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The Ainu 
・Population:  
  About 25,000 self-identified Ainu in Hokkaido 

   0.0045% of total Hokkaido population 
    Several thousand in Tokyo and other cities 
 
・False  racial connotations: outlier of Europe?!  
  Carleton Coon, Edward Weyer et al 
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Hokkaido Ainu 

Sakhalin Ainu 

Tohoku Ainu 

Kurile Ainu 

Ainu groups (ca 18～19 centuries) 
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Historical distribution of the Ainu  
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Cultural chronology of Hokkaido 
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Northern culture first appears in Chronicles of Japan, 
Volume 20 (ca. 720) 【Nihon Shoki：日本書紀】 
 Described in stark contrast to ‘Japanese’ culture 
十年春潤二月、蝦夷數千、冦於邊境。由是、召其魁帥綾糟等。魁帥者、大毛人也。詔曰、惟、
儞蝦夷者、大足彦天皇之世、合殺者斬、應原者赦。今朕遵彼前例、欲誅元惡。於是、綾糟等
懼然恐懼、乃下泊瀬中流、面三諸岳、歃水而盟曰、臣等蝦夷、自今以後、子々孫々、古語云、
生兒八十綿連。用淸明心、事奉天闕。臣等若違盟者、天地諸神及天皇靈、絶滅臣種矣。 

Vol. 11 
shown here 
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Illustrated biography of Prince Shōtoku （1）  
Shihon chakushoku shotokutaisi eden(on paper)  
紙本著色 聖徳太子絵伝  early 14th century  
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Ilustrated biography of Prince Shōtoku    early 14th century （2）  
Shihon chakushoku shotokutaisi eden(on paper)  
紙本著色 聖徳太子絵伝)   
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The Ainu in the history of Japan  
11・17century: widespread trading with eastern Asia 
 Late 14th century: early contact with Wajin 
 17th century: Matsumae fief established 
  Hokkaido and Ainu exploited by fief and merchants 
 16-18th century: repeated armed conflict 
 1868: Modern nation of Japan 
    Full-scale assimilation policy begun 
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Assimilation policy  

 1868: Hokkaido Colonisation Commission 
  北海道開拓使 
 1899: Law for the Protection of Aboriginals  
  北海道旧土人保護法 
 Language suppressed, hunting & fishing prohibited 
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Ainu today 
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chipsanke : 
(boat launching) 
ceremony at river 
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International developments 
 
 Indigenous movement from post-war civil rights movement 
 ILO Convention 107 (1957), 169 (1989) 

 Indigenous movement goes to law courts:  
 Canada, Australia, NZ, US (CANZUS) 

 Indigenous policies in US, Canada, NZ, Australia affect  

       international situation 
 UN action active from the 1980’s 
 International Year of the Indigenous (1994) 
 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples   

                      （2007） 
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Developments in Japan (1) 
Government reports to U N Commission on Human Rights、
UNCHR  
1980  “No minority people(s) in Japan” 
1987  “The Ainu have full civil rights” 
1991  “The Ainu are a minority with protected civil rights 
    “No international definition of Indigenous, therefore 
   Ainu cannot be defined as Indigenous”  
1997 “Government participating in welfare policy” 
   “Ainu lived in Hokkaido since medieval times” 
              passive recognition of indigeneity  

2007 Ainu Cultural Promotion Law and increased welfare 
   policy improving living and social conditions 
2008 Diet resolution to recognise Ainu as Indigenous 
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Developments in Japan (2) 
 
1986～： Repeated statements by prestigious politicians 
              ‘Japan is a homogenous (mono-ethnic) nation’  
1994： Shigeru KAYANO elected to Diet  
1997： Ainu stated to be Indigenous in Nibutani Dam court 
 decision  
1997： Ainu Culture Promotion Law【 Law for the Promotion of 
     the Ainu Culture and for the Dissemination and Advocacy 
     for the Traditions of the Ainu and the Ainu Culture】  
2008：  “Resolution Seeking to Recognize the Ainu People as an  
          Indigenous People” by both Houses of the Diet 
2009： Report of the Advisory Council for Future Ainu Policy 
       Comprehensive Ainu Policy Office established within the 
         Cabinet Secretariat 

 ★Discussed in depth by Prof. Tsunemoto 
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Museum exhibits of the Ainu in Japan 
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Permanent museum exhibits 

    I found no permanent exhibit of contemporary 
Ainu society in the 21 domestic museums, both 
public and private.  

 
    Contemporary situation sometimes the theme 
of temporary or thematic exhibits, but little 
information concerning social/cultural 
conditions and everyday situation.  
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No Ainu in 19th century Hokkaido ‘development’ exhibit 
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okkaido entrance 
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Emphasising “tradition” in museum exhibits 
Visitors leave with impression that Ainu may not be contemporaneous  

The Ainu Museum↑ 

Obihiro Historical Museum↓ 
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 Contemporary permanent Ainu exhibits 
   Of 21 museums researched, none exhibited contemporary  

 everyday life. 
   Famous authors & artists only, no contemporary life scenes or 

people in permanent exhibits 

O
saka H

um
an R

ights M
useum
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Contradictions in exhibiting contemporary Ainu society 
 

 Exhibiting contemporaneity may suggest complete assimilation 

 Emphasising ‘tradition’ suggests Ainu no longer here today 

 Avoiding showing faces: relatives may not wish to be known as 
  Ainu because of discrimination 

 Contemporary Ainu society is diverse 
  ⇒Which ‘contemporary’ should be exhibited?  

 ★ However, multi-facet contemporary ethnic Japanese society 
   is exhibited 
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和人の「現代」展示 
Exhibit of contemporary (1970’s) ethnic Japanese lifestyle 
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Problems of Ainu museum exhibits 
 What do the Ainu want and expect of museums 

    アイヌ自身は博物館に何を求めているのか 

 predicaments facing museums           博物館が抱える課題  

   museum scale (private, local, municipal, national)     規模 

   budgetary limitations      予算 

   curator burden: administrative duties    学芸員の負担兼務 

   national vs. municipal 国・都道府県立 vs 市町村立 

 founding principle (mission) 「ミッション」（設立理念）との関係 

few Ainu curators      民族出身の学芸員が少ない 

  ★Discussed in detail by Director Nomoto 
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An innovative exhibit 
(Asahikawa City Museum) 
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Ainu in school textbooks 

Strong tendency 
to represent past 
history  with little 
‘present’. 
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Accounts of the Ainu usually in the past tense 
 Illustrations usually past historical scenes 
 Little description of present situation, society and cultural legacy 
 Passages of the Ainu (usually a few sentences) overlooked by teachers 
    Ainu society and history not in university entrance examinations! 
 Ainu history jumps from Medieval to Present with no interim shown 
 Japanese (Wajin) history a continuum from antiquity to present   
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Problems in school textbooks 
Accounts of discrimination toward Buraku-min and ethnic Koreans  

   specific and substantial in first person voice: often several pages 
   

Accounts of discrimination toward the Ainu vague and abstract 
      “Discrimination against the Ainu must be alleviated”  

 “We should overcome discriminatory practices toward the Ainu” 

 Reference to the Ainu often in the past tense 

 “The Ainu lived in Hokkaido” 

Ainu history truncated 

 ・few words: less than 1/100th of ‘Japanese history’ 
 ・Ainu only an auxiliary to mainstream Japanese history 
Of 1300 high school teachers interviews, only 47% taught Ainu  
   associated subjects 
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 Recent improvements in school textbooks 1 (2012) 
Individual names and accomplishments (but still few in number) 
   *Yukie CHIRI(1903-1922): renown translator of Ainu Saga Yukar 
   *Shigeru Kayano(1926-2006): first Ainu Diet member 
Photographs of recent events 

S. Kayano in Diet 
Demonstration demanding  
New Cultural Protection law 
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Recent improvements in school textbooks 2 (2012) 

Photographs of contemporary 
cultural revitalisation  Ainu language 

broadcast  

Ainu language text 

Traditional dance 
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Recent improvements in school textbooks 3 (2012) 
Source of Hokkaido place names is Ainu language 

1.  Sapporo: ‘river covered with reeds’, or ‘large dry river’ 

2.  Shiraoi: ‘place of many horseflies 
  

 Nibutani dam 
where sacred sites 
were drowned 
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Comparison with North American textbooks 
Indigenous peoples integral part of history   
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Two points of view 
                                                                  Scientific and Indigenous  interpretation 
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“To be or not to be” 
   Ainu youth today 
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Conclusions 
1. Ainu history sadly underrepresented in textbooks and museums.  

2. Ainu history peripheral to ‘Japanese’ history, not part of nation 
building 

3. Museum exhibits focused on Ainu history and material culture 

   Present existence of the Ainu made vague  

  Majority know themselves, little need for museum exhibits 

4. Mainstream apathy and discrimination hindering expression of 
Ainu identity in people young and old. 

5．We need to integrate Ainu history and ‘today’ and ’tomorrow’ 

6. To these ends, what may we learn from foreign experiences? 

 ★We in Japan must solve these problems 
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Thank you 
“The Ainu Art Project Band, Nibutani, 2011 
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