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While [ was studying at the University of California, Berkeley,
between August 1998 and May 1999, I witnessed a student strike to
save the Department of Ethnic Studies at that university. In this
paper, [ examine how ethnic studies started in the United States and
recent controversies and movements over ethnic studies, and I
consider the contribution of ethnic studies to multiculturalism in
American society today. I also discuss the implications of American
multiculturalism for Japanese society.

Ethnic studies in Berkeley started in 1969, spurred by a strike
by various minority students who organized the Third World
Liberation Front to establish an academic institution reflecting
histories, cultures, and experiences of minority people. The success
of the movement was reflected in the adoption of a requirement that
all students enroll in “American Cultures” courses offered through
various departments. However, this has undermined the unique-
ness of the Ethnic Studies Department and caused a reduction in the
number of its students. Furthermore, there has been a political
backlash opposing the treatment of race as a central issue. The
chair of the Ethnic Studies Department recently proposed to merge
ethnic studies with American studies to strengthen ethnic studies
and to redefine American identity. On the 30th anniversary of its

establishment, students began fighting to defend ethnic studies and

* Ethnic Studies at the University of California, Berkeley: Its Future Implications in
Multicultural American Society (HyuN Yoomi-ja)
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finally won their demands. Their movement received broad support
on campus and across the country.

Ethnic studies has contributed to multicultural American
society. Firstly, it questioned the definition of “American” and
sparked a reform of the Eurocentric curriculum. It revealed the
unjust foundations of society and shed light on minority contribu-
tions to the development of American society. Secondly, it has tried
to serve the needs of minority communities and aimed for minority
empowerment. Thirdly, ethnic studies began questioning oppres-
sions not only between racial and ethnic categories but also within
them. It started to deal with diversities within diversities such as
class, nationality, generation, religion, gender, and sexuality.

In Japan, where homogeneity has been cerebrated as a major
factor of its development, minority people have been made invisible.
It is necessary to reveal minority contributions to Japanese society.
Japan also has its own history of movements to defend minority
cultures and identities against assimilational policies to strengthen
a myth of homogeneity. We should search for possibilities to
respect diversities in Japanese multicultural society and enable

various minority people to participate as its visible members.
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