthew Allen addresses the former, and focuses on both the historical processes that led to the incorporation of the Ryūkyū Kingdom and the emergence of contested identities in the contemporary milieu. Similarly, Gracia Liu-Farrer provides both a historical summary of the Chinese presence in Japan and a more focused analysis of the ‘newcomer’ Chinese population in contemporary Japan. Since the nikkeijin, the subject of Chapter 10, are a phenomenon of the past two decades, Takeyuki Tsuda considers the status of this community within a contemporary and comparative framework.

The point of departure for the chapters that comprise this volume is the period 1868–1945. Although there is a substantial literature that covers the economic, political and institutional aspects of Japan’s transformation from an isolated semi-feudal state on the Asian periphery to a modern imperial power, relatively less attention has been given to the ideological contours of this process. In Chapter 1, the construction of a Japanese identity, incorporating both the naturalization of selected cultural characteristics and the grafting of pseudo-scientific notions of biological determinism borrowed from the West, is considered. The binary coding - the division of people into the categories of ‘self’ and ‘other’ - was not only reflected in relations between, for example, naichijin (the population of Japan proper) and gaichijin (lit. peoples of the outer territories, e.g. Taiwanese and Koreans), but was similarly deployed to categorize particular populations within Japan as unfit or, in the pseudo-scientific terminology of the day, dysgenic. As a direct consequence of government policies, sufferers of certain chronic diseases, such as leprosy, constituted a particular type of internal ‘other’, whose existence was regarded as a literal and metaphorical threat to a presumed organic polity. Although the categories of race and nation are often regarded as analytically distinct, the argument advanced is that in the pre-1945 context there was a high degree of overlap between them, and that this was a critical element in the racialization of the national community.

The appearance of Ainu representatives at the United Nations and other international fora in recent years contrasts sharply with mainstream Japanese perceptions of the Ainu as assimilated and culturally extinct. Following on from an overview of the incorporation and subsequent marginalization of the Ainu, the focus of Chapter 2, by Richard Siddle, shifts to contemporary issues of Ainu identity and nationalism. Rather than a revival of vestigial tribal identities, Siddle argues that the resurgence of ethnicity, expressed as Ainu nationalism, represents a reconstruction of ethnic identity in response to deprivation and structural inequalities.

In Chapter 3, Robert Fish addresses the topic of children of mixed parentage, which has only rarely been the subject of academic inquiry. Variously referred to as konketsuji (lit. mixed-blood children), haafu or daburu, the liminality of mixed-blood children is contextualized within the tides of internationalisation - a process in which their differentness has been simultaneously extolled and subordinated.

In Chapter 4, Ian Neary’s discussion of the burakumin focuses upon the activities of the Buraku Liberation League (BLL) and on the extent to which the introduction of post-war legislation has facilitated an improvement in the social, political and economic position of buraku communities. Given that the material circumstances of many burakumin have undoubtedly been improved by the introduction of the Special Measures Law and subsequent Dōwa projects, Neary addresses the question of how the BLL is seeking to redefine itself in the 1990s. As in the case of the Ainu, the burakumin struggle to end inequality has also developed an international dimension in recent years. Finally, Neary asks what else can be done to eliminate discrimination and what role buraku organizations can play in that process.

Chapter 5, by contrast, is concerned with both the production and incorporation of contrasting images of ‘blackness’ in Japan over the past 500 years. While noting how images of black people in Japan have conventionally been deployed to denote alien and inferior qualities, John Russell challenges the conventional view that these owe their resilience to deeply embedded indigenous sources. On the contrary, Russell finds that it was the nineteenth-century encounter with racialized global power relations that impelled the codification of blacks as inferior. Drawing upon a wealth of literary, artistic and historical sources, Russell contends that images of black people in the modern era have been fluid and contingent, incorporating both positive and negative aspects.

There are a number of factors that, at least on the surface, distinguish ‘oldtimer’ Chinese residents from other minority communities. From a comparative perspective, far less is known about the history of this community, a fact that served to perpetuate an image of the Chinese as highly assimilated, economically successful and largely disinterested in the political activism associated with their Korean or burakumin counterparts. From this perspective, Chinese residents filled a role structurally analogous to certain ‘model’ minority populations in North America throughout most of the post-war period. Although often mistakenly perceived as a single homogeneous grouping, Chinese residents have historically been distinguished, and have defined themselves, on the basis of lineage, province of origin or political affiliation. In Chapter 6, Gracia Liu-Farrer traces the development of this community from its origins during the Edo period, when a Chinese commercial community was established in Nagasaki, through to the present day. Her focus, however, is contemporary, and in particular falls on the lives of Chinese students and entrepreneurs in present-day Japan. Farrer’s findings point to the emergence of a transnational community of expatriates, who, irrespective of citizenship or residency rights, inhabit an important economic niche between Japan and China and increasingly regard themselves as part of a globalized overseas Chinese community.

In Chapter 7, Eika Tai provides a detailed analysis of the creation of two recent museum exhibitions in Osaka that have re-examined Japan’s multiethnic past and present. Tai offers a careful account of the various actors involved in mounting these exhibitions, and delineates their success in challenging conventional stereotypes of ‘otherness’ and images of a homogeneous Japanese identity. A second strand of analysis, supported by interviews with a range of actors, considers both majority and minority responses to these same representations. In contrast to internationalization (kokusaika), which reiterated assimilationist formulations, Tai also examines local-level efforts to foster the development of a tabunka kyōsei shakai (multicultural coexisting society) through education. It remains to be seen, however, whether kyōsei (coexistence) in the contemporary context reflects equality and inclusion in the broadest sense, or whether it reinforces the essential ‘differences’ of foreign and other marginal populations.

Chapter 8, by Michael Weiner and David Chapman, offers a threefold analysis of the Korean community in Japan. The first section provides a summary analysis of the colonial migration and settlement of Koreans in Japan between 1910 and 1945. The section that follows is primarily concerned with the politics of historical memory in post-war Japan. It represents an attempt to map a particular terrain in which conflicting representations of the past and present coexist. For many Japanese, the atomic bombings were the defining moments in their nation’s modern history. At a discursive level, however, the atomic bombings have been situated within a post-war master narrative that not only enhances a well-constructed image of Japan as a (if not the) victim of the Pacific War, but has also relegated other dissonant histories to the periphery of public consciousness. It is against this background that third and fourth generation zainichi, in particular, have struggled to construct an identity that is congruent with both a neglected past and a fractured present. Thus, the third and final section addresses the issue of identity politics within zainichi communities and the decades-long search for a ‘third way’.

In 1879, the Japanese state forcibly absorbed the Ryūkyū Kingdom. Until that time, the status of the Ryūkyūs had been defined both by its traditional tributary relationship with Qing China and by its increasing political and economic subservience to the daimiate of Satsuma. These ambiguities were ultimately resolved by Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–5 and by the subsequent Japanization of Ryūkyūans as imperial subjects within Okinawa Prefecture. For more than quarter of a century after the Pacific War, Okinawa remained under American occupation, with reversion to Japan not taking place until 1972. Chapter 9, by Matthew Allen, provides an historical analysis of the evolution of Ryūkyūan society, its responses to modern Japan, the Japanization of Ryūkyū as an internal colony, the post-war responses to American occupation, and more recent efforts to reassert an Okinawan identity distinct from that of Japan proper.

Chapter 10, by Takeyuki Tsuda, considers the phenomenon of ‘return migration’ and the establishment of Nikkeijin communities within the framework of current labour flows to Japan. As noted at the outset, current immigration laws have been designed to prevent the entry of unskilled labour. An exception to these laws is made in the case of the nikkeijin, foreign workers, primarily of Latin American origin, who are of Japanese descent. Following on from a discussion of both current patterns of migration and the response of the state to the entry of migrant labour, Tsuda provides a detailed analysis of nikkeijin settlement, nikkeijin areas of employment and relations between the newcomers and the host communities. Although regarded by others as Japanese in terms of lineage, the majority of nikkkeijin, whose links with Japan prior to migration were tenuous at best, do not share this view. Tsuda questions the viability of policies that have encouraged nikkeijin settlement, assesses the social costs involved and examines the emergence of a ‘new’ minority. In the concluding section, the ideological significance of nikkeijin migration is addressed.

Though not relevant in the case of the nikkeijin, a critical aspect of the minority experience in modern Japan has been resistance to racialized exclusion, exploitation and oppression. Although often cast in the roles of victims, Japan’s minorities, at both the individual and organizational levels, have contested the imposition of structural inequalities. Over time, these oppositional strategies have assumed a variety of forms, involving both domestic and international actors. Yet, in a society that remains wedded to the myth of racial and cultural homogeneity, where the state denies the existence of minority populations and where minority access to economic, political and social opportunities remains limited, it is difficult to offer generalizations about future developments. To be sure, as the chapters in this volume suggest, positive changes have taken place, particularly at the local level and with regard to specific minority populations. There is little doubt that nikkeijin occupy a privileged space in particular sectors of the marketplace, as do highly skilled newcomers from China, but this has not necessarily translated into social acceptance. It remains the hope of the contributors that this volume will in some way assist in the struggle for human rights and dignity in Japan.

As is customary, there are a number of individuals whose support I would like to acknowledge. First, a special note of thanks to the contributors to this volume, without whom it would not have been possible. I would also like to extend my appreciation to the editorial board at Routledge for their patience and continued support.

Michael Weiner,

San Diego,

April 2008
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1 ‘Self’ and ‘other’ in imperial Japan

Michael Weiner

DOI: 10.4324/9781003764199-1


Nationalisms are rarely consistent in content; what remains permanent are their bases in national consciousness. Depending upon the specific historical context, nationalism has most often been expressed in terms of economic or territorial expansion, the establishment of political sovereignty, or social and cultural norms of behaviour. In contrast, national consciousness, which serves as a pre-condition to the development of nationalism, implies the existence of historically embedded and culturally transmitted assumptions concerning the imagined community of the nation and its citizens. The modality of nationalism that emerged in the context of post-Restoration Japan was one that idealized cultural and racial homogeneity as the foundation of the nation state.

What had been a political, economic and social rupture was redefined to connote linkages with an ancient past, thus locating the events of 1868 within a continuous and unbroken chain of events culminating in the restoration of imperial rule. Paralleling this were the increasingly organized efforts by the new Meiji state to infuse a heterogeneous population with a sense of homogeneity and community (Fujitani 1993: 77–106). Along the way, powerful but selective cultural empathies were mobilized, while regional identities were either suppressed or subjected to a process of cultural redefinition, the objective of which was to bring reality into line with ideology. Within this framework, the kazoku kokka (family state) was projected as an enduring essence, which provided the state with an elevated iconography of consanguineous unity, enhanced the legitimacy of new economic, social and political relations, and provided the Japanese people with a new sense of national purpose and identity. It was a national identity forged from both indigenous and imported elements, and it rested upon the assumed unique qualities and capacities of the Japanese minzoku (Weiner 1995: 433–42). The argument pursued here is that rather than existing as independent categories of inclusion and exclusion, race and nation inhabited the same ideological space, with each functioning to define the parameters of the other. Set within the dominant paradigm of minzoku, both race and nation were regarded as naturally occurring phenomena, further reinforcing their credibility as explanatory factors in social, political and economic relationships (Yoshino 1992: 25).

In erecting a set of new symbolic boundaries around Japan, the language, imagery and iconography of nationalism suggested that the nation was the modern manifestation of a primordial community of which the citizenry had always been a part (Yasuda 1992: 63). Set against the background of a radically transformed environment, the efforts of state propagandists, the selective revival of ancient institutions, as in the case of Jingikan (Department of Shinto Affairs), the transformation of local or folk shrines, as in the case of Ise, into sites of national memory and pilgrimage, and the invention of commemorative structures, linking an imagined imperial past with present accomplishments, were designed to connote, diffuse and sustain a particular landscape. The naturalization of culture, of which these processes formed an integral part, recast the meaning of ‘Japaneseness’ in powerful images of the enduring purity and homogeneity of the nation, the family and the Japanese way of life. The nation was projected as an extended family, and the emperor was established as both head of state and semi-divine father to the national community. Ultimate sanctification of the imagined community was thus located at the sacred level, in Shinto, while reverence for the emperor as minzoku no ōsa (head of the people) and loyalty and obedience to the state were rendered equivalent (Gluck 1985: 91–3).

The conflation of cultural and racial criteria by which membership within the imagined community of the nation could be identified has assumed various guises. Anticipating the later genre of literature associated with the Nihonjinron and Nihon Bunka-ron, Takakusu Junjiro, in a 1938 publication, argued in favour of the existence of a dominant Yamato, or stem race, which had assimilated various prehistoric racial groupings. The consanguineous unity, or ‘culture of the Japanese blood’, to which Takakusu referred had subsequently been preserved through the ‘virtuous rule of succeeding emperors’. The putative relationship between blood and culture is made more explicit in Kada Tetsuji’s Jinshu Minzoku Sensō (Jinshu, Minzoku and War), published in 1940. While the title implies a conceptual distinction between jinshu (race) and minzoku (ethnicity; people; nation), Kada consistently reaffirms the biological basis of minzoku. Indeed, for Kada, the origins of minzoku can only be found in the distinctive jinshuteki (racial) and seishinteki (spiritual) qualities of people. ‘We cannot consider minzoku', he concludes, ‘without taking into account its relation to blood’ (Kada 1940: 70–1). In arguing a biological or genetic basis for the distinctiveness and superiority of the Japanese people, Kada was also reinforcing what one writer has termed ketsuzokushugi (the ideology of the blood family) (Hayashida 1976: 82). Parallels can also be drawn between the racial literature of the inter-war years and, for example, Hozumi Nobushige’s 1901 publication, Ancestor Worship and Japanese Law (Kikuchi 1972: 24–5). Here, the imagined community of the nation was conceived as a consanguineous community comprised of three primary constituent elements (the imperial family, the regional clan and the family unit) (Ito 1982: 31–3).

The argument advanced in this present work is that social structures and attitudes in Japan have historically been imbued with racial meaning, and that these meanings are themselves dynamic and contingent. That is to say, both racial meanings and racialized identities are historically specific, and can only be understood in relation to other factors - economic and political - and in relation to the international environment within which they emerged and have since been reproduced (Gilroy 1990: 264–5). In developing this argument, I also suggest that the construction of a Japanese national identity has entailed the transformation of culture, through an overarching discourse of race, into a ‘pseudobiological property of communal life’ (Gilroy 1990: 267). An objective here is to identify the various strands of racialized discourse that were developed during the period 1868–1945, and the channels through which European imperialist perspectives on race and native populations were domesticated within the Japanese context. In tracing the relationship between ideologies of race and nation in the construction of the modern Japanese identity, I seek also to identify the discursive elements that have informed perceptions of the excluded ‘other’ (both external and internal) against whom this identity has been produced and reproduced at particular historical junctures.

New ideologies and configurations of social power do not emerge unchallenged within an empty space (Greenfeld 1992: 399–403). As in Europe and North America, ideas of ‘self and ‘other’ in Japan were moulded both by the broader international context in which they evolved and through the appropriation of indigenous themes in Japanese history. The ‘experts in legitimation’ who contributed to the diffusion of racial knowledge and the dissemination of scientific racism in Japan were themselves aware of and deeply influenced by European scholarship in particular (Shimao 1981: 93–8). The scientification of knowledge, of which these processes were an integral part, also provided the means by which the civilized ‘self could be distinguished from the uncivilized ‘other’. Just as Meiji industrialization was dependent upon the prior existence of well-established market relations and the importation of Western capital and technology, in their construction of a national identity, Japanese ideologues drew inspiration from both the West and through the appropriation and manipulation of indigenous myths. The search for a usable past engaged the resources of academics, educators, journalists, politicians and government officials alike. Their interests and concerns often overlapped; politicians were frequent contributors to newspapers, while academics were often called upon to advise on matters of public policy and education. Although there was no master narrative to which they all subscribed, nor a smoothly orchestrated discourse imposed upon a passive audience, their efforts would assist in the dissemination of racial knowledge and the necessary production of ‘otherness’.

The intention thus far has been to suggest a high degree of functional equivalence between cultural and racial categories within pre-war racial discourse. If, as is argued here, culture is conceptualized as the manifestation of a primordial or innate essence, reliance on cultural or ethnic criteria in distinguishing between peoples functions in the same way as biological determinism (Miles 1993: 101). The essential distinction to be drawn is not between assumed cultural or physiological characteristics, but how these criteria are signified and subsequently acted upon. Rather than making the marginalized the focus of analysis, the subject of our inquiry should become the historical processes through which groups or nations have been constructed on the basis of these assumed innate qualities and subsequently located within specific material and power relations. In this sense, the dichotomy between the Yamato jinshu (race) and Yamato minzoku (ethnicity/ people/nation) is more apparent then real. Barshay’s observation that, in the pre-1945 context, the ideological terrain defined by minzoku ‘overcame universality’ and itself became ‘absolute’ is particularly salient (Barshay 1988: 230).

Throughout the final decades of the nineteenth century, in particular, attempts to establish the criteria for what constituted ‘Japaneseness’ occupied the energy and resources of statesmen, bureaucrats and unofficial publicists alike. It was a preoccupation which reflected a recognition that the muscular nationalism of the Western powers would have to be met by an equally assertive Japanese national identity if sovereignty were to be preserved (Pyle 1969: 75). The contours of this Japanese identity, which invoked powerful images of communal solidarity and exclusivity, were further refined through the lens of scientific racism as embodied in the writings of Galton, Haeckel, Lamarck and Spencer (Shimao 1981: 93–102; Nolte 1987: 44). A Japanese translation of Spencer’s evolutionary theory first appeared in 1884, and, in total, some thirty translations of his works had appeared by the turn of the century. The provision of a classificatory grid that located the Japanese within a clearly defined hierarchy of race while offering a scientifically reasoned yet easily accessible explanation for both the complexities of a modern society and national survival found a receptive audience among academics, journalists and politicians alike. Set within the colonial context, to which we shall return later in this chapter, the diffusion of social Darwinism also made it possible to demonstrate ‘scientifically’ that some cultures were advanced and civilized while others remained backward and uncivilized (Weiner 1989: 14–22).

For the young intellectuals associated with the newspaper Nihon and the journal Nihonjin, the nation was increasingly identified with minzoku - a term first popularized by Shiga Shigetaka in the 1880s. In common with other terms such as kokusui (national essence) and kokuminshugi (civil nationalism), minzoku was a critical element in the development of a popular nationalism, which arose partly in response to what was regarded as the over-Westernization of the previous decades. As articulated by Shiga and his contemporaries, minzoku reflected what were assumed to be the unique characteristics (historical, geographical and cultural) of the Japanese nation (Gluck 1985: 110–15). This sense of nation, as expressed by minzoku, was subsequently appropriated by constitutional scholars like Hozumi Yatsuka, for whom the kokutai (national polity) was identified with the imperial line and the network of beliefs that sustained it, principally ancestor worship. In common with Inoue Tetsujiro, Kato Hiroyuki and other family state theoreticians, Hozumi conceived of the Japanese minzoku as a manifestation of common ancestry rather than shared culture. Ueda Katsutoshi pursued a parallel line of argument in Kokugo to Kokka to, published in 1894. In this seminal piece, Ueda emphasized that the Japanese polity had been, and would continue to be, sustained by the Japanese race, and argued that the Japanese language itself was a manifestation of the inherited qualities of its people (Yun 1993: 16). Although he originally challenged the legitimacy of a kokutai that located sovereignty in the person of the emperor, Kato Hiroyuki’s early enthusiasm for and advocacy of the ‘natural rights’ of man and representative government was replaced by a firm commitment to Darwinian theories of social evolution (Kato 1955: 111–12; Irokawa 1986: 253). With the publication of Shinkagaku Yori Kansatsu shitaru Nichiro no Unmei, in 1905, Kato applied Darwinian inspired notions of seizon kyōsō (struggle for survival) and yūshō reppai (survival or the fittest) to an analysis of the current struggle between Japan and Russia. He concluded that a Japanese victory was inevitable due to the superiority of a homogeneous polity that had been thoroughly integrated within the emperor system (Kawamura 1990: 67).

The dissemination of social Darwinism was also encouraged by early Japanese encounters with the various racisms prevalent in the United States and in the European colonies. These date from an 1860 mission to the United States and extend through to the Iwakura mission of 1871–73. In addition to the official reports, which were unavailable to the public, individual envoys and their attendants published personal accounts, often in diary form. Yanagawa Kenzaburo, a member of the 1860 mission, seems to have uncritically imbibed the prejudices of his American hosts. Yanagawa’s reference to the inherent stupidity and inferiority of black people is paralleled by comparisons between black people and the eta outcasts drawn by Kimura Tetsuya. Morita Kiyoyuki, too, commented on the ugliness and uncivilized behaviour of the Hawaiian ‘natives’ (Leupp 1995: 7). Far more expansive was Kume Kunitake, later professor of history at Tokyo University, one of two official secretaries who accompanied the Iwakura mission to Europe and the United States. Kume’s two-volume account of the mission, first published in 1878, contains lengthy references to the origins and distinctive characteristics of the various peoples encountered by the mission. In contrast to the British, for example, whose inherent industriousness Kume regarded as the basis of their country’s wealth and power, he opined that Spain’s decline as a world power had come about as a result of the equally inherent indolence of its people (Kume 1985: Vol. 2, 39).

The conflation of physiological and cultural characteristics is also apparent in an earlier passage where Kume assesses the inevitable decline of the ‘Indian’ population of North America. Like Kimura a decade earlier, Kume draws a direct physiological comparison between certain North American ‘Indians’ and the senmin (lit. lowly people) of Japan, a category which had incorporated the eta and hinin outcast groups during the Tokugawa period (Kume 1985: Vol. 1, 132–5).

The Galtonian imprint is equally evident in Takahashi Yoshio’s Nihon Jinshu Kairyōron (Improvement of the Japanese Race), published in 1883, which argued in favour of miscegenation with Westerners (Ishii 1937: 38–9). Takahashi was by no means alone in advocating intermarriage with Westerners as the preferred means of enhancing the inferior physical and intellectual capacities of the Japanese. Four years later, Katō Hiroyuki proposed an identical course of action in a short piece entitled Nihon Jinshu Kairyō no Ben (A Justification for the Improvement of the Japanese Race) (Yun 1993: 15). The then prime minister, Itō Hirobumi, sought a second opinion from Herbert Spencer, who subsequently advised against interbreeding with Europeans on the grounds that hybridization between disparate races would, as it had in Latin America, produce disastrous consequences for both (Stepan 1982: 105). What concerned Japanese admirers of Galton was a fundamental, if methodological, question: how could improved offspring be produced? During the 1880s, Japanese eugenics debated the value of the miscegenation of Japanese and Europeans, but, with the rediscovery of Mendelian genetics in 1900, the debate had moved on, separating the nation into genetically superior and inferior Japanese. Driven by the power of science, Japan could now seek ways to improve the capacities of future generations without recourse to foreign intervention.

The impact of racial, as well as related theories of geographical or climatic determinism, was evident in contemporary textbooks (Tanaka 1993: 39–40). Along with history, geography formed an integral part of the national curriculum in Meiji schools, as well as providing a conduit for knowledge of the outside world generally. Early texts like Fukuzawa Yukichi’s Sekai Kunizukushi (World Geography [1869]), of which more than a million copies were sold, ranked countries within an evolutionary hierarchy of barbarian, semi-civilized states. While all civilized states were European in character, not all European nations were civilized. Echoing the views of Kume Kunitake, Fukuzawa wrote of Spain as a nation whose decline as a world power had come about as a result of inherent deficiencies in the character of its people. Japan, by comparison, was depicted as a country in transition from semi-civilized to civilized status.

Scholarly enthusiasm for deterministic theories of social evolution also ensured that the assumed relationship between geography and kokka ishiki (national consciousness) featured prominently in secondary-school textbooks. Increased ministerial control over textbook content in the years following the Imperial Rescript on Education (1890) did little to dampen enthusiasm for deterministic theories of social evolution. On the contrary, racial differences between and within individual nations featured even more prominently. In that part of the 1893 edition of Bankoku Chiri Shoho (Geography For Beginners) that charts relations between the Native American and Caucasian populations of the United States, the destitution of the former is portrayed as a consequence of their ‘primitive and simple nature’ (Takeuchi 1987: 9).

Although intellectuals and journalists performed an important role as channels of legitimation, institutions of the state were the primary sites of ideological articulation. By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, state-inspired nationalism had penetrated all strata of society, and it offered the Japanese people an easily accessible explanation for their social, political and economic position, both domestically and in terms of the wider international context. It was a nationalist ideology with a central motif of the kazoku kokka (family state), itself the product of a reworking of the concepts of citizen and nation in accordance with myths of common ancestry. The existence of a Yamato minzoku sharing a common ancestry, history and culture had become as canonical and natural to the Japanese as it was to their European counterparts. While the physical and historical evidence of migrations to the Japanese islands could not be ignored, these were deemed to be of such antiquity that a single ‘race’ and culture had long since formed (Yun 1993: 27). Cultural indebtedness to China was acknowledged, but this too was relegated to the distant past. As represented in school textbooks after 1910, it had become axiomatic that responsibility for the regeneration of Asia had fallen to the Japanese by virtue of their innately superior qualities (Tanaka 1993: 201).

In defining the Japanese nation as a collective personality, characterized by uniformity and homogeneity, the family state was itself conceived as a reflection of the inherited qualities and capacities of its people. The immutable characteristics that distinguished the Yamato minzoku provided what Balibar has termed ‘a historical backbone’; ‘a concentration of qualities that belong “exclusively” to the nationals: it is in the race of “its children” that the nation can contemplate its true identity at its purest’ (Balibar 1990: 284). As enshrined in the national school curriculum, and projected through a variety of channels, both formal and informal, the criteria for membership in this uniquely powerful national collectivity were construed as both racial and cultural. A corollary of this construction of a Japanese race would be the simultaneous categorization of other populations as members of equally distinct but subordinate races.

The articulation of an ideology in which the categories of race and nation so clearly overlapped was not unique to Japan. The reification of the nation as an organic entity had clear parallels in contemporary Europe, where the conceptualization of nations as ‘naturally occurring groups identified by cultural differentiae’ implied that the ‘symbols of “nation” were themselves grounded in race’ (Miles 1993: 62; Lauren 1988: 40). This was certainly the case in Czarist Russia, where ‘the nation was (1) defined as a collective individual, and (2) formed by ethnic primordial factors, and (3) characterized by the enigmatic soul or spirit’ (Greenfeld 1992: 261). Given that Japan was consciously modelling its behaviour in other spheres of activity on that of its European and North American contemporaries, it is hardly surprising that Japanese racial discourse was inspired by, and developed in response to, that of the most advanced western nations.


The ‘Other’ Within

The notion of a civilized Japan presumed its opposite, the existence of which provided both a measure by which Japanese accomplishments could be judged and a reminder of the fate that awaited those who failed to become civilized. But modern narratives of inclusion and exclusion, like those of the Tokugawa period, were not limited to those ‘others’ who lived beyond the spatial confines of Japan. New social and economic relations within Japan were also commonly viewed through a parallel and equally deterministic framework of the survival of the fittest. These racisms of the interior affected not only traditional outsider populations, such as the former outcasts and the Ainu, but the urban and rural poor in general, and those who suffered from congenital or chronic illness. In each case, particular groups were identified not only by their material deprivation, but also by certain assumed physical or cultural characteristics. In late nineteenth and early twentieth century Japan, members of kasō shakai (lower-class society) were excluded from mainstream society by virtue of both the material conditions of their existence and what were perceived as inherent moral deficiencies. Although such groups were also referred to as tennō no sekishi (children of the emperor), evoking images of a seamless family state, they existed for the most part beyond the pale of civilized society. Early accounts of the urban poor often read like adventure stories in faraway lands. That such reports were often compiled by officials engaged in the task of civilizing the savage interior was itself significant, since it was dependent upon the prior identification and exclusion of certain groups within the boundaries of the state. The urban slum was represented in contemporary newspapers and journals as the symbolic opposite of bunmei (civilization); its inhabitants were depicted as the descendants of ‘remote foreign races’ upon whom were projected images of savagery and barbarism. In a 1897 account of Osaka slum dwellers, for example, the area is described as otherworldly, inhabited by ‘countless deaf, crippled, limbless, and pygmies, all wrapped up in worse rags, wriggling like worms with griefs filling the air’ (Chubachi and Taira 1976: 404).

Such contemporary accounts of the urban poor are broadly comparable to those applied to the peasantry, whose ‘physiognomy’, like the odour peculiar to animals, made them readily identifiable (Hane 1982: 35). In Mayama Seika’s Minami Koizumi-mura, published several years after the Russo- Japanese War, peasant life was depicted as one of unspeakable misery, and the peasantry likened to ‘insects that crawl on the ground’. The author found it inconceivable that ‘the blood flowing in those miserable peasants also flows in my body’ (Irokawa 1986: 223, 244). In each case, parallels can be drawn across time to the negative images of commoner and peasant held by the samurai elites of the Tokugawa period, and across space to the imagery employed against the ‘lower orders’ in the industrializing nation states of late nineteenth and early twentieth century Europe and North America.

These preoccupations were also reflected in the creation of elaborate and powerful bureaucratic instruments for the compilation of data that subsequently formed the basis for social policy in the areas of public hygiene and sanitation, gender relations, reproduction and sexuality. During the empire-building decades (1880–1945), notions of ‘blood’ purity were invoked not only as a metaphor for shared heredity or ancestry, but also as the essential ‘stuff’ of race and national identity. Within a public discourse of modernization, the yūsei (eugenics) project was premised upon the construction of a racially defined nation state, whose people could be physically and intellectually moulded through conformance with new scientific regimes. As a morally acceptable and verifiable means of transforming the Japanese polity, race science was transmitted through networks of modern institutions and industries. Eugenics was appropriated to portray society as an organic entity governed by scientific laws. But awareness of assumed difference and a determination to preserve an imagined homogeneous core population also fuelled a determination to police deviance. The imperial melting pot melted its ore selectively, and for that reason alone served as a useful metaphor for national identity.

This was readily apparent in the treatment of raija (lepers) as established in the Rai Yobō ni kansuru Ken (Leprosy Prevention Law - hereafter LPL) of 1907. The earliest references to rai as a family of skin diseases can, in fact, be found in the Nihon Shoki (720 CE). Under the influence of Buddhism, rai came to be understood as a form of gōbyō (karmic disease), or as punishment for crimes committed in a previous lifetime (Kanai 2003: 10). There is evidence that during the late medieval and early modern eras special facilities attached to Buddhist temples, like those at Kitayama Jūhachi Kendo in Nara and Monoyoshimura in Kyoto, provided housing and care for lepers. Lepers who were attached to these facilities possessed the right to beg for alms, and the sites themselves were open to the public. (Kanai 2003: 53, 56, 63–4, 70; Niunoya 2001: 80–2). Where a sufferer lived and for how long, however, varied by region, class, gender and family circumstances. Many lepers, perhaps the majority, remained with their families and continued to make some contribution to the household income. The medical literature (both lay and specialist) of the Tokugawa period suggests that during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries leprosy increasingly came to be understood as a disease of the iesuji (family line) or ketsumyaku (blood line). In certain feudal domains, lepers were assigned the status of rai mibun
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