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We, the signatories to this statement, condemn
the publication of J. Mark Ramseyer’s paper
“On the Invention of Identity Politics: The
Buraku Outcastes in Japan,” Review of Law and
Economics (RLE) 16; 2 2020. The article does
not meet scholarly standards; furthermore, the
foundational argument is based on a logical
fallacy, blaming Burakumin for the social
conditions that underlie their oppression. This
is a thin, recognizably reactionary move that
has no place in scholarly journals.

We also draw readers’ attention to the fact that
Ramseyer’s work on the Japanese military
sexual slavery or “comfort women,” titled
“Contracting for Sex in the Pacific War”
published in December 2020 in The
International Review of Law and Economics,
has also been widely criticized for a similar
failure to meet the basic scholarly standards.
An increasing number of scholars from wide-
ranging disciplines such as law, economics and
history, have expressed their criticism (many of
the letters and statements of criticism can be
found at Resources on "Contracting for Sex in
the Pacific War" in the International Review of
Law and Economics.

In the article, Ramseyer argues that Buraku
leaders “invented a fictive ethnic identify as a
leather workers’ guild” (3) as a group facing
discrimination, and began to extort money from
the government for themselves. Ramseyer
further contends that Burakumin are the
objects of discrimination because of their
involvement in criminal activities and their
dysfunctional family structure. The author
argues that Buraku groups then have created a
criminal “career path” for young Buraku men
staying in the Buraku community.

As researchers who have been involved with
the minority movements and struggles of the
marginalized, we express our concern that the
author’s argument is an unwarranted attack
that damages the minority movements and
oppressed communities by justifying continuing
discrimination against them. Although we have
many concerns regarding the author’s claims
on the history of Buraku, we leave the task of
analyzing them to historians. In this statement,
we focus our critique on the following three
issues.

Research Objectives and Methodology

The first issue relates to the objectives and
methodology of this study.

As a standard practice, the author fails to
clearly state his research objectives. Because
the author’s motives, objectives, academic
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background, questions regarding the objectives
of this study, and its social, academic
significance are not established, this paper
creates a space for animosity against Buraku
people regardless of whether this was the
author’s intention. If the author’s objective for
this study is to prove the violent nature of the
Buraku Liberation League, what is the
academic significance? Further, if the objective
is to incite animosity toward Burakumin and
the Buraku Liberation League, should a paper
written with this objective be allowed from the
perspective of research ethics? Does research
that may encourage discrimination against the
research subjects not run counter to research
ethics?

We are certainly not advocating that scholars
should always support or agree with minority
groups. However, they must recognize that
minority research may encourage
discrimination against its subjects and
therefore should explain why a paper with such
palpable risks be published and what the value
of this project is. Because the author’s research
objectives and purposes are not clear, we are
left baffled.

Next, the author’s research methodology has
critical flaws. To a minority group that has
continued to be the subject of discrimination
for generations, the author’s argument that
Burakumin are violent, criminal, and corrupt,
as he maintains at various places of the paper,
is too serious to be overlooked. However,
sufficient proof to substantiate this argument
cannot be found in the paper. One of the
reasons for this is the lack of thorough
investigation by the author of prior research
that would need to be evaluated during the
process of reaching a conclusion.

In particular, the following points are
problematic methodologically:

By stating that the credibility of existing
research on the Buraku issue is questionable,
almost all prior research is rejected. However,
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not enough critical evaluation has been carried
out to convince the readers of the reasons why
established research in the field was ignored.

The author relies on “first-hand accounts” as
resources to an excessive degree, and it can
only be thought that the author arbitrarily
selected quotes that suit his opinions. Quotes
that do not suit the author’s opinions are not
included, neglecting a basic requirement for
any scholarship.

Although the relationship between the Buraku
liberation movement and identity politics is
discussed, prior research regarding the history
of the Buraku liberation movement from 1922
when the first national anti-discrimination
organization of Burakumin was founded to the
present is ignored. Neither existing research
related to the political, economic, social, and
legal changes involving Buraku nor prior
research on Buraku identity is covered.

The author ignores prior research on the
processes and background that led to the
establishment of the special measures laws
which serve as the legal basis for Dowa Special
Measures projects. The author also ignores
prior research on how Dowa Special Measures
projects have been carried out and evaluated,
and simply claims that the Buraku Liberation
League has used extortion tactics to get money.

The author declares that Ishikawa Kazuo from
the Sayama incident, who has continued to
fight false charges for over 50 years, is a
member of a group that committed rape and
murder. The defense team has investigated the
case thoroughly and built a strong argument
for his innocence over the decades.
Researchers have repeatedly pointed out the
relation between the false accusation and
prejudice against Burakumin and the defense
team has provided evidence of it. Legal
scholars have worked to specify and discuss
legal issues of the case. A group of intellectuals
and scholars have long been advocating the
case for Ishikawa’s retrial. The author does not
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reference any of such existing materials related
to the Sayama incident, neither does the paper
substantiate its arguments with credible proof.

As a result of such gaps in evidence, the
author’s claims that Burakumin are a violent,
criminal, corrupt, dysfunctional group is not
proven in any way. Regardless of this fact, the
author uses many subjective, prejudicial, value-
dependent words, such as self-destructive,
mob, extortion, violent, corrupt, and illegal, to
describe Burakumin and their movement.

The author’s argument, which is based on a
research methodology that ignores prior
research, also contains many fallacies from
both formal and logical perspectives. Given that
there is not enough validity and persuasiveness
of the findings, the argument instead reads as
subjective, dogmatic malice toward Buraku and
the Buraku liberation movement. It is even an
act that incites discrimination masquerading as
academic research.

Academic and Social Spillover

The second issue relates to the academic and
social spillover of this study. As researchers of
minority and marginalized people’s movements,
we must make a note of the research ethics and
responsibility of those who publish papers like
the present one.

The author’s claim listed in the beginning is a
radical argument against a certain minority
group that may encourage prejudice and
discrimination against an already vulnerable
minority. Although the author’s argument
actually takes the form of an academic paper, it
coincides with the content of stereotypes and
hate speech against Buraku communities. Its
impact may go beyond the academic world and
damage various relationships, policies, and
protective mechanisms that have been created
to dismantle structures of oppression this
group faces.
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As we noted above, the author’s argument is
based on unsubstantiated and faulty
generalizations regarding the conditions of
Buraku communities, Burakumin identity, and
the Buraku movement. Groups that are subject
to discrimination have been further
marginalized as a result of these
generalizations. Authorized academic speech
like Ramseyer’s article stands to diminish the
agency of, and intensify the discrimination
faced by, Buraku people. Academic research
must be particularly careful about the
arguments it makes and the generalizations it
draws about marginalized communities.

This paper is published in a highly regarded
academic journal and written by an English-
speaking professor at a prestigious Western
university. This authorial location gives added
legitimacy to anti-Buraku sentiment with little
material at stake for that author. Further, many
people outside Japan become aware of the
Buraku issue through English language
publications which have disproportionate
power to spread mis/information. The
responsibility to evaluate and correct each and
every flaw belongs to the researched subject.
To what extent will society and the academic
community in particular lend an ear to the
voices of the subjects who resist this content?
To Burakumin, it is not an easy task to overturn
academic knowledge established by
researchers as “fact”, especially when Buraku
representation in academia and other fields
remains restricted.

Existing research on the Buraku issue has
recognized these difficulties. Researchers of
the Buraku issue have endeavored to shed light
on the state of Burakumin who do not appear in
“authentic history” or are perceived in a
mistaken or prejudiced manner by digging up
the truth and maintaining written records.

Ueda Masaaki, the historian who served as a
special adviser for the Buraku Liberation and
Human Rights Research Institute, applied
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Benedetto Croce’s concept to state the
following:

What is written in “documents” and
“records” are not necessarily historical
facts. They may include exaggerations or
fabrications that justify their own actions.
“Documents” and “records” become
nothing more than “dead history” if we do
not read and understand their content
accurately and empirically from today’s
perspective. (Ueda 2012: 12)

Research on the Buraku question has sought to
shed light on Buraku issues by covering the
themes of state interventions, the make-up of
discriminatory practices against Buraku and
the social structure that continues to reproduce
discrimination against Buraku. Researchers
have also studied and discussed the assertions
and awareness of the anti-discrimination
movement in a multi-faceted manner. Research
groups were formed in a variety of fields
because discrimination has been present in
various areas. In addition, given that
Burakumin and the assertions of their
movement do not represent absolute justice,
researchers have studied the background of
these assertions while objectifying and
externalizing them and also debating their
appropriateness in order to present the ideal
state of society. Ramseyer’s paper renounced
the accumulated results of the research that
the Buraku liberation movement and
researchers on the Buraku issue have
conducted to investigate why people have
presuppositions and prejudice about
Burakumin that have led to discrimination and
exclusion.

Issues faced by Burakumin have long been
attributed to problems with individuals rather
than their historical and social situations. The
Report of the Cabinet Dowa Policy Council,
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which established that the resolution of the
Buraku issue is the country’s obligation and a
national challenge, was issued in 1965. The
state of Buraku communities, Burakumin,
Buraku discrimination, and the Buraku
liberation movement has been changing in
accordance with changes across time and
society. For this reason, research on the
Buraku issue has continuously emphasized the
social nature of the Buraku issue, described the
Buraku liberation movement as a social
movement, and the Dowa Special Measures
project as a social policy.

The process for producing knowledge must
involve a community that is created through
mutual criticism. However, the author has not
fairly evaluated both assertions that criticize
the Buraku Liberation League and assertions of
the Buraku Liberation League, despite the fact
that the subject of the research is the Buraku
liberation movement. Discrimination, as
contained in Ramseyer’s paper, denies the
dignity of Burakumin. Even the movement,
which is the battlefield for the recovery of this
dignity, has been denied in this paper. This
paper can be easily interpreted as an attempt
to discredit the Burakumin movement itself and
research on Buraku issues. The movement’s
objectives to organize minority people around
the world in order to reclaim their dignity and
human rights are not presented with any
honesty.

Authority of Minority Research

The third issue relates to minority research as a
whole. To this point, we mainly reference the
general principles of integrity in research
(Morris-Suzuki 2021). We have pointed out
glaring flaws in the author’s research
methodology and how this argument could
impact the social relationships of Buraku facing
discrimination in the present day. However, we
must also make note of wider, more substantial
issues with research on minorities that go
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beyond this paper. In Decolonizing
Methodologies: Research and Indigenous
Peoples, Linda Tuhiwai-Smith, a Maori
researcher in Aotearoa (New Zealand), states
the following regarding what “research” means
to indigenous people:

... the term ‘research’ is inextricably linked
to European imperialism and colonialism.
The word itself, ‘research’, is probably one
of the dirtiest words in the indigenous
world’s vocabulary. (Tuhiwai-Smith 1999:
D

Under colonialism, indigenous people have
been looked at, named, discussed, and defined
by Western Europeans in the name of
“research.” Tuhiwai-Smith states that the
collection of information through this
“research” can be seen as “random, ad hoc,
and damaging” (3) as work by an amateur
(explorer, traveler, journalist, etc.) from the
perspective of indigenous people. Although the
historical and structural backgrounds of the
discrimination differ for the Buraku people in
Japan and indigenous peoples, the insight
offered by Tuhiwai-Smith provides an
important point about how a Western colonial
project relies on extractive knowledge
production to advance itself at the expense of
marginalized communities. Ramseyer
approaches the history and identity of Buraku
people with a similar attitude of total disregard
of the voices of Buraku people.

The above tendencies in Ramseyer’s work are
not limited to his engagement with the Buraku
movement. For example, the author has
asserted in “A Monitoring Theory of the
Underclass: With Examples from Outcastes,
Koreans, and Okinawans in Japan” that
members of Okinawa’s élite classes engage in a
struggle against the negative effects of U. S.
military presence on their islands primarily as a
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“shakedown strategy” to increase subsidies
from the Japanese government for hosting the
bases. The media in Okinawa has already
criticized the author’s assertions, providing
evidence to the contrary (Okinawa Times online
version, February 28, 2021). Ramseyer ignores
the fact that the majority of Okinawans have
repeatedly expressed their will to be relieved
from an excessive burden of hosting US
military bases, with some demanding the
removal of the bases entirely. By describing
Okinawans’ struggle against the US bases as a
mere “shakedown” strategy, the author denies
the agency of Okinawans in the movement
against US military bases.

Between the author, a Harvard University
professor, and Buraku people who the author
unilaterally asserts to have been involved in
crime, there exists an overwhelming
asymmetry of power. How can Buraku people,
who are not “researchers,” are far away from
the academic world, and cannot use the English
language, provide a timely, effective rebuttal?
This asymmetry of power exists as a result of
nothing other than the fact that minorities are
minorities—they are made minorities because
of an uneven distribution of power and access
to resources that have been systematically and
historically developed and maintained. For
what purpose and for whom do discussions and
research related to minorities serve without
awareness of this asymmetry? (See also
Edward Said’s argument in Orientalism or
Michel-Rolph Troillot’s argument in
“Anthropology and the Savage Slot.”) The
journal publishing this paper can be seen to
presume that an overwhelming asymmetry of
power between the writer of the paper and the
group attacked by the paper does not exist. To
purposefully put this in rough terms, those who
cannot enter or even come close to the field of
contest over academic achievements among
scholars will only be named, defined and
attacked unilaterally. Meanwhile, the subjects
remain subjects of élite fascination.
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We believe that research and academic
journals should not be conducted like this.
Therefore, through this statement, we are
calling out to its readers and academic
community to pursue the integrity of research
in more depth and clarity.

Conclusion

We find that the author’s objectives and
purposes for the paper are not clear and that
the methodology used is full of serious flaws
and fails to meet the basic requirements
needed for any scholarship. Not only is the
author’s conclusion unsubstantiated but it may
also encourage prejudice and discrimination
against an already vulnerable minority group
through faulty generalizations. We believe that
researchers who research minority groups
must especially be conscious of the question of
power asymmetry involving the researcher and
the research subjects and uphold high
standards of research ethics. The author of the
paper fails to meet such requirements.

One of the central claims of the author in the
article, as well as the one on Okinawa cited
above, is that minority groups are engaged in
“extortion” or “shakedown” tactics. This
argument effectively denies the existence of
discrimination these groups suffer and
discredits their dissenting movements. In other
words, it seeks to erase the problem itself.
Such an argument also serves to deny human
endeavors to correct discrimination, and
therefore human dignity. Hence, we must
conclude that the author’s argument can only
be construed as an attempt to disregard the
phenomenon of discrimination and the
problems of the human society generating it.

For these reasons, we demand that the editors
of the Review of Law and Economics reassess
the article and address the concerns laid out
here and any other issues raised by other
scholars. It is our humble hope that this
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statement serves to advance future discussions
on the responsibility and ethics of researchers,
especially for research on the marginalized and
discriminated-against groups in society.
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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
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