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Introduction

Figuratively, my attitude was like that of a white beggar treating a colored emperor as his bosom friend.  Even though we were both objects of prejudice there was a difference between their case and mine.  They had the right to sneer at people with prejudice; I did not.  They had companions who joined with them against prejudice; I did not.  If I sincerely wanted to stand on an equal footing with them, I should bravely cast aside my mask and lay bare my scars.  And who am I to talk about faceless spooks?

Abe Kobo

Within the nation of Japan there is a minority group called the Burakumin (literally ‘hamlet people’).  They live in communities, which are euphemistically termed ‘Buraku’ (literally ‘hamlet’), and have a total current population, according to the Buraku Liberation League (Buraku Kaihô Dômei, the activist group at the forefront of the movement to liberate the Buraku people), of around 3 million people in over 6,000 Buraku
.  They comprise about 3% of Japan’s total population.  The word ‘Burakumin’ is a euphemistic term that originated in 1886 as the phrase ‘tokushu-buraku’ (literally ‘special hamlet’).  This phrase was created in order to designate the communities that were predominantly inhabited by the outcasts of the Tokugawa period, who became the modern-day Buraku people.

Despite the official dissolution of the caste system at the end of the feudal period and the democratisation of Japan that took place after World War II, the Buraku people still exist as an identifiable minority group.  They are subjected to prejudice and are consequently facing poor socio-economic conditions in many areas of society such as employment, education, housing, marriage, health and social welfare.

Recent years have seen many non-Japanese take an interest in the Buraku problem.  A number of dedicated scholars have spent a great deal of time researching many current and historical Buraku issues.  There are, however, two major areas of deficiency in current research concerning the Burakumin.  The first is that there appears to be a general lack of solid knowledge, and much subsequent disagreement, about the origins of the outcast groups who came to be known as the present day Burakumin.  The second is that the present direction of the Buraku liberation movement is in a state of change and so their future direction is in doubt.  These are the two main areas that I wish to discuss in this thesis.

In the first chapter I will cover the origins of the Burakumin.  I will be examining the question of whether or not the Tokugawa outcast groups who became the present Buraku group can be directly connected to the outcasts of the pre-Tokugawa periods.  I will also be examining the historical processes that defined the outcasts as an identifiable social group outside the mainstream, and trace their development through the early and medieval periods up until the beginning of the Tokugawa era.

In the second chapter I will be looking at the Tokugawa period outcasts.  Specifically: I will be examining their role in the creation and development of some of Japan’s current and historical performing arts.  This, along with the discussion in the first chapter, should help to build up a better picture of the social conditions and social placement of the Tokugawa and pre-Tokugawa outcast groups.  This will also provide a solid historical foundation upon which I can then begin to examine the state of the current liberation movement.

For the purpose of researching the current and future direction of the Buraku liberation movement I spent three weeks in Japan in July and August 2000.  During these three weeks I spent my time in intensive study with a number of organisations and people.  These included the Buraku Liberation and Human Rights Research Institute in Osaka, the Asia Pacific Human Rights Information Centre in Osaka, the Mukaino branch of the Buraku Liberation League, the Sumiyoshi branch of the Buraku Liberation League, the Buraku Liberation League Headquarters in Tokyo, the All Japan Federation of Buraku Liberation Movement in Tokyo, the Headquarters of the International Movement Against All Forms of Racism and Discrimination in Tokyo, and the Japan Communist Party Headquarters in Tokyo.  This research was in order to learn more about the current state of the Buraku issue, people’s perceptions of the current issues involved in liberating the Buraku people, people’s perceptions of the Buraku Liberation League itself, and where people think the Buraku liberation movement is headed for the future.

The 11 interviews I conducted with people from the upper levels of the above groups and organisations form the basis of my research for the second half of the thesis.  This will be a discussion of the current status and future direction of the movement for Buraku liberation and the Buraku Liberation League, broken up into the two chapters.

Chapter 3 will be an examination of the future direction of the general movement for Buraku liberation.  For this chapter I will be looking at three aspects of the movement that I see as being some of the most important aspects to consider when researching the future of the movement.  These three aspects are the progression of the call for human-rights protection legislation and a Fundamental Law for Buraku Liberation, the problem of the Buraku communities that have not received any of the benefits of the series of laws that were active in improving Buraku conditions over the last three decades, and the future direction of the Dowa Education movement.

The final chapter will be an examination of the future direction of the Buraku Liberation League.  Again, I will be looking at three of the major aspects that are in question with regard to the future of the organisation.  The first is the future of the denunciation movement, which originated in the 1920s in order to fight against individuals and groups of people who were involved in incidents of discrimination against Burakumin, but is now under question because of the violent image that it holds.  The second area is the internationalisation of the Buraku Liberation League, what international aspects the Buraku problem has and why the League is becoming interested in the international struggle for human rights.  The final section is the question of whether or not the Buraku Liberation League still has a place in Japanese society today, or if it has reached the end of its useful life and should be dissolved.

By the end of this thesis it is hoped that I will have answered, or at least have helped to clear up, some of the major questions surrounding current research into the Buraku problem in Japan, and to have provided a clearer picture of the history and future direction of the Buraku people and their fight for liberation.
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Kosumi Mitsuru, the Director of the Sumiyoshi Buraku Liberation League (far right), Murata Susumu, the secretary general of the Sumiyoshi Buraku Liberation League (squatting on the left), Fujimoto Nobuki, my guide and an employee of the Buraku Liberation and Human Rights Research Institute (kneeling on the right), a number of members of the Sumiyoshi Buraku Liberation League, and myself (next to Kosumi Mitsuru at the back) at the Sumiyoshi Buraku Liberation League Headquarters on the 28th of July 2000.
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