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"You can't come in here.  You don't look Japanese."

I heard these words on October 31, 2000.  The speaker was a manager at a local bathhouse named "Yunohana" in Otaru, Hokkaido.  

The establishment had rules, complete with sign outside saying "JAPANESE ONLY", that no foreigner could enter and use the baths.  

The reasons they gave to justify this policy were that foreigners couldn't understand Japanese, or the management couldn't speak any foreign languages.  Or that foreigners didn't know how to take a Japanese bath.  Or that their regular customers just didn't like foreigners.  

If they let foreigners come in, they concluded, then Japanese customers would stay away, and Onsen Yunohana would go bankrupt.

The funny thing is that I have a Japanese passport.  In 2000, I had lived in Japan for twelve years, spoke Japanese just fine, and had taken Japanese baths many times.  I had also received Japanese citizenship.  This in my view made me a Japanese.

Yunohana's managers did not agree.  "You don't look Japanese.  You will cause misunderstandings with our customers.  So you can't come in."

This brings up a very important question, one that will affect Japanese society very deeply in future:

What is a Japanese?

Some people say it is a matter of blood.  If you are born to a Japanese mother and/or father, you get Japanese citizenship.  It is not a matter of being born in Japan, because close to half a million people living in Japan for several generations now do not have Japanese citizenship.  

These people, called the "Zainichis", have Korean, Chinese, and other citizenships, but have generally lived in Japan all their lives.  But without a Japanese mother or father, they are not automatically granted Japanese citizenship.  This is the official policy of the Japanese government.

Other people say Japaneseness is a matter of culture, or acculturation.  If you "act" Japanese, then you are Japanese.  Speaking Japanese fluently like a native, wearing Japanese clothes, enjoying Japanese food and culture and being able to talk about it naturally--these are many ways people judge one's "cultural savviness".

Others say it is a matter of "looks".  If you have a "Japanese face" or Nikkei roots, you are a Japanese.  It doesn't matter where you live in the world, what language you speak, what citizenship you hold, or how well you know Japan.

Still others say that Japanese is a legal status.  If you have a Japanese passport, you are a Japanese.  The end.  Under these guidelines, even I, with a Caucasian face and American roots, could become "Japanese".

However, Yunohana would not agree.  And they turned me away.

So let's think about all of these qualifications to be Japanese, and what they will mean to Japan's society in the future.

Many people say that Japan is a monocultural, monoethnic society.  Japan has no ethnic minorities, some academics and politicians say, and some even talk of Japan as a "pure race".

But think of the exceptions.  There are many.  

There are indigenous peoples in Hokkaido--the Ainu--and in the Ryukyu Islands which contain Okinawa.  Others have argued that there are other peoples, such as the ancient Yayoi tribe or even the Burakumin, are a separate minority, even perhaps an ethnic group.

Also, what do you think about singers Wada Akiko or Misora Hibari, baseball coach Oh Sadaharu, or film director Kitano "Beat" Takeshi?  Have you ever thought of them as anything but Japanese?

Well, believe it or not, none of them have, or had, Japanese citizenship.  Wada, Misora, and Kitano are all Zainichi Koreans.  Oh is a Zainichi Taiwanese.  But they have lived all their lives in Japan, speak Japanese as natives, and are completely indistinguishable from Japanese with Japanese passports.  

Further, what do you think of actress Miyazawa Rie, singer Amuro Namie, former sumo grand champion Taiho, or TV personalities Umemiya Anna and Haga Kenji?

Well, all of them have one non-Japanese parent or grandparent.  They are what you might call "haafu" in Japanese (although I much prefer the word "daburu").  They are the children of international marriages and relationships.


Are they rare in Japan?  Not really.  How many international marriages do you think there are every year in Japan?  Believe it or not, about 40,000 Japanese marry non-Japanese every year.  Most of them, by the way, are Japanese men marrying non-Japanese women.  And this number has increased from 30,000 international marriages annually in 2000.

Let's assume that 1) each couple has two children, and 2) they stay in Japan.  This means that eventually every year, we have 80,000 children with international roots.  Over the course of a decade, that means 800,000 children.

But are these children with international roots foreigners?  No.  They have one Japanese parent, which means they have Japanese citizenship.  But they might not "look" Japanese.

For example, these two girls:  (PROJECT PHOTOGRAPH).  They are my daughters.  Amy and Anna Sugawara.  They were both born in Japan, go to Japanese schools, speak Japanese as their first language, and have Japanese citizenship.  But as you can see, they look quite different.  Is one of them any "less Japanese" because she looks "less Japanese"?

More importantly, children like these are invisible in government statistics.  The Japan Census Bureau does not measure for ethnicity.  

By this I mean, when I fill out my census form, I put down my nationality as "Japanese", of course.  But there's no way I can add that I am a Japanese with American roots.  

Thus my ethnicity is not recorded.  This goes for all the probably hundreds of thousands of other ethnically-mixed Japanese out there too, like my daughters.

To me, this shows that Japan's internationalization is in fact invisible, and "Japaneseness" on the basis of "looks" may be difficult to decide.

Anyway, back to my experience with Yunohana Onsen in Otaru:

"You can't come in here.  You don't look Japanese."

They also said this would happen to my younger daughter Anna too, because she didn't look "Japanese" enough.

I eventually took Yunohana to court for racial discrimination.  Both the Sapporo District and High Courts ruled in my favor--that they were wrong to refuse me entry.  

Which goes to show that if you judge people based upon looks alone, you will end up engaging in racial discrimination.  

Also, if you decide to judge people by language ability and acculturation, look at the problems that arise:

How do you test "language ability" and "cultural savviness"?  There are many Zainichis who are completely indistinguishable from citizens, since they have lived here all their lives and speak Japanese as their first language.  

And there are plenty of non-native speakers of Japanese who know an incredible amount about Japan.  Consider all those people on Japanese TV with international backgrounds who speak like natives, and love Japanese culture as much as anyone here.  Dave Spector speaks better Japanese than many natives!

After all, knowledge and citizenship are unrelated. 

And of course, the most difficult criteria is judging people by blood.  This is extremely difficult, because you create a terrible dichotomy.

Consider a person who knows an incredible amount about Japan, but disqualified from being called "Japanese" just because he lacks the bloodline.

On the other hand, consider another person with the bloodline, a Nikkei, who was born overseas, has never been here, and knows nothing about Japan.  Yet thanks to his birthright he would be called "Japanese".

This is sad.  Putting people into boxes like this just because of some factor determined at birth is immutable and fatalistic.  It deprives people of the potential to choose their own fates and create their own identity.  

And it not only leads to a lot of hurt feelings, it leads to incredible bouts of self-doubt.  Think how a person would feel if he or she is born and raised in Japan, does his or her best to learn, yet still gets excluded due to a lack of Japanese blood.  Again, this leads to discrimination by race--because blood is a fundamental component in determining one's race.

Finally, look at all the naturalized citizens out there.  According to the Ministry of Justice, there are at least 300,000 people who have naturalized since 1968.  About 20,000 people take Japanese citizenship every year.  Maybe you have heard of some of them:

Sumo wrestlers Konishiki and Akebono.  Soccer stars Ramos Rui and Alessandro Santos.  These people right here (PROJECT SLIDE OF NEWSWEEK JAPAN COVER).

And how about your speaker today, yours truly, Arudou Debito?  Since I am speaking to you today in English, it might be difficult for you to accept me as "Japanese".  But the Japanese government did.

And I speak from experience when I tell you that we all underwent a very difficult test of our "Japaneseness" to get our citizenship.

It's not just a language test, or how long you've been living in Japan (which is, by the way, a minimum of five years continuously).

Inspectors from the Ministry of Justice will come to your house, open your refrigerator, see what you eat, see what toys your children play with.  

They will ask your neighbors how "Japanese" they think you are.

They will interview you extensively about your commitment to Japanese society, and ask you to write an essay about why you want to become a Japanese citizen.

There's more.  It's not easy to pass.  So the people like us who do pass are very happy to say, "Look, I'm Japanese."

So let's summarize.  What is a Japanese?

In my view, it must be a matter of legal status.  Anyone who has a Japanese passport is a Japanese.

This means any can qualify to become Japanese.  It's only a matter of hard work, dedication, and commitment.  And, of course, personal choice.  The people who really want to become Japanese should be able to become Japanese, wouldn't you agree?

If you judge people by other criteria, such as blood or looks or acculturation, you will wind up with very vague criteria, and many exceptions to every judgment you make.  

More importantly, you are going to eliminate people from becoming Japanese because of a situation they were born into.  That will not only hurt a lot of people's feelings and challenge their feelings of personal identity, it will, as I have argued before, lead to racism.

Well, who cares?  Actually, Japan should.

Japan's society is aging.  It is also not having enough babies to maintain our current standard of living in the future.  Our population is projected to drop from 127 million to 100 million people.  Who will take care of our elderly, pay our taxes, work in our factories, and support our society?  

The inevitable answer to me is immigration.  

The Japanese government agrees halfway.  Bringing in cheap foreign laborers has kept our factories internationally competitive.  But the government does not really want them to stay permanently.

But that is what is happening.  Since the government decided to start importing labor from 1990, the non-Japanese population has doubled to more than two million people.  It has increased every year for the past 45 years.

The number of people who are receiving Permanent Residency, the penultimate step before naturalization, has nearly doubled too--since the year 2000.

Increasing at about 12% per year, the population of these immigrant Permanent Residents will double about every six years!  

Non-Japanese are coming to stay.  This will not stop.  So shouldn't we do our best to make them feel welcome, a part of this society?

One very important way is to not only give them Japanese citizenship, but also call them "Japanese".  Even if they don't necessarily "look", "act", or "speak perfect" Japanese.  

Many other societies have done something like this:  The United States, of course.  But also Great Britain, Sweden, Germany, France, Holland, Brazil, Mexico...

There are many international, multicultural societies out there.  Sometimes they have difficulties with ethnic misunderstandings and conflict.  

But keeping people excluded and separate does not help society in general.  Look what happened in South Africa, Fiji, historical Europe (with their Jewish minorities), and even the United States under segregation.  These societies all suffered when people could not reach their potential due to circumstances beyond their control.

Thus, the crux to all of this is whether or not "Japaneseness" is a matter of legal status.  If it is, you will get "new Japanese" revitalizing Japan and helping to make it a vibrant society.  If not, you will get people who feel alienated, unfulfilled, and resentful--and less likely to cooperate with making Japan's future a better one.

Let's nip this problem in the bud.  Internationalization is not a matter of learning about other countries.  It is a matter of accepting international things as part of your home culture.  That applies to people too.  

Let's hope our government realizes this soon, because this form of Japan's internationalization is in my view inevitable.  

Japan will be a multicultural, multiethnic society someday, and someday soon.  It is our destiny.  
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