Between two self-portraits 2020-2025

Although there is a long and rich history of the art of portrait in Japan, the concept of self-
portrait was only introduced along other inventions from the West, in the second half of the 19%

century.

Many critics argue that this new phenomenon was strictly connected to the rising awareness of

the political and social self in the modern Japanese society.

Autobiography was also uncommon before the Meiji restoration. Taisho period (1920s and early
30s) saw the climax of the art of self-portrait, which coincided with the development of the so-
called I-novel, shishosetsu, by many criticized for being extremely narcissistic, but by others
named as the most autonomous genre ever produced by Japanese literature. This focus on the
self, on one’s identity, or what Karatani Kojin calles “the discovery of interiority”, in the early
decades of the 20th century was undoubtedly the result of gazing at the other, that is, at the West,

which served as a mirror.
Now I’d like to talk about my own self-portrait, or two, to be precise.

In 2020 I received the scholarship of the Japanese Ministry of Education to study in Japan. I was
born in Japan, 28 years before that, and up until then I had double Polish-Japanese citizenship. I
grew up and lived most of my life in Europe. In Japan, it is illegal to have double-citizenship
after turning 20 years old. Many people still keep it, but since the scholarship was dedicated to
foreigners and I was sure my future is more tied to Europe than Japan, I made the decision to
finally denounce my Japanese citizenship. It was not a difficult decision. I knew that it is only
some bureaucratic necessity. That my identity is not tied to my passport. That I am privileged

enough to have an EU passport, so that was not a big deal. And what is national identity anyway?

It was January 2020, the Japanese Embassy invited me to sign the denouncement papers. I had to
bring a document called koseki — family registry — tracing back my roots since Tokugawa period
(17™ century) when the custom of family registry started. My father had to mail it over to me
from Japan. What an odd and interesting document. Reading it I discovered my father was
married and divorced before he married my mother. Now that person is crossed out from the
registry with this big cross. Her presence is no longer acknowledged; she could be as well a dead

member of the family. Family secrets revealed through thorough Japanese bureaucracy.



I handed the document and was told to hand-write a statement in Japanese ‘hereby I denounce
my citizenship’, and seal it with my hanko — a personal stamp that is used in Japan instead of a
sign. I never had a hanko. I was told, therefore, to use my right index finger instead. So I pressed

my fingertip onto the red inkpad — and sealed the document with my papillary lines.

How odd, I thought. Papillary lines are unique to each person but their patterns are genetically
inherited — despite their uniqueness, there is a strong link between the fingerprints of the parents
and their children. The skin on my finger, inherited in half from my Japanese ancestors, served to
confirm that I am no longer Japanese. The corporeality of this act felt very symbolic. I was
feeling like a criminal. But also feeling like a child, a human being with no power of
signification — I remembered the prints of my feet when I was born that my mother showed me —
the prints taken in a Japanese hospital. With the very same body of mine, I hereby declare that I

am not Japanese.

My presence is now crossed out from the family of the Japanese state. I still appear in the koseki,
although my renunciation act is thoroughly recorded. I still have a right to my family name,
although I cannot officially use my Chinese characters. I have to spell my Japanese surname
phonetically. If I married and changed my surname, then I’d be crossed out and there would be a
big cross upon my name. Marriage for women means leaving the original family. And Japanese

women cannot keep their maiden names after marriage.
They gave me tissues to clean my finger. But my finger stayed red for the rest of the day.
This is what I called “the self-portrait of 2020”.

I made this self-portrait after that strange experience. Again, I dabbing my finger in the
‘vermillion meat’ (4<FA) — that is what “the inkpad” translates to in Japanese . The same
vermillion colour that symbolizes Japan. The vermillion of Shinto shrines, the vermillion of the

rising sun. But also very much the colour of arterial blood.

I looked closely at the print, I enlarged it. At the time I was suffering from severe eczema. The
skin on my hands, even on my fingertips was cracked. You can see these cracks more than you
can see my papillary lines. My phone at the time was unable to recognize my fingerprints. So is
this who I am? As I enlarged my fingerprint, it looked to me like a mask. My cracked,
fragmented, flaky, itchy persona.



The scholarship that I sacrificed my citizenship to finished last March. I lived in Japan for 4,5
years. I decided to go back to Europe, as I had planned. 5 years of reconnecting with my roots
and somehow feeling less Japanese than ever before. Somehow I was thinking that living in
Japan could help me fill up these cracks. And certainly it was beautiful journey. But it did quite
the contrary. It helped me to accept my incompleteness, my cracks, my flakiness, as the integral
— perhaps the core — part of me. My hands that shed the skin cyclically like a snake.

As I was saying goodbye to my life in Japan last February, I decided to make a new, actualized
self-portrait — like a new passport photograph. This is the self-portrait 2025, the most actual

version of me.

It is a totally different sign. My skin has healed, cracks have converged. I can finally see my
papillary lines. I don’t know much about the technologies used in the forensic, but I get the
feeling that these two would not match. So who was that person who signed the paper

renouncing my Japanese citizenship? What was she performing at the time?

This whole situation — the renunciation of the citizenship — is an act of imposing biopower by a
nation state. But I like to reframe it as a gesture of reclaiming my own power, by going back to

my body, by going back under my skin, which is my primary motherland.

The skin is the first, most important boundary that we have. The boundary of ourselves. The
paper in the embassy that touched the skin on my finger acutely showed the boundary between
“myself” and “not-myself”. My citizenship is arbitrary. My skin is not. It is mine, even when it
flakes and falls off.

I can no longer use my Chinese characters — I am deprived of the signs that denote my Asian
lineage. I am only left with my physical body. My skin is a proof that I exist in the physical

realm. But in fact, my papillary lines also form a kind of pictogram that is only my own.

Hanko, the stamp with a surname, is a symbol of institution, the system of the Japanese state.
Not having a hanko means I never participated in it. I am a stranger. But I do have a body — the
body that is outside of the system of institutional signification. My fingerprint signifies my
difference. Bodies can be governed and disciplined by the state, but I feel that the conscious

embodiment is a source of power.

The limits of language — any language — make it impossible for me to capture and articulate my



identity. Jolanta Brach-Czaina writes how women do not have surnames of their own, it is
always a surname of their husband, father or some other male ancestor. Women exist only
through one generation. Women only have their first names, which in East Asia is actually the
last. Family always comes first. My surname that can be written either in Chinese characters or
Latin alphabet — it is always either/or — is only one of the elements of my own narrative. This
narrative can never be complete, it’s always in flux or in the process of shedding. In that sense,
my body is a better signifier for my self. My fingerprint better captures at least the physical
aspect of my existence. And yet, it still remains just a signifier, it denotes an idea of me, just like
the pictogram % denotes an idea of vermillion. There is still an unbridgeable gap between my

finger and my fingerprint.

I feel strangely grateful that they made me use my finger and not a pen to sign the document with
Latin alphabet. It would embed me in the western realm that is not my own. The so-called West
is phonocentric, using Derrida’s terms, prioritizing voice over figure, reason over body. In the
so-called West, the disembodied voice equals the authentic. In the Sinosphere, it is the writing
that shapes meaning, which makes it more multidimensional, but it is again a disembodied

meaning, for it is only an idea.

The sign of my body is neither Eastern or Western, although it is produced by the DNA coming
from two distant geographies. You cannot read nationality out of my fingerprint. The only thing

you can read from it is the very human embodied experience.

The cycle of splitting and merging continues. Recently, after moving my official Japanese
address to my father’s home in the city where I was born, I encountered another bureaucratic
paradox: in the records, I existed twice. One citizen number assigned at my birth — as Japanese
— and another, assigned five years ago — as a foreigner — when I moved back. For a few days,
I had to wait for the state of Japan to “fix this problem”. Then, finally, over the phone, a
woman’s voice broke the limbo with cheerful finality: the number from your birth has been
nullified.

In the end, this is all I have: my papilary lines, my body, my soma, my primary motherland, my

inner territory that I want to keep sovereign and unclassifiable.



