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Thoughts on Human Rights in Japan, the Land of

Mysterious Islands

Friends from the Netherlands, welcome to our school. | am happy to see some
familiar faces | met at the last year's meeting. | have placed on your desk the
manuscript of the speech | made on that occasion. What | am going to speak about
today will constitute a sequel to the last year's speech.

The Acting President of your foundation, Mr. Leenders, talked of the Dutch vessel
"Liefde™, which drifted ashore in Japan in 1600. | leaned that the vessel was also
called the Erasmus and on its stern was placed the statue of this Dutch humanist.

| picture the Netherlands as a country of river banks, windmills and tulips and its
industrious and flower-loving people. This is the image | have had ever since |
learned about your country when | was in primary school. Then, in junior and senior
high school, | learned about the war of independence from Spain and the staggering
giants in a variety of fields such as Egmont who lead the independence struggle,
Hugo Grotius, the father of International law, and Rembrandt. As | learned about
these people , my image of the Dutch people changed into one of free and broad-
minded people, courageous in their pursuit of peace. In college | read The Praise of
Folie™ by Erasumus and was deeply impressed by the courage and rational mind that
feared no secular power and and by his sense of humor and wit.



Most Japanese, | among them, are more or less influenced by Western thought. |
adore the works of Plato, the Gospels, Rousseau, Hegel, Adam Smith, Marx, Max
Weber. | was also deeply moved by the ex-German President Richard von
Weizsacker on May 8, 1985.

Beginning with the translation of a Dutch book on anatomy Anatomishe Tabellen
(Anatomical Table), Japanese people have made a vast number of equivalent terms
in Japanese and the translation system from foreign languages into Japanese. It
enables us to read most Western thoughts in Japanese. The other side of the coin is
that many Japanese are very bad at foreign languages and | am not the exception.

Well, I do not want to change the subject, but what kind of image do you have of
Japan? Don't you think it is a very hard to understand? It is sometimes referred to
as "Japan, the land of mysterious islands™ and, to tell the truth, though | am a
teacher of Japanese history, | find Japanese society and its culture very difficult to
understand.

It may be that the foundation of the Japanese culture is not monistic but rather
pluralistic.. It has retained the influences of various foreign cultures ranging from
Chinese civilization, Buddhist culture dating back from ancient India to European
civilization and post-war American civilization. Not only that, but we find the
influences of oceanic civilization and nomadic civilization of Ancient South East Asia
which found their way into our country through the Korean Peninsular. These facts
lead me to believe that the Japanese culture should be understood as multi-layered
compound composed of many civilizations and cultures.

This corresponds with the difficulty of the Japanese language. One clue to the
diversity and receptivity of Japanese culture is the diversity of nature and the
climate of Japan. If you travel in the nation's countryside, you will find that we are
blessed with varied geographical features, vegetation, weather, etc. | do hope you
will enjoy the natural landscape and weather during your stay in Japan. | would like
to point out in passing that, along with the pluralistic and multi-layered diversity of
its culture, Japan is also in a very advanced stage in its level of multi-ethnicity.

Japan has been suffering from a depression lasting nearly 10 years. While Japan was
trying to find a way out, people gradually became conscious of the issue that the
structure of 'Japanese society and culture' that prevailed before was a mismatch of



the times. | believe the reason the present Obuchi cabinet takes up 'education
reforms' as well as administrative and financial reforms, economic structural reforms,
financial system reforms as the most imminent problem is that the structural reform
of 'Japanese society and culture' is also part of this problem.

In Europe, a new monetary unit 'Euro’ was introduced this January. When | think of
the reforms taking place in Europe which are far more thorough and far-reaching
than the ones taking place in Japan, | realize that the very foundation of human
society and culture in the post-cold-war era, beyond the framework of individual;
'nation state’, is being questioned on a global scale.

But which direction on earth is the human society heading for? In order to create a
new society and culture upon the close inspection into and sincere evaluation of the
past, we should never forget that we experienced two miserable World Wars in the
first half of the 20th century and that there were a cold war and 'proxy wars' in the
latter half and that human society have never been free from various types of
discrimination and human rights infringement throughout its long history.

Therefore. your visit to Japan this time will be an irreplaceable 'gift' to the next
generation of Japanese in that you have called the attention of the Japanese
government and the Japanese people to the issues of serious human right
infringement that you suffered during the Second World War. We feel really grateful
that you have come to our school to give our students the opportunity to learn and
think about this issue. They are the ones who will shoulder the future destiny of
Japan and the time and experiences they share with your today will prove to be
invaluable assets in future.

Again | thank you from the bottom of my heart.



