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In March 2020, we wrote this paper in
response to discussion paper No0.964, “On The
Invention of Identity Politics: The Buraku
Outcaste in Japan”, June 20, 2018, written by ]J.
Mark Ramseyer (JMR), which was released on
the website of Harvard’s John M. Olin Center
for Law, Economics, and Business.

We understand that after that a new version
was published in the Review of Law and
Economics, Volume 16 Issue 2, 2020, with the
same title, However, we regard these two as
essentially similar, so we are releasing this
report critical of the former version.

Introduction

There is a wide range of problematic issues in
this work by JMR. In particular, the method can
only be described as using strained
interpretations of references to previous
research and erroneous use of proper nouns.
However we will focus here on key points of his
historical research, especially modern history
and the Suiheisha (ZKF#t).

Problems with Ramseyer’s assertions about
modern Buraku history

Overall, concerning the period from the Meiji
restoration up to the formation of the
Suiheisha, JMR argues the case for the
impoverishment of Buraku communities and
tries to demonstrate their alleged criminal
tendencies (25-30). He says almost nothing
about the so-called Buraku Improvement
Movement or the improvement projects. But
historically, contrary to the view of Buraku
people as criminals, the Buraku Improvement
Movement started from inside Buraku
communities, and its historical experiences
prepared for the founding of Suiheisha.

JMR produces thirteen tables using data from a
variety of different sources including, for
example, “Statistics about Buraku” published in
the collection series of historical materials,
Nihon Shomin Seikatsu Shiryo Shusei (HAJE
FOAEE Sk 4E R, Data on the Lives of Japan's
Common People, which he translates as
Collection of Materials Regarding the Japanese
Poor, vol.25, named Buraku 2, and other
reports produced by the pre-war Naimusho (4
¥4, Home Ministry). However his comments
and interpretations of them are outrageous. To
take one example: Table 9 includes statistics on
rates of illegitimacy, divorce and infant
mortality (67). First he does not consider the
possibility that these statistics represent the
response to discrimination and that there are
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surely problems in equating rates of
illegitimacy with levels of criminality (29).
Other researchers who have concerned
themselves with the reproduction of these
historical sources including, for example,
Akisada Yoshikazu (k7€ 5% #f1) who wrote the
introduction for this collection of historical
materials, have drawn attention to the
discriminatory nature of the material. The way
he pays no attention to this and relies on the
statistics alone is an affront to the history of
research in this field and suggests that there
are problems with his approach which precede
his statistical processing.

The analysis of the crime statistics suffers from
the same problems. In spite of the need to
question the approach taken in the gathering of
police statistics at the time, which linked
Burakumin to crime, there are serious
problems with his uncritical use of the data
from which he deduces “statistically significant
relationships”. Relying on the views of the
police, he argues “burakumin were leading the
riots” (27) . This was an example of media
manipulation by the government. After the
1918 Komesodo (CKE£#)), Rice Riots), the police
arrested many Buraku people. It is well known
as a typical case of how the dominant power
divided people using discrimination.

Incidentally in the course of his analysis he
notes that Suiheisha groups often formed in
relatively well-off Buraku communities. He
considers this ‘curious’ but this is only because
his hypothesis depends on the mistaken
premise that the Suiheisha movement was
created on the basis of a Burakumin identity
that was fabricated by ‘Bolsheviks’.

Problems with his account of the Suiheisha

His assertions about the fabrication of ‘identity
politics’

He argues that the National Suiheisha was a
product of identity politics based on “a new and
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largely fictitious group identity” (30). Here he
is possibly pointing to the “appeal to Tokushu
Burakumin” which is contained in the
Declaration of the Suiheisha adopted by the
Founding conference in 1922. However, he
does not demonstrate the basis for his
conclusions and the evaluation itself is
unreasonable.

The young men from Buraku communities who
were central to founding the Suiheisha had a
variety of personal histories, and were united
through their shared experience of
discrimination. Many had embraced the new
thinking and literature that arrived in Japan
during the 1910s and not only communist
thought. They brought these ideas together in
the Declaration of the Founding Conference of
March 1922. Incidentally, it is strange that JMR
does not refer to the essay “On the Liberation
of the Special Buraku” by Sano Manabu (1%
*%) a member of the Japan Communist Party
(JCP, founded July 1922) which is well known to
have had a profound influence on Saiko
Mankichi (7573 7) and others in the founding
group. Anyway, the idea that the National
Suiheisha was based on an ideology that
communists injected from outside the Buraku
communities not only runs counter to the
historical evidence but denies agency to the
vast body from the Buraku community who
gathered at the founding of the Suiheisha
demanding liberation from discrimination. This
cannot be overlooked.

Unreasonable evaluation of the activities of the
Suiheisha

JMR claims that kyadan (4L5#) activity ranged
from simple acts of violence but shaded into
overt extortion (34). Kyudan refers to the
protest activities by Suiheisha members against
instances of discrimination and at times
incidents of kyudan provoked state repression.
It has to be admitted that there were aspects of
kyudan strategy which were immature and



unskilled but the way the police regarded
incidents of kyudan as criminal activity should
be regarded as an aspect of police repression
linked to the “maintenance of public order”.
More than anything we should note that
denunciation of discrimination was regarded as
legitimate by many including for example
Count Arima Yoriyasu (4 f5#8%), president of
the Doaikai (7% %), the moderate organisation
formed alongside the Suiheisha that for a time
was willing to work with it. This is something
that JMR ignores.

JMR does not mention that within the National
Suiheisha there were serious debates about
strategy. It is true that not a few Suiheisha
activists were linked to and were even
members of the JCP, whose existence at the
time was illegal. But if, as JMR claims, the
Bolsheviks lost influence after the first few
years, how are we to explain the rivalry
between the anarchist and Bolshevik factions
within the Suiheisha or the “dissolution debate”
of the early 1930s?

Matsumoto Jiichiro (#A74i5—HE) played an
iconic role within the Suiheisha in its middle
and later periods. JMR regards him as the
representative of a group of entrepreneurs who
formed an “apolitical, opportunistic criminal
cohort which highjacked the Suiheisha in
pursuit of personal profit” (33). There are
several problems with this interpretation.
Matsumoto Jiichiro was considered a social
democrat within the Suiheisha and also was a
politician who was elected to the Diet in 1936
and affiliated with the Social Masses Party. The
allegation that he was a criminal is made in the
context of the Tokugawa Iesato Assassination
Attempt Incident (1924) and the Fukuoka
Regiment Bombing Incident (1926-7). However
the accepted explanation of both of these
incidents is that they were attempts by the
authorities to suppress the National Suiheisha
and were examples of media manipulation.
(Incidentally we might remember that when
popular movements for social change confront
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an oppressive authority they will inevitably be
accused of acting illegally. This is a latent
historical problem.)

Problems of relying on official data

JMR’s hostility towards the Suiheisha reflects
the views of the authorities of that time. In
particular he places great reliance on reports
by Hasegawa Nei (£%)11%) (Hasegawa, Nei.
Suiheiundo narabi ni kore ni kansuru hanzai no
kenkyu [A Study of the Leveler Movement and
Associated Crimes, /KFIE®H)IEC 212 B3 350
SEO 5], Shiho kenkyl, 5(4). (FIERFFIER
&, H5iE4, mEESMAR) 1927 (31-35
ff.). Hasegawa, a public prosecutor, viewed the
Suiheisha as a criminal group and JMR simply
adopts this view.

Apart from this he relies on such sources as the
Kyoto prefecture police, such as Kyotofu
keisatsu bu (G{#FFE%2%E), Suiheisha Josei
Ippan [Some Thoughts on the Circumstances of
the Suiheisha, 7K-F#:153—3t] 1924 (35).
These archived official resources were
uncovered thanks to the efforts of many
scholars over the years but at the same time
the discovery of new material about the
Suiheisha movement has proceeded apace.
JMR’s approach, which uncritically uses only
official sources, is not the kind of historical
research that can be evaluated highly.

In addition although he uses such materials as
the unpublished survey report Zenkoku Buraku
Chosa [4[E#B% 4, national survey of
Buraku] compiled by the Chuo Yuwa Jigyo
Kyokai (7 Yeflifl1=F 3 17% 2>, Central Association
for Yawa Projects) (53-72, table 1-13), it seems
to be employed without understanding the
nature of the Yuwa projects or the historical
facts related to the institution, Chuo Yuwa Jigyo
Kyokai. Further, we do not understand the
basis for his assertion that the Suiheisha used
violent kyudan activity to “extort” economic
benefits from local governments. The historical
facts are that Yuwa Projects were part of a



national policy to adopt conciliatory measures
towards the Burakumin community so as to
undercut the influence of the Suiheisha
movement. It was in this context that the
government provided a budget for the Yuwa
Projects controlled through the Chuo Yuwa
Jigyo Kyokai. We find it strange that he does
not mention this institution.

Conclusion

JMR employs a negative approach to the
studies of Buraku history, criticising it as
having proceeded on the basis of a Marxist
historical perspective (31-32). However, if he is
going to question established interpretations
and evaluations of events whose nature has
been clarified in recent research he must
demonstrate specifically, case by case, how
existing interpretations of historical data are
mistaken. He does not do this. He does not use
bibliographic sources honestly. He repudiates
the history of previous research on the Buraku
issue on the basis of his preconceptions. In
addition he sticks tenaciously to an aggressive
account which shows contempt for Buraku
people and historical evaluations of the Buraku
liberation movement. Concerning social
problems and social movements connected to
human rights, he intentionally emphasises
partial examples and then applies them to
explain the whole. This is not only academically
dishonest but suggests dubious intentions. We
are afraid that his approach will create
openings for the application of the methods of
historical revisionism to distort the history of
the Buraku problem.

March 13, 2021.
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This article is part of Japan’s Burakumin (Outcastes) Reconsidered: A Special Issue
Assessing and Refuting Ramseyer’s Interpretation. Please see the Table of Contents.

Please also see our previous special issues on The Ramseyer controversy on the '‘Comfort
Women' edited by Alexis Dudden, Supplement to Special Issue: Academic Integrity at

Stake: The Ramseyer Article - Four Letters

See also, a special issue on The 'Comfort Women' as Public History edited by Edward

Vickers and Mark R. Frost.
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