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The past fifteen years or so have seen a dra-
matic growth in the scholarship on Japanese impe-
rialism, with the publication of dozens of impres-
sive books on the topic. We now know much more
about, for example, the reach and complexity of
the colonial apparatus, the interdependent rela-
tionship between the colonies and the metropole,
and the engagement of Japanese citizens in the
colonial project—both settlers and those who re-
mained in the home islands. Kirsten L. Ziomek’s re-
markable book Lost Histories occupies a unique
place within this wave of scholarship and repre-
sents a valuable contribution to it. Its uniqueness
lies not in the fact that her focus is on Japan’s colo-
nial subjects rather than its colonial apparatus or
its settlers (though this, too, is relatively unusual).
What is novel is her focus on colonial subjects—
primarily Ainu, Okinawan, and aboriginal Tai-
wanese—who participated actively in the ethnora-
cial pedagogy of empire by performing their indi-
geneity before an audience of mainland Japanese.

Ziomek’s book is divided into three sections.
The first and largest part focuses on Ainu, Tai-
wanese, and Okinawan people who were featured
in the “human displays” at exhibitions, both in
Japan and abroad, during the first two decades of
the twentieth century. The second section is about
the tours sponsored by colonial offices in which
colonized peoples were brought to the metropole

with the intent of educating and assimilating them
through exposure to the glories of civilizations (a
practice called naichi kanko). The third section ex-
plores the lives of Ainu in Hokkaido, who played
lead roles in the tourist industry during the prewar
and postwar era. Throughout the book, Ziomek
seeks to highlight the agency and complex human-
ity of the individuals who participated in these
practices. Some scholars have looked at these
practices primarily as expressions of the colonial
gaze,[1] while others have studied the anticolonial
nationalist critiques of those practices articulated
by Okinawans, Chinese, and Koreans.[2] Ziomek,
however, focuses on the details of the lives of the
colonial subjects who participated in them in an
effort to achieve “a more nuanced analysis of how
colonial subjects moved and lived within Japan’s
imperial spaces” (p. 11).

The human displays at expositions in the early
twentieth century are perhaps the most well
known of these three topics. The Japanese authori-
ties organized several such displays. The first was
in the “Human Pavilion” at the 1903 Industrial Ex-
position in Osaka. Several more displays followed
over the ensuing decade, including two abroad (at
the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in 1904 in St.
Louis, and the 1910 Japan-British Exposition in
London) and three more in Japan (in Tokyo in
1907 and 1912, and in Osaka in 1913). The displays,



most of them organized by the anthropologist
Tsuboi Shogoro, permitted those with a ticket to
view peoples from around the world. Following the
example of similar events in Europe, the displays
featured only those peoples presumed to be uncivi-
lized, and they included those who had recently
been brought under Japanese colonial rule: Ainu,
Okinawans, and Taiwanese (both aboriginal and
those of Han ethnicity). These people were con-
tracted to perform their ethnicity, living on-site in
supposedly authentic houses, while wearing tradi-
tional clothing.

Historians who have written about these dis-
plays have seen them as expressions of Japanese
orientalism: an effort by the Japanese to construct
an image of the national self as “civilized” by dis-
playing Japan’s colonized peoples in the role of
primitive “others,” thus providing moral justifica-
tion for their colonial project—a practice that they
had learned from their own encounter with Euro-
pean imperialism. Historians have also written at
some length about the reaction of commentators
from those ethnic groups, who were upset not as
much by the spectacle itself as by being included in
the category of “uncivilized” peoples.

Ziomek does not dispute this scholarly under-
standing of the displays but mines a variety of
sources—contemporary newspaper accounts,
postcards, oral histories, gravestones—in order to
reconstruct the lives of those colonial subjects who
were on display. She writes about Fushine K6z0, the
Ainu Christian who normally dressed in Western
clothing but grew a beard and wore Ainu clothing
for the 1903 Osaka exhibition, motivated by the
goal of earning money to support Ainu schooling.
Ziomek also tells the story of two Okinawan prosti-
tutes who played the role of Shuri princesses at the
exhibition. Through her research in Okinawa we
also learn of the local rumor that one of these two
women was able to use the income she made dur-
ing the exhibit to build a nice house upon her re-
turn to Okinawa—and, sadly, that the other likely
committed suicide at some point after her return.
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We also learn a great deal about the experi-
ence of the participants while they were on display.
They went sightseeing and bought souvenirs. Those
who participated in the exhibitions abroad often
learned English and sometimes interacted exten-
sively with visitors to the exhibit. In London, for
example, the Ainu participants worked collabora-
tively with the Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Pil-
sudski, who had lived in Hokkaido and took the op-
portunity provided by the London exhibition to
conduct further research into Ainu language and
culture. Ziomek’s book also sheds light on the ten-
sions surrounding the visits. One participant, a
renowned Ainu wood carver, reportedly threw a
ladleful of water at spectators who had gathered
around the window of his home—remember, these
were living human displays—while trying to watch
him carve wood. Some participants were offended
by the visitors’ habit of peering at them through
the windows of their display houses. Some of the
participants at the 1913 Osaka exhibit heard that
those in the 1912 Tokyo exhibit were paid more
generously and then complained that their per
diem didn’t cover the cost of beer. As she did in the
case of the two aforementioned Okinawan prosti-
tutes, Ziomek also tracked down what happened to
many of the participants upon their return. One
Taiwanese man, Tugie Kalowan, later worked for
the colonial government and played a key role in
quelling rebellions by other aboriginal peoples in
Taiwan. The Taiwanese in the London exhibition,
due to their facility with English and their prior ex-
perience abroad, were depicted as sophisticated,
“high-collar barbarians,” and were sometimes
called upon to receive foreign visitors.[3] After re-
turning, some took the opportunity to chide their
Japanese colonial masters for the appearance of
their cities, which they determined to be unimpres-
sive in comparison to London.

The second section of the book is similarly rich
with details about the colonial subjects who partic-
ipated in the effort to teach or embody ethnoracial
difference—in this case, by participating in the Ja-
panese government’s effort to provide representa-



tives of the ethnic groups under its imperial um-
brella with the opportunity to tour the metropole.
There is the story of Aliman Siken and Dahu Alj,
two aboriginal rebels in Taiwan who, after a long,
violent struggle against the Japanese authorities,
were granted immunity in exchange for their par-
ticipation in ceremonies in which they performed
their submission to Japanese colonial rule Ziomek
also provides a memorable account of Yayutz
Bleyh, a Taiwanese aboriginal woman who, after
exposure to the metropole, returned to her people
as—in the eyes of the Japanese, at least—a civiliz-
ing influence. Yayutz married a Japanese man un-
der unusual circumstances, graduated from a Ja-
panese language school in Taipei, spent time in
Japan’s major cities under much scrutiny from the
media, and proceeded to work for many years in
the Japanese colonial government. Her proficien-
cy in Japanese, her love story with her husband,
and her exotic beauty—marked by her facial tat-
too, which she later had removed—her made her
catnip to the Japanese media. While the Japanese
narrative of her life emphasizes her role as a trans-
lator and educator among the savages, Ziomek
highlights her role as a colonial official (in both the
internal affairs and aboriginal affairs offices) to
point out the extent to which colonial govern-
ments relied on colonial subjects like Yayutz to
govern the empire.

Ziomek uncovers more memorable stories
while discussing the development of the Ainu
tourist industry in the prewar and postwar peri-
ods. One of the early leaders in that industry was a
man named Ekashiteba, an Ainu who as a fifteen-
year-old participated in a performance of Ainu
culture for the Emperor Meiji during an imperial
tour in 1881. Another leader in the tourist industry,
Ekashimatoku, fought in the Russo-Japanese War
in the Japanese cavalry before devoting much of
his life to representing and teaching Ainu culture
in the burgeoning tourist industry. He also played a
key role in a remarkable incident that highlights
the tensions within Ainu society surrounding the
tourist industry. After the war, while entertaining
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Occupation officials in Hokkaido—one of whom
was Herbert Passin, a noted Japanologist at Co-
lumbia—an Ainu youth interrupted one of
Ekashimatoku’s Ainu dances and castigated him
for “making a spectacle of us” and “treating us as
barbarians” (p. 336). Ziomek also explores the ad-
ditional tensions generated by the tourist industry
in postwar Hokkaido due to the encroachment of
Japanese entrepreneurs who arrived from the
mainland to profit offit.

This review has focused on the people and sto-
ries in Ziomek’s book not only because they are so
memorable but also because it is a central purpose
of the book to recover them—to bring to light the
“lost stories” that are either silent in the colonial
archives or are skewed by their retellings within
the metropole. Two additional arguments run
through the book and help to tie its stories togeth-
er: first, that the Japanese colonial government re-
lied on colonial subjects to enact its rule; and sec-
ond, that the ideology of ethnoracial difference
that undergirded the colonial order was appropri-
ated by colonial subjects to their own advantage.
These arguments are not entirely new, and they
prompt key follow-on questions: What was the ex-
tent, and the effect, of this reliance on colonial sub-
jects? And what were the limits of the agency en-
tailed in those subjects’ acts of appropriation?
These are enduring questions in the historiography
on colonial rule, and Ziomek could hardly be ex-
pected to settle them. What she has done, however,
through her dogged research, is to force us to bring
greater precision and empathy to our arguments
about ethnicity and agency in colonial rule, in
view of the lived experience of colonial subjects. In
that sense, the book is truly a gift, one that I hope
will feature prominently in future scholarship and
teaching on the topic.
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