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A step forward to multiethnic exhibition:
Presenting immigrants at a NATIONAL museum

Hiroshi SHOJI
National Museum of Ethnology

In the spring 2004 the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka organized under
my supervision a special exhibition “Multiethnic Japan: Life and History of
Immigrants” . Almost 37,000 people visited the exhibition during the seventy days of
display, including school children and immigrants from different countries

According to the Immigration Bureau of Japan, the total number of foreigners in
the aliens’ registers of the local governments exceeded two millions at the end of 2005.
This corresponds to 1.57% of the population of Japan. In spite of the undeniable
presence of the Japanese indigenous Ainus, and “old-time” immigrants such as
Koreans and Chinese, whose oldest roots in Japan may be traced back to the beginning
of the 20th century or farther, Japan has for long fostered the idea of a mono-ethnic
nation as its self-image. This is said to have even been reinforced since World War II.

It was not until the late 80s that a seemingly “sudden” influx of foreigners
made the majority people notice that they do not live in a society of only “Japanese” .
In an increasing rate people have begun to confront visible and invisible foreigners with
different immigration statuses such as Indochina refugees, “Japanese returnees” from
South America and China, students, so-called “trainees” and other immigrant
workers, in situations where foreigners were least supposed to be seen some time ago.
During the past decade, however, thanks to the efforts of both foreigners and majority
activists, Japan has made remarkable progress in some foreigner related affairs,
notwithstanding remaining and sometimes even increased prejudice and discrimination
against them.

The special exhibition had two major aims. The first was to inform the people
of the present multiethnic situation of Japan. The second aim was to spread a positive
attitude toward the further and inevitable multi-ethnicization of Japan by bringing people
to understand the historical phases of Japan’s multi-ethnicization and the formation of
its mono-ethnic ideology. To accomplish these two aims, it seemed most favorable to
make a special exhibition focusing on immigrants at the beginning of the new
millennium, particularly when the most people still can recall the drastic change of
Japan during the past ten years or so.

The idea of a special exhibition on foreigners, non-native peoples of 'a state
—perhaps the first of the kind in Japan— had, however, to overcome different barriers,
both conceptual and technical, before its realization at a NATIONAL museum. Even the
Ainus, the sole recognized national minority in Japan, was for the first time represented
as an equal cultural group with the Japanese at the National Museum of Ethnology in
1979. This paper presents the principal technical methods applied experimentally for
collecting and displaying immigrants’ historical and substantial artifacts and discusses
the nature and meaning of the special exhibition, particularly in its relation to the
development of presenting “inner others” at a NATIONAL museum.
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