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Discussing multi-ethnicity in Japan first requires knowledge of the legal and cultural foundations
of Japanese identity (see "Identity Formation" and "Ethnic Diversity and the Origins of the
Japanese"). Before the end of World War II, Taiwanese and Korean colonial subjects were
treated as Japanese citizens and could immigrate to Japan to attend school or seek work. In
1947, however, the Alien Registration Law reclassified both groups as aliens, and the
Nationality Law (1955), which defined Japanese citizenship on the basis of descent, denied
citizenship even to Chinese and Koreans born in Japan. Naturalization was possible, but the
long and difficult procedures discouraged many from applying.

Japan's ethnic diversity is not readily apparent. Official statistics on non-Japanese residents of
Japan in 2003 represent the total number of foreigners who remained in Japan for over ninety
days and were therefore required to register with local authorities, so these figures include
temporary as well as permanent residents. Those enumerated represented slightly over 1.5
percent of the Japanese population.

Although the Ainu, the hisabetsu buraku (discriminated communities, also called burakumin),
and Okinawans are all Japanese citizens, they are distinguished from other Japanese as
minorities. The Japanese government does not collect statistics on the size of these groups, but
there are a number of estimates. A study published in 1999 estimated that approximately
25,000 residents of Hokkaido identified themselves as Ainu; unofficial estimates of the
burakumin population range from one to five million people or approximately 0.7 to 1.4 percent
of the population. The population of Okinawa Prefecture in 2000 was slightly over 1.31 million.

Taken together, these figures suggest that approximately 4 percent of Japan's population falls
outside the mainstream of persons who are accepted as culturally and legally Japanese. Is it
worthwhile to discuss such a small minority? The scholars who have focused on these groups
argue that their significance extends beyond their quantitative representation. Discrimination
against Japan's own ethnic minorities persists, and international bodies are continuing to press
the Japanese government on its minority policies. From the late 1980s, the number of foreign
immigrants has actually grown: women from the Philippines and other Southeast Asian regions
entered Japan to work in the entertainment industry, while other Asian women entered because
of their marriages with Japanese men. Meanwhile, many Chinese from the People's Republic of
China entered on student visas but sought remunerative work and overstayed their visas.
Peruvians and Brazilians of Japanese descent also came to work in factory and construction
jobs. The expanded presence of foreigners in Japan became a noteworthy phenomenon which
was much discussed in the Japanese media. Scrutiny of the issue of multi-ethnicity provides a
good opportunity to explore contemporary issues of Japanese identity.



The Ainu who inhabit Hokkaido are often called the "indigenous people" of Japan, and they
were among the prehistoric groups that first settled the Japanese islands. Although they were
hunters and fishers, the Ainu enjoyed extensive cultural and trading relations with the peoples
residing in the Kurile Islands, Sakhalin, and even northeast Asia from early times. Attempts by
the Japanese to "civilize" the Ainu began in the early nineteenth century and intensified after
1868, when Ainu lands were appropriated for Japanese agricultural settlement. A Protection Act
(1899) first tried to transform the Ainu into farmers. During the twentieth century, Ainu were
marginalized as a primitive and dying race that should be assimilated. By the 1950s, many
Japanese believed that Ainu culture had disappeared as a living ethnic community.

Ainu leaders had a variety of responses to the policies of the Japanese state. They sought
assimilation in the 1920s and 1930s. In the 1970s, however, a new generation of Ainu leaders
rejected assimilation. Instead, they borrowed the rhetoric and mobilization strategies of
indigenous movements in other countries to challenge Japan's governmental policies in the
courts. In 1987 and 1991, they obtained official Japanese recognition of their minority status. In
recent decades some Ainu leaders have actively pursued a separate ethnic identity through the
writing of Ainu history, performance of Ainu epics, and memorialization of Ainu heroes who
resisted Japanese control.

Are burakumin Japanese? The term, which was coined during the late nineteenth century period
of state-building, designates individuals whose occupations-leather working, killing animals,
handling corpses-caused the majority of Japanese to view them as polluted. Eta (meaning
"pollution in abundance"; see "Buddhism and Shinto") performed essential tasks in creating
saddles, armor bindings, and other equipment required by the warrior class, but during the
Tokugawa period they resided in communities on the outskirts of castle towns, separated from
the rest of the population. Regulations created in the seventeenth century made eta a hereditary
status and barred them from leaving their communities.

The term burakumin appears in the 1871 Emancipation Decree which freed eta from their
outcast status to become ordinary citizens. Hinin (meaning "nonhumans") were lumped with eta
as burakumin. The term hinin was used during the Tokugawa period to refer to a hereditary
status group who resided in castle towns and cities, who were forbidden to engage in trade,
become artisans, or work at unskilled jobs alongside ordinary men. They were employed to
clean execution grounds, tend patients with contagious diseases, beg, and earn a livelihood
with street performances.

Even after their outcaste status was abolished, burakumin continued to suffer from
discrimination in employment, marriage, and place of residence. Burakumin organizations,
formed from 1903 onward, worked to improve conditions for members, but discrimination
persisted even into the postwar era. Interviews conducted in the 1960s with burakumin who had
"passed" into the majority society disclosed profound feelings of personal inferiority aroused by
the stigma attached to their status.

Japanese official policy states that burakumin "are not a different race or a different ethnic
group" but "belong to the Japanese race." A 1995 survey of individuals living in identifiable



burakumin communities found high rates of out-marriage with Japanese, higher educational
attainment, and rising incomes. Many other burakumin have become indistinguishable from their
Japanese neighbors.

The majority of Okinawans live in Okinawa, also known as the Ryūkyū Islands, located
southwest of Kyūshū. The Ryūkyū Islands were an independent kingdom until 1879, when the
Meiji government formally incorporated the territory into the Japanese nation as Okinawa
Prefecture. Their legal status as citizens did not protect Okinawans who moved to Tokyo and
other Japanese cities from being singled out by their spoken language and treated as "members
of an inferior race." From 1945 to 1972, Okinawa was under U.S. control. American military
bases on Okinawa formed an important part of the American military perimeter in Asia during
the Cold War. In 1972 Okinawa was returned to Japan, and became again Okinawa Prefecture.
Tension between Okinawans and Japan increased over the U.S. military bases.

Recurring incidents such as the rape of a twelve-year old girl by three U.S. servicemen in 1995
increased the desire to expel the American military. When the Japanese government reduced
the American military presence on the four major islands that constitute the Japanese
"mainland," 75 percent of U.S. military facilities in Japan were concentrated in Okinawa.
Okinawan resentment at this disproportionate burden rose to new heights. Historical grievances
were revived. The case of Chibana Shōichi, who was tried for removing and burning the
Japanese flag at an athletic meet in Okinawa in 1987, raised awareness of incidents in which
Japanese soldiers sacrificed Okinawan civilians during World War II and reminded people of the
discrimination that they had experienced in Japan. A former governor of Okinawa, Nishime
Junji, noted that "although vis-à-vis Americans, Okinawans insisted that they were Japanese,
they felt that in Japanese society, they were a different kind of people (ishitsu no mono) from the
Japanese." When pressured by international human rights groups, the Japanese government
insists, that "those who live in Okinawa prefecture or are natives of Okinawa are of the
Japanese race" and hence cannot be the object of racial discrimination.

Although the Chinese community in Japan goes back to merchants who established trading
posts in the sixteenth century, the number of Chinese residents in Japan remained very small
until the twentieth century, when Chinese students entered Japan to study in its universities and
military academies. After the Japanese annexation of Taiwan in 1895, Taiwanese also sought
higher education in Japanese universities. In addition, the Japanese periodically recruited
workers from Taiwan and mainland China to fill unskilled jobs and, during the 1940s, to work in
construction and mining. Although many workers were repatriated during the American
Occupation period, in 1975 there was still a Chinese community made up of restauranteurs,
shopkeepers, and small businessmen that numbered approximately 68,000. Many Chinese had
lived for several generations in Japan.

After 1983, the Education Ministry permitted more foreign students into Japan. This coincided
with the "opening" policies of the People's Republic of China, and as a result a new wave of
Chinese students from the PRC as well as Taiwan entered Japanese universities. The
significantly higher standard of living in Japan also attracted illegal Chinese entrants (there were
over 27,000 in 1991) and Chinese who overstayed their visas (over 25,000 in 1992).



The first wave of Koreans immigrated to Japan during the late fourth to seventh centuries. After
Japan annexed Korea in 1910, many Koreans entered Japan in search of work. In 1930 about
300,000 Koreans lived in Japan. In 1939, with World War II causing labor shortages, the
government ordered more Koreans to Japan and conscripted 350,000 Korean men into the
Japanese military. At the end of the war more than two million Koreans were living in Japan.
Although many returned to Korea, approximately 600,000 remained in Japan, where they were
stripped of their citizenship and in 1947 were required to register as enemy aliens. Until 1965,
when Japan normalized diplomatic relations with South Korea, the resident Korean community
was stateless.

In the 1990s, Koreans were the largest single ethnic minority in Japan. Since the 1980s, they
have enjoyed permanent resident status in Japan and are able to apply for naturalized
citizenship. Studies of the group in the 1990s indicate that the political divisions of the 1950s
and 1960s, when the community was internally divided into two groups mirroring the division of
North and South Korea, linger but do not form the focal point of the lives of the younger
generation. Despite continued cultural consciousness as a minority within Japan, rising rates of
naturalization and intermarriage (in 1994, over 81 percent of Koreans marrying were marrying
Japanese) point to their long-term assimilation into the Japanese population.

Japan's newest immigrants, Peruvian-Japanese and a larger number of Brazilian-Japanese,
began entering Japan in increasing numbers in the mid-1980s in response to Japan's growing
labor shortage. The 1.5 million nikkeijin (persons of Japanese descent living overseas) who
lived in Brazil traced their ancestry back, sometimes five generations, to Okinawans and
Japanese who went to Brazil in the early twentieth century to work on coffee and cotton
plantations. The Japanese government revised the Immigration Control Law in 1990 to allow
nikkeijin and their families to legally reside and work in Japan, at a time when the economic
slump in Brazil and the wide differential between Japanese and Brazilian wages provided many
nikkeijin with an incentive to leave Brazil. In 1995, approximately 200,000 Brazilian-Japanese
were living in Japan, employed in factory and construction work that Japanese shunned as
"3K"-kitanai (dirty), kitsui (difficult), and kiken (dangerous). Even in the economically stagnant
1990s, Japanese demand for their labor has remained quite stable.

Nikkeijin from Brazil were sojourners, seeking to save enough money from their Japanese
wages to improve their situation in Brazil. Interviews with nikkeijin in the 1990s emphasize their
identification with Brazil, which is not surprising given their poor command of spoken and written
Japanese, their long work hours, and the social segregation that they encounter in Japan. At the
same time, the average stay in Japan is lengthening, more nikkeijin are bringing their families to
Japan, and a pattern of circular migration is emerging, thus suggesting that at least some
nikkeijin were on the way to becoming permanent residents.

The term "nikkeijin" also encompasses the descendants of Japanese who immigrated to the
United States. Despite wartime U.S. laws that sought to end or severely limit Japanese
immigration that denied Japanese immigrants the possibility of acquiring citizenship, and that
sent about 120,000 Japanese aliens and their Japanese-American children to detention camps



after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, most Japanese-Americans since then have chosen
to affirm their American rather than Japanese identity.

Japanese-American men in Hawaii volunteered to serve in the U.S. armed forces in special
regiments in 1943 and won numerous honors in European combat. In 1944, the U.S.
government instituted a draft for Japanese-Americans, and approximately 25,000 men and
women served in the armed forces before the conclusion of the war in 1945. Their personal
accounts, which emphasize their self-affirmation as Americans, contrasts with the sentiments
behind Japanese-American movements through the 1970s and 1980s to obtain redress for the
wartime evacuation and denial of civil liberties.

The American example reminds us that Japan's maltreatment of ethnic groups is not unique.
The historical experience of Ainus is shared by American Indians and Australian aborigines; the
stigmatization of burakumin mirrors Indian treatment of untouchables. In many countries, not
just Japan, new immigrant groups suffer discrimination because of their low occupational
statuses, their semi-literacy or lack of language fluency, and their cultural behaviors. Japan is
therefore more like other countries in its dealings with Koreans and Brazilian-Japanese.
Moreover, there is clear evidence that the Japanese government has significantly altered its
policies with respect to these groups.

The groups presented here also challenge or contradict formulations of Japanese identity. If
Japanese descent makes an individual Japanese, then nikkeijin from Brazil should have been
able to easily assimilate into Japanese society. But that has not been the case. Their own
accounts indicate that they are caught between two countries: in Brazil, they are identified as
Japanese, while in Japan, they are emphatically not Japanese but "other." If culture (i.e.,
Japanese norms of behavior, fluency in Japanese, etc.), which the Japanese-Brazilians lack,
were the major factor winning acceptance, then the Chinese and Koreans resident in Japan
should also qualify. But their assimilation into Japanese society has also been very slow.

Despite legal and informal barriers, Japan's minorities have actually penetrated many areas of
popular culture, from organized sports to literature to the performing arts. Japanese popular
culture in the twentieth century is an eclectic synthesis of many diverse elements. Nihonjinron
might be interpreted as a reaction against a postwar era which has seen Japan vastly expand
its interaction with the outside world. Whether measured in terms of flows of information,
commodities, people, or cultural interactions, Japan is in reality an increasingly multiethnic
society which profits from the diversity of its citizens. Accommodation to new socio-cultural
realities is still an ongoing process, ensuring that the issue of multiethnicity will continue to
concern many Japanese in the years to come.
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