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Hegemony of Homogeneity: An Anthropological Analysis of Nihonjinron. By Harumi Befu.
Melbourne, Trans Pacific Press. 2001. 181 pp.

Nihonjinron is a genre of literature and a social discourse which attempts to answer the question,
“Who are we, the Japanese?” (p. 3). This book might be relevant to people interested in multi-ethnicity
and multiculturalism in Japan in that it brings to light the background of social discourses that have served
to position Japanese against outsiders. Harumi Befu, a bilingual professor emeritus in Cultural and Social
Anthropology at Stanford University and presently a cultural anthropologist at Kyoto Bunkyo University,
has also published research in this area in Japanese. In the introduction to this work in English, Befu
states that his purpose in writing Hegemony of Homogeneity is to “analyze Nihonjinron as a cultural
phenomenon as critically and objectively as | can, in short, to engage in the anthropology of Nihonjinron”
(p. 4).

In Chapter 1, Befu explains how rather than prejudging the content of what Nihonjinron writers have
to say, he attempts to introduce his readers to the manner in which Japanese view ther.'nselves,
anthropologically, as a cultural phenomenon. By presenting this anthropological background of Nikonjinron,
this book helps to inform readers of how these historically situated discourses of Nihonjinron have been
intertexturally taken up in educational and political discourses and practices of modern day Japan.

Befu begins the second chapter by outlining the broad spectrum of issues that are used to explain
the nature of “the Japanese”. These include ecology (e.g., Japan’s small size is responsible for its love of
miniaturization), subsistence economy (e.g., Japan’s wet-rice culture explains its tightly knit communities),
social structure (e.g., group orientation resulted from wet-rice cultivation), and Japanese management
(e.g., "Japan’s economic success is laid to its ‘societal and cuitural homogeneity and monolinguality™ [p.
25]). Other major areas of Nihonjinron which Befu discusses includes psychology, ethos, esthetic and
literary concepts, language, thought processes, social structure, logicality, communication patterns, cultural
and racial origins.

In Chapter 3, Befu moves on to a review of the Nihonjinron literature produced both inside and
outside of Japan. Here he not ohly provides the titles and reviews of various works, but he also offers an
analysis of the literature in terms of its reception by the population as a mass culture phenomenon and as
consumer goods.

Chapters 4 through 8 provide some insight inté how Befu conceptualizes and explains Nihonjinron.
He explains that Nihonjinron is premised on an “assumption” of the Japanese as a homogeneous “race”,
with its own culture, land, and language. Without going into these assumptions in a very deep manner,
Befu refers to Nihonjinron as a cultural and prescriptive model coming close to an ideology, which is
where the concept of the hegemony of homogeneity comes from. There is an implication here of various
actors positioning themselves within the discourse of homogeneity in order to assert power and domination.
This notion of homogeneous hegemony, although it gives the book its title, is not thoroughly explored
here. ‘

In Chapter 5, Befu explains that the proliferation of Nihonjinron in the second half of the twentieth
century arose from a symbolic vacuum in Japan after World War 1l.  Nihonjinron was introduced to fill this

vacuum. He cites the low public trust after the war in such national symbols as the “national” flag, the

118 Book Reviews




“national” anthem, national monuments, and public rituals as the cause of this symbolic vacuum. Befu
states that the contents of the discourse of Nihonjinron were flexible and changed during the post-war era
from the contents during the war years.

In Chapter 6, Befu proposes that Nihonjinron serves as a civic religion for Japanese people, arguing
that all Japanese people belong to the one religion of Nihonkyo (Japan Religion), regardless of their

official religious affiliation—be it Buddhist, Christian, Islam or whatever. Befu writes,

One might say that Nihonjinron writers are the spiritual leaders of the postwar civil
religion of Japan. They are the print equivalent of street corner preachers giving their
idiosyncratic interpretations of the Bible on a soapbox, except that here “the Bible” is
not a written scripture but an imaginary state of what Japan would be like, the model
for thought and action for the Japanese. To the extent that what they preach is
secularized Nihonjinron, their teachings may be called the secular theology of Japan's
civil religion. (p. 121)

The last chapter is more or less an historical look at Nihonjinron with nothing new revealed; it might
more sensibly have been placed at the beginning of the book.

Hegemony of Homogeneity would be an excellent text for a student who knew very little about
Japanese social or political history, had no experience residing in Japan and had not followed current
events over the last several decades. Although it was published as recently as 2001, for the most part it
reads more like a literature review and social history of Nihonjinron up until the 1980s. Befu's constant
use of the term “contemporary Japan” seems to have been taken out of his lectures and notes of years
past. For the most part, he draws on Japan Studies literature from the 1970s and 1980s; unfortunately,
there is very little in his list of references from the 1990s on.

For many long-term expats like myself who have resided in Japan for several decades, there is very
little new information to be had here. | wish that Befu had written more about what has becorme of the
Nihonjinron fervor as we moved into the 21st Century. | would have liked to have seen answers from this
accomplished and accoladed expert as to why Nihonjinron discourse has waned in recent years and how
and why Japanese society has shifted since the peak of Nihonjinron discourse. This is an area that Befu
leaves untouched.

Having said this, | would like to peint out the interesting and important contribution that this book has
made. Befu's work is valuable, particularly in its broad coverage of the topic of Nihonjinron in terms of
both the literature itself and the historical framework from which it emerged and changed. This book is
unique in the Nihonjinron critique genre in that Befu himself is a Japanese person writing within the
context of the American academic community. He has gained respect within this community by making
available in English much Nihonjinron discourse through his translation and review of the Japanese
literature for western critique. Parents of multi-ethnic and multi-cultural children as well as teachers of
such children in Japan will find this book useful in putting into perspective many issues that still strongly
affect the identity struggles of such children as they interact in their social circles within these still

prevalent social discourses.

Reviewed by Laurel Kamada of Aomori Akenohoshi Junior College
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