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How do we decide what to talk about and what to silence? Using the case of the burakumin, 
an “invisible” minority in Japan, I examine how silence on the existence and the experiences 
of burakumin is reproduced and challenged at the individual and institutional levels. Based on 
over a decade of longitudinal ethnographic research, including participant observations in two 
public junior high schools, I explore the experiences of forty burakumin youth in two different 
communities. I consider the overall cultural values of each community, shaped by differing so-
cial movement organizations advocating for burakumin, and the ways in which they affected 
how youth present themselves in different contexts. Further, I examine the two contrasting ap-
proaches the youth take within the community, following the locally dominant form of engage-
ment: openly voicing their background or wrapping buraku issues in silence. Finally, I show 
how the youth act in ways that intentionally and unintentionally reproduce silence surrounding 
buraku issues in Japan.
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