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How did you become interested in Ogasawara?

 A backpacker friend of mine showed me the islands on a map and talked 
about some fluorescent mushroom. I looked it up on Wikipedia and became much 
more intrigued with its geography and history. The islands were a part of Japan, yet 
they were so far away from the rest of the country. In basic Japanese history we are 
told that before the Meiji period, Japan never sailed across the sea to build colonies, 
so I began looking into how this made sense. As I searched for more details regarding 
the background of the islands, I learned that there were very few materials about the 
history of Ogasawara that link to the greater history of mainland Japan. That’s when 
I became really interested in studying the islands. It all came from a spontaneous 
curiosity. Then I decided to actually visit Ogasawara for the first time in 2013 and I 
just had a great time and met wonderful people. It was like being in paradise. 
 Two years later, when it came to find a good topic for my master’s thesis, 
then the idea of digging into the local history of the Bonin Islands crossed my mind. 
Not much had been written about the islands, but I felt that there must be something 
special there. And luckily, the islands turned out to be an important locus in the his-
tory of Japan’s modernization.

What did you discover about the history of Ogasawara?

 I think Ogasawara was the first overseas colony of Japan. Strikingly, it was 
the Tokugawa government that claimed and opened the island as early as 1862, 
taking control over its non-Japanese population. Some historians may argue that 
Hokkaido and the Ryukus were a sort of colony as well, but the situation in Ogas-
awara was very different. Hokkaido and the Ryukus were gradually integrated eco-
nomically into Japan. For example, the Ainu traded with Japan and some items such 
as lacquerware became essential tools for their ceremonies. They also started to work 
for Japanese “companies” and earned wages, which was a process that profoundly 
transformed their livelihood. They continued to rely on Japan since they did not pos-
sess the skills to produce these items on their own. 
 In Ogasawara, in contrast, one day a cannon boat appeared in the port, and 
the people were told “By the way, this is Japan, and you are all Japanese subjects”. 
The idea that inhabitants of a national territory become national subjects of that 
state is a modern idea. 

Unraveling the History of the Bonin Islands
with Jonas Rüegg

I met Jonas Rüegg just by chance one summer during his visit to Chichijima. When I learned 
that he was visiting for his research of the history of the islands at Harvard Universtiy, I be-
came deeply interested with his studies and interpretation of the past in this unique area of Ja-
pan. In his previous visit we held a history talk event at USK Coffee with Jonas and some locals. 
For this article I asked him a few questions about his findings and perceptions on history itself. 



 The Meiji government had just abolished the samurai status in the 1870s, 
when the term “Kikajin” (naturalized foreigners) became used to refer to foreigners 
who became Japanese subjects. To my knowledge, the “ōbeikei” (western descen-
dants) of Ogasawara were the first people in Japanese history that were pressured 
to renounce foreign citizenship and take on Japanese nationality. In other words, 
some essential modern features of the modern nation state such as citizenship and 
territorial sovereignty (modernization) were attempted or experimentally applied in 
Ogasawara before they were transported into the larger scale of Japan.

Then the transformation didn’t happen until the Meiji period?

 It actually began under the Tokugawa. When they first seized control over 
Port Lloyd (Futami Bay), Tokugawa officials handed the Japanese flag to Thomas 
Webb, who was a local and British national, in order to guide vessels entering the 
port. Notably it was a Hinomaru flag (the rising sun), not a kamon (family symbol) of 
the Tokugawa. In order to claim Ogasawara as their territory and space in the Pacif-
ic world, populated by ships and territories flying their own national symbols, the 
Tokugawa had to redefine the nation and its cultural boundaries. Could a white man 
be Japanese? This is a question they probably hadn’t pondered about before.

So your research is all about the Japanese state?

 Another area I’m hoping to look into is the environmental history of Ogas-
awara. However, it is very complex. What makes it really exciting, though, is that the 
transformation of the environment has happened over a very short period of time 
and it is quite radical. You have many species that have died out and many that have 
been introduced, and it’s probably in the stage of trying to create a new equilibri-
um. Thinking about history, you can see how politics, power and ethnicity shape the 
environment and are determined by it, too. The goats are in Ogasawara since Savory 
was used to eating mammals. The Japanese, in contrast, tried to grow cypresses and 
bamboo. Other settlers from the south Pacific brought yams, pineapples and other 
tropical fruits, which the Japanese examined with great interest. Intersecting culture 
and biology, I think, can tell us a lot about Ogasawara’s unique history.

That’s an interesting perspective for viewing history. However studying in 
Japan would seem like a more natural choice for your research. Are there any 

advantages for studying in a foreign country? 
 
 For me personally it is all about the approach to how we study history here. 
As I mentioned, my focus is on more conceptual aspects of history. The academic 
culture at Harvard allows me to expand big picture ideas. However, I often have the 
chance to visit Japan and the Bonin Islands as there are many important resources – 
such as friends that know the place and historians that know specific sources – that I 
wouldn’t find in America. Besides that, I love Japanese cuisine.



 A productive challenge of studying the history of a place far away is that 
you are forced to convince people that otherwise wouldn’t care, of the relevance 
of that place’s history. For people who have no personal connection with Japan 
and never heard about the Bonin Islands, why would they listen to your story? So, 
you are always on the mission to clarify for others what makes this so fascinating. 
Breaking out from your bubble is surprisingly difficult for specialists. But it can be 
great fun, too.

I understand, presentation is a hugely important factor when trying to share 
something that may at first seem less interesting to others. Then next, how 
would you explain that studying history matters?

 Of course, there is always the hope that people won’t repeat the mistakes of 
the past if they know history. This is definitely one of the fundamental – if some-
times futile – purposes of our endeavor. For example war happens again and again 
and it will probably always happen. But that doesn’t mean that historians have 
failed. It also has the purpose of serving people as a model to think. What was life 
like in the place I live now, where did my ancestors come from, how did it change, 
these are questions that people are naturally curious about because it’s a part of 
their identity, just as the language they speak and the clothes they wear.
 Our imagination of history changes and expands in dialogue with the pres-
ent. And this process is highly political. Nations have heroes and myths that spread 
trust and a sense of shared identity. Companies, parties and institutions have their 
official histories that represent an approved view of the past. Governments decide 
what ought to be taught at school and what ought not. The ideal is that academic 
historians follow the quest of finding an independent perspective in this confusion 
of interests. They try to make big statements to find patterns or trajectories that can 
be compared to different places or times, basing their theories in reliable sources.

Will there ever be an agreement on a correct history?

 As I said, it is the present that shapes the past. Today we think about the 
Meiji period differently than we may have fifty years ago, since the world we live in 
is a different one from fifty years ago. For instance, we see a different present that 
the past has produced than people who lived before World War II, or than people 
that lived during the postwar economic boom. The problems that occupy us as 
citizens of the present may be precarious work, aging society, or the decay of rural 
economies. For me, global environmental change is one of the most pressing issues. 
This informs how I look at the past and the sort of conclusions I look for. We cannot 
know what people in fifty years from now will be dealing with. (I believe environ-
mental problems will be even more pressing than today.) The history of Ogasawara 
will therefore never be conclusively told, either. Nathaniel Savory and his fellows 
stay alive in our imagination as long as we keep discussing the world they lived in 
through the lens of the world we live in.


