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The Ainu are the indigenous people of northern Japan. At first glance this may appear a
straightforward and uncontroversial statement; after all, the subordination and dispossession of the
Ainu under a colonial regime in Hokkaido has numerous parallels among other Fourth World
populations like Native Americans. Australian Aborigines, Inuit, Maori, Sami and others, estimated

to number between 200 and 300 million people. (1) Sparked into political activism during the wave of

worldwide decolonization following the Second World War, many internally colonized ‘native’ or ‘tribal’
populations have redefined themselves as ‘indigenous peoples’. In common with these other groups,

the Ainu were dispossessed of their ancestral land and resources by the expansion of a vigorous
colonial state. Traditional lifeways collapsed as hunting and fishing territories were settled by waves
of immigrants and transformed into agricultural land. Government policies of relocation and
assimilation aimed at the eventual extinction of the Ainu as a people, aided by a system of ‘native
education’ that actively discouraged Ainu language and customs.

While clearly supported by the historical record, such an interpretation arouses considerable
opposition within Japan. Official and popular history views the creation of Hokkaido as an exercise
in ‘development’ (kaitaku), not colonialism. At the level of commonsense understanding a master
narrative*! of seamless national homogeneity denies the existence of the Ainu as an ethnic minority
group; the Ainu are regarded as either totally assimilated or biologically extinct.

Nevertheless, a striking ‘ethnic revival is underway among the Ainu. (2) The cultural symbols and

rhetoric of Ainuness have become highly visible in recent decades as Ainu leaders press their claim
for justice and rights as a separate and indigenous people. Since ‘ethnic’ identities are not essential

static ‘primordial’ remnants, but are constructed and articulated within specific junctures of material
and power relations, this chapter*2 will focus on the creation of a modern ethnicity by Ainu leaders in

the context of continued Ainu marginalization*3 within Japanese society.

[H 22 ]Used with permission of Taylor & Francis Books / Informa UK Limited, from Ainu: Japan's
indigenous people (from Modern Japanese Culture and Society 4), Dolores P. Martinez,
© 2007; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.

*1 master narrative ~AX— -« F T35 47 (KEHHDVIIERDOFED)
*2 this chapter ZOXEIIHHA (HHMBR) OENLOFIHTH 5,
*3 marginalization JE#&{L
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