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On the Dawn of a New National Ainu Policy: The “‘Ainu’ as a Situation” Today
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Article Summary
On 6 June 2008, the Ainu were recognized as an indigenous people. A new set of policies was promised for Autumn 2009 in line with the UN Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This article offers a major review of this policy-making process. It contends that because of the nature of the UN
Declaration, the structure of contemporary Japanese politics, and the recommendations of concerned bodies of “experts”, the result has merely been an
incorporation of the Ainu within the remit of contemporary neoliberal politics. Taking its inspiration from the writings of the 1970s Ainu poet and thinker, Sasaki
Masao, it argues that the time has surely come to ask just why Ainu are repeatedly construed as being somehow in need of “protection”, “aid” and “respect.”
and whether or not alternative ways of thinking about Ainu history and politics are possible.
“What we are facing now is neither the ‘Ainu’ as a race (jinshu), nor the ‘Ainu’ as a people (minzoku), but simply ‘Ainu’ as a situation (jōkyō) – a situation in
which people call us ‘Ainu’ and the meaning of that ‘Ainu’ comes to constrain our lives”1.
These were the words that the Ainu poet and writer, Sasaki Masao2, used to describe the Ainu predicament. They appeared in the editorial of the first edition
of a small circulation newspaper, Anutari Ainu – warera ningen (‘We Humans’, or ‘We of Humanity’), in 19733. They also, however, lay at the heart of Sasaki’s
own particular philosophy of just what it has meant to be ‘Ainu’ in both modern and contemporary Japan.
For Sasaki, after the incursion that modernity had made on people’s perceptions of the world, the fact of one’s being ‘Ainu’ – or, indeed, as he often put it in
the passive voice – of having been compelled to be so (‘Ainu’ toshite aru koto ni shīrareru), was forever to imply a sense of the Ainu as having become little
more than a specific kind of ‘situation’, of having become a kind of harsh and irreversible interpellation. For Sasaki, after modernity, there was no going back
to any kind of pre-modern, idyllic, or autonomous Ainu culture or existence, even if one wished to4. To do so would be to merely retroactively accept, but
crucially refuse to recognize, the fact that the situation of the Ainu had forever been altered and changed.

The front page of Anutari Ainu’s first edition. Sasaki’s editorial introducing his notion of the “‘Ainu’ as a situation” to a wider audience
appears at the back. (Photo: author)
As long as people repeated their appeals to an autonomous Ainu existence, the aporia of being “Ainu” in the modern and contemporary world could never be
properly understood as an aporia in and of itself. Modernity had cut them off from the culture of the past. All that remained was what Sasaki Masao referred
to in the harshest terms as an “empty carcass” (keigai)5. Now, this past could only ever been seen through the lens of the modern and therefore either as
something to preserve or leave behind. Now, the only reason why “Ainu” were “Ainu” was due to a contingent interpellation in the present. If any kind of
autonomy were to be discovered again for those, including himself, that he saw as irrevocably thrown into this ‘Ainu’ as a situation, it would have to be found
elsewhere.
Over the last six years I have been trying to take a fresh look at the modern history, and historiography, of the Ainu with reference to the thought of Sasaki
Masao, and to connect alternative ways of thinking about Ainu history and politics to contemporary Japanese societal and policy attitudes towards them. I
believe that if we take Sasaki’s thought seriously then the image of the Ainu as a forever repressed minority, repeatedly construed as being somehow in need
of the governmental protection, aid and respect of others must immediately be put aside. This article attempts to make an intervention in light of current
developments taking place in Ainu policymaking in Japan, particularly that concerning a new report submitted to government by a Council of Experts on the
Implementation of Ainu Policy on 29th July this year. For despite the fact that the oft-reformed (but extremely long-lived!) Hokkaido Former Natives Protection
Act of 1899 was replaced in 1997 by the current Ainu Cultural Promotion Act, and despite present initiatives to create a new Ainu policy after Japan’s
recognition on 6th June 2008 of the Ainu as an indigenous people in the context of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the ‘Ainu’ as a
situation has not gone away. Indeed, often in some quite surprising ways, the ‘Ainu’ as a situation “in which people call us ‘Ainu’ and the meaning of that ‘Ainu’
comes to constrain our lives” is very much alive and well. So too are the modern aporias which keep it so.
Political Beginning, or Final Transaction?
Watching the recent developments in Ainu policy making over the last year (2008-2009) has, in many ways, felt like contracting a severe case of déjà vu. It is
as if the events which led to the establishment of the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act in 1997 have been repeating themselves: a rushed drafting of resolutions in
a period of political instability, the creation of ad hoc consultative bodies to decide on the policy content, the lobbying activities of key Hokkaido politicians,
and the heavy emphasis being placed upon the importance of culture, language, multicultural coexistence and identity politics are all factors which

characterized the earlier process as well as the present 6. However, there are a number of significant features that have colored the process this time around
which were not present during the late 1990s. Perhaps the most significant of these is the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples by the General Assembly at UN headquarters in New York on 13th September 2007.
While not a legally binding instrument under international law, the UN Declaration sets out both the individual and collective rights of indigenous peoples,
including rights to culture, language, identity, but also those concerning health, employment and education. It also emphasizes the rights of indigenous
peoples to establish their own governing institutions, prohibits discrimination against them and promotes their full participation in matters which concern them.
As a declaration it represents an axiomatic set of guidelines to which UN member states are expected to adhere, and over which they may be taken to
account 7.
However, as many involved in the lengthy drafting process of the Declaration attest, it has always been somewhat of a gamble as to whether it signals the
beginning of a new political process of change – one that radically alters modern international legal norms – or marks out a final transaction – the bottom line
so to speak – between sovereign states and their indigenous populations 8. The long-time activist and advocate of indigenous rights for the Ainu in Japan,
Uemura Hideki, rightly points out that the subjects of UN human rights law can be none other than the member states 9. Therefore, the aim of the political
process which began in the 1980s to internationally legislate the rights of indigenous peoples has always been about forcing these states to reflect and
reconsider their past actions towards these peoples 10. The question thus stands today as to just how successful these efforts have been?
When it comes to Japan, the answer to this question is ambiguous. Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States all abstained from voting on the
Declaration. Yet despite the fact that all of these states have considerable indigenous populations and many of Japan’s policy makers and advisors look to
them as countries with a commanding lead in the field of indigenous policy, Japan voted in favor. The main reason for Japan’s acceptance was the final
wording of Article 46 in which it states that “nothing in this declaration may be interpreted as implying for any State, people, group or person any right to
engage in any activity or to perform any act contrary to the Charter of the United Nations or construed as authorizing or encouraging any action which would
dismember or impair, totally or in part, the territorial integrity or political unity of sovereign and independent States”11.
While it is the cultural reverence offered to the idea of Japan as a “homogeneous state” (tanitsu minzoku kokka) that is most often commented upon in the
English language literature, for many years now the only real points of concern and resistance put up by the Japanese government against legislating greater
Ainu rights and recognizing them as an indigenous people in the context of the UN Declaration, have been worries over its compatibility with the Constitution,
and the ability to ensure the state’s final say on any kind redistribution of resources that might take place as a result. In other words, it is concerns over the
status of state sovereignty that are at issue. This is why, for an equal number of years, organizations like the Hokkaido Utari Kyōkai (now renamed the
Hokkaido Ainu Kyōkai, or known by its English name, the Ainu Association of Hokkaido) have repeatedly stated that they are not interested in land
redistribution, or any kind of state-like independence. As the official channel between the state and Ainu affairs to date, as well as being the largest
organization representing Ainu in Hokkaido, the demands of the Kyōkai, originally mapped out in their Draft Law Concerning the Ainu People of 198412, have
been consistently tame and concentrated on educational scholarships and employment assistance in an effort to better the living standards of its members 13.

The chairman and directors of the Hokkaido Utari Kyōkai present demands to Hokkaido politicians during a demonstration on 22nd May 2008
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The Japanese government’s position has, until now, been unwavering. Even in the earlier report of policy suggestions made by the Council of Experts on
Implementation of Countermeasures for the Ainu People (Utari taisaku no arikata ni kansuru yūshikisha kondankai), submitted in April 1996, and which led to
the formation of the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act, it was said to be “impossible to put the right of self-determination which relates to a decision of political
status, such as separation/independence from our country, or to the compensation/restoration of resources and land in Hokkaido, into the basis of the
implementation of new measures for the Ainu people”14. Ever since the submission of this report, this has remained, and has been quoted, as the
government’s official position. Now, however, it would seem that the provisions made in Article 46 of the UN Declaration have inexorably ensured the state’s
final decision as to what might constitute a “partial imparity” to its “political unity”. Japan’s state machinery is now able to recognize the Ainu as indigenous on
their own terms.
Different Agents, Same Structure
This recognition came sooner than expected. With the 34th G8 summit scheduled to take place on the banks of Lake Tōya in Hokkaido from 7th July 2008,
an opportunity presented itself for Japan to show off its credentials as an ecologically sound nation respectful of its indigenous people as a convenient symbol
of closeness to nature15. A number of Hokkaido politicians with allegiances across the political sphere (including scandalized leader of the Hokkaido-based
New Party Daichi, Suzuki Muneo16, and current Prime Minister and leader of the Japan Democratic Party, Hatoyama Yukio) gathered together in May to form
the House Members Group for Considering the Establishment of the Rights of the Ainu People (Ainu minzoku no kenri kakuritsu wo kangaeru giin no kai).
A Diet Resolution Calling for the Recognition of the Ainu People as an Indigenous People (Ainu minzoku wo senjūminzoku to suru koto wo mitomeru kokkai
ketsugi) was drafted, revised, submitted to, and unanimously passed by the Joint Committee of both Diet Houses on 6th June. The resolution declared that
the Ainu are “indigenous to Hokkaido and are an Indigenous People with their own unique language, religious beliefs and culture”17. It promised that
government would “engage in the establishment of a comprehensive policy [for the Ainu] through listening to the opinions of high-level experts, and enhance
all existing Ainu policy”18. This promise too was swiftly met. Under the authority of then Chief Cabinet Secretary, Machimura Nobutaka19, a new impromptu
Council of Experts on the Implementation of Ainu Policy (Ainu seisaku no arikata ni kansuru yūshikisha kondankai) was set up and, just as their predecessors
in the 1995-6 Council of Experts, they were given a year to produce recommendations for a new Ainu policy to reflect the new circumstances established by
the UN Declaration20.

Aside from the responsibility placed upon the government to respond to the UN Declaration and the symbolic value that indigenous recognition may have had
for a G8 summit dedicated to environmental issues, a number of commentators pointed to other factors which may have contributed to the swiftness of the
process. For instance, LDP and DPJ worries over the vote-pulling power that such a move might become for Suzuki Muneo’s New Party Daichi, particularly in
the Hokkaido gubernatorial elections 21, or the (still conceivable) use of the Ainu as a bargaining chip in the ongoing Northern Territories dispute with Russia
(much like during the lead up to the Treaty of St. Petersburg in 1875 when it was argued that since Ainu were Japanese, then land such as the Kurils where
Ainu lived, was therefore naturally Japan)22. Now that the DPJ have won the general election of August 2009, it is quite possible that DPJ leader, Hatoyama
Yukio, who represents the 9th district of Hokkaido, will claim the new Ainu policy scheduled for the Autumn as an Obama-esque moment of liberal human
rights legislation23. This could indeed provide the new administration with a certain amount of symbolic cultural value in an attempt to popularize and align the
identity of the new government with an America to which in other areas, most notably defense, the DPJ are considering a parting of ways.

Suzuki Muneo in Ainu garb and Hatoyama Yukio greeting marchers during the May demonstration, a month prior to indigenous recognition
(Photo: author).
In spite of the packaging, at base, however, there has been very little difference between the structure of these recent developments and those which led to
the creation of the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act more than ten years ago24. The political meanderings that set the stage for the drafting of that Act took place
during the 1990s realignment of Japanese politics, in which the LDP lost power for the first time in the postwar era. It was drafted and legislated during the
switch between the Japan Socialist Party-led Murayama Cabinet and the newly revamped LDP government of Hashimoto Ryūtarō. Indeed, it is possible to
group the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act together with a number of other flawed initiatives – or political full-stops – that the Murayama government introduced to
try and put an end to the so-called “1955-system” of LDP-led politics. These would have to include the Atomic Bomb Survivors Assistance Act of 1994 and
the Asian Women’s Fund set up in 1995 for former “Comfort Women” which excluded the possibility of direct state compensation, but were hyped as
important moves on issues that had been left dormant by previous consecutive LDP governments 25. In actual fact, what these policies finally achieved was
to clear the way of both social and postcolonial baggage for what would become the more neoliberal friendly political environment to come.
This process, like the present one, had been left up to concerned regional politicians and provisional advisory bodies, indicating quite clearly that, as long as
the state has the final say on matters of land and resources, little else pertaining to the Ainu is of any real state interest. This was reflected once again in the
bureaucratic system organized to overlook the promotion of Ainu culture after 1997. The most pressing responsibility of the current Foundation for the
Research and Promotion of Ainu Culture (hereafter FRPAC), as an official corporation (zaidan hōjin), is to make full use of its subsidies provided annually by
the national coffers and Hokkaido, and to publicize how that money has been put to use26. As long as a certain degree of quality is ensured by the
Foundation’s vetting committee of both Ainu and non-Ainu experts and concerned individuals (working in a private capacity), the government has little reason
to be concerned either with FRPAC, or the content of what it produces. In many ways, it is a pure system of disinterested governance27.
For Ainu, the system of cultural promotion currently in place has denoted a large shift in their public persona. Dedicated to the promotion of Ainu culture as
one of the “diverse cultures of our country”, the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act was founded on the principle of “realizing a society in which the ethnic pride of the
Ainu people is respected”. In the 1996 Council of Experts report, the Ainu were construed as the inheritors of an important national cultural asset in the form
of Ainu culture, itself eventually narrowly defined as “the Ainu language… music, dance and handicrafts”28. On the other hand, the 1996 report declared that in
no way should the “method of expressing Ainu identity be forced” upon individual Ainu. This caveat was included partly through taking into account the
reservations that organizations such as the Asahikawa Ainu Kyōgikai, or Asahikawa Ainu Council, who were against the introduction of new legislation
specifically targeted at the Ainu as it would go against the ideals of equality expressed in the Constitution29.
What this meant in practical terms was that while any public expression of Ainu identity was to be left up to the initiative of individual Ainu, Ainu culture – as
promoted by the policy and interpreted as being “in crisis” for its survival – and, in particular the Ainu language which was deemed to be the “core of their
identity as an ethnic group” (minzoku toshite no aidentiti no chūkaku wo nasu)30, was to be actively encouraged with significant amounts of government

money. In many ways this amounted to a kind of emotional blackmail. Those already engaged in cultural activities were set to benefit from the policy.
However, those who were not, in order to be regarded highly by the nation as a whole – be visible and imbued with a sense of “ethnic pride” – were expected
to show the initiative, on their part, to take part and to be publicly recognized. As Ainu historian Richard Siddle noted back in 2002, the “responsibility for
enlightening the Wajin [non-Ainu Japanese] population is laid largely on the Ainu themselves”, and the relevance of cultural promotion activities (as defined
under the narrow scope of the law) to the vast majority of Ainu not engaged in cultural activities remains highly questionable31. This, most certainly, has
become what constitutes the “‘Ainu’ as a situation” today.
It was indeed a strange moment for indigenous policy making where “self-determination” was translated into “self-responsibility”, but this seems to be the
course that Ainu policy in Japan is now is firmly set upon, especially after the most recent Council of Experts report. Notwithstanding the fact that Council
member and Tokyo University professor of history Yamauchi Masanori recently hailed the report for its inclusion of welfare measures as a factor not covered
by its 1996 predecessor32, this most recent report may actually work to both reinforce and enhance the logic of Ainu cultural promotion because the same
schism between individual Ainu initiative and imposed cultural identity is maintained. This is particularly so in the report’s introduction of the notion of “Ainu as
individuals” (kojin toshite no Ainu). Yamauchi may be right in claiming that Ainu policy is at “the crossroads of history”, but the changes taking place are a long
walk away from those that he imagines.
“Ainu as Individuals”
The report of the Council of Experts on the Implementation of Ainu Policy was presented to Chief Cabinet Secretary, Kawamura Takeo, on 29th July 2009.
After agreeing to “solemnly reflect on their history of suffering and work towards putting the various articles of the report into action”33, he promised to
establish a committee responsible for Ainu policy within the offices of the Cabinet Secretariat which would begin its deliberations in the Autumn, after the
Summer election34.
The report itself stands at a far lengthier 42 pages than the 14 pages of the 1996 report. Praised widely in the media for having included economic and welfare
issues, it is separated into three major sections: “Historical Trajectory of the Present Situation”, “Present Situation and Developments Concerning the Ainu
People”, and “Future Ainu Policy”), themselves each separated into two to five more subsections. All in all, it would seem that a far more thorough and
deliberate effort has been made on the part of the Council members than that leading up to the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act. Yet this is hardly surprising.
Whereas in 1995 it was argued that such advisory boards were “not a forum for the balancing of interests, so it is customary to exclude the concerned
parties”35, this time, after the lobbying of the Hokkaido politicians, a demonstration outside the Diet under the onus of the Kyōkai, and his energetic
involvement in all aspects of the process so far, the Council included the President of the Hokkaido Ainu Kyōkai, Katō Tadashi, among its members.
Furthermore, the presence of National Institute for Humanities and National Museum of Ethnology professor, Sasaki Toshikazu, and the chair of Hokkaido
University’s School of Law and head of its newly established Center for Ainu and Indigenous Studies, Tsunemoto Teruki – both of whom have been involved
with Ainu issues for years 36 – ensured that this time the process would be far more exhaustive.

The first meeting of the Council of Experts on 11th August 2008. Ainu Kyōkai Chairman, Katō Tadashi is in the foreground. Across the table is
the then Chief Cabinet Secretary, Machimura Nobutaka (Photo: Sankei News)
However, despite the heavy detail in the initial historical section of the report (a whole 17 pages of the total), the central ideas expressed within it consist
basically of an amplified and more comprehensive elaboration of its 1996 antecedent. Other than the creation of a national “Ainu People’s Day” (Ainu minzoku
no hi), an “Ainu brand” (Ainu burando) for handicrafts, and the call for a new governmental body to “encapsulate the collective will of the Ainu People” (Ainu
minzoku no sō-i wo matomeru), all of the other suggestions made in the report are appendages and augmentations of things originally proposed under Ainu
cultural promotion.
For instance, the report mirrors that of the 1995-6 Council of Experts in using its exact same words to describe the Ainu language as the “core of Ainu identity
as a people” (minzoku toshite no aidentiti no chūkaku wo nasu)37. In a section devoted to policy suggestions concerning the use of land and resources, the
report simply calls for a revision and expansion of the current Recreation of Ainu Traditional Lifestyle Spaces, or Ioru [Iwor] saisei jigyō, in which Ainu are
allowed to use limited amounts of state-owned land to plant and protect wildlife and flora used in traditional handicrafts, food and construction, should they so
wish38. The report also reiterates the original idea behind these “spaces” as symbolic “parks or other such facilities” of “ethnic coexistence” (minzoku kyōsei)
in which Ainu history and culture can be displayed, taught and experienced first hand, in which traditional handicrafts can be practiced and passed down, in
which memorial services can be carried out for important cultural property (such as remains still held by national universities), and in which Japanese
nationals, regardless of ethnicity, can gather and gain a physical experience of Ainu culture through active exchange39. A comparable model might be
something like Tjapukai Aboriginal Cultural Park in Cairns, Australia – an exciting and interesting venture in national education, but hardly top of the list when it
comes to exercising indigenous rights (or, for that matter, the reality of the Ainu situation in Japan)40.
As to what is new in the report, much of what has been proposed here too would fall within FRPAC’s original remit. The heavy emphasis on history and the
teaching of that history throughout the standard compulsory education period in a manner appropriate to each academic level represents only an expansion of
FRPAC’s activities beyond its present efforts in distributing materials to elementary school and junior high school children41. The national “Ainu People’s Day”
– perhaps mimicking Australia’s National Sorry Day – that has been proposed to be held on 6th June to commemorate national recognition of the Ainu’s
indigeneity, is aimed at educating the public at large through events displaying Ainu culture across the country. Once again, however, there is nothing in the
report on just who will be responsible for displaying Ainu culture at these events.
Moreover, without reference to the more general history of Japanese colonialism it is unlikely that introductions to Ainu history in relation to the history of
Hokkaido, and Ainu culture in the form of language, beliefs, closeness to nature, pre-modern lifestyles, food, clothing and handicrafts (all covered by the

FRPAC booklets which the report asks be produced on a much larger scale), will be of much tangible interest to people without previous contact with Ainu.
Hardly a substitute for real anti-discriminatory legislature, one might compare the experience of being compelled to learn about Ainu history and culture for the
majority of the Japanese population as that of being introduced to a rare new animal or bird.
The much-hyped recommendations for economic and welfare measures contained within the report also continue to fall far short of the kind of provisions for
agriculture, fishing, forestry, commercial and manufacturing activities, as well as the self-reliance fund, originally called for by the Hokkaido Ainu Kyōkai’s
1984 draft law 42. All that is suggested under the section concerning industrial issues is the establishment of an “Ainu brand” as a way to protect Ainu cultural
knowledge and further utilize it for regional, touristic and economic benefit 43. As for welfare, the report fails to outline any specific policies other than to state
that a nationwide survey is necessary to better gauge Ainu socioeconomic conditions 44.
And here the report runs once again into the contradiction that lay at the heart of Ainu cultural promotion: how to legislate for Ainu when not all Ainu are
engaged in the kind of cultural activities you are trying to promote, and, may not even choose to publicly declare themselves as Ainu. The latter is generally
only ever explained by the continued presence of discrimination, as opposed to personal preference. The answer to the former provided in the report is to see
the “Ainu as individuals”. This is initially explained with reference to Article 13 of the Constitution (“All of the people shall be respected as individuals”) and
linked to the notion that it is only through the sense that Ainu have of themselves as a people (minzoku), that their individuality can be assured45. It is then
suggested that to draft policy with “individuals who have an Ainu identity” (Ainu no aidentiti wo motsu kojin) as its subject will ensure that any new Ainu policy
will not be limited to certain regions over others (a demand which has been forcefully argued by Ainu living in the Kantō region who have fallen outside of Ainu
policy limited to Hokkaido)46.
The report is careful to relate the fact that not all Ainu should be forced into being the subject of the new policy. This is because “Ainu choose to live in a
variety of different ways”47. However, at the same time, the report claims that it is according to the socioeconomic disparities between Ainu and the rest of
the population that the choice to have and show pride in one’s identity as Ainu is hampered and thus a complex and difficult situation for the maintenance of
Ainu traditions and the promotion of Ainu culture has ensued48. Viewing the “Ainu as individuals” would seem to be an attempt to circumnavigate this fact so
that even if some Ainu are to receive economic or welfare benefits, they need not feel obligated to engage in cultural activities. Yet it is those very cultural
activities that are being held up as the epitome of Ainu pride and identity!
For many years now those involved in Ainu cultural activities have proclaimed that more and more Ainu would feel free to come forward and participate in
public expressions of their “ethnic pride” and “identity” should measures be taken to tackle the negative socioeconomic legacy of the modern treatment of the
Ainu on their contemporary lives. However, this view seems fundamentally flawed. After all, why should people be expected to “come out” and express
themselves after economic disparities have been alleviated? What benefit is there in a public declaration of the fact that one is Ainu other than to receive the
blessings of a newfound non-Ainu Japanese “respect”? As the notion of “Ainu as individuals” already seems set to incontrovertibly alter the state of Ainu
political organization49, once again the burden of any new policy’s success is being placed on the self-responsibility and initiative of individual Ainu to take
part 50. It is a key tenet of a neoliberal form of governance which “figures individuals as rational, calculating creatures whose moral autonomy is measured by
their capacity for ‘self-care’ – the ability to provide for their own needs and service their own ambitions”, regardless of the historical and social circumstances
that might actually hinder their capacity to do so51.
It would seem to most onlookers almost self-explanatory that proper anti-discrimination legislation would go far further than any specific Ainu policy to deal
with discrimination and moreover, would benefit others facing discrimination in Japan. Questions also need to be asked about the necessity of state financial
backing to “revive”, pass on and maintain a culture, as well as the unintended consequences that this can cause. Other than this there is little preventing Ainu
from living today with a sense of pride in their identity and history. That is, of course, minus discrimination and the presence of the current non-Ainu Japanese
and state concupiscence towards showing them “respect”.
The Birth of the “Former ‘Former Native’”
Let us return again to Sasaki Masao. In saying that all that was left of the Ainu in contemporary Japan was this “‘Ainu’ as a situation”, “in which people call us
‘Ainu’ and the meaning of that ‘Ainu’ comes to constrain our lives”, he was calling attention to a curious double-bind in which Ainu were forced to internalize
their interpellation at the hands of others. For the Ainu, the promises of Japanese modernity had to be reasoned with from a position deemed to be perpetually
neither quite modern, nor free, enough.
One might do well here to remember, for instance, the legal term kyū-dojin, or “former natives”, used to refer to the Ainu throughout much of their modern
history 52. What does it really mean to be a “former native”? To be, both at one and the same time, “formerly native”?
On the one hand, to be “native” is to be paradoxically, but irreducibly modern. “Natives”, as such, can only ever be identified from the perspective of the
modern and, indeed, serve to provide that perspective with its very own living, breathing proof of its legitimacy. How else would the smartly-dressed Meiji
businessman be able to demarcate himself as a fully modern individual without the contemporaneous presence of the “peasant”, or the “native”? On the other
hand, to be “formerly native” implies that one is somehow beyond the phase of this modern “native”, that one is no longer bound to its presumed pre-modern
traits. At the same time though, to be marked out as a “former native” is to be perpetually so. In short, to be a “former native” in modern Japan offered little
more than the opportunity to declare one’s sense of modern subjectivity and membership to that nation, only to the extent that one remained in a position that
was forever not quite there yet.
Just as elsewhere in Japan’s multiethnic Empire, we can say that the granting of formal nationality by no means ensured any sense of practical national
belonging to the national community for Ainu. The problem at the heart of Ainu history and politics is thus not concerned with their incorporation within the
borders of the modern Japanese nation-state – as is often claimed – but that, once incorporated, the Ainu were not treated as equal participants in the modern
life of that nation53. Ever since the official incorporation of Ezochi (Hokkaido) to the modern Japanese polity, legitimized by the establishment of the RussoJapanese border by the Treaty of Shimoda in 1855, Ainu have, for one reason or another, been perceived of as not quite there yet, and thus in need of the
protection of others – hence their unequal status 54.
Although one might be persuaded otherwise due to the replacement of the Hokkaido Former Natives Protection Act with the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act in
1997, and the current efforts to create a new Ainu policy in light of the UN Declaration, this situation has not really gone away. While the Ainu are no longer
seen to be in need of “protection” as “former natives” somehow naturally hindered along the road to further development and modernization, today, these
attitudes have been reconfigured in the notion that Ainu are in dire need of the “understanding” and “respect” of the Japanese public at large – and, worryingly
and more controversially speaking, in the sense that they are in need of always-ever-better human rights 55. They are still, it would seem, perpetually not quite
there yet.
As Sasaki once put it, “‘pride’ is always thought of in relation to something that one may be proud of. If ‘being Ainu’ is in itself something to be ‘proud’ of, then
either this means that not being ‘Ainu’ is something to be ashamed of, or ‘being Ainu’ used to be thought of as something to be ashamed of; it is either one or
the other”56. However, for Sasaki, being “Ainu”, or being in the ‘Ainu’ as a situation, was “not something one can be proud of, nor something with which to be
ashamed”57. Rather, for him the question was why people were urged and compelled into these feelings.
Ainu are now expected to live and express themselves “freely” in a “society in which their ethnic pride is respected”. Respected, of course, by the same state
and people who imagine they have the capacity to value what they perceive to be an asset to the nation as a whole, and who had previously tended not to
value this supposedly self-explanatory “ethnic pride” at all. In other words, while previous injustice towards the Ainu is gradually being “recognized”, and

attempts are being made to assume some kind of responsibility for them, these efforts are still those of repentant non-Ainu Japanese and their take on
contemporary Ainu life. In this sense, to be the object of “respect” in Japan today should be a quite frightening reminder to the majority of Ainu that the power
to publicly value their existence, or their history and culture, does not lie with them 58. They are being forever reminded that today, Ainu are only ever really
former “former natives”.

A cartoon which originally appeared in an article in the Asahi Journal by journalist Honda Katsuichi in 1991. Although Sasaki was critical of
Honda’s Ainu advocacy in the 1970s, the sentiment behind this particular cartoon could be said to be still relevant today59.
Against this, Sasaki Masao consistently stressed that Ainu today, himself included, must disassociate and de-identify with the notion of being ‘Ainu’ in a
difficult act of self-alienation. Indeed, viewing the “‘Ainu’ as a situation” itself is an attempt on his part to do this. Only then would the Ainu cease to be an
object, not quite there yet, to be saved by others, and only then would others cease to try and save them. In many ways I see Sasaki’s efforts to “de-identify”
(datsu-dōitsuka), or “self-alienate” (tajika suru) himself from being merely “Ainu” and see himself as part of the “‘Ainu’ as a situation” as a similar phenomenon
to the notion of the remnant which is being explored in contemporary political philosophy 60. Sasaki did not deny his Ainu-ness. He saw himself as irrevocably
interpellated into the “Ainu” as a situation. But he saw it as precisely that – a situation, not an identity. In this sense, to have a part of you perpetually defined
by others means to be forever missing oneself. It meant an awareness of what Sasaki would call an, “I who should have had to begin as an I without
qualification” (keiyōku no nai watashi kara hajimaranebanaranakatta hazu no watashi)61. To be perpetually not there yet also means that there is something
else other than just “getting there”. It is a present and immanent experience that is unredeemable, a remnant of the process through which Ainu entered
modernity – a present experience not to be solved for a better future, but to be used in the now. In practical matters this kind of self-alienation would certainly
necessitate a refusal of current Ainu policy initiatives.
In an age when identity politics is at the heart of contemporary Ainu policy in Japan, I believe that Sasaki’s notion that being in the “‘Ainu’ as a situation”, of
never fully coinciding with oneself due to a part of oneself having been irrevocably brought into being by others – a kind of non-identity of sorts – could now be
more crucial than ever as the most radical point of entry into modern and contemporary Ainu history and politics.
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