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Multiculturalism in Japan: Looking through Multiculturalism in the United States 
 

Key word:  Multiculturalism, tabunkakyosei, colonialism, national integration, United States 

� � In studying the discourse and practice of multiculturalism in Japan, we need to examine the colonial policy of the 

multiethnic Japanese empire. The empire expanded and controlled its subject peoples based on the worldview of concentric 

circles with ethnic Japanese, ultimately the imperial household, in the center. The idea of multiculturalism in a broad sense 

was employed to control newly colonized people. As they came to be seen as assimilated, they would be included in the 
category of “Japanese” broadly defined, but would remain outside of the group understood as “pure Japanese.” Now inside 

the category but under the same hierarchical structure, they would face different kinds of social discrimination, the harshest 
one of which would be the erasure of ethno-cultural ties with their previous generations and ancestors. In postwar Japan, 

these imperialist views about relationships of peoples have persisted. The idea of multiculturalism has continued to be used 

for dealing with non-Japanese, i.e., foreign residents, and the exclusive and inclusive conceptualizations of “Japanese” have 

persisted to protect the myth of the ethnic basis of the Japanese nation. In the discussion of multicultural co-living in today’s 

Japan, the problem of the exclusive view of “Japanese” has been addressed, but that of the inclusive view has rarely been 

talked about. I attempt to shed light on these problems by comparing the case of Japan with that of the United States, where 

multiculturalism, nation-building, and colonialism have also been entangled, producing and reproducing social equality.  
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