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Transpacific Archives of Absence: Navigating Silenced Histories
Across Japanese and American Empires

Nayoung Aimee Kwon (Duke University)

How does one write about the forgotten, the absent, the silent, the invisible? How does
one write about histories, stories, and lives that were never meant to be seen or heard?
How are these challenges exacerbated in cases when these stories were made to be
invisible and silent, not because they did not happen, not because they were insignificant,
not because they were unimportant, but precisely because they did happen, because they
were so significant, and because they were so important. How then does one write about
these absented realities that have been actively repressed, suppressed, hidden, forgotten,
censored, and tabooed? In recent years, I realize this seemingly impossible challenge—
or what I have termed elsewhere as a conundrum or impasse—is what I have been
pursuing in the past two decades of my intellectual journey, and perhaps for even longer
in my own personal journey. These are of course similar challenges and goals shared by
those pursuing Zainichi literary studies today. This presentation introduces some of the
methodologies, strategies, and challenges that I have encountered while navigating—
often without a map—transpacific archives across imperial, national, regional borders in
the past two decades. My hope is that the lessons I have learned might be useful for others

who are navigating their own journeys.
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Muslim Migrants to Japan in Local and Global Perspective: From
Kim Saryang’s Mushi (1941) to Shirin Nezammafi’s Salam (2007)

Cindi Textor (University of Utah)

One avenue for opening “Zainichi” literary studies to broader contexts and fresh
perspectives is to consider the works of “Zainichi” writers alongside diverse texts
included under the rubric of Nihongo bungaku, or Japanophone literature. Critics such as
Kim Sokpom and Nayoung Aimee Kwon have offered valuable critiques of the “global
Japanophone” frame for its lack of distinction among Japanese-language works produced
under starkly different conditions: Japanese colonialism and its legacies in the case of
“Zainichi” literature, for instance, versus the globalized and cosmopolitan trajectories of
many 21st century foreign-born Japanese-language writers. For critics of the
contemporary Japanophone, it is often this elision of history or historicity (rekishisei) that
presents a problem. In this paper, I attempt a comparative reading that maintains
awareness of a vast historical gap between the two texts in question while insisting that
reading across such a gap can provide important insights into the question of historical
specificity at issue here.

The two texts in question are Kim Saryang’s Mushi (1941) and Shirin Nezammafi’s
Salam (2007), the former touching tangentially on the presence of Muslim immigrants in
the Japanese empire, and the latter focusing particularly on Muslim migration and refugee
issues in 21st century Japan. Despite this connection, it goes without saying that the texts
appeared in very different historical contexts and were written by authors in very different
positions—one inside, and one outside the Muslim migrant community. Nevertheless,
reading these texts in juxtaposition can reveal the division between “insider” and
“outsider” accounts to be somewhat spurious. This is not to say that a sense of equivalence
exists across the diverse experiences of foreign-born residents of Japan, as some discourse
on the Japanophone risks implying. On the contrary, in both texts, purported “insiders”
encounter enormous barriers to representing or even understanding other members of
their own communities. In both Mushi and Salam, internal difference comes to the fore,
particularly in the form of language barriers of regional dialect and pronunciation rather
than national language per se. My reading of these texts suggests that this kind of intra-
community (or intersectional) difference is more rather than less visible when placed in

an inter-community (or transnational) framework such as that of the Japanophone.
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