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Abstract 

NIGGERS AND JAPS:  
RIGHT-WING HIP-HOP AND THE BLACK MODEL MINORITY IN JAPAN

Dexter Lee Thomas Jr , Ph.D.

Cornell University 2020

Right-wing, nationalist hip-hop shouldn’t exist,  but it does in Japan. This is the 

starting point – but this dissertation ends up ends up expanding into several forms of 

pop  culture.  By  examining  what  “blackness”  means  in  Japan,  I  work  to  challenge 

assumptions about what “black” music means everywhere.

I begin in 2015, in a Tokyo street, as an underground rap artist performs an anthem 

at a rally for a far-right wing mayoral candidate. Through a review of a handful of minor 

and major artists, I show that it is precisely because the Japanese hip-hop scene “respects” 

black  people  and is  interested  in  black  politics  that  it  has  become compatible  with 

nationalism and the right wing. I then step back two decades to 1995, to examine a hip-

hop  comic  book  written  by  a  woman  who  simultaneously  achieved  two  things: 

accidentally exposed an early Japanese hip-hop scene struggling with being labeled “black 

wannabes”  by  mainstream society  (while  their  counterparts  who  performed  “white” 

music  were  able  to  express  themselves  freely),  and  also  helped  the  scene  out,  by 

launching the first successful Japanese hip-hop radio show. I then move back another 

two decades to 1975, to examine the funk/disco scene. I focus on two comics: a “Black is 

Beautiful” feature that served as a catalyst for bringing the legendary Soul Train to Japan, 

as well as Golgo 13, a long-running mass market comic that interpolated James Bond into 

a sort of “Japanese Savior” that depicted Japanese as friends and protectors of black 

freedom fighters, from Nelson Mandela to activists in the American Deep South. Finally, 



I look at GO,  a landmark work of Zainichi  (ethnic Korean in Japan)  literature in the 

2000s, to show that the anxiety over legitimating political art is also present in the left, 

and among Japanese minorities. I invert the concept of the “model minority,” arguing 

that  black  people  serve  a  specific  purpose  in  the  Japanese  popular  and  political 

imagination,  whether  left  or  right  –  with  a  reading  of  my  own experience  of  being 

targeted by Japanese police as a potential criminal and targeted by a leftist group as a  

political spokesmodel, in the same week.  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Chapter 0:  

2000: “Japs and Niggers…big fuckin’ deal.” 

There’s a famous scene in Takeshi “Beat” Kitano’s 2000 film Brother that seems like 

a good place to start this conversation.1

Kitano plays the role of Yamamoto, a disgraced mid-level yakuza member who has 

fled to America to avoid being killed by order of a rival group. He lands in Los Angeles in 

search of his younger half-brother Ken. He finds that Ken has also become something of 

a  criminal  leader  himself,  but  instead  of  an  esteemed  organized  crime  family,  he  is 

hanging out with a (largely black but otherwise) mixed-race band of street thugs, and is 

being pushed around and beaten up by a local Mexican drug boss.

Yamamoto decides to whip Ken’s  group into shape.  He speaks no English,  and 

relies on Ken to translate for him. At first, the other members of Ken’s gang are wary of 

Yamamoto, but when he kills the drug boss that was pushing the other gang members 

around, he earns their respect. The gang, now led by Yamamoto, begins expanding their 

operations, even successfully taking over other groups’ territories. After a while, a larger 

mob group takes notice of Yamamoto’s group, and the two rival bosses call a meeting in 

an office building. Of course, neither side has any true intention of a peaceful resolution 

to this conflict. It is made very clear to the viewer that somebody is going to die. The 

question is: who will it be?

Yamamoto and Ken arrive at the building, clearly outnumbered by the mob bosses. 

They are patted down to check for weapons by the mob underlings – but they do not 

know that beforehand, Yamamoto had ordered Ken to hide guns in the bathroom of the 

office building (this, by the way, is a clear homage to a scene in The Godfather, another 

 Brother (Shochiku Co., Ltd., 2000).1
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tale  of  oppressed  immigrants  trying  to  make  it  in  an  America  that  hates  them). 

Yamamoto and Ken are escorted into a boardroom, where they sit across from four mob 

bosses,  who  run  the  territory  upon  which  Yamamoto’s  ragtag  group  has  been 

encroaching. After a brief set of demands are made, Yamamoto motions to Ken, who 

excuses himself to go to the bathroom (and fetch the guns).

Realizing that Yamamoto’s translator has left the room, the mob bosses begin to 

argue with each other as though Yamamoto were not there. Yamamoto sits in silence as 

they speak. “You’d let them have the territory?” one of them asks the other. “Now why 

would you do that for these fuckin’  Japs?” “Why not,”  another answers,  slyly.  “We’re 

gonna massacre ‘em all anyway.” He smiles at Yamamoto, knowing that Yamamoto does 

not understand English. As expected, Yamamoto simply smiles blankly back at them. 

The mobsters laugh.

Ken comes back into the room. “It was occupied,” he whispers to Yamamoto in 

Japanese, so the bosses across the table can’t understand. “Couldn’t get [the guns]. What 

are we gonna do?”

“Feel  under the table,”  Yamamoto tells  his  younger brother.  Ken runs his  hand 

along the underside of the table, to find that his boss has taped four loaded guns under 

the table.  “Good to have insurance,”  Yamamoto grins.  They pull  the triggers,  killing 

everyone  across  the  table  in  an  orgasmic  wave  of  gunfire  that  lasts  far  longer  than 

necessary. The mobsters’ bodies jerk cartoonishly, as if being electrocuted.

A few moments of silence. Yamamoto pauses, lays one of his guns on the table, the 

other still in hand. He takes a last drag of a cigarette, then snuffs it out into his ashtray. 

He stands up, wordlessly, and empties the other gun’s chamber into each of his already-

dead rivals’ corpses. Four shots in rapid staccato; one bullet per body. Then, he snarls out 

a line, the line, the single sentence that this entire movie exists to deliver:
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ファッキンジャップぐらい分かるんだよ馬鹿野郎！  

I understand “fucking Jap,” you assholes! 2

The sounds of a somber piano fill  the air.  The scene is  over.  It is  a beautifully 

violent  choreography.  In  those  forty-five  seconds,  we  can  see  the  bombing  of  Pearl 

Harbor, decades of mob cinema, and every copy ever sold of The Japan that Can Say ‘No!’,  3

all  compressed  down into  a  fantastically  stubborn  and  masculine  rejection  of  white 

America.

Another moment, from later in the film: some time after the boardroom scene, 

Yamamoto has successfully taken over the rival mob’s territory, and has amassed a small 

empire,  based in in Little Tokyo. He has finally rebuilt  the group in his  own image. 

Instead of jeans and dirty sweatshirts, all the members now wear meticulously tailored 

suits, and ride in chauffeured limousines. The group is headquartered in a massive, multi-

story building, outfitted with the luxurious niceties one would expect in a proper upstart 

yakuza headquarters – with the curious addition of an indoor basketball hoop. This hoop 

serves as a focal point for a sort of bizarre cultural exchange, as both black and Japanese 

members play each other in friendly games,  passing the ball  to each other,  shouting 

amicably across racial lines in their own languages, as though the other understands.

But Yamamoto, ever the traditionalist, does not play basketball.  Instead, we see 

him sitting down with one of his new underlings, a black man named Denny (played by 

 There is a bit of context lost here in the official English translation. A more accurate, though awkward 2

translation, would highlight Yamamoto’s anger at the disrespect his rivals showed him by insulting him 
right in front of his face: “I might not speak English, but if you say “fucking Jap,” I’m gonna understand 
that, you assholes!”

 Shintarō Ishihara, 「NO(ノー)」と言える日本―新日米関係の方策　(=The Japan That Can Say "No" - 3

the New Policy for Japan-America Relations), ed. by Akio Morita, Kappa Homes, Shohan (Tōkyō: 
Kōbunsha, 1989).
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Omar Epps) to whom he has taken a liking. He is teaching Denny how to play Shogi, a 

strategy game that is occasionally referred to as “Japanese chess”. Denny, by the way, 

never calls Yamamoto by his name, but instead calls him by the name Ken taught him to 

use: “Aniki,” a generally respectful term of address that nowadays has a bit of a rough 

undertone, but essentially means, simply, “elder brother”. Hence the film’s title, Brother. 

This word, of course, when uttered by a black man, takes on a different nuance.

Back to  the  scene.  A Latino pimp under  Yamamoto’s  group’s  control  has  been 

called into the office, and is being questioned about his failure to pay back the money he 

owes.  After  being yelled at  for  a  while,  the man starts  to walk away,  angry at  being 

humiliated by a group that only months before, he would have been controlling. This is a 

collection of people that he knows should be lower than him on the racial hierarchy.

“Japs and niggers,” he mutters. “Big fuckin’ deal.”

The  camera  cuts  over  to  Yamamoto,  who  was  heretofore  ignoring  the  pimp’s 

existence entirely – until the slurs caught his ear. In the next scene, we see a close-up of 

the  gangster’s  face.  Yamamoto  has  shoved  several  Shogi  pieces  in  the  man’s  mouth. 

Yamamoto punches him in the gut. The man doubles over, blood and Shogi pieces flying 

out of his mouth.

The point of this scene is clear. Yamamoto rarely shows emotion, and his violence 

is generally purposeful, and not performed out of revenge. But when someone insults 

black or Japanese people, they are always punished, usually by Yamamoto himself. (We 

will see a similar phenomenon in our discussion of Golgo 13 in Chapter 3).

To  Yamamoto,  his  black  underlings  are  like  family.  Family  that  needs  to  be 

protected and guided; but family, still. They are his flock. At the end of the film, he will 

give his life for Denny. As Denny flees in a car with a bag of money, Yamamoto stands 

outside of a run-down roadside bar as Italian thugs approach him with guns drawn, his 
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arms akimbo as he is shot, slumping against the entranceway door, a Christ being nailed 

to a wooden cross.

I’d like to save deeper analysis of this movie for another time, but I’ll note here 

that my earlier comparison of the boardroom scene to Pearl Harbor was not an idle one; 

neither is Yamamoto’s name an accident. Kitano’s “Yamamoto” character was modeled 

after the actual Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, a uniquely charismatic figure in the Japanese 

Imperial Navy who oversaw the attack on Pearl Harbor, and who would be ambushed by 

American forces and shot down, striking a deep blow to the confidence of the Japanese 

war machine. This parallel would probably escape most non-Japanese film critics, but 

when  pointed  out,  it  is  fairly  obvious  –  the  film  “Yamamoto”  has  a  penchant  for 

gambling, as did the real-life Yamamoto. Both enjoyed playing Shogi.  And both represent 4

underdogs, taking on a superpower that they know will eventually kill them.

In  other  words,  Kitano’s  Brother  is  a  retelling  of  the  second  World  War.  Its 

ideological faithfulness to the source material is startlingly accurate – possibly even more 

accurate than even Kitano himself realized.

Two historical documents 

At the 1919 Paris Peace Conference that followed the end of what was then still 

called The Great War, Japan proposed an anti-racism clause that would emphasize the 

foundation for its position in the minds of foreign powers after WWII.

The clause read as follows:

The equality  of  nations  being  a  basic  principle  of  the  League  of  Nations,  the  High 

Contracting Parties agree to accord as soon as possible to all  alien nationals of states, 

 Similar interpretations of this film can be found in Brown Angel 2012.4
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members of the League, equal and just treatment in every respect making no distinction, 

either in law or in fact, on account of their race or nationality.

Most of the countries in attendance voted in the affirmative, with the final result 

standing at  11  to 6 in favor of  adoption.  Famously,  however,  US President Woodrow 

Wilson  changed  the  rules  after  the  fact,  saying  that  because  of  such  “strong 

opposition” (mostly by the United States and Australia, two countries which were very 

much still openly functioning on domestic racist policies), the amendment could only be 

passed if it was unanimously agreed upon. The clause was thus rejected, leaving the rest 

of the world to wonder about the motivations of the Japanese delegation, as well as those 

of the nakedly imperialist Western powers who so feared the clause as to unfairly kill it.

As Yuichiro Onishi notes, “the Japanese were responsible for introducing the racial 

equality  proposal,  but,  in  reality,  they  had  no  interest  in  trumpeting  the  right  of 

colonized  and  racially  oppressed  people  for  self-determination.  While  the  Japanese 

delegation  raised  the  banner  of  racial  equality,  the  Japanese  colonial  government 

suppressed Koreans’ struggle for self-determination and tightened the grip of colonial 

rule.”5

That is to say, Japan had various reasons for suggesting this clause in the first place. 

It was partially a response to the racist treatment of Japanese nationals in the United 

States, which was well known by the Japanese public, and a source of embarrassment and 

shame at home. It also had the effect of attempting to separate Japan from what they 

knew was a weak point in America’s ideological hypocrisy. Japanese representatives had 

been visiting the United States in an official capacity since the late 1800s, and it is clear 

from their writings that while some accepted their white hosts’ explanations of the racial 

 Yuichiro Onishi, ‘The New Negro of the Pacific: How African Americans Forged Cross-Racial Solidarity 5

with Japan, 1917-1922’, The Journal of African American History, 92.2 (2007), 191–213 (p. 196)
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hierarchy, others were horrified at the treatment of black people in this supposed land of 

the free.

However,  this  did not mean that  Japanese intellectuals,  much less  the Japanese 

public,  necessarily  thought  of  blacks  as  equals.  As  John  G  Russel  notes,  the  1933 

children’s book 冒険ダン吉 (The Adventurous Dankichi), while taking place in an “island in 

the South Pacific,” also featured African lions, and featured characters that looked very 

much like the big-lipped, wide-eyed Sambo-eque archetypes that filled American popular 

media at the time – flattening various dark peoples into into an exotic “Other” tribe that 

needed to be ruled by a Japanese boy.  There was an understanding in Japan that black 6

people, particularly Africans, were considered to be “backwards” by the West, and that 

Japan would do best to avoid being mistaken as being the “same” as these peoples.

On paper, while the anti-racism proposal may have looked like a stance for justice 

on behalf of “colored” people across the globe, it would be more accurately read as a 

careful attempt to allow for their own entry into an elite circle of Western nations.

However, many black intellectuals in the United States chose to put hope in the 

potential of Japan as a “champion of the darker races,” perhaps most famously W.E.B. 

DuBois, who was a particularly devoted believer. This was not quite a unanimous opinion 

(see, for example, a black contingent of the Communist Party USA who saw through 

Japan’s  imperialist  designs),  but  it  was  not  uncommon for  black  leaders  of  popular 

movements, such as Marcus Garvey and Elijah Muhammad to praise Japan as a potential 

ally of black Americans in a possibly upcoming racial war. (Strangely, this history finds a 

parallel in Brother. Yamamoto’s black underling Denny becomes his most loyal subject, 

 John G. Russell, ‘Excluded Presence: Shoguns, Minstrels, Bodyguards, and Japan’s Encounters with the 6

Black Other’, ZINBUN, 40 (2008), 15–51 (p. 34).
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and  sticks  to  his  side  until  the  end,  while  Ken,  bound  to  Yamamoto  by  blood  and 

country, runs away.)

But  to  have  a  better  understanding  of  the  Japan that  Kitano would  retrace  in 

Brother, we should look at the infamous “Reischauer Memo,” written in September 1942 

and received by the Assistant Secretary of War. Edward Reischauer, who was at the time 

a faculty instructor in Far Eastern Languages at Harvard, was particularly worried about 

what he called “the inter-racial aspects of the conflict in Asia.”7

Reischauer, even at such an early stage in the war, had become concerned with how 

the United States should govern a defeated Japan. Though he had confidence that the US 

could defeat Japan in a military contest, the ideological war would not be so easily won. 

This is because it was clear to anyone who was paying attention that – on paper at least 

– Japan’s racial politics were far more “civilized” than those of the West.

“Japan  is  attempting  to  make  her  war  against  the  United  Nations  into  a  holy 

crusade of the yellow and brown peoples for freedom from the white race,” he warned.  8

If things continued along the same path, Reischauer predicted that “the Japanese might 

be able to transform the struggle in Asia in reality into a full-scale racial war.” Reischauer 

was fully aware that Japanese propaganda had long been painting America as a country 

full  of  virulent  racists.  He  was  also  aware  that  they  had  a  point.  Reischauer’s 

recommendation  was  to  move  toward  discrediting  this  notion,  both  by  recruiting 

Japanese-American soldiers in the US military, as well as avoiding racist depictions of 

Hirohito, with the eventual goal of setting up a “puppet regime” in Japan with Emperor 

Hirohito as an empty figurehead. Once the war ended, America would need to bring 

Japan under its wing.

 T. Fujitani, ‘THE REISCHAUER MEMO: Mr. Moto, Hirohito, and Japanese American Soldiers’, Critical 7

Asian Studies, 33.3, 379–402

 Fujitani, p. 401.8
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This would prove difficult, once the occupation began. Any Japanese familiar with 

black literature or who had read reports of US segregation policies likely felt a rather 

unpleasant sense of deja vu in the summer of 1946 when they first encountered “Japanese 

Keep Out” signs posted up outside of  military recreational  facilities,  or  the separate 

entrances set up for Americans and Japanese in courtrooms  - both practices a result of a 9

system ostensibly  set  into place to provide security  for  occupying forces,  but  clearly 

bearing tinges of American racism.

Just  as  the government at  home did during the war,  the General  Headquarters 

(GHQ) understood (in varying degrees of accuracy) the danger that racial dialogue held. 

When possible, it suppressed such discourse. The Civil Censorship Detachment (CCD) 

of  the  GHQ,  operating  under  rather  unclear  guidelines,  often  wavered  between 

encouraging “useful” criticism of race to outright censorship of any mention of race at all 

(resulting in the disappearance of the term “yellow race” from the Japanese press, as the 

term might “arouse Japanese racial awareness” and lead to rebellion.  This logic was also 10

behind the CCD decision to censor the use of the term “colored race” in reference to 

Japanese, as this once again brought with it the danger of a feeling of brotherhood with 

oppressed black GIs).

In summary, as Naoki Sakai notes, American powers found it expedient to, through 

various methods, to give Japan a “sense of their own position in the hierarchy of races in 

the world.”11

 Yukiko Koshiro, Trans-Pacific Racisms and the U.S. Occupation of Japan, Studies of the East Asian 9

Institute (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p. 61.

 Koshiro, Trans-Pacific Racisms and the U.S. Occupation of Japan, p. 63.10

 ‘The Loss of Empire and the Nationalism of Hikikomori (Reclusive Withdrawal)’, in (presented at the 11

Meiji Gakuin University, Tokyo, 2015), p. 39.
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“Simply  put,”  Sakai  continues,  “the  Americans  wanted  the  Japanese  to  be 

unambiguously racists.” In fact, anti-racism was to be strictly avoided:

…and for the American policy makers, the image of the Japanese who strive to discard their own 

racism towards the other Asians of the underdeveloped countries was nothing but a nightmare.”

The occupying United States forces, Sakai argues, succeeded in “[turning] Japanese 

nationalism into an instrument of colonial governance.” But this is not simply a top-

down, oppressive force, it was a sort of mutual game:

[The] Japanese, occupying the positionality of the colonized in this case, should desire to fashion 

themselves according to an image imposed upon them, but it is the very desire that the (white) 

Americans,  occupying  the  positionality  of  the  colonizers  in  this  dialectic  game  of  mutual 

recognition, have of the Japanese.

To Sakai’s important analysis, I would add that to complete the desired result, a 

consciousness of blackness was also useful. Japan could not tell the West that it is just 

like them; as happened in 1919, they were simply rejected. But by distancing itself from 

“backwards” peoples, including black people, Japan could at least fashion itself into what 

the West was telling it should aspire to.

A note on “Japanese racism” 

This  will  come  into  play  later  in  this  dissertation,  but  I  will  be  clear  here  in 

advance: when I speak of racism in modern Japan, it is in the context described above: a 

society in which intellectuals were aware of Western racism, and who were far-sighted 

10



enough to even use that fact in an ideological war against Western powers. And, in the 

context of a nation that after WWII was remade in America’s image, and was actually 

encouraged to think of itself as racist. And further, because of the above, in the context of 

a  subculture  of  hip-hop that  while  on the  one hand,  is  uniquely  interested in  black 

politics,  continues to fall  into the same ideological trap that was laid for it by white 

American hegemony and its local enactors.

Thus, I hope the reader will not expect to find here a confirmation of the idea that 

something  is  uniquely  “wrong”  with  Japan  –  that  Japan,  due  to  some  supposed 

“traditional cultural values,” has a predisposition to racism that other nations or cultures 

do  not  suffer  from.  This  attitude  is  unfortunately  extremely  common,  but  must  be 

rejected as simply an extension of, generally, biological racism, and specifically, a kind of 

liberal American exceptionalism that still views “other cultures” as perpetually “behind” 

America, the country that leads us all in the march toward equality and freedom.

Instead, I hope that the reader will marvel at the brutal efficacy of white hegemony. 

To the reader who is unfamiliar with modern Japanese society (that is to say, does not 

understand Japanese, or has had little contact with Japanese people), many of the forms 

of racism that will be discussed in this dissertation will seem very familiar to the racial 

rhetoric that was still acceptable a generation or two ago in Europe and America. But 

again, this tells us more about Europe and America that it does about Japan.

That is to say: if we are to be shocked at the racism we see in Japan, we should be 

shocked at the fact that white supremacist hegemony has been so pervasive and effective 

as to render the Japanese hip-hop fans, that is, the Japanese group most likely to have an 

open curiosity and desire to understand black Americans, almost completely unable to come to 

recognize racism when it is right there in the mirror. And if we are surprised that black 

Americans  seem to  represent  the  same sort  of  ultimate,  forever-oppressed victim in 
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Japanese popular thought as they do in Western popular thought, we should again take a 

moment to recognize that this is yet another testament to how uncreative, yet powerful 

and widespread, the white hegemonic imagination is.

It’s hard to say for sure, but I believe my reading of Brother probably finds more 

parallels in actual history than Kitano himself would. That is to say, while I find an ironic 

parallel between Denny and black intellectuals, Kitano’s version of black-Japanese racial 

politics in Brother does not question the goals of this project of Japanese imperialism. 

The politics of affiliation (this phrase will come into play later) is the same – black and 

Japanese on the same side, a or more specifically, a third-world coalition led by Japan.

One more thing. The “I understand ‘fuckin’ Jap’, asshole” line serves as the centerpiece 

for a “Neva Enuff,”  a music video for a hip-hop track by a rapper named Zeebra, who I 12

will discuss in more detail in the next chapter. The music video mostly takes place in a 

movie theater, where a group of men wearing hip-hop-style clothing are watching Brother 

on the big screen. Before the first verse begins, we see the aforementioned boardroom 

scene, as the men look at the screen. This scene is compressed – as soon as the mob boss 

says “fuckin’ Japs,” the camera cuts over to Yamamoto standing up and shooting him. 

The image on the screen flips back and forth between scenes from the film to images of 

the men in the theater themselves – they are projecting themselves into the image of 

what they see in Brother.

Here’s where it gets interesting, though: the second verse is performed by a rapper 

named Aktion, who is none other than the same actor who plays Yamamoto’s “brother” 

Ken in Brother. He opens his verse with these lyrics:

 Zeebra and Aktion, ‘Neva Enuff ’ <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SvAbsrS8jDY>.12

12

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SvAbsrS8jDY


この日を待ってたぜ　マジな兄弟　血も出どこも違うが一心同体  奴らを見てれ

ばやりたい放題　見逃しゃ　かく恥　日本崩壊だ  過去の話にゃ　動じねえ　俺

ら　現実　構えた同士ね  溜まり溜まった気持ちがあんだぜ　俺らお前の英語　

解んだぜ HAHA! 人種差別にカンカンだ　これは現実取り戻す反乱だ

Loosely translated, this reads as follows:

I’ve been waiting for this day, we’re real brothers. Different blood, from different 

places, but our hearts are the same. Look at those guys, they’re just doing whatever 

they want. If we let it slide, it’d be shameful, Japan would be destroyed. We’re not 

afraid of the past; we’re both are ready for reality. I’ve got a lot of things I wanna get 

off my chest. I understand your English, assholes, HAHA! I’m pissed off at racism. 

This is an uprising, to take back reality!

This  song is  stripped down to the element that  make the boardroom scene so 

popular: the Japanese-as-underdog who is finally fighting back against white America. 

The  black-person-as-partner,  which  we  will  see  in  different  forms  throughout  this 

dissertation, is never explicitly referenced, but is somewhat implied by the use of “black” 

music as the vehicle for delivery.

However,  “Neva Enuff” is  delivered in a language that the white oppressor will 

never understand. The rappers are, for lack of a better term, preaching to the choir. They 

speak to themselves. Whereas Kitano’s film was at once an exaggerated pantomime of 

“Japanese culture,” and also sly jab at the white man, delivered in his language, and filmed 

on his own soil; “Neva Evuff” is a self-serving pantomime, a threat performed in front of 

a mirror. A macho pep talk. It’s the rap equivalent of Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver, 
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practicing being a “tough guy” in a room, alone, pulling a gun on an imaginary foe: “Are 

you…talkin’  to  me?”.  Well,  not quite imaginary,  because the foe exists  – but he is  not 

present to retort.

The rapper KRS-One often says that hip-hop is  like a “confidence sandwich” – 

when you sing along with the words of your favorite rap song, you are putting those 

words into your mouth. The confidence, the rebelliousness of those lyrics now become 

your confidence, your rebelliousness, your courage. Your fight against the oppressor.

“Neva Enough” attempts to reframe the fatalistic doomsdayism of Brother into a 

macho affirmation of Japanese identity. Both are fictions, framed against the very real 

backdrop of white American hegemony, but whereas Brother is a wistful look back at a 

Japan that has failed, but failed honorably, while protecting his flock; “Neva Enough” 

avoids  the ideological  language of  “failure,”  and rejects  this  history  to  instead frame 

Japan as an “underdog” which will no longer allow itself to be pushed around.

Brother is a true story. “Neva Enough” is a new story, made possible by hip-hop.

I will begin to discuss what this all means, and offer some ideas for how we got 

here, in the next chapter. But in the meantime, a bit about what I’ve written here.

Hip-hop is never enough 

When I began this dissertation, my intention was to write about Japanese hip-hop. 

Instead, I have widened my focus, and have written a dissertation that that uses Japanese 

hip-hop as an entry point to analyze how black people are consumed and processed as 

political images in Japan. As I will elaborate, (particularly at the end of Chapter 3), it 

seems that postwar Japan has been searching for something, and that there is a general 

feeling that black people may hold this something.
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My approach is  informed primarily  by  cultural  studies.  I  analyze  both hip-hop 

music itself,  as  well  as  the media (comic books,  interviews,  social  media,  books,  and 

magazine articles) that hip-hop produces about itself, to ask the question: what is Japan 

saying to itself, about itself, when it talks about black people? And, what is Japan saying 

to itself, about itself, when it uses “black” methods of expression?

In order to make this dissertation more broadly applicable to other fields of study, 

and more useful to scholars who are not interested in hip-hop, I have looked at media 

outside of hip-hop, including media created before hip-hop was even “invented” (see, for 

example, Chapter 3). But my decision to not write only about Japanese hip-hop was not 

because  I  felt  that  hip-hop was  too  narrow of  a  subject.  It  was  because  soon  after 

beginning, I realized that writing about hip-hop was not going to be feasible.

Culture at the speed of capital 

Academic publishing is not a good forum for discussing hip-hop, at least not in real 

time.  The pace of  publishing is  simply too slow to keep up with the culture.  As an 

example:  the  first  version  of  Chapter  1  of  this  dissertation  was  finished  in  2011.  I 

presented it  at several  presentations at academic conferences in 2012,  resulting in an 

invitation to submit it for a journal that same year. I did so, but then I had to wait for 

peer edits. These would take a few rounds, with months, or even years, in between each 

round. The article was finally released in 2016 – five years later.13

Five years, in hip-hop time, is an entire generation, perhaps two. Things that were 

becoming popular in 2011 were out of style by 2016. Entire careers had begun, and ended, 

within  that  period.  The  technology  of  distribution,  and  the  culture  around  this 

technology, had also completely changed (more on this below).

 Dexter Thomas, ‘Niggers and Japs: The Formula Behind Japanese Hip-Hop’s Racism’, Social Identities, 13

22.2, 210–25.
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Hip-hop  is  a  strange  genre.  If  we  give  hip-hop  a  conservative  commercial 

“birthdate” of 1979, then it is at least 40 years old as I write this sentence in 2019.  In 14

that time, it  has gotten more  popular,  not less.  For more than 40 years,  hip-hop has 

somehow managed to be a “youth” genre, while simultaneously making room for both 

the 47-year-old Jay-Z and the 17-year-old Lil Pump at the top of the charts.15

Hip-hop is a genre that, more than any other, demands reflexivity, or meta-ness. In 

some ways, it makes certain kinds of academic study and journalism almost unnecessary, 

because hip-hop is able to talk about itself. Rappers not only rap about the world around 

them, but about themselves, each other, and the state of their own genre. Chuck D of 

Public Enemy was once quoted as saying that hip-hop is the “black CNN” - it may more 

accurate to say that hip-hop is its own CNN. (Or maybe its own Poynter Institute.)  It’s 16

easy  to  overlook  how incredibly  profound  this  is  today,  as  hip-hop  has  become  so 

ubiquitous – but consider the fact that other popular music cultures do not allow for 

explicit  meta-criticism within  their  lyrics,  and  hip-hop’s  uniqueness  becomes  more 

apparent.

Hip-hop has not only outlasted the commercial spans of genres like punk, techno, 

grunge,  and  so  on  – but  it  has  shown that  it  can  cannibalize  and  subsume  them. 

Nowhere is this more starkly evident than the 2018 success of Lil Nas X’s “Old Town 

Road”. Lil Nas X, a 19-year old black rapper, took a beat sampling an industrial rock 

song, recorded a tongue-in-cheek verse about being a cowboy, and ended up topping 

 1979 is the year “Rapper’s Delight” was released. This is the year that hip-hop became globally 14

recognized as a musical form, but most scholars of hip-hop place the birthdate much further back, at a 
party thrown by DJ Kool Herc in 1973.

 Jay Z’s 4:44 album debuted at the top of the Billboard Hot 100 chart in July of 2017, Lil Pump’s “Gucci 15

Gang” hit #2 in November of the same year.

 The Poynter Institute of Media Studies, a journalism school and research organization dedicated to 16

studying and reporting on journalism, as well as establishing standards for fact-checking and ethics in 
newsrooms.
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both the Hot R&B/Hip-Hop Songs and Hot Country Songs charts. Five years ago, this 

seemed unthinkable,  but  in  retrospect,  it  makes  sense.  Hip-hop is  a  genre  built  on 

extracting  value  from any  source  it  can:  current  events,  popular  culture,  technology, 

songs from other genres, songs from the same genre.

No other genre compares to this. The Beatles’ “We Can Work It Out” was written 

in 1965, and Adele’s “Hello” was written in 2015 – but if one reads the lyrics of either 

song, there would be no way to tell when either song was composed. The former song 

might well have come out last year, the latter in the ‘30s. Understanding the meaning of 

either song requires no context other than a basic grasp of the English language.

But  hip-hop  is  often  tied  to  place,  capital,  and  especially  time.  Without 

understanding  the  surrounding  context,  the  content  is  rendered  completely 

incomprehensible. When pagers were in vogue in 1991, A Tribe Called Quest wrote “Sky 

Pager,”  an ode to being important and rich enough to receive requests  for  sex from 

women, via alphanumeric text. As FaceTime and Snapchat became ubiquitous in 2016, 

Yo Gotti released “Down in the DM,” an ode to being important and rich enough to 

receive nude photos from women, via instant message. The base theme of each song is 

the same (money allowing for easy access to technology and sex), but each song’s method 

of expressing this theme is so different as to be mutually unintelligible (sending photos 

via mobile device was unimaginable in the ‘90s, and most teenagers today have no idea 

what a “pager” is).

Hip-hop  has  an  insatiable  appetite  for  technology  –  jumping  at  the  first 

opportunity for a new method of production or distribution; constantly seeking any new 

topic for commentary. The only thing constant about hip-hop is change. It is almost self-

aware. It can’t be replaced, it instead consumes all other genres. It is quite possibly the 
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final genre of music, in that even if something else arises, hip-hop will simply eat it. Hip-

hop won’t die until capitalism does.

The above has presented me with a challenge: I have had to think about what 

usefulness my research could have to the rest of the world. I knew that if I wrote about 

Japanese hip-hop in 2015, focusing on showing the most up-to-date picture of the scene 

as it was, then I would have to be satisfied with my work being little more than a time 

capsule. This then brought me to the core of the struggle of any scholar – what is the 

point of my work? What is my contribution to “the field” – and considering that there is 

no “field” of Japanese hip-hop (yet), which “field” am I contributing to? Japan studies? 

Area Studies? Hip-hop studies? History?

In the end, I decided to abandon any attempts at being up to date, as well as any 

attempts at focusing on furthering knowledge in any one “field”.  Instead,  I begin by 

focusing on the core of what distinguishes Japanese hip-hop from its American cousin, 

while also noting the similarities it has with American hip-hop, and how that might serve 

as a mirror to better understand how we talk about “authentic” hip-hop. This then allows 

me to make broader comparisons to the meaning of “authenticity” when it relates to 

victimhood and blackness in the Japanese context; which, again, forces us to think about 

victimhood and blackness in the American context.

That is – at the risk of repeating my previous comments about Japanese racism: I 

do not posit my work as an indictment of Japanese culture. Actually, I don’t intend for 

this to be read as a study of Japanese culture at all, though it can certainly be used as 

such, in tandem with a few good books on the subject.  Nor is it an overall  study of 

Japanese hip-hop: I consciously leave out topics such as musicological analysis, dance, 

and graffiti. The reader should not expect a survey of Japanese hip-hop history.
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Neither should the reader expect me to pronounce Japanese hip-hop “authentic” or 

a  “copy.”  I  don’t  find this  sort  of  categorization interesting.  However,  I  do find the 

phenomenon of Americans (and in particular, white Americans) looking to separate hip-

hop  into  levels  of  “authenticity”  an  interesting  one.  Most  discussions  of  non-black 

American hip-hop seem to eventually return to the question of authenticity, from a very 

particular  standpoint:  that  of  the  outside  observer  who  is  an  arbiter  of  quality  and 

authenticity, simply by virtue of them being an outside observer (that is, they’re not even 

an artist/producer themselves, just a consumer, if that). Some dismiss non-black attempts 

at hip-hop as appropriation (this is common among left-leaning cultural critics), while 

others  (generally  academics)  tend to search for  and celebrate  things  that  make their 

object of study “authentic” – usually centering on political or culturally subversive lyrics 

to make their case. While these conversations can occasionally be interesting (in that 

they give an illuminating look at the person who is doing the criticizing), they rarely give 

any insight as to the perception of the scene by either those who live in it, or those who 

live outside of it.

Instead, I hope that the reader will understand this as a meta-analysis of two fields 

of study: hip-hop studies, and Area Studies. I hope to do here what hip-hop is good at –

 talking about everything, including myself. I have lived the “Area Studies” culture (as a 

graduate  student).  I  have also  lived the “hip-hop” culture:  partially  on purpose (as  a 

producer, semi-professional DJ, occasional music journalist, and former radio host), and 

partially by osmosis (as a black kid growing up in America). So, I want to speak about 

both.  (If  I  can further abuse the hip-hop metaphor,  I  guess  one could think of  this 

dissertation as  a  short  album which,  on the surface,  is  ostensibly about the topic of 

Japanese popular culture, but that devotes more than a few verses to talking about other 

people’s albums, as well as my own album itself.)
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That is, by focusing on the crossover point between these two disparate fields of 

study, I hope my work can be useful as a way to question our assumptions about each 

field. In particular, I hope to challenge the kind of ethnocentrism that encourages us to 

think of hip-hop, or “black music” in general, as inherently progressive, revolutionary, 

and anti-racist.

As a preview: my conclusion is that this thinking is essentialist, it is patronizing, 

and for any true progress to be made in any study involving music, it must be rejected.

Japan’s late digital revolution 

Understanding the points I want to make in this dissertation does not require any 

prior knowledge of the Japanese scene. For those who are curious, however, there are 

several books in Japanese that cover the early days of the scene. ブラスト公論  (Blast 

Public  Debate),  a  retrospective  of  the  now-defunct  Japanese  hip-hop  magazine  Blast, 

written by Utamaru (who also appears in Chapter 3), is a good place to start, and would 

add perspective.  Several  rappers have also released autobiographies –  including major 

personalities such as Zeebra, Hannya, and MC Kan.17

English resources are more limited. For the time being, then, while I do not agree 

with the philosophical approach taken by Ian Condry in Hip-Hop Japan, his monograph 

does offer a partial sketch of the “golden era” of the mid ‘90s of Japanese hip-hop.  It is 18

not comprehensive (Buddha Brand, for example, is never mentioned, nor is Microphone 

Pager – and any “history” of the scene is incomplete without these two landmark acts), 

 Zeebra, Zeebra自伝: hip hop love (=Zeebra Autobiography: Hip Hop Love) (Tokyo: Pia, 2008); Hannya, 何17

者でもない (=I’m Nobody) (Tokyo: Gentosha, 2018); Kan a.k.a. GAMI, ヒップホップ・ドリーム (=Hip-

hop Dream) (Tokyo: Kawade Shobo Shinsha, 2019), respectively.

 Ian Condry, Hip-Hop Japan: Rap and the Paths of Cultural Globalization (Durham: Duke University Press, 18

2006).
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but many of the artists who are glossed over in this work are covered there in more 

detail, though my interpretation of these acts often differs from his.

But, as a precursor to the next chapter, there is one cultural nuance that would be 

helpful for a reader who is unfamiliar with the scene: the impact that cell phone culture 

had on Japan’s delayed entrance into mixtape culture.

It’s  hard to overstate the influence that cell  phones had in Japan. When I first 

visited Japan on a cultural exchange program in 2001 at the age of 16, I was surprised at 

Japanese mobile phone culture. I wouldn’t have my own phone for a couple years: in early 

2000s American culture, cell phones were business tools, for adults. So I was shocked to 

find that in Japan, it was not uncommon for an elementary school child to have their 

own cell phone. But more importantly, phones were not just for business, but for play. All 

around  me,  I  saw  Japanese  teenagers  snapping  pictures,  messaging  each  other,  and 

playing colorful video games – all on their sleek, streamlined cell phones.

In comparison, the phone most common among American teenagers whose parents 

could afford the luxury at the time was the Nokia 3210, a small slab of a phone with a 

tiny  black  and white  screen  that  struggled  to  do  anything  beyond making  calls  and 

sending brief 128-character messages. Next to what I’d just seen in Japan, the Nokia 3210 

that I received two years later as a hand-me-down from my father looked like a primitive 

plastic brick with an “on” switch. At that time, Japan was eons ahead of America in terms 

of distribution of cultural content. This wouldn’t last long.

By the early 2000s, music sharing services like Napster were already ubiquitous. 

Once connected to Napster, your ability to freely download music or other media was 

limited only by your connection speed, your stomach for copyright infringement, and the 

space left on your hard drive. In the mid 90s, I had been fairly good with computers, 

having  cut  my teeth  on maneuvering  DOS prompts  to  install  shareware  games.  But 
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Napster and music blogs turned an entire generation of music fans, myself included, into 

whiz kids. If you were young and into music, word would eventually get to you that there 

was an entire universe of music that was not on the radio. But if you wanted to access it, 

you  needed  to  learn  how to  use  your  computer  to  download  songs,  organize  them, 

transfer them to CDs or an mp3 player – and then troubleshoot your system when you 

inevitably downloaded a virus.

This phenomenon was less common in Japan, as music piracy was far easier there. 

Rather than going through the trouble of learning how to navigate dodgy websites on the 

family computer, one could simply walk into a music rental chain store like Tsutaya, and 

rent a new album, for a fraction of the price of purchasing it. During the late 90s, while 

the MiniDisc was a popular recording format, a customer would record the CD onto 

their MiniDisc, and return the CD. As recordable CD-Rs became more widely available, 

piracy became even more convenient (Tsutaya sells blank CD-Rs at the front counter, no 

questions asked). So, for the average music fan, there was no need to get on the Internet.

And again, because Japanese cell phones were so advanced, there was no need for 

the average person to use a computer in their daily life. Most of the basic functions of 

the Internet for young people – sending emails, reading message boards, and connecting 

with friends via social networking services – could all be handled in the palm of your 

hand.  But despite the technical capabilities of Japanese cell phones they didn’t have 19

anywhere near the amount of hard drive space necessary that a desktop computer did, 

thus limiting their ability to store large music files. Also, wireless data was prohibitively 

expensive.  Thus,  a  desktop  computer  was  still  the  best  method  for  distributing 

 (In 2020, the rest of the world is still catching up to this mode of production and consumption. Apple 19

has released a commercial in which a child plays with an iPad, and when an adult asks her about a 
“computer,” she is puzzled, having never heard of one., Chance Miller, ‘Apple Challenges the Definition of 
a PC with New “What’s a Computer” iPad Pro Ad [Video]’, 9to5Mac, 2017 <https://9to5mac.com/
2017/11/16/ipad-pro-whats-a-computer-ad/>. For most people, a smartphone is more than enough.)
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independent  music.  So  when  American  websites  such  as  Myspace,  and  independent 

music blogs, began to revolutionize how independent music was spread, the Japanese 

market was at a disadvantage – ironically, because of its cutting-edge technology.

Partially because of this, the Japanese market was long lukewarm when it came to 

online music sales, and very cautious about using the internet for viral music promotion. 

In contrast, American hip-hop culture was beginning to abandon CDs for the Internet 

by the mid 2000s. Lil Wayne, who at that time was well on his way to widely becoming 

considered  one  of  the  greatest  rappers  alive  –  had  released  nearly  a  dozen  online 

mixtapes for free. His 2002 “SQ4” is, by any standard, on par with a commercial release –

 but it was freely available online. In most genres, conventional industry wisdom would 

say that Lil Wayne had no need to release anything for free. He’d been a commercial 

success since his teenage years, and could make money on a commercial release. But by 

this point, hip-hop culture had not only made room for online “promotional” releases, 

but the consumer base was beginning to demand them. And the labels were scrambling 

to meet that demand.

I experienced this myself. In 2005, I began a music podcast, playing a mix of hip-

hop  and  electronic  music.  Everything  was  freely  downloadable.  I  started  with  only 

independent artists, but within months of starting the show, major labels were sending 

me music, asking me to put their songs on my show – again, for free download. For a 

time,  around  2007-08,  my  show  was  top-ranked  in  iTunes.  I  continued  to  play 

independent artists, because that was what I was most interested in, but I also included 

major label acts when I liked the music enough. I can still  remember, for example, a 

promoter  associated  with  a  major  music  label  sending  me  an  advance  copy  of 

“International Players Anthem (I Choose You)” by UGK, featuring Outkast. I loved the 
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song so much that I put out a mix that afternoon,  featuring that song at the beginning 20

– thereby giving tens of thousands of people free access to a song that hadn’t officially 

been released, and wouldn’t be available in stores for another two months.

This, of course, was completely illegal. I risked legal action. But it never came. I 

didn’t exactly look for press attention, and there were many music blogs larger and more 

popular than mine, but neither was my show under the radar. I received modest coverage 

both in the US and abroad,  and nobody ever asked any questions. More prominent sites 21

than were in even greater danger of a lawsuit. But in general,  there seemed to be an 

unspoken agreement between the “bootleggers” and the labels, particularly in the hip-

hop scene. We had the tacit encouragement of labels, who were desperate to connect to 

an audience that was used to the market adapting to their needs, not the other way 

around.

Meanwhile, in the Japanese scene, releasing anything online for free was almost 

unheard  of.  Fans  of  Japanese  hip-hop  looking  for  new  music  online  would  be 

disappointed – there was nothing to be found. The demand was not there.

All  of  that  changed  around  2009,  when  a  small  group  of  relatively  unknown 

rappers, frustrated with an industry that wasn’t moving quickly enough for them, took a 

cue from the American scene and started releasing their songs online in mixtape form. 

At first it was a slow trickle – one release one month, then another a few months later – 

as if rappers were feeling each other out, trying to figure out if the domestic market 

would accept this strange form of expression (and promotion). Soon, however, the pace 

quickened – one mixtape a month, two a month, ten a month. Eventually, new online 

 Dexter Thomas, ‘MIXTAPE #66 – Soul’, The Mixtape Show, 2007 <http://mixtapeshow.net/0401/20

mixtape-66-soul/>.

 e.g. Q Magazine, ‘100 Ways to Get Free Music’, Q Magazine, March 2007, p. 91.21
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radio stations, websites, and labels developed to meet Japan’s growing demand for free 

access to hip-hop music.

One of the first of these rappers was Cherry Brown. He was born on a US military 

base in Yokohama, and is of mixed black American and Japanese heritage. Though he 

generally raps in Japanese, he speaks English fluently, which gave him an advantage in 

2008 and 2009, as I will explain below. Whereas a lot of independent Japanese hip-hop 

at the time was still focused on recreating the mid-90s East Coast “boom-bap” sound, 

Cherry Brown was clearly listening to what was happening in the moment in the US, as 

his  songs  were  more  influenced  by  the  synth-heavy  sound  that  was  popular  in  the 

Southern United States.  But his  lyrics  were decidedly niche –  he was more likely  to 

name-check his favorite anime than talk about money or success.

Another of these pioneers is Aklo, whose parents are Mexican and Japanese (he’s 

trilingual, but does not rap in Spanish). His entry point into hip-hop is unusual – as a 

high school student, he studied abroad at a small school in Oregon, and started hanging 

out with a circle of suburban kids that were obsessed with Master P. He’d never heard 

anything like it, and his mind was blown. His first attempts at rap were modeled after his 

new  favorite  artist,  and  when  he  returned  to  Japan,  he  worked  on  his  craft,  and 

continued to monitor the US scene. After a disappointing first release, he quietly went to 

work on a free online mixtape, A Day On The Way. This project turned Aklo into a star. 

The production values rivaled anything being produced in the US –  partially because 

Aklo simply copied the standard blueprint of American mixtapes, from the rap style to 

the  humorous  banter  and  skits  between  songs  (also,  some  tracks  were  simply  Aklo 

rapping  over  existing  songs  that  were  popular  in  the  United  States).  Taking  others’ 

instrumental tracks without permission is commonplace in the US, but Aklo took it a 

step  further  –   lifting  cadences  and  flows  from  the  rappers  whose  tracks  he  was 

25



“borrowing.” Still, his mixtape showed that, when properly done, the US’ mixtape culture 

could be translated directly to the Japanese scene, without any real need for adjusting for 

cultural or market difference.

While the both Cherry Brown and Aklo were equally important figures in that 

early mixtape scene, they differed starkly in their approaches to hip-hop. Cherry Brown 

is a rapper, producer, and DJ. He is easily the more prolific of the two artists, and at the 

time of his debut, was an absolutely relentless remixer. He turned a Lady Gaga song into 

an off-the-wall anthem about himself, and remixed the familiar jingle that plays when you 

walk into a Ministop convenience store into some sort of graveyard horrorcore track. 

His lyrics span from the expected (money, hustling) to the bizarre (anime, sneaking into 

womens’ pajama parties).

Aklo, on the other hand, was a more cautious artist, and has always posited himself 

as  a  commercial  musician.  He  was  never  interested  in  remaining  underground,  but 

instead set his sights on the majors, and seemed to feel as though bringing Japanese hip-

hop into the mainstream spotlight was his personal calling. In a personal conversation 

with me immediately before the release of his “A Day on the Way” mixtape, he told me 

that online mixtape culture was precisely the shot in the arm that Japan’s scene needed. 

He thought that “beef” in particular would be useful in Japan. At the time, a few popular 

rappers in Japan had been publicly feuding via “diss” tracks. This was commonplace in 

the United States, but some listeners felt that this wouldn’t translate well to Japan. Aklo 

strongly  disagreed.  Japanese  kids  loved  pro  wrestling,  he  said,  and  the  battles  that 

unfolded every week in comic book magazines like Shonen Jump. If the Japanese hip-hop 

scene could channel that kind of theatricality into online mixtapes and “diss” tracks, that 

would attract more listeners, and bring the level of the Japanese scene up to that of the 

American scene.
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The parallel rise of these two artists is instructive for two reasons. First, we can 

while the two artists are stylistically very different, they both have one thing in common: 

the fact that they were fluent enough in English to be able to access English-language 

websites.  They understood how American hip-hop was  being  distributed online,  and 

were able to position themselves as the first wave of an imported “mixtape culture,” 

modified to suit the needs of the Japanese market. In this way, they are similar to the 

first  wave of  successful  Japanese rappers,  such as  Zeebra and K Dub Shine,  both of 

whom spent time in the US before helping to spearhead a version of US hip-hop culture 

in Japan. However, in this case, the “traveling” was virtual, not physical.

Aklo’s trajectory is particularly interesting. Understanding the difficult road for a 

Japanese rapper, he at first tried the mainstream route, even working with an acoustic 

guitarist  to  create  something  more  melodic,  and  closer  to  J-pop  –  but  this  was 

unsuccessful. Going for online distribution gave him a second chance. Not only did it 

work, but he was able to do music on his own terms, producing the kind of hip-hop 

wanted to produce. Since the original success of that first mixtape, Aklo was picked up in 

fashion magazine spreads, began to appear on internet radio stations, and is nowadays 

never far from the conversation about hip-hop in general.

The subsequent success of both of these disparate artists shows that from the very 

beginning, the introduction online mixtape culture allowed for a kind of diversity that 

the Japanese hip-hop market had not previously made space for. But, this same diversity 

has also allowed for the emergence of the nationalist hip-hop that I analyze in the first 

chapter.
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A brief look at the future 

As I mentioned above, any reader hoping to get a deep look at the current hip-hop 

scene will be disappointed, as this dissertation is not up to date.

For context, I lived in Japan from 2008 to 2010. That two-year span represents my 

most  focused  point  of  involvement  in  the  Japanese  scene,  when  I  lived  in  a  small 

apartment near Waseda University, by Takadanobaba Station. I spent more time “doing” 

hip-hop than I did “doing” school. My social circle consisted of rappers and other hip-

hop fans, and we threw events wherever we could afford it. I would occasionally DJ, once 

producing  beats  for  a  one-time  show with  my  friend  Mori  Abe  of  the  group  3000 

Worlds. Most of my insight about the scene comes from this period. I visited for brief 

periods every year after that, and then lived in Japan again for all of 2014. At that point, I 

was mostly focused on literature research, and was spending less time actively at shows. 

Because  of  this,  the  most  recent  event  in  the  hip-hop scene that  is  covered in  this 

dissertation in any detail is a political demonstration that took place in early 2014 (see 

Chapter 1). Things have changed since then, mostly for the surreal.

On January 1st, 2015, a Korean rapper named Keith Ape released a music video 

called “It G Ma” (Don’t Forget), featuring a Japanese rapper named Kohh. Kohh had been 

slowly  gathering  attention  in  Japan  for  his  ability  to  seamlessly  import  the  “trap” 

subgenre into Japanese, but “It G Ma” propelled him into the international spotlight. 

The video got tens millions of views, and for the first time ever, it looked like a Japanese 

rapper might have a shot at breaking into the American consciousness.  Thus far, Kohh 22

 In the interest of transparency, I wrote an article about “It G Ma” for Noisey, a music publication run by 22

VICE Media, Dexter Thomas, ‘"It G Ma" Made Asian Rap History (in Addition to Sounding Like OG 
Maco’s "U Guessed It")’, Vice, 2015 <https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/r3znav/keith-ape-jayallday-loota-
okasian-and-kohh-it-g-ma-korean-u-guessed-it>. This was the first reported English-language article on 
either Keith Ape or Kohh. This resulted in Noisey tracking Keith Ape down and shooting a documentary 
on him, which furthered international attention on both Keith and Kohh. (Also, about two years later, I 
started working at Vice, albeit not for Noisey, but for VICE News, as a journalist).
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has gotten a guest verse on Frank Ocean’s Blonde album – not quite global superstardom, 

but he easily has more name recognition than any Japanese rapper before him. It’s also 

worth mentioning that  Kohh has  since made a  song acknowledging his  own Korean 

ancestry.

In  2019,  Namichie,  a  female  rapper  of  black  and  Japanese  ancestry,  released  a 

bizarre music video called “お前を逃す” (“I’ll let you escape”), in which she holds a pet 

turtle, and sets it free. But the pronunciation of the song’s title, ”omae wo nigasu” sounds 

like “all my niggas”. Most of the song is actually just her chanting omae wo nigasu over and 

over again, which got her a lot of attention. With this attention came an opportunity to 

use her social media platform to speak to a larger audience about her frustrations of 

experiencing discrimination in Japan.

Then  there  is  Moment,  a  Korean  rapper  who  studied  abroad  in  Japan  Osaka 

University, and started a rap career there. He had already enjoyed some success in the 

underground in the early 2010s – but this was put on hold when he had to go back to 

Korea for compulsory military service. When he returned to Japan two years later, he 

picked up where he left off, and has started to rap more explicitly about his experience as 

an immigrant. He has become increasingly vocal in his criticism of Japan’s xenophobia. 

He is worth paying attention to not simply because he is far more politically outspoken 

than the average Japanese rapper, but because he is a really good rapper. This means that 

even  someone  who  is  uninterested  in  or  disagrees  with  his  message  might  catch 

themselves nodding along with his music.

A handful of Japanese music journalists, perhaps most notably Isobe Ryo, who is 

mentioned in this dissertation, have been taking politics in the Japanese hip-hop scene 

more seriously over the past couple of years. In this critical circle, Japanese hip-hop’s 

right-leaning tendencies are now taken as a matter of fact. As of this writing, Isobe has 
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written the first installment in what looks to be a promising series on immigration and 

hip-hop in 文藝 (Bungei).  Most of the observations he makes in his Bungei column that 23

relate to the scene’s politics had already been made in my first chapter by the time it was 

published  in  2016,  so  I  have  not  referenced  it  in  this  dissertation.  But,  as  an 

encapsulation and history, it is very much worth reading.

In  short,  it  seems  that  the  brief  interest  in  “conscious”  political  lyrics  in  the 

Japanese scene has died out, and the scene has settled back into its usual “apolitical” 

mode. In 2020, Japanese hip-hop is probably as good as it’s ever been, or better; and 

there  are  more  rappers  and  producers  from  marginalized  positions  (ethnic, 

socioeconomic, etc) than ever before.

But, I’m hesitant to say that just because there are more rappers from marginalized 

backgrounds that the scene will suddenly become more progressive, or that it will have a 

democratic effect on Japanese society. At any rate, it’s probably the opposite: the Abe 

regime  has  led  to  a  clamoring  for  more  leftist  voices  of  protest,  and  organizing  by 

students such as the SEALDs movement,  as well as a rising prominence of a kind of 24

liberal cultural criticism that seems to be following that of America, has created a space 

for leftist speech in the hip-hop scene. That is to say: while the hip-hop scene may be 

influencing larger politics to some degree, the influence that the overall political millieu 

is exerting on hip-hop is far greater.

It’s also worth keeping in mind that the current funnel through which the majority 

of  casual  Japanese  media  consumers  will  discover  “hip-hop”  as  a  genre  or  culture 

is_Freestyle Dungeon_, a reality/game show in which independent contestants enter a 

 Ryo Isobe, ‘移民とラップ第一回 (=Immigrants and Rap, Part 1)’, Bungei, Autumn 2019, pp. 230–47.23

 Students Emergency Action for Liberal Democracy, a now-defunct student activist organization that 24

formed in 2015 and focused its protests against proposed legislation that would allow for the Special 
Defense Force (that is, Japan’s military) to be deployed overseas – which is against the constitution. The 
bills were passed, and the group later disbanded.

30



stage and freestyle rap battle against hip-hop veterans. This show, now entering its fifth 

year, was created and is still hosted by Zeebra – one of the godfathers of Japanese hip-

hop  in  Japan,  and  simultaneously  one  of  the  architects  of  the  scene’s  nationalist 

groundwork.

But, I’ll stop here with these notes about the current scene, and hope that another 

scholar can pick up where I’ve left off, and analyze where the scene goes from here. I’ll 

now return to what is covered in this dissertation.

first chapter: The formula for right-wing rap 

In the first chapter,  I begin with a wide view, covering four elements:  music in 

general, hip-hop in particular, race, and politics.

This last element is the focus of the chapter, and is an attempt to dismantle the 

view of hip-hop as culture that necessarily engenders “progressive” politics, by way of 

examining nationalist hip-hop in Japan. The time frame here is set in the year of 2015. I 

primarily look at two figures: show-k, a younger, underground rapper who has explicitly 

nationalist  lyrics,  and Zeebra,  an established mainstream figure whose nationalism is 

more  subdued.  While  the  existence  of  nationalist  hip-hop  is  unexpected  given  the 

perception of hip-hop in the United States as a voice for oppressed minorities, I show 

that  it  is  precisely  because  the  Japanese  hip-hop  scene  is  conscious  of  the  black 

revolutionary  political  reputation  of  hip-hop  that  it  has  become  compatible  with 

nationalist rhetoric. Through analysis of non-musical media such as statements made by 

various hip-hop and other artists, as well as Zeebra’s own autobiography, I show that 

Japanese hip-hop’s preoccupation with black people, and black politics, have led to an 

interpretation that allowed for nationalism.
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second chapter: can the Japanese rap? 

In my second chapter, I strip away one of the four elements present in the first: 

now focusing on music in general, hip-hop in particular, and race; leaving aside the topic 

of “politics” proper.

This chapter centers on the year 1995, during the scene’s golden age, and focuses on 

the role of a woman named Yutsuko Chusonji in the Japanese hip-hop scene. Chusonji 

was a manga artist who, after becoming wildly popular in Japan, moved to New York to 

work on a music career. While her music career never quite took off, her time in New 

York gave her an intense interest in black culture. Thinking that what passed for “hip-

hop” in Japan was a watered-down version of the true culture that she was seeing in New 

York, she created a manga called Wild Q,  which was intended as an introduction for 

Japanese audiences to “real” hip-hop culture.

This ended up backfiring, however, and angered Japanese rappers and hip-hop fans 

who felt that Chusonji was making fun of them, and treating them as though they were 

just wannabe black people.

Through  an  analysis  of  the  manga  itself,  as  well  as  the  arguments  that  her 

Chusonji’s sparked within the scene, I show the Japanese hip-hop scene’s early struggles 

with what it means to be Japanese and “do” hip-hop. I also compare the Japanese hip-hop 

scene’s inner turmoil with the struggles that occurred during the first years of Japan’s 

rock scene, showing that while the rock scene struggled with questions of nation and 

language, the hip-hop scene’s struggles were racial. This difference in perception, I argue, 

enables the nationalism that we saw in the first chapter.
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third chapter: Disco, Japanese Savior manga, and imported racism 

In my third chapter, I drop yet another element, leaving hip-hop to the side to 

focus on two elements: music and race.

This chapter goes back another 20 years, this time centering on 1975, and the disco 

era of Japan. This is my attempt to restore a kind of “missing link” in Japanese musical 

history. This link has three parts. The first is temporal. Accounts of Japanese hip-hop 

generally start in the late 80s, ignoring the fact that for hip-hop fans to have a place to 

dance, there must have been existing discos that were playing other kinds of music. The 

second link is racial. Most English-language accounts of Japanese popular music history 

discuss the importation of foreign rock acts, but the domestic consumption of black 

music – and the Japanese populace’s  grappling with what black music even was  –  is 

generally absent from these studies. Given that modern J-pop is heavily influenced by 

black genres such as R&B, this is a massive oversight.

The third link is that of artistic genre. The main character of this chapter is Emori 

Ai, who began his media career as a comic book artist. He predates Chusonji by two 

decades, but his function is similar: he uses the then-newly popular medium of mens’ 

manga magazines to introduce readers to black music and culture – ranging from fashion 

to artists like James Brown. Like Chusonji, he then goes on to personally invest in, and 

financially benefit from, the commodification of “black” culture.

fourth chapter: how to be a model in Japan 

In my final chapter, the conversation is focused on race. Here, I largely step away 

from hip-hop,  and  exchange  the  lens  for  a  mirror.  I  begin  by  looking  at  my  own 

experience as a black man in Japan: both through the eyes of the Japanese state as a 
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potential criminal who is subjected to a stop-and-frisk by an undercover policeman, and 

through left-wing activists, as a model for an anti-fascist tee shirt campaign.

I  compare  the  commodification  of  my  own  black  image  to  the  attempts  of 

minority authors in Japan to use the black image to find both an artistic voice, and a 

coherent political identity. I first center focus on the work of Kaneshiro Kazuki, in his 

seminal work GO, and examine the appearance of black politics, centering on a question 

posed by the main character: why were black people able to produce the blues, jazz, hip-hop, and 

rap, but Zainichi Koreans couldn’t create their own unique culture?

I then look at the work of rapper-turned-novelist Dan Yekage, whose 僕という容

れ物 (Me, the Container) has echoes of Kaneshiro’s work, but from the perspective of a 

black-Japanese man who struggles to escape the same “colored-ness” that Kaneshiro’s 

characters seem to long for.

A short glossary of terms 

“Japanese hip-hop” - When I use the term “Japanese hip-hop” or “Japanese rap,” 

or speak of the hip-hop/rap “scene” in a Japanese context,  I am referring to a genre 

which in Japanese is called 日本語ラップ (nihongo rappu, “Japanese-language rap”). This is 

a phrase that has existed since the early 90s, and for a period, was distinguished from “J-

rap,” a version considered by purists to be a shamelessly commercial version of “real” hip-

hop.  So,  strictly  speaking  日本語ラップ  can  be  used to  explicitly  refer  to  the  more 

“authentic” or “hardcore” version of the genre.  But nowadays,  “hip-hop” or “rap” are 

generally used as shorthand for 日本語ラップ; I have followed suit in this dissertation.
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“hip-hop/rap” - I use these two terms to describe the same thing: the genre of 

music,  and its  surrounding  culture.  This  warrants  some explanation,  as  some people 

prefer to keep these two words separate – generally for two reasons.

The first is  an artistic separation. Among some members of the hip-hop scene, 

there is a tendency to refer to some artists or songs as “hip-hop,” and others as “rap” - 

with the former being the “true” or authentic version of the cultural expression, and the 

latter being a crass, commercialized, or politically irresponsible knock-off of the original. 

This often comes down to the nostalgia of the speaker, as the artists labeled as “true hip-

hop”  are  artists  who  are  older  and  no  longer  commercially  viable,  while  the  artists 

referred  to  as  “rap”  are  younger  and  more  popular.  This  is  a  kind  of  gatekeeping 

conservatism that  I  reject  on  both  artistic  and  practical  grounds,  especially  as  the 

window of what is “real hip-hop” seems to have less to do with artistic sound or content, 

and more to do with the individual tastes of the listener, and whatever was popular on 

the radio when they were in high school.  That is,  an objective standard by which to 

separate the “true” hip-hop from the “fake” rap is  almost impossible to establish.  In 

short, the artistic or political division of “hip-hop” versus “rap” is a matter of taste, and is 

outside the scope of this study.

The second, and more credible reason for separating these two words, views “hip-

hop” and “rap” not as opposites, but as different hierarchical categories. That is, the view 

of “rap” as part of a larger culture, called “hip-hop”. This is especially popular among hip-

hop scholars, who may prefer to describe hip-hop as a culture, made up of four elements: 

DJing,  MCing  (rapping),  b-boying  (breakdancing),  and  graffiti  writing  (some add  the 

nebulous “knowledge” as a fifth element).  A scholar who approaches this dissertation 

from that mindset should be aware that, strictly speaking, this dissertation is primarily 
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about the second “element” of hip-hop, as for the most part, I do not discuss the arts of 

DJing, breakdancing, or graffiti.

In this dissertation, however, I have chosen to recognize how the two terms are 

used in casual conversation, in both the United States and in Japan, among members and 

non-members of the scene. That is, because rap has become so overwhelmingly popular 

as to render the other “elements” of hip-hop culture as afterthoughts for the majority of 

consumers, “hip-hop” and “rap” are essentially the same thing, and used interchangeably. 

Further, in terms of hip-hop in Japan, the scene long ago settled on the phrase 日本語ラ

ップ  (Nihongo rap,  “Japanese-language rap”)  to refer to both the genre,  as well  as the 

culture around it. In Japan, as well as the US, “hip-hop” is used interchangeably with the 

phrase “rap”. I have followed suit in this study.

“Scene” - I use the word to refer to a group of people who find hip-hop (creation, 

consumption, or both)  to be a defining part of their identity.  Thus,  in the American 

context,  Kanye  West  and  Cardi  B  are  a  part  of  the  hip-hop  scene,  as  are  more 

underground  (that  is:  “less  commercially  successful”)  acts  such  as  JPEGMAFIA or 

Denzel Curry, as are the listeners who hate the former and love the latter, or vice versa. 

In the Japanese context, veteran commercial artists like Zeebra are part of the scene, as 

are  newer  commercial  acts  like  Kohh,  as  well  as  lesser-known artists  like  Show-k or 

Dyypride, as are the listeners who either reject or embrace them. I give more weight in 

this definition to those who are primarily consumers of hip-hop, simply because they 

outweigh creators in terms of numbers (of course, creators are also consumers).

An important point here is that while a “scene” allows for a diversity of tastes and 

opinions, certain standards and values are prevalent. For an example, we might briefly 

return to the debate of the question of “real” hip-hop versus “fake” rap music. If you 

36



were to ask ten different listeners to give a year when “real” hip-hop faded away and 

“fake” rap took over, you would likely get ten different answers. But within the scene, 

there  is  an  understanding  that,  say,  Grandmaster  Flash  and  the  Furious  Five’s  “The 

Message” is an example of the platonic ideal of hip-hop: it has a social message that 

criticizes  the  establishment,  and  considers  the  experience  of  the  black  man  to  be 25

central and important, in a larger society (America) that does not.

A note about language 

All translations into English are done by me, unless otherwise noted. All Japanese 

names are written according to Japanese convention; that is, last name, then first name.

A note about the title 

The title “Niggers and Japs” itself was something that came to me while I was first 

living in Japan, from 2008-2010. I was noticing Japanese rappers use the word “nigger” to 

refer to black people.  At the same time, I was noticing an increase in Japanese rappers 26

using the term “Jap” to refer to themselves. The two combined in front of me during a 

live event with a rapper named K Dub Shine, which is detailed in the next chapter.

At first, I anticipated using the title as only the name of the first chapter. But as I 

searched back further into the history of the Japanese imagination of blackness, I kept 

noticing what  almost  seemed like a  mathematical  equation:  black  equals  victim.  Many 

other  scholars  have  written  about  Japan’s  relationship  with  war  responsibility,  or 

 That is, while criticism of racism is built into hip-hop, so too is patriarchy.25

 The reader may notice that I’ve chosen to spell the “n-word” – that is, nigger – as it was originally 26

intended. While some people find a qualitative difference between “nigger” and “nigga” (e.g. the former 
being mean-spirited and racist, and the latter being a term of endearment), I do not distinguish between 
the two in this dissertation. This is for two reasons. The first is technical. This dissertation deals with the 
term mainly in the Japanese context, and in Japanese (as in many dialects of English), there is no difference 
in pronunciation between the two. Nor is there any difference in the orthography – both would be written 
as ニガー (nigaa). The second is personal. While I may occasionally pronounce “flavor” as flava or “thing” 

as thang when I speak, I certainly don’t write the words like that. For me, “nigger” is accurate.
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victimhood, but what I noticed was another thread, occasionally touched upon but never 

quite unraveled –  a  series of attempts to align a Japanese self  with blackness.  Across 

decades, members of different Japanese subcultures seemed to be searching for a way to 

approximate this position of victimhood.

I realized that these two slurs did not simply apply to my analysis of nationalist 

hip-hop. They came up, in sentiment if not in the literal sense, in every subculture I 

looked at. I realized that my dissertation was an account of a Japanese search for a way 

to grapple with oneself through (imagined) blackness, and that story was the story of 

those two words: nigger, and Jap.

As I explain in the first chapter, “nigger” is has come to be shorthand for “victim,” 

and  in  Japan,  “Jap”  is  the  most  convenient  approximation  of  “nigger.”  But  this 

mathematical equation, as we will see periodically through this study, and especially in 

Chapter  4,  breaks down often.  If  a  mathematical  equation has  even one instance in 

which it is not true, then it is false. We have to throw it out and start over again.

This applies to our understandings of popular culture, and especially hip-hop. It is 

generally  accepted  as  a  “rule”  that  so-called  “black  music”  in  general,  and  hip-hop 

specifically, is an essentially progressive force. But, as I will show in this dissertation, 

Japan has shown that this is there is a pretty big exception here. So, we have to throw 

that rule out, and start over again. I’m not sure what happens when we do this. But this 

dissertation is an attempt at a first step.
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Chapter 1  

2015: The formula for right-wing rap 

Show-K took his place in the middle of the stage.  He gripped the mic with one 27

hand, and with the other, held up a small scrap of paper so that the crowd could see. He 

addressed the hundred or so people looking up at him: “I just wrote this song, so I don’t 

remember all the lyrics. So if it’s okay with you all, I’m going to read these as I rap.” Had 

this been anywhere else in Tokyo, the crowd might have eaten him alive, but instead, 

they cheered.

Show-K wore a black hooded sweatshirt, with a heavy green jacket over the top. 

This wasn’t a fashion statement – it was cold. In fact, it was snowing. Show-K was not in 

a  steamy underground club,  he  was  outside  of  a  train  station,  standing  on  top of  a 

podium emblazoned with signs that promised to “Protect the Citizens of Tokyo,” at a 

political rally for far-right mayoral candidate Toshio Tamogami.28

Show-k had been invited to perform a song in support of Tamogami. Two women 

on either side of him danced and waved to the crowd as he rapped about the candidate’s 

virtues  and  military  experience.  As  the  beat  faded  out,  he  encouraged  everyone  in 

attendance to “take responsibility” and vote for Tamogami. The crowd cheered.

 An earlier version of this chapter appeared in Social Identities.27

 Nihon wo Sentaku, ‘ラッパー Show-K 田母神としお 都知事選挙応援ラップ 秋葉原(奇跡の選挙聖地) 28

平成26年2月8日(土)選挙戦最終日 (=Rapper Show-K Tamogami Toshio Mayoral Election Support Song / 
Akihabara (Holy Land of Election Miracles) 26th Year of Heisei, February 8th, Saturday, Final Day of the 
Election’ <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mgruzG1U0Kw&t=105s>.
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What we don’t talk about when we talk about Japanese rap 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, one of the most important developments in 

Japan’s hip-hop history happened in 2009, as the scene began to use the Internet to 

distribute and access music. Show-k was an early adopter of this trend. The first Japanese 

hip-hop “boom” came in the mid 90s, and was a revolution of artistic form. Among other 

events (which I will  discuss in the next chapter),  this period saw the release of King 

Giddra’s  空からの力  (“Power  from the  Sky”).  Current  rappers  have  referred  to  this 

album as a “textbook that was finally handed to us”, in terms of its “perfection” of a 

Japanese rhyme scheme.29

But  the  turn  of  the  decade  from  2009-2010  brought  with  it  a  revolution  in 

distribution,  as  Japanese  hip-hop artists  and fans  began to  embrace the Internet  as  a 

forum for freely spreading music. Expensive CD duplication, preferential placement in 

record stores,  and other  such barriers  to the movement of  music  were beginning to 

crumble away. For listeners, this meant more access to new music, for free. For artists, 

this allowed for more experimentation and freedom of expression, without the need to 

please a skeptical record executive. Hip-hop in Japan became more diverse than ever 

before.

By 2014,  there  had also  been a  small  boom of  English-language scholarship on 

Japanese  hip-hop.  This  scholarship  had  not  yet  addressed  the  new digital  scene  (as 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the academic publishing model is not well equipped 

for handling quickly evolving subject like hip-hop), and was still trailing faintly after that 

first mid-90s “boom.” But, for a scene that was almost completely unknown outside of 

 Tokyo Bronx, ‘第7回 ─ やっと渡されたラップ教科書～キングギドラ『空からの力』(#7 - the 29

Textbook That Was Finally Handed to Us: King Giddra’s "Power from the Sky")’, 2008 <https://tower.jp/
article/series/2008/06/05/100047343/100047344>.
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Japan,  it  was  becoming  a  popular  topic.  The  linguistics,  fashion,  and  history  and 30 31

politics  of the Japanese hip-hop music scene had all come under the microscopes of 32

various academics.  In particular,  Condry’s  2006 monograph Hip-Hop Japan  should be 

considered the trendsetter here. The book’s combination of its “hip” subject material, 

easy-to-understand language, and persistently optimistic and celebratory treatment of 

Japanese hip-hop has made it a popular choice for college syllabi, and is taught in courses 

ranging from Japan studies to media studies Africana studies. It is also often cited and 

used as  point  of  comparison in  scholarly  studies  on “global”  (read:  non-US)  hip-hop 

scenes.

However, one aspect of Japanese hip-hop that appears to have largely escaped most 

academic attention is the fact that while hip-hop is generally assumed to be left-leaning, 

or at least anti-establishment, the Japanese scene has a strong right-wing element. And as 

the online mixtape scene rose in the early 2010s, this element became more prominent, 

and influential. Nationalism, and even racism, has been in the DNA of the Japanese hip-

hop scene, nearly since its inception.33

But  this  would  seem to  fly  in  the  face  of  much  of  what  is  taught  on  college 

campuses about hip-hop. For example, we can look at the first sentence on the book 

jacket of Jeff Chang’s 2008 Can’t Stop Won’t Stop , another book that is commonly assigned 

for undergraduate study:34

 Global Linguistic Flows: Hip Hop Cultures, Youth Identities, and the Politics of Language, ed. by H. Samy 30

Alim, Awad Ibrahim, and Alastair Pennycook (New York, NY: Routledge, 2009.

 Thorsten Botz-Bornstein, The Cool-Kawaii: Afro-Japanese Aesthetics and New World Modernity (Lanham: 31

Lexington Books, a division of Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2011).

 Condry.32

 We will explore the scene’s racism vis-a-vis black people in more detail in Chapter 2.33

 Chang, Jeff. Can't Stop Won't Stop. Picador USA, 2008.34
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Forged  in  the  fires  of  the  Bronx  and  Kingston,  Jamaica,  hip-hop  became  the 

Esperanto of youth rebellion and a generation-defining movement.

It is in this context –  the “Esperanto of youth rebellion,” that hip-hop is often 

championed. I don’t mean to suggest that Chang is entirely incorrect. In fact, “Esperanto 

of youth rebellion” is an interesting way in which to think about hip-hop in Japan – if 

we are willing to count xenophobia and nationalism as a “youth rebellion.” If we are not, 

then it would seem that when many of us collectively agreed on our understanding of 

what hip-hop was, and what it stood for, that we missed something.

In  this  chapter,  I  will  describe  this  trend  of  ignorance  —  both  that  of  racist 

rappers, and of the scholarship that fails to recognize and understand them. I will also 

examine the phenomenon of racism and xenophobia in Japanese hip-hop, and explain 

that it is precisely because Japanese hip-hop fanatics love and respect black culture, and 

because they are interested in black liberation politics, that the scene allows for right wing 

propaganda.

Finally, I will explain why it is perfectly natural that Japanese hip-hop, as a youth 

culture, should have fascist tendencies.

Racism in Rap 

To provide context, we should start with the music in question itself. In a song 

called  “8.30,”  a  group  called  Arei  Raise  displays  a  fear  bordering  on  paranoia  of 

infiltrating  minorities  destroying  the  fabric  of  Japanese  society,  saying  that  illegal 

Chinese  immigrants  will  raise  the  crime  rate,  elect  “the  first  ever  Chink  Prime 

Minister”（史上初のシナ人首長)  and  cause  the  Japanese  national  anthem  to  be 
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banned . In another song, 矜持 (”Pride”), Arei Raise refers to Japanese military brutality 35

in East Asia before and during World War II as a “Holy War.”  They insist that their 36

“ancestors were not wrong”, and call for fellow Japanese to “arm our hearts with nuclear 

weapons” for Japan’s “counterattack”. The chorus closes with the refrain, “Japan! Land of 

the rising sun / Japan! Land of grace. Japan! Japan! Japan!”

The music video for this song was shot in front of Yasukuni Shrine, a Shinto shrine 

that houses the remains of several Class A war criminals. In English-language press, it is 

generally  known as  both a  mecca for  the right  wing and as  a  point  of  international 

scandal,  as  the governments of  neighboring countries  insist  that Japanese politicians’ 

support of Yasukuni is proof of Japan’s unwillingness to acknowledge its responsibility 

for war atrocities.  Within Japan itself,  it  is  also a  symbol of  much pain for Japanese 

ethnic minorities  such as  Chinese-Japanese,  and Zainichi  Koreans (ethnically  Korean 

members whose ancestors were brought to Japan –  sometimes forcefully –  during the 

Japanese occupation of Korea). According to a report on online forums frequented by 

Zainichi posters, the very act of a government official such as the Prime Minister visiting 

Yasukuni  is  seen  by  many  Zainichi  Koreans  as  a  source  of  “deep  frustration  and 

disappointment  because,  for  them,  this  political  performance  would  appear  to  be 

tantamount to  glorifying the war  criminals,  who had robbed,  raped,  and killed their 

ancestors”.  As a point of comparison, we might consider that for ethnic minorities in 37

Japan who are  descendants  of  colonial  subjects,  support  of  Yasukuni  inspires  similar 

 AreiRaise, ‘8 30’, 2009 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-77kO26eQGE>.35

 AreiRaise, ‘矜持 (=Pride)’, 2007 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=snDrZKBZx1Y>.36

 Chie Torigoe and Masaki Matsunaga, ‘Negotiating the "Real" in a Cyber Space: An Analysis of the 37

Underlying Dynamics of Zainichi Korean and Japanese Online Discourses’, in Conference Papers – 
International Communication Association (presented at the Conference Papers – International 
Communication Association, International Communication Association, 2007)
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feelings that support of the Confederate Flag inspires for black people in the United 

States.

Given the background of Yasukuni, the hostility intended is in “Pride” is clear. This 

is an anthem of rejection: not only of Japanese war responsibility, but of the history and 

lives of millions of ethnic minorities that have lived in Japan for generations.

Blackness in and out of context 

To be sure, US hip-hop is not always a model of progressive values. Just like any 

genre of popular entertainment, hip-hop has been home to sexism, homophobia, and 

otherwise  (self-)destructive  messages.  Endorsement  of  racism  or  state-sponsored 

nationalism,  however,  is  not  a  feature  of  the US scene.  Rappers  do not  make songs 

praising the military, or endorse attacking other countries. And when the history of the 

United States is brought up, it is almost universally critical.

Typically, on matters of race, nationalism, and history of the country, hip-hop takes 

a defiant stance towards the organized right wing. Lyrics, in general, range from open 

distrust  or  even unbridled  anger  towards  local  and national  authorities  (e.g. NWA’s 

“Fuck Tha Police”) to rejection in assimilating into the national (white) mainstream. That 

is to say: while US hip-hop as a community does not have a unified agenda, it is broadly 

anti-authority.  When an artist does make a political statement in terms of nation or 38

race, it is generally somewhere along the lines of Talib Kweli’s 2011 “Papers Please,” a 

protest song against racial profiling laws targeted at Mexican-Americans in Arizona. In 

contrast to this, the Japanese artists shown above have more in common with America’s 

alt-right. Right-wing tendency in Japanese hip-hop is not a simple fringe underground 

 When individual rappers attempt to get politically involved, it is often noncommittal (see P Diddy’s 38

“Vote or Die” campaign of 2004, which encouraged young people to vote, but stopped short of endorsing 
any candidates or policies). Occasionally, however, it is more direct – see Killer Mike’s official endorsement 
of Bernie Sanders in 2016.
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movement, nor is it a phenomenon of commercial artists bending to the will of major 

labels. This transcends the underground/mainstream barrier.

I should be clear here: the above two acts are extreme examples. Most Japanese 

rappers do not include explicitly racist or xenophobic sentiments in their songs. Also, I 

don’t  want  to  overstate  the  influence  of  either  act.  Arei  Raise  have  never  been 

commercially successful, and likely never will be. And while I will show below that Show-

K did gain notoriety in online hip-hop fan circles, he was never able to translate this into 

album sales. A lot of this can be attributed to the fact that neither acts are particularly 

talented at rapping. Arei Raise’s beats are cheesy, and it is clear that the “message” is 

being  prioritized  over  lyrical  flow.  Show-K  has  better  production  sense,  and  is 

occasionally is able to craft catchy hooks (“Japanese people, stand up!” is probably his 

strongest political work lyrically, and the beat is stolen from Dr Dre and Snoop Dogg’s 

“Deep Cover”), but his lyricism ranges from quirky to average at best. Again, hip-hop is a 

genre of music, not of politics. If an artist isn’t very good, their influence is limited, no 

matter how attractive their rhetoric.

But we have to recognize that, in Japan, explicit racism and xenophobia in hip-hop 

is possible, to the point where nationalism among major artists is commonplace – whereas 

in the United States, it is not.

These two artists are simply on the far end of continuum of nationalist hip-hop. 

There are plenty of other artists who have similar core messages, but express themselves 

in  a  more subtle  way,  with better  production values,  and much better  lyricism.  This 

allows these acts to be more commercially successful and influential. I will explain this in 

more detail below.

In doing so, I also have to point out that these negative aspects of Japan’s hip-hop 

scene are rarely mentioned in academic, or popular publications. Instead, for example, in 
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Hip-Hop Japan, the most well known study on the subject, author Ian Condry portrays 

the Japanese hip-hop scene as a force for progress, pushing mainstream Japanese society 

to a more equal and just tomorrow.  In particular, Condry puts effort into anticipating 39

and attempting to dispel any suspicion that Japanese hip-hop culture might be racist, or 

ignorant of black culture. In his first chapter (“Yellow B-Boys, Black Culture, and The 

Elvis Effect”), Condry posits Japan as being an unrelated, uninvolved third party to the 

Euro-American binary conception of race, and insists that Americans must “[resist]  a 

Western desire to have Japanese choose sides in an American racial conflict.”40

Much of that chapter reads as an effort to convince the reader that Japanese hip-

hop is not racist. At one point, Condry makes the argument that not only did Japanese 

have no anti-black sentiments prior to Euro-American interference, but that traditional 

Japan actually valued blackness. As support, he notes that an English explorer visiting 

Japan hundreds of years ago said that in Japan, “blackening the teeth and having the 

blackest hair was a sign of beauty.”41

This argument can’t be taken seriously. Ancient Japanese fashion sensibilities and 

current Japanese attitudes toward race are completely unrelated;  the color “black” as 

found on hair and the color “black” as found on an African’s skin have nothing to do with 

one another. We know this; suggesting that the medieval Japanese did not also know this 

is ahistorical, patronizing, and misleading. Using the fact that Japanese people used to 

paint their teeth to pave the way for an argument that Japanese people today harbor no 

racist ideas about blacks makes about as much sense as insisting that the police officers 

 Condry, p. 43.39

 Condry, p. 39.40

 Condry, p. 39.41
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that  beat  Rodney King could not  have been racist  because they were wearing black 

uniforms.

In addition to saying that the mainstream Japanese public is essentially non-racist, 

Condry  goes  further,  and  positions  the  Japanese  hip-hop  scene  as  a  front  line  of 

antiracism,  and  explains  that  that  the  scene’s  love  of  hip-hop  is  paired  with  an 

understanding  and  respect  for  the  civil  rights  movement.  He  devotes  space  to 

establishing  that  Japanese  hip-hop scene  participants  respect  and have  learned from 

black  culture,  and  argues  that  members  of  the  Japanese  hip-hop  scene,  “by  allying 

themselves  with  African  American  rap,  are  engaging  in  what  might  be  called  a  new 

cultural politics of affiliation.”42

Condry is correct to note that the Japanese hip-hop scene does make a point of 

“respecting” black culture, which has led to what we might indeed call a “new cultural 

politics  of  affiliation.”  But  this  “new  cultural  politics  of  affiliation”  that  Condry 

champions can also work in a more destructive direction.

Akogare: black as idol 

As mentioned above, if one is to write a study of Japanese hip-hop in English, one 

of the primary doubts that needs to be addressed is the relation of the Japanese hip-hop 

scene to  black Americans  –  specifically  because  of  the tendency of  the (left-leaning) 

American reader to be suspicious of non-black people performing or consuming “black” 

art. While a full study of this is beyond the scope of this chapter, I will concentrate here 

on one of the more straightforward elements of this relation: the element of akogare (憧

れ) — a Japanese term for an infatuation with or desire for that which is unattainable. 

Specifically, for our purposes in this chapter, I will use, akogare to refer to an idolization 

 Condry, p. 29.42
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and admiration of blacks that, at its most obvious, manifests itself as an actual desire to 

be black.43

In our examination of this mentality, we might look at a typical expression of views 

on blackness  as  narrated by one particular  rapper:  Hideyuki  Yokoi,  better  known as 

Zeebra. Zeebra first rose to fame as a member of the aforementioned 90s group King 

Giddra. He then struck out on his own, and became a successful solo artist. By the mid 

2000s, he was looked at within the Japanese hip-hop scene as a godfather/living legend 

figure. This recognition has only grown in the mainstream since 2016, with the creation 

of  Freestyle  Dungeon.  In  this  television  show,  which  Zeebra  hosts,  up-and-coming 44

rappers  face  off  against  veteran  performers  in  a  series  of  freestyle  battles.  This 

presentation of hip-hop in a game show format has made hip-hop more palatable to 

mainstream audiences (see Chapter 2 for an explanation of the difficulties that hip-hop 

has had in breaking through to mainstream audiences), and has probably done more to 

elevate the profile of hip-hop in mainstream Japanese culture in the past 10 years than 

any one artist  or album. In this  way,  over the past 25 years,  Zeebra has grown from 

underground hero,  to mainstream success,  to  public  ambassador for  hip-hop culture. 

This makes him a good reference by which to observe hip-hop’s political development in 

Japan, as he has actually influenced that development.

In his 2008 autobiography Hip Hop Love, Zeebra speaks openly of his relationship 

to black people during the late 70s and early 80s, when he was an elementary and middle 

school  student.  In  a  section  entitled  日本人がヒップホップをやること(“What  It 

Means for a Japanese to ‘Do’ Hip-Hop”), he says flatly:

 This definition, and the inspiration for using it in the original Japanese, is drawn from Karen Kelsky’s 43

work, Karen Kelsky, Women on the Verge: Japanese Women, Western Dreams, Asia-Pacific (Durham [N.C.]: 
Duke University Press, 2001), p. 26.

 The title bears the same name as a song off King Giddra’s debut album.44
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一時期、黒人になりたくて、なりたくて、しょうがなかった。もちろん無理な

んだけどさ。ヒップホップが好きになってしばらくは、自分自身が日本人であ

ることや、日本で育っていることがイヤでしょうがなかった。向こうのヤツらと

は根本的に違うと思った。

At one point, I wanted to be black so badly, so badly. But, you know, it’s impossible. 

After getting into hip-hop, for a while, I really hated the fact that I was Japanese, 

and that I was raised in Japan. I thought, I was fundamentally different from those 

guys [black people] in America.45

This akogare  is a subject that is generally avoided in Condry’s work. Instead, he 

rejects the notion that serious practitioners of hip-hop in Japan have a desire to be black, 

as he warns that “we in the United States may need to rethink a common American 

ethnocentricism that  tends  to  equate  foreign  interest  in  U.S.  popular  culture  with  a 

desire to be American, or, by analogy, Japanese interest in black culture with a desire to 

be black.”46

There is some merit in this warning, as the claim that any art form “belongs to” a 

certain people in particular, and that any non-American (or non-black) iteration is simple 

mimicry, is often rooted in a US-centric essentialism, or racism. In this sense then, we 

must be careful not to assume, but instead to observe, and to listen. But when popular 

Japanese artists speak freely about their motivations, it is clear that interest in black 

culture is sometimes paired with an actual desire to be black:

 Zeebra, p. 61.45

 Zeebra, p. 47.46
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マツは自分が黒人だと思ってるフシがあると、さっきもそう書いたけど、俺も

完全に自分が黒人だと思っていた時期がある。ダンスだけじゃなく、彼らの挨

拶の仕草から、歩き方、タバコの吸い方まで、あらゆるものを真似して、自分の

モノにしたかった。そのくらい完璧に、夢中になっていた。47

I just wrote that [my fellow bandmate] thinks he’s black, but there was a time when 

I was completely convinced that I was black. Not just in dance, either.  I copied 

[blacks’] every move – from the way they greeted each other, the way they walked, 

even to the way they smoked. I wanted to make those motions mine. That’s how 

perfectly obsessed I was.

The above excerpt is from the autobiography of Hiro, the leader of Exile, of the 

most popular J-pop (“Japanese pop”) groups of the 2000s. For the past 19 years since 

their debut in 2001, they have maintained an incredible domination of Japanese musical 

charts, with nearly every album, single, and tour DVD hitting number one. But before 

starting Exile, Hiro was part of Zoo, the first group to “break” hip-hop style dancing as a 

professional art form to the Japanese masses (and in turn inspire an entire generation of 

Japanese hip-hop dancers). In that sense, Hiro is a not only a J-pop powerhouse, but also 

a godfather of the Japanese hip-hop dance scene. Not only was akogare present in the 

early Japanese hip-hop scene, it helped to form the foundation for the birth of the scene 

itself.

The two excerpts above are characteristic of a common thread in autobiographies 

and interviews  with  many Japanese  artists:  the  frank retelling  of  an  early,  and deep, 

obsession with black people. Most recently, for example, it appears in rapper D.O.’s 2019 

autobiography 悪党の詩 (Villain’s Song):

 Hiro, Bボーイサラリーマン (=B-Boy Salaryman) (Tokyo: Gentosha, 2005), p. 91.47
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それと、髪型もいろいろ試行錯誤した。ダンサー時代は黒人に憧れてドレツド

にしたんだけど、さらに本物っぽくするためにアフロをかけてから編み込ん

だ。デイテイールを究極までこだわった。だけど、まだ足りない。チリチリ感が

弱いんだ。そして僕はたどり着いた、パンチパーマに。日本人としてBボーイの

最先端にいきたかつた。だから、  かなリキツく巻いてもらった。そうしたら、

だいぶ黒人っぼく仕上がった。僕自身も気に入っていたので、パンチの期間は長

かった。48

I also tried a lot of things with my hair.  When I was a dancer, I tried to mimic 

[akogare] black people and put my hair in dreads, but in order to look more like the 

real thing, I got an Afro perm and braided it. I pursued it to the utmost detail. But it 

still wasn’t enough. The curls were weak. Then I arrived at the punch-perm. I wanted 

to be at the forefront of Japanese b-boys. So I had them really perm it tight. It came 

out looking pretty black. I liked it, too, so I kept that punch-perm for a while. 49

And as is evident in Hiro’s example, akogare of blacks is not limited to the hip-hop 

scene. It is rather a staple of Japan’s mainstream music market.50

Thus,  whereas  Hip-Hop  Japan  structurally  takes  the  approach  of  sweeping 

inconvenient racial politics under the table in Chapter 1 so that it can move on and talk 

about “Battling Hip-Hop Samurai,” I would argue that any serious study of the Japanese 

hip-hop scene requires a more cautious and realistic look at this preoccupation with 

blackness, and the weight it has continued to exert on artists, and the scene in general. 

This  preoccupation  has  manifested  itself  in  at  least  two  specific  but  interrelated 

 D.O, 悪党の詩: D.O自伝　(Villain’s Song: D.O Autobiography) (Tokyo: Saizusha, 2019), p. 147.48

 The punch-perm パンチパーマ is a hairstyle that was developed in the 1970s, in an imitation of black 49

hairstyles. It involves heating up an narrow curling iron, and curling the hair around it until it 
approximates the tight curls found in black hair. It was acceptable in mainstream fashion for a while, but 
by the 80s, it was associated with yakuza, and generally unsavory types. I’ll leave commentary on why a 
black-approximating hairstyle became associated with criminals for another time, but simply note that 
getting a punch-perm in the 90s took a lot of nerve.

 This is phenomenon is not limited to interviews or autobiographies. See, for example, J-pop group 50

Bennie K’s “My Way” – the first verse starts with “I just wanted to be black”.
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directions: the racialist physical direction, and the social or class direction. I’ll start with 

the former.

Black as physical “other” 

Within the Japanese hip-hop scene,  there has always been a feeling of  physical 

difference from, or inferiority to, black people. In Japan (as is often the case around the 

world),  hip-hop was understood from the beginning as something essentially black — 

something physically bound not only to the black experience but to the physical black 

body  (recall  Zebra’s  comment  about  being  根本的に違う,  “fundamentally  different”). 

This was largely a carryover from previous iterations of black music —  the Japanese 

disco scene had experienced this (see chapter 3),  as had the postwar jazz scene. And 

notably, just as with previous generations of music, there was no comparable analog in 

what was understood as “white” music, such as folk or punk. Rock was understood as 

something  merely  from a  different  country,  while  soul,  funk,  and  rap  were  from a 

different species. This is probably why, for example, punk blossomed almost immediately 

in Japan (while hip-hop took decades to come into its own), and almost certainly why 

there  is  a  market  for  books  such as  黒人リズム感の秘密  (The  Secret  of  Black  People’s 

Rhythm),  a a sort of dancing instruction manual that tells Japanese readers that while 

they may not have been born with black bone structure and inborn rhythm sense, they 

can attempt to at least approximate true black rhythm by mimicking the movements of 

seven animals (alligator, panther, shrimp, and so on.)  There is, needless to say, no “Secret 51

of White People’s Rhythm.”

I will discuss this further in Chapters 2 and 3, but generally speaking, in Japan, the 

introduction of “white” music has involved merely the minor growing pains of making 

 Seiichiro Shichirui, 黒人リズム感の秘密 (=The Secret of Black Peoples’ Rhythm) (Tokyo: Ikuhosha, 1999).51
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Japanese language lyrics fit into Euro-American melodies. The introduction of “black” 

music,  on the  other  hand,  has  involved a  hard look at  what  it  means  to  be  racially 

nonblack. White music tends to bring about, at worst, a crisis of national border. Black 

music almost invariably brings about a crisis of humanity, or of species.

Black as classed “other” 

This  unease  shared  by  previous  generations  of  black  music  practitioners  was 

compounded by the fact that hip-hop was understood as the music of the oppressed. 

This caused yet another identity crisis, as the visual and lyrical images of ghetto life that 

accompanied the arrival of hip-hop music were a stark contrast to mainstream Japan’s 

self-image as a monoethnic, middle-class society. Several of the scene’s early superstars 

came from privileged,  even elite  backgrounds.  All  three  members  of  Rhymester,  the 

seminal  rap group that  plays  a  starring  role  in  Condry’s  work,  attended the top-tier 

Waseda University. Zeebra’s family was well-to-do enough to send him on trips to the 

United States  for  tennis  camp, and his  grandfather actually  owned the Empire State 

Building  from 1991  until  2002.  Even  for  the  casual  listener,  and  especially  for  the 52

aspiring DJ, collecting expensive import vinyl records was an expensive hobby. To be 

sure, there were many in the early hip-hop scene who lived less than luxurious lives, but 

as Rhymester’s Utamaru explained in a radio interview, many rappers had trouble dealing 

with the perceived gap between themselves and their black heroes: “In America, they’re 

rapping about the ghetto…so, what’s  there to rap about in Japan?…they were singing 

 Charles V. Bagli, ‘102 Floors, 10 Million Bricks and One Tangled History’, The New York Times: Business, 52

4 May 2013 <https://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/05/business/empire-state-building-has-a-tangled-
history.html>.
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about Afrocentricism, but okay, what do we do? So, we realized we had to sing about our 

own problems.”53

That is to say: Japanese hip-hop, as a community, felt an internal pressure to find 

some sort of bridge between the ideal of black poverty and the Japanese ideal of racial 

and social middle-classedness. The nature of hip-hop as a misunderstood, “underground” 

genre in the Japanese marketplace provided a kind of “otherness” that seemed to jive 

with hip-hop’s anti-mainstream aesthetic. That is, if you were into hip-hop at this early 

stage in the Japanese scene, you were by definition a “outsider” among most other kids 

around you.  For some,  this  was enough.  But for  others,  the question of  how to “be 

Japanese and ‘do’ black music” was a very serious question – one that was often discussed 

and argued about at length in domestic music publications.  For many, the only way to 54

truly justify their involvement in what they considered “black” music was to search for a 

specific connection to black people.

In many ways, this period (which, I would argue, is not over) was a repetition of 

past Japanese interaction with black music. This phenomenon seems to repeat itself with 

the introduction of each “black” genre to Japanese listeners, beginning with jazz: in the 

1960s, there was a major shift in the Japanese understanding of the genre — prior to this 

period,  jazz  was  simply  understood  as  “American  music,”  but  soon  after  the  end  of 

WWII, this shifted to an understanding of jazz as the music of “black Americans.”  This 55

coincided  with  the  political  situation  at  the  time,  in  which  a  group  of  left  wing, 

intellectual jazz fans and critics were starting to become interested in the Civil Rights 

 Utamaru, Saturday Night Lab (Nihongo Rap Special), TBS Radio Rhymester Utamaru No Weekend 53

Shuffle <www.tbsradio.jp/utamaru/podcast/index.html>.

 Yutsuko Chusonji, ワイルドQ (Wild Q) (Tokyo: Magazine House, 1996), pp. 146–8.54

 Michael S Molasky, 戦後日本のジャズ文化: 映画・文学・アングラ (=Postwar Japan’s Jazz Culture: 55

Movies, Culture, the Underground), 2017.
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movement in the United States. While the Civil Rights movement and jazz/soul music 

did have a profound effect on one another, many Japanese fans mistakenly oversimplified 

the situation, and assumed that any record coming from a black artist was necessarily a 

protest piece.

A good example of this trend is the Japanese reception of John Coltrane’s A Love 

Supreme. The album itself is not explicitly political (if anything, it was a deeply spiritual 

one, complete with prayers written in the liner notes). But in the interpretation of these 

political  jazz fans,  his  record became an “expression of  black anger,”  something that 

could  be  sympathized  with,  and  give  some  artistic  legitimacy  to  their  own  cause. 

Condry’s study does not mention this context, instead using Japanese interest in jazz 

again to bolster his argument of Japanese music fans being inspired by black politics, 

noting musicologist Hosokawa Shuhei’s assertion that in the 1960s, “black was the color 

of resistance.”  Molasky, however, offers a more insightful comment on some Japanese 56

jazz fans’ interpretations of artists such as Coltrane: “[This reaction], instead of shedding 

light on the music itself, rather brings into focus that there was ‘something’ that Japanese 

critics and jazz fans felt was lacking in their own society.”57

It  is  this  tradition  that  I  want  to  emphasize,  as  it  is  precisely  this  non-visual 

preoccupation with blacks-as-idea that has been so underexamined in both Japanese- and 

English-language research on “black” musics. As we will see, it is precisely within this 

tradition that Japan’s nationalist hip-hop finds its roots. What we recognize here goes 

beyond  a  mere  Japanese  fascination  with  black  people,  and  morphs  into  a  Japanese 

fascination with black politics. What is occurring in this shift in understanding of music is 

 Condry, p. 37.56

 Molasky, p. 155.57
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a sort of expanding of essentialism, in which black people become not only simple visual 

fetishes but also become political fetishes.

Black as partner 

This trend of essentialist connection of black music and political struggle would 

later play into the Japanese hip-hop scene’s aforementioned search for justification in 

“doing” hip-hop. Looking again at Zeebra’s autobiography, we see his interpretation of 

blackness mature as he grows older — blacks are no longer simply objects of visual or 

musical interest, but of political interest. He takes particular interest in Afrocentric hip-

hop, and explains his discovery of black politics in a chapter entitled バック・トゥ・ア

フリカが、オレらはどこに帰るべきなのか？(“[Blacks  Say]  ‘Back  To  Africa’,  But 

Where Should We Go Back To?”). In this chapter, Zeebra recalls his reaction to a Jungle 

Brothers song called “Acknowledge Your Own History,” a song encouraging black youth 

to to be proud of their roots, and learn more about black history. Here, we witness a 

formative moment in Zeebra’s development as a political being and as an artist, as he lays 

out his own internal justification for what he calls “being Japanese and ‘doing’ hip-hop”, 

as he analyzes Jungle Brothers’ lyrics for the reader: 58

そのヒストリーを全部抹消されて、こっちに連れて来られた。歴史の授業を聞い

ても、ヨーロッパの歴史やアメリカの建国の話をされても、俺らには関係ないよ

っていう歌。

 Zeebra, pp. 63–66.58
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They had their whole history erased, and were brought to America. And in history 

class, all they’d hear about is European history, or about the founding of America. So 

that song was saying, “that has nothing to do with us”.

間違いねぇって思った。だったら、日本人のオレらはどうなんだろうって思うじ

ゃない？そこから、自分のルーツが気になりだした。戦争のこと。

“Damn right,” I thought. So then, it’s like well, what about us Japanese people, right? 

So from right there, I started really thinking about our Japanese roots. About the 

war.

A few paragraphs later, in a section called ホワイトの内側から滲み出るブラック

ネス、それがZEEBRA (“Blackness  that  seeps  out  of  white  –  that’s  ZEEBRA”),  he 

explains how studying black rap lyrics  gave him a new political  outlook on Japanese 

identity:

今の日本のカルチャーって、遡っていけば、アメリカのGHQのもとで土台が作

られたと言っても過言ではないと思う。つまりホワイト・アメリカの中に育って

きてるんだけど、体の内側からはブラックネスが滲み出てきてしう。白く生か

されている中から黒が出てくる。それがオレじゃないか。

…If you go back, I think it’s not an overstatement at all to say that today’s Japanese 

culture was built up under the GHQ [US occupying forces after WWII]. So we were 

raised in White America, but from inside that body, blackness still seeps out. We’re 

being forced to live white, but the blackness comes out. And that’s me, you know 

what I mean?
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Here, we are shown part of the core significance of Zeebra’s name – the blackness 

seeping out of the whiteness. In the above passage, Zeebra sets up a multiple-choice 

question that only has two options: black or white; victim or assailant. He then takes the 

black side, both idealistically (as a victim who should be proud of his history) and visually 

(the color black itself). Or, as he says himself, “we [blacks and Japanese] are on the same 

team.”59

If we could distill this section of Zeebra’s book into a set of math statements, it 

might read as follows: 

hip-hop music = black music = victim music

Japanese = black

Japanese = victim 

Invisible elements 

The selective dismantling of “black culture” in Japan has been observed both in 

mainstream press and academic studies. Often, however, perhaps because the authors do 

 It should be noted that this is spoken within the context of his interpretation of Five Percenter / Nation 59

of Gods and Earths rhetoric, which is beyond the scope of this chapter. Below is the full context:
当時、向こうのヤツらが「エイジアティック・ブラックマン」ってよく言っていた。その言葉も救い
になった。彼らの意識の中でアジア風とヨーロッパ風とで世界を２コに分ける見たいな感覚があっ
て、それでいくと、オレら、同じチームじゃんって。
(At the time, [black] guys over there were using the phrase “Asiatic Black Man”. Those words saved me. In 
their minds, there was a sense that you could separate the world into two sides, Asian-style and European-
style. And by that logic, I realized, we are on the same team.)
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not understand hip-hop, or do not understand the Japanese language,  these analyses 60

almost always fall short of a comprehension of the complexity of this phenomenon, and 

tend to focus only on that which is actually visible — Japanese teens with baggy clothes 

and permed hair, for example.

However,  as  Edward  Said  demonstrated  in  Orientalism,  the  phenomenon  of 

exotification and consumption of “othered” culture is often more complicated. Though 

it may be more obvious when we can see it, exotification and consumption is not limited 

to the boundaries of the physical or the visible. Japanese interest in “Black Culture” is no 

exception.

This is  amplified in the context of hip-hop. For example,  in a rap video,  every 

element that is presented — beats, skin, gold teeth, drug usage, fashion, and even the 

usage of the word “nigger” — can be taken in as a product, an element that is an essential 

and inseparable part of “black culture.” This then opens up the possibility of individual 

elements being converted into products and services — some of which can be bought 

with  money  (perms,  tanning  salon  sessions,  “Rasta”  jewelry),  and  some  that  cannot 

(slang, ideology, history). It is the latter category of the two — that of the intangible, 

abstract element – that is most interesting.

Sometimes,  this  process  is  explicitly  commercial.  Harlem,  arguably  the  most 

famous  hip-hop  club  in  Japan,  uses  the  name  “Harlem”  as  a  metonym  for  ghetto 

blackness and coolness, and hires large black men as doormen and bouncers, ostensibly 

 Joe Wood freely admits that he speaks no Japanese, but still continues to make broad generalizations 60

about Japanese culture. This includes a regurgitating of the myth that arigatou, the Japanese word for 
“thank you”, came from the Portuguese obrigado — as if Japanese people had no way of expressing 
gratitude before they were taught how to do so by white colonizers (Wood 1997). Dawn-Elissa Fischer 
devotes long sections of her dissertation to autobiographical notes about her prowess in and time devoted 
to the study of the Japanese language, but her reliance on translators and interpreters, as well as her 
frequent errors and mistranslations, reveal a clear inability to read, speak, or use the language on even an 
elementary level (Fischer 2007). In short, both of these authors seem to have decided that being literate in 
the language of the subject culture is unnecessary when speaking on their behalf.
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to give clubgoers  a  “real  Harlem experience” within the comforts  of  Tokyo (there is 

precedent for this, as we will see in Chapter 3). Other times, it is more or less divorced 

from commercial  gain,  and  is  instead  primarily  ideological,  as  was  seen  in  Zeebra’s 

adoption of the “black” political position. It is this affiliation that allows for a feeling of 

what we might call an “authentic practicing” of black culture.

Black as Nigger 

We will now narrow our focus to the linguistic, or rhetorical, component of this 

process of “new cultural politics of affiliation.” Specifically, we can now address a crucial 

step  in  the  mechanics  of  this  ideological  affiliation:  the  Japanese  hip-hop  scene’s 

adoption of  the concept of  “nigger,”  and its  subsequent substitution for  the English 

epithet “Jap.”

There has always been at least a rough understanding in the scene that the word 

“nigger” was a taboo one. Even if listeners were not able to glean the context from the 

official translations that came tucked into import record and tape lyric booklets,  the 

early  90s saw the release of  dozens of  hip-hop related magazines,  comic books,  and 

record buying guides that offered “glossary” sections, which often contained at least a 

brief discussion of the history of the word as a slur. This, however, did not necessarily 

deter people from using it. There have always been people in the Japanese hip-hop scene 

who used the word “nigger” as hip way to refer to favorite black artists (an example 

related by a friend: “Ever heard of Tupac? Yeah, I love that nigger, his music is great”), or 

as a benchmark, like rapper Rau Def, who boasts in his 2008 “Dogg Race” that he’s “even 

better than a fuckin’ nigger” (ファッキンニガー顔負け).61

 Rau Def, ‘DOGGG RACE’, 2010 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vYYkYQZgmA4>.61
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More rarely, “nigger” was used by Japanese hip-hop fans to refer to themselves or 

their friends. As one might imagine, however,  the word never quite felt as though it 

“fit”.  This led to the adoption of the term “Jap,” which was repurposed, to varying 62

degrees of success, in the early scene as a simple replacement for “nigger.” That is to say, 

in the words of music journalist Isobe Ryo, “back then there was an idea floating around 

that, okay, if those guys are ‘niggers,’ then we must be ‘Japs’; but it didn’t seem to catch 

on so much”.63

Jap as Nigger 

But beginning around 2009, the term experienced a renewed popularity. This year 

saw two releases from a single artist that featured the word: DJ Baku’s JAPADAPTA 

mixtape, and his follow-up, full length album featuring twelve different rappers, called 

THE 12 JAPS.64

That same year, Waseda University in Tokyo held a public event commemorating 

the release of the Japanese translation of Ian Condry’s Hip Hop Japan.  One of the 65

panelists invited by Condry was a rapper named K Dub Shine, a member of the seminal 

hip-hop group King Giddra along with the aforementioned Zeebra. Like his partner, K 

Dub Shine is  revered as  another one of  the “godfathers”  of  today’s  scene,  and has a 

reputation for politically driven lyrics and social commentary.

 Event Staff, ‘『日本のヒップホップ』刊行記念トークイベント動画 | 日本のヒップホップ’ <http://62

hhj.jugem.jp/?eid=40>.

 Staff.63

 Other examples: “Billionaire Jap” (Mekoli, 2010) , “I’m Jap” (Kanchi, 2011), “New Jap City” (Kojoe, 2011), 64

and a rapper who calls himself Simon Jap.

 Staff.65
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At one point, a young hip-hop fan in the audience, referring to DJ Baku’s work, 

asked K Dub what he thought of the growing use of the word “Jap” over the past few 

months. Here is what K Dub had to say on the prospect of “reclaiming” the word “Jap”:

…You know, Obama just got elected, and Blacks were slaves, theyʼve come from that 

for hundreds of years, and were always called niggers. And in Japan, too, if you look 

at it within world history, there was the colonialism, and the Industrial Revolution, 

and we’ve always come late, and people have suffered from that. And now, just like 

that, we can’t participate in the Six Party Talks, and thereʼs this white supremacy 

thing, and in that context, both “nigger” and “Jap” have had the same purpose, sort 

of to smooth things within their culture… I mean, if rappers [here in Japan] want to 

call themselves Japs… Okay, so I think if we abbreviate “Japanese rapper” as “Jap,” I 

think thatʼs fine. Letʼs all use “Jap” from now on.66

I want to pause here for a moment to consider the connections that are allowing K 

Dub to arrive at his conclusion. First, though the audience member had said nothing 

about black people, K Dub immediately brings up blacks, and posits them the model (we 

will come back to this word in Chapter 4) for absolute victimhood, as a baseline.

K Dub, who as a young man spent time in Oakland, California, and also studied 

black history at Temple University in Philadelphia,  then uses this to transition to the 67

Japanese context. He relates the hardships of black Americans to the hardships Japan 

experienced  as  a  result  of  colonialism (only  the  American  colonization  of  Japan  — 

Japanese colonization of other countries is ignored), the loss of the war, and a perceived 

 Staff.66

 Condry, p. 158.67
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“lateness” as compared to the First World. This should remind us of Zeebra’s strategic 

positioning of Japanese and blacks; that is, “we’re both victims.”68

This is the same logic behind the titling of JAPADAPTA and THE 12 JAPS. The 

title of the latter portrays Japanese hip-hop as the genre of the underdogs, a genre that 

has tasked itself with representing Japan. The twelve Japanese MCs on THE 12 JAPS 

record, by taking on the word “Jap” and using it as a badge as blacks do “nigger,” are 

showing pride in their status (as the advertisement for the CD put it) as ”indomitable 

outsiders.”

Kojoe,  a rapper that during the mid-2010s was enjoying crossover popularity in 

both the major and underground scenes, made this positioning even clearer in his song 

“Aka Shiro”. The title translates to “Red and White,” a reference to the Japanese flag, and 

the song itself is rapped over the instrumental for black American rapper Wiz Khalifa’s 

“Black and Yellow”.  The line that should draw our attention is in the chorus, where 69

Kojoe says, in fluent English, “I put it down for my Japs and my Kamikazes.” Not only is 

Kojoe aligning his friends and supporters with the Imperial Japanese suicide pilots that 

were mobilized to protect Japan’s outposts in colonized Taiwan and the Philippines, but 

the phrase itself is an adaptation of a common hip-hop phrase “I put it down for my 

niggers.” Here the word “nigger” has been simply replaced for the word “Jap.”

To be clear, the similarities between “Jap” and “nigger” end at the fact that both 

words  are  racial  slurs.  While  for  blacks  the  term “nigger”  recalls  a  bloody  history 

including hundreds of years of slavery and oppression, in Japan the English word “Jap” is 

 This, incidentally, mirrors the right-wing, revisionist movement in Japan started in the mid 1990s that 68

denounced mention in school textbooks of Japan’s history of colonialism and wartime aggression. See 
www.tsukurukai.com.

 “Black and Yellow” in the original track is a reference to Wiz Khalifa’s hometown of Pittsburgh. All 69

three of the city’s major sports franchises (the Penguins, Steelers, and Pirates) have black and yellow/gold 
as their official colors.
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merely understood (if it is understood at all) as an unfriendly term. Most Japanese people 

living in Japan will never experience being called “Jap” to their face, nor does there seem 

to be any strong emotional resistance to the word (in fact, if the notoriously nationalist 

message  board  2  Channel  is  any  indication,  being  mistaken  abroad  for  a  Korean  or 

Chinese person is for many people much more of an insult than “Jap”).  Further, any 70

movement by Japanese to “reclaim” this word would deny the gravity of the experience 

of the Japanese-American population, a population that has endured a history of racism 

— including actually being called “Jap” – that continues to this day. For people who have 

not experienced this history, there is no need to “reclaim” this insult.71

But this small incongruity generally went unnoticed in the Japanese hip-hop scene, 

as the Jap/nigger parallel is far too seductive. It is extremely useful in that it allows a sort 

of “affiliation” to be built that promises to solve at least part of the scene’s anxiety over 

being Japanese and “doing” black music. That is, by referencing the concept of the black/

nigger as the “model” of victimhood, Japanese hip-hop scene participants are able to, at 

least partially, co-opt the position of the original “nigger” for themselves. This is also 

convenient in that it necessarily implies a reprieve from Japan’s imperialist history: the 

absolute  victim is  assumed to  have  never  been a  victimizer;  niggers  never  colonized 

anybody. The “nigger,” now as an individual or as an imagined community, is invincible 

from criticism, and is the epitome of “realness.” Once this standpoint is established, any 

 Anonymous, ‘「ジャップ」「イエローモンキー」「小日本」「チョッパリ」「日猿」←どれが一番70

むかつく？ (=Out of “Jap”, “Yellow Monkey”, [and Three Other Chinese and Korean Slurs for Japanese 
People] Which One Would Piss You Off the Most?)’, 2012 <https://www.logsoku.com/r/2ch.net/poverty/
1336583721/>.

 In any case, I would submit that if one is really serious about “reclaiming” a word, “nip” would have been 71

a better choice. This word is generally interpreted as being more insulting and violent than “Jap”, perhaps 
partially because unlike “Jap”, it cannot be mistaken as a simple abbreviation of “Japan” (the word can 
occasionally be found on size labels on clothing tags in Japan, and some Japanese companies use the 
abbreviation in their official correspondence to this day). If, however, there was a movement within, for 
example, the Japanese-American community to refer to themselves as “Japs”, this would be more logical (if 
a bit strange).
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xenophobic statement made by a rapper or fan ceases to be offensive, and instead takes 

on a defensive nuance. Or, more importantly, it becomes “authentic.”

Two generations of reverse “oppression” 

I  would  argue,  then,  that  it  is  precisely  here  that  we  find  the  missing  link 

mentioned at the beginning of this article. It is at this point that we might begin to try 

to explain why it is that, in Japan, hip-hop has become compatible with the extreme 

right.

This  ability  to  appropriate  a  victimized  position  through  hip-hop  may  have 

something to do with Show-K’s sudden turn from uploading moody songs like “Que Sera 

Sera”, where he complains about being broke, to angrier songs where he complains about 

China.  The latter is  from a track called “Japanese People,  Stand Up”, which Show-K 

performed live at an anti-China rally in Shibuya in late 2010. Incidentally, this rally was 

also endorsed by Toshio Tamogami, the right-wing politician who Show-K would later 

support in the Tokyo election, as we saw in the beginning of this chapter.

I want to stop here to briefly look at Tamogami’s political history in a bit more 

detail,  as  aligning  oneself  with  a  man  like  Tamogami  implies  a  particular  kind  of 

nationalistic attitude. At the time of the rally, Tamogami was best known as the former 

Chief of Staff of the Japan Air Self-Defense force, a title he was stripped of in 2008 after 

an international scandal. The source of this scandal was his “Was Japan an Aggressor 

Nation?”, an eight page essay that caused one commentator to call him the “Japanese 

equivalent” of Holocaust denier David Irving.72

In this article, Tamogami asserts that the “world of racial equality that we have 

today” is thanks to “our ancestors who fought for Japan” during World War II. He also 

 Armchair Asia, ‘Armchair Asia: Tamogami to New York’, Armchair Asia, 2009 <http://72

armchairasia.blogspot.com/2009/12/tamogami-to-new-york.html>.
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implies that China, Korea, and Taiwan — all sites of brutal colonial oppression — are 

ungrateful for Japan’s gracious “development” of their respective homelands during the 

war. He then declares that the Nanking Massacre was actually a setup — by the Chinese. 

That is, he insists that China tricked Japan into raping and butchering a quarter of a 

million of its own people — among them civilians and children. Perhaps the most telling 

line comes when he declares: “Our country was a victim, drawn into the Sino-Japanese 

War by [China].”

Here is another, similar set of statements:

「日本人は世界中のMINORITYの誇り」

Japan is the pride of the world’s minorities.73

白人の帝国主義、植民地政策からアジアを守る為に戦った日本の偉大な先人達

がアジアの各国の独立を促しその土壌からガンジーが生まれそしてキング牧師

やゲバラにシンクロしていき南米の各国の独立にアメリカの黒人文化の成熟を促

した勇気を与えた事は間違いない史実。

Our ancestors  fought  to  protect  all  Asian  countries  from white  imperialism and 

colonialism. This birthed Gandhi, and synced up with Martin Luther King and Che 

Guevara, and stimulated freedom of Latin America and the development of black 

 Brooklyn Yasuaki, ‘「日本人は世界中のMINORITYの誇り」’, Twitter <https://twitter.com/b_yasuaki/73

status/9836626580>.
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culture in America. Our ancestors gave them courage. This is unmistakable historical 

fact.74

もし「日本こそがアジア、有色人種の解放者」という歴史観が一般化してしまっ

たら、中国は有色人種の裏切り者と評価される恐れがある。アメリカは単なる

虐殺者だったと評価される恐れがある。だからこそ日本を「悪」と決めつけて

おかねばならない

If people realized that it was Japan that was the liberator of Asia and all colored 

races, they would realize that China was a traitor to those colored races. They would 

realize that America was simply a butcher. That is why they must paint Japan as the 

“bad guy”.75

The above statements are not those of any military or political  figure: they are 

actually a series of tweets from hip-hop personality B- (for “Brooklyn”) Yas, best known 

as the president of Future Shock, Japan’s first-ever hip-hop label. Future Shock was the 

home of Zeebra’s solo debut, as well as many of his subsequent releases (B-Yas also has a 

cameo appearance in Zeebra’s “Neva Enuff” video, mentioned in the previous chapter).

 Brooklyn Yasuaki, ‘白人の帝国主義、植民地政策からアジアを守る為に戦った日本の偉大な先人達が74

アジアの各国の独立を促しその土壌からガンジーが生まれそしてキング牧師やゲバラにシンクロして
いき南米の各国の独立にアメリカの黒人文化の成熟を促した勇気を与えた事は間違いない史実。’, 

Twitter, 2010 <https://twitter.com/b_yasuaki/status/9836607876>.

 Brooklyn Yasuaki, ‘RT @geo_diplo もし「日本こそがアジア、有色人種の解放者」という歴史観が一75

般化してしまったら、中国は有色人種の裏切り者と評価される恐れがある。アメリカは単なる虐殺者
だったと評価される恐れがある。だからこそ日本を「悪」と決めつけておかねばならない’, Twitter, 
2010 <https://twitter.com/b_yasuaki/status/9837514090>.

67

https://twitter.com/b_yasuaki/status/9836607876
https://twitter.com/b_yasuaki/status/9837514090


The image of a decorated military man and a ballcap-wearing hip-hop mogul sitting 

on the same side of political table may seem a bit strange, but it is reality. Both of these 

figures are saying essentially the same thing.

Like an edgy Russel Simmons, B-Yas’s position as a pioneer allows him to credibly 

give out sporadic history and culture “lessons” to young Japanese rap fans. By using hip-

hop to push what  they likely  consider  a  countercultural,  liberating message,  hip-hop 

pioneers such as B-Yas foster an embracing of a revisionist history of Japan’s past as 

“street knowledge.” Through this “new cultural politics of affiliation,” B-Yas and those 

like him become Japanese stand-ins for pioneers such as KRS-ONE, who also called 

himself “The Teacha,” and Chuck D, who likened hip-hop to a “black CNN”.  They 76

dutifully carry out hip-hop’s command to spread knowledge, with the caveat that the 

“knowledge” being spread here is nothing more than slanged-up nationalism.

It’s also important to note that the interest between hip-hop and the ultralight is 

mutual,  even beyond political  candidates.  In 2002,  Zeebra appeared in the inaugural 

edition of Washism, a vanity magazine published by right-wing manga artist Kobayashi 

Yoshinori. Yoshinori has been active for years, but he is best known for his series 新・ゴ

ーマニズム宣言SPECIAL  戦争論  (“Neo  Gomanism  SPECIAL  -  On  War”),  a  revisionist 

comic book series that argues that the Japanese military in WWII was acting for the 

good of all Asians, that thousands of Japanese war criminals are actually “martyrs” who 

were  unjustly  punished,  and  that  Japan’s  pride  must  be  maintained.  This  series  was 

explosively popular, but also extremely controversial, as it went further even than the 

traditional right was willing to go in its blatant rewriting of history.

 Chuck D and Yusuf Jah, Fight the Power: Rap, Race, and Reality (New York: Delta, 1998).76
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The  magazine  features  a  16-page  interview  between  Yoshinori  and  Zeebra, 

including photo spreads of the two artists, and a detailed discography of Zeebra, as well 

as  his  work  together  with  K  Dub  Shine  as  King  Giddra.  At  one  point,  Yoshinori 

describes  finding Zeebra’s  lyrics  interesting.  Zeebra  responds  by  describing hip-hop’s 

history as the “ghetto” putting their thoughts against the American government into 

lyrics. Then, after describing the political lineage from Malcolm X to the Black Panthers 

to the rap group Public Enemy’s song “Fight The Power,” he praises Kobayashi’s work, 

saying:

それで俺、初めて  『ゴー宣』を読んだときに、「うわ、これパブリック  ・エナ

ミーだ」って思ったんですよ。

 When  I  first  read  [“Neo  Gomanism”],  I  thought,  “Whoa,  this  is  [like]  Public 

Enemy!”77

…so where the real niggers at? 

This, of course, brings us to the obvious question: while nationalist rhetoric was 

finding a new outlet in hip-hop, what about actual minorities in Japan? What were they 

saying about all of this?

The short  answer:  not much.  The longer answer:  while  there have always been 

Japanese minorities active in the hip-hop scene, serious discussion of racism seemed to 

be off limits.

As mentioned above, Show-K’s performed “Japanese People, Stand Up!!” at an anti-

China  rally  in  Yokohama’s  Chinatown area.  This  rally  itself  was  in  response  to  the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands incident of 2010, when a Chinese fishing boat crashed into a 

Japanese  Coast  Guard  patrol  boat.  This  incident  in  turn  set  off  a  rash  of  angry 

 Yoshinori Kobayashi, わしズム　(Washism) (Tokyo: Gentosha, 2002).77

69



demonstrations  by  right  wing  groups,  including  in  areas  with  large  ethnic  Chinese 

populations. It is easy to imagine how these already vulnerable populations must have 

felt, especially when it was reported that someone had mailed live shotgun ammunition 

to a Chinese embassy.78

In response to a general wave of anti-China and anti-Korean sentiment that had 

been on the rise in Japan, two rappers named Takuma the Great and Haiiro de Rossi 

released a music video on Youtube called “We’re All The Same Asian.” Takuma, who is 

ethnically of both Taiwanese and Japanese heritage, raps the first half in Chinese. His 

lyrics are docile and diplomatic, saying that nobody really wants to fight, and that what 

the world needs is peace. Haiiro, who is ethnically full Japanese, raps the second half in 

Japanese. His lyrics are a bit more urgent, but still measured and diplomatic. He says that 

racial slurs are hurtful, and appeals to his Japanese listeners to consider their Chinese and 

Korean neighbors not as enemies but as individuals and humans, and part of the “same 

Asia.” The video also features translations in both Chinese and Japanese, so that more 

people could understand the message.

They  were  immediately  attacked.  Youtube  comments  called  them  stupid  and 

idealistic. Some encouraged them to “go live in Korea with an ‘I’m Japanese’ shirt on, and 

see what happens.” A syndicated Yahoo News article about their track drew over two 

hundred comments – mostly hostile. Among them: “The countries you’re singing about 

are pirates and thieves. You’d be an idiot to get along with them.” “Shut the fuck up. 

Learn your history, and learn about what is happening now. You’re just doing this for the 

free publicity.” “If you don’t like the anti-China rallies, go live in China.” Or, perhaps the 

most telling: “What, are we the only ones with racism problems? No, it’s exactly the 

 Zakzak, ‘中国大使館“緊迫最高レベル”実弾入り封筒、大規模デモも (=Chinese Embassy at "Highest 78

Level of Tension", Live Ammunition Sent to Embassy in Envelope, Large-Scale Demonstrations)’, Zakzak, 
2010 <http://www.zakzak.co.jp/society/foreign/news/20101016/frn1010161257000-n1.htm>.
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opposite, it’s them with the problem. There’s no racism in Japan. Now go do something 

about those motherfuckers.”79

Perhaps encouraged by this display of racism in the Youtube comments section, 

Show-K immediately  put  out  a  song  in  response  to  their  “We’re  The  Same  Asian,” 

insisting that Japan was in danger, that people like Haiiro and Takuma were misleading 

the Japanese public, and that Haiiro needed to be more thankful that he was “made in 

JAP.” Haiiro responded to this track with one of his own, and a brief back-and-forth “dis” 

battle of videos commenced, with each rapper making his points, attacking the other’s 

points,  and  political  arguments  exploding  in  the  comments  section  of  each  video. 

However,  this  time,  it  was only Haiiro battling Show-K. Takuma, the half  Taiwanese 

rapper, never showed up again, and no real explanation was given for him not engaging in 

this battle as well.

The reason for his absence would not be made clear until two months after the 

original “We’re The Same Asian” video was released, when online music magazine Ele-

king ran a feature interview – again, with Haiiro only.  In the interview, Haiiro praised 80

Takuma’s  bravery  for  being  willing  to  make  the  original  video  and  song  with  him: 

Takuma is part Chinese, and thus was “taking a lot of risk, because people might be 

prejudiced against him.” Haiiro also explained the reasoning behind not putting Takuma 

on the response tracks to Show-K:

 Black Music Review, ‘日本のラッパーが中国、韓国との差別解消を訴える (=Japanese Rappers Appeal 79

for Resolution of Discrimination Against China and Korea)’, 2010 <http://bmr.jp/news/detail/
0000009897.html>. Note that while the comments listed were posted primarily on a Yahoo! News posting, 
that article has since been taken down and is no longer available, even via internet archiving services (I 
saved a digital copy of the original). As such, the original article as it appeared on Black Music Review is 
referenced.

 Shin Futatsugi, ‘Interview with Haiiro de Rossi ヒップホップ・アゲインスト・レイシズム (=Hip-Hop 80

Against Racism)’, Ele-King, 2011 <http://www.ele-king.net/interviews/001354/>.
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たとえば、右翼が絡んできたとしても、オレはラップが上手いからラップで返

す。show-kさんとのビーフに関しても、あれはタクマが出るべきじゃない。ふた

りで返すのが筋だけど、あれ以上はあいつ以外も傷つける可能性があるじゃな

いですか。だから、オレがひとりで出たんです。

For example, even if the right wing comes at us, I’m good at rap, so I’ll respond with 

rap. And with the beef with show-k, that wasn’t a battle that Takuma should be in. 

Both of us responding would have been the ‘normal’ way to do it, but if Takuma went 

any further, there’s the possibility that others aside from him might get hurt, too. So 

I did it by myself.”

That is, because Takuma is mixed-race and lived with his family in the same area of 

Yokohama’s  Chinatown  area  where  the  anti-China  rallies  were  taking  place,  it  was 

considered too risky for him to publicly continue the debate. What Haiiro meant by 

“getting hurt” is left open for interpretation by the reader, but we should pay attention to 

the fact that Takuma and Haiiro decided that the Japanese hip-hop scene was not a safe 

place for a minority to participate in open discussion of race and prejudice.

Haiiro, as he says at the end of one of his tracks, decided to make “We’re The Same 

Asian” because many of his friends that lived in or near Chinatown were scared that 

some of the anger that people were expressing at country policies would spill over and 

turn into violence against them.

I do want to make clear that that the online commenters who were criticizing 

Haiiro and Takuma may or may not have been “true” hip-hop fans. They could have been 

“outsiders” who had somehow found the video. It is impossible to determine the identity 

of each individual commenter. But I also have to note that discussions about the series of 

events by the Japanese hip-hop scene – e.g. in hip-hop blogs, and in Twitter accounts 
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that were generally devoted to hip-hop –  appeared to view both “sides” as legitimate 

expressions of opinion.

All’s fair in Beef and War 

Some context is necessary here. As mentioned before, in the early 2010s, Japanese 

hip-hop was experiencing a kind of renaissance, due to increased use of social media for 

distribution of music. One of the most decisive events that turned the scene on to the 

possibility was the popularity of so-called “beef” (which we might define simply as a 

“public feud” between artists)  which is propelled by “dis tracks” (songs in which one 

artist “disses,” or “disrespects,” another). One of the decisive events that set this off was 

the so-called “Teriyaki Beef” incident.

In 2009, Seeda and OKI, two popular underground rap artists, released a video 

called  “Teriyaki  Beef,”  a  music  video/dis  track  against  the  Teriyaki  Boys,  a  more 

mainstream hip-hop group that had the backing of Nigo, the designer of the famous 

“Bathing  Ape”  streetwear  clothing  brand.  The  video  opens  with  the  two  rappers 81

punching a  bag  full  of  teriyaki  hamburgers  they  had bought  at  McDonald’s,  as  they 

accuse the Teriyaki Boyz of covertly trash talking them in one of their songs. The lyrics 

in the video included the following insult:

二番煎じはニガーの機嫌取り 

 You’re washed up, trying to get niggers to like you

The “niggers” in question here would refer to artists like Kanye West and Pharrell 

Williams, who had appeared on the Teriyaki Boyz’ most recent album.

 TERIYAKI BEEF / SEEDA & OKI (GEEK), 2009 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kncxufz05Nk>.81
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This video turned the entire scene on its head, and for months, it seemed that 

“Teriyaki Beef” was all the scene was talking about. Some sided with the Teriyaki Boyz, 

others with the underground rappers, but there was one thing the scene could agree on: 

it was exciting. Suddenly, the scene had something to talk about.

One of the members of Teriyaki Boyz, a Zainichi Korean rapper named Verbal, 

invited Seeda onto his podcast to talk things out. The interview ended in a freestyle 

battle between the two rappers, in which Seeda completely dominated his opponent.

This raised Seeda’s street credibility and profile, and he was offered a spot on the 

cover of the (short-lived, but) prestigious The Source Japan magazine. Instead, he refused, 

and dissed the staff of the magazine in another song. Seeing how public drama could be 

converted into attention, a relatively unknown rapper named Guinness made a dis track 

against Seeda, sparking another series of dis tracks. All this spawned a bizarre, sprawling 

battle royale of rappers taking pot shots at other rappers. From about 2009 to 2012, it 

seemed that everyone was starting beef with everyone else.

Around this time, I had become acquaintances with Aklo, a then up-and-coming 

rapper who, as mentioned in the previous chapter, had spent some of his childhood in 

the United States.  He told me that he’d been waiting for this moment. Between the 

newly sparked boom of online mixtapes, and the “beef” trend, he felt that finally, true 

hip-hop culture was coming to Japan. He likened it to manga that Japanese kids read: just 

like kids liked to see dramatic fights play out in the pages of Dragon Ball and then discuss 

it  on  the  playground,  watching  artists  lyrically  slug  it  out  was  entertainment  of  the 

highest caliber. Importantly, nobody was going to get hurt (a la Tupac and Biggie) – even 

assuming that the artists had serious artistic disputes with one another, it was all in good 

fun.
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Looking  back,  this  “beef”  trend  was  good  for  the  Japanese  hip-hop  scene.  It 

inspired creativity, forced artists to push themselves, and created a demand for hip-hop 

online that hadn’t existed prior. I experienced the excitement myself, and among friends 

in the scene, we said that it felt like we were living in a second “golden age.” But there 

was one topic that never came up during the public discussion over Teriyaki Beef - the 

phrase “nigger.” Nowhere in blogs, magazine features, or the discussion with Verbal did 

the appropriateness of using that word appear.

This was the context in which the public feud between Haiiro and Show-K was 

consumed. In the moment, it was one of the biggest topics of conversation in the scene. 

But to viewers, this was simply another “beef.” More entertainment.

This tears a hole in the idea that hip-hop is by nature a community that stands up 

for the oppressed. If it was, this is where would expect hip-hop to stand up for the rights 

of people that are being threatened. But that is not what happened. When the anti-

China rallies took place, there was not only no unified response from hip-hop, but it 

seems that some in the hip-hop scene were actually in agreement with Show-K. At In the 

end, Takuma had to bow out because he was afraid that someone might retaliate against 

his family, or some other innocent person.

Haiiro  seemed  frustrated  by  this,  but  as  he  recounted  in  his  interview,  his 

experience seems to be reflective of the reality of the world around him:

オレらは右でも左でもないし、そういう思想は持ってない。ただ、普通に普通

のことを言っただけなんですよ。普通にヒップホップだと思うことをやった。そ

したら、普通じゃない反応が返ってきたから、ここ（日本）は普通じゃないん

だって認知できた。
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We [Takuma and Rossi] aren’t “right” or “left,” we don’t have those ideologies. We 

just  said something normal.  We did what we thought was normal  ‘hip-hop’.  And 

then,  we got  a  response that  was  not  normal.  It  made us  realize  that  this  place 

[Japan] is not normal.”82

In one of his dis tracks, Show-K teased Haiiro for his naïveté in making “We’re The 

Same Asian,” saying “in a few years, I hope you’re ashamed of that song.” Some time 

later, Haiiro’s label quietly removed “We’re The Same Asian” from their channel. As of 

this writing, neither that song, nor any of Haiiro’s follow-up songs are available anywhere 

online. Only Show-K’s videos remain.83

As an aside, it’s important to note that while Show-K thinks of himself as a right-

wing rapper, his opponent in the “Same Asian” beef didn’t think of himself as a leftist. A 

few months  after  the beef  had died down,  he  reflected on this  situation in  another 

interview.  He wasn’t, as Show-K said he would be, ashamed of his songs. But he did feel 84

that he’d been misunderstood:

「それはキツかったっすね、正直。極右の人からの脅迫めいたメッセージもあ

ったし、逆に左系の人からアプローチされたり、超病みましたね、あのとき

は。こっちとしては『やっぱ仲良い方がいい』ぐらいの気持ちだったんだけど、

それを素直に言うとこういうことになるんだっていうのはすごく実感したまし

た。…」

 Futatsugi.82

 However, a written summary of the entire incident, including a copy of the lyrics of each song, is still 83

available on a music fan’s website gogonyanta, ‘HAIIRO DE ROSSI Vs. Show-K’, すばらしくてNICE 

CHOICE <http://gogonyanta.jugem.jp/?eid=3414>.

 Shinichiro Takagi, ‘Haiiro de Rossi Interview’, 2011 <http://amebreak.ameba.jp/interview/84

2011/07/002181.html>.

76

http://gogonyanta.jugem.jp/?eid=3414
http://amebreak.ameba.jp/interview/2011/07/002181.html
http://amebreak.ameba.jp/interview/2011/07/002181.html


It  was  really  hard,  to  tell  you  the  truth.  I  got  threatening  messages  from 

ultrarightists, but on the other hand, I was approached by leftists. It made me really 

ill. For my part, all I was thinking was “it’s better if we all get along”, but I realized 

that this is what happens if you say that so directly.…

「そうやって左右から色んなアクションがあって、悩んじゃってたんだけど、助

けになったのは、実はSHOW-Kさんが仕掛けたビーフだったんですよね。あの応

酬で俺も“WE’RETHE  SAME  ASIAN”で言い切れなかったことや立ち位置を表現

できたし、あれがなかったら本当に左の人って思われてたかもしれない。そう

いう意味ではHIP HOPに助けられたっていうか」

[…] The left and the right reacted like that, and I was worried, but actually, it helped 

that Show-K dissed us. Because of that back and forth, I was able to express my 

position in a way that I wasn’t able to in [the first song] “We’re The Same Asian.” If 

that hadn’t happened, people really would have thought I was a leftist. So in that 

way, hip-hop really helped me.

Takuma and Haiiro are anomalies. Much like that of mainstream Japan, the general 

atmosphere in the Japanese hip-hop scene is one that discourages serious discussion of 

racism. And while it does allow the presence of non-ethnic Japanese rappers, the scene is 

not always interested in hearing those individuals criticize Japan.

This scene dynamic is also visible in another statement made by K Dub Shine at 

the aforementioned conference. At one point during the question and answer session, a 

Korean student stood up and asked K Dub what he thought about a group of ethnic 
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Zainichi Korean rappers that brought up minority politics in their music.  K Dub (who, 85

again, though mainstream, is generally recognized as a “political rapper”), shrugged the 

student off, saying that “doing things that divides people isn’t good,” and that “going way 

back into history, and saying stuff  like ‘Japanese people back then were mean’ doesn’t 

help anything.”

Thus, essentially, after identifying himself and the entire scene with the “niggers,” 

he denied Zainichi Koreans the right to be niggers. This seems a bit cruel, considering 

that if there are any real “niggers” in Japan, then a historically oppressed minority would 

certainly have a better claim to it than an ethnic majority rapper.

The consequences of failure 

While the messages of rap superstars such as Zeebra or K Dub Shine may not be as 

confrontational as that of underground acts like Show-K or Arei Raise, it is clear that 

their nationalist ideology has an effect on their audience. Scholar David Z. Morris tells of 

a  student that,  in a  college course on postcolonial  theory,  “wrote an article equating 

Zeebra’s rhetoric of Japanese pride to Frantz Fanon’s analysis of the postcolonial African 

mentality.”  This suggests that Zeebra’s search for identity, and his public expression of 86

affiliation  with  blacks  as  victims,  has  also  left  an  impression  on  his  young  listeners. 

Incidentally, Show-K cites K Dub and Zeebra as his introduction to hip-hop.87

 It is perhaps interesting to note that the Zainichi group in question, KP, had been featured the previous 85

year on a Zainichi website, where they stressed the fact that they had been inspired by “black music.” I’ll 
come back to this in Chapter 4.

 David Morris, ‘The Sakura of Madness: Japan’s Nationalist Hip Hop and the Parallax of Globalized 86

Identity Politics’, Communication, Culture & Critique, 6.3 (2013), 459–80.

 Onara Boo, ‘おならBOO的太鼓判アルバムを作ったshow-K君がゲストの回 (="An Interview with 87

Show-K, Who Made an Album We Love Here at Onara Boo Radio")’, 2013 <http://onaradio.seesaa.net/
article/353380500.html>.
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Morris also notes that the seeds of Japan’s right-leaning scene were present when 

Hip-Hop Japan  author Ian Condry was doing his  fieldwork,  and criticizes Condry for 

praising  as  “progressive”  lyrics  that  are  obviously  simple  repackagings  of  right-wing 

propaganda. That being said, because _Hip-Hop Japan_does not display a real awareness 

of Japanese history or politics, Condry’s failure to recognize the trend of nationalism in 

hip-hop in the twelve years between the start of fieldwork and the publishing of his book 

should probably be considered unintentional — even though his work, as Morris says, 

“provides  ideological  support”  for  the  “justifying  of  Japanese  mistreatment  of  non-

Japanese.”88

Thus, it is necessary that we pay attention to implications of the failure on hip-

hop’s part to become a positive force in Japan. As an example: for a while, in early 2014, 

in the same month that Show-K performed his song in support of Tamogami, I lived in a 

small apartment in Shin-Okubo, a community with a large population of Zainichi Korean 

and native Korean residents, and the scene of several anti-Zainichi demonstrations the 

previous summer by the racist group Zaitokukai. The Zaitokukai marched through the 

streets,  terrorizing Korean residents  and businesses,  waving banners  that  said “Good 

Koreans and Bad Koreans, Kill ’Em All,”, and shouting the word “Chon,” an ethnic slur 

for  Koreans that is  considered so derogatory it  is  censored when it  appears  in mass 

media. The winter weather brought with it a lull in racist demonstrations, but the signs 

of hate remained: scrawled on the wall in bright red marker on the way to my favorite 

restaurant were the words “チョン氏ね” (“die,  Chon“),  and on a signpost in front of a 

Korean grocery were the words “チョン帰れ” (“Chon get out“).

 Morris.88

79



That same year, there had been a response from a handful of senior hip-hop artists 

to this phenomenon. The best example of this would be “The Bridge Remix” by veteran 

artist ECD, who at 52, was older than MC Hammer.  Even K Dub Shine collaborated on 89

a song with Utamaru (an artist discussed in the following chapter) that criticized and 

poked fun at the neto-uyo, a group analogous to America’s alt-right.90

However, there was little reaction from younger artists. The young generation, that 

is, the generation best equipped to use social media to post songs and speak out online, 

and the generation that is future of Japanese hip-hop, seemed relatively unconcerned 

with racism. Also, if we are to praise hip-hop for any contribution to anti-hate speech, 

we should also consider that it hadn’t done anything that the rock/punk scene didn’t do 

better.

Hisashi  Yoshino,  frontman for  the  popular  rock  group  Eastern  Youth,  publicly 

denounced the Zaitokukai well  before any major hip-hop artist made any meaningful 

stance, going as far as to tell fans that supported Zaitokukai that he did not want them 

as fans. As he wrote on his personal blog in response to a fan letter he had received , “I 

don’t have a single song for you…I hope every musician and music fan becomes your 

enemy”.  This was two years before Utamaru and K Dub Shine released their  song. 91

Almost  immediately  after  the  Zaitokukai  began  marching,  they  were  confronted  by 

counter-demonstrations, largely masterminded by Yasumichi Noma, an activist and rock 

musician. (I discuss Noma, and his group, Shibakitai/CRAC, in Chapter 4). I myself went 

 The Bridge 反レイシズムRemix ECDILLREME, 2013 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?89

v=gYvCwIaw3JM> [accessed 24 April 2020].

 Black Files TV, ‘STUDIO LIVE : Kダブシャイン+宇多丸 - 物騒な発想(まだ斬る!!) Feat. DELI (= 90

Studio Live: K Dub Shine + Utamaru: Violent Thoughts (I’ll Still Slice!) Feat DELI)’ <https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=1tzv8gAWaXs&feature=emb_title> [accessed 24 April 2020].

 Hisashi Yoshino, ‘2013年6月17日 : 天沼メガネ節’ <http://www.yoshino-seisakujyo.com/meganebushi/?91

p=1241>.

80

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gYvCwIaw3JM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gYvCwIaw3JM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1tzv8gAWaXs&feature=emb_title
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1tzv8gAWaXs&feature=emb_title
http://www.yoshino-seisakujyo.com/meganebushi/?p=1241
http://www.yoshino-seisakujyo.com/meganebushi/?p=1241


to a number of anti-hate speech demonstrations, and anecdotally speaking, at least in 

2014, most of the young people I spoke with identified with the punk scene.

Also, above else, we must recognize that even some artists are able to criticize the 

low-hanging fruit that is the Zaitokukai, a group so extreme that the even the generally 

traditional right wing establishment wants little to do with it, the Japanese hip-hop scene 

still refused to police itself when it comes to racism. The Show-K / Haiiro beef is the 

only real case in which any effort was made to publicly suggest a dialogue on racism 

within the hip-hop community, and even that was abandoned.

Finally, I would like to return to the scene of the beginning of this article, in which 

we saw Show-K perform at a campaign rally for Toshio Tamogami. Most of the song’s 

lyrics are praising Tamogami and his political stance, but near the middle of the song, 

Show-K briefly turns his focus to hip-hop itself. After bemoaning the fact that hip-hop is 

“still”  left  wing in his  eyes,  he demands that right-wing rappers deserve “freedom of 

speech,” and blasts those that think “it’s okay to just silence us.”

In the end, Tamogami did not win the election (he lost to a more moderate, but 

still  right-leaning,  candidate).  But  while  older  voters  –  that  is,  the  generation  that 

remembers  WWII and  its  immediate  aftermath  –  shunned him,  Tamogami  found a 

strong support base in the youth. In fact, exit polls showed that among voters under 30, 

Tamogami handily beat both progressive candidates. Even among voters under 40, he 

still edged out the left.

Thus, if we are to consider hip-hop a youth culture, and if we are to consider that 

hip-hop, like any other subculture, is a product of its environment, hip-hop swinging 

visibly  toward  the  right  should  be  no  surprise.  In  an  article  analyzing  Tamogami’s 

campaign, one reporter estimated that much of his support may have come from what 

she terms Japan’s “underclass” —  a class that is young, having trouble finding jobs in 
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today’s unstable economy, and has begun to look for comfort in a strong, authoritarian 

expression  of  nationalism.  Hip-hop  may  well  be  the  new  “Esperanto”  for  that 92

“underclass.”

Hip-Hop as Tool; Tools as Art 

“We shape our tools,” John Culkin once observed, “and thereafter our tools shape 

us”.  Hip-hop  pioneers  searched  for  tools  to  make  hip-hop  compatible  with  their 93

Japanese identity. The tool they came up with was a common one that had been used 

outside Japan for years: a one-sided affinity with black people.

This was the same tool that Yoko Ono and John Lennon used when they sang 

“Woman is the Nigger of the World” in an attempt to make their listeners understand 

the plight of the woman in 1972; the same tool that Pierre Vallières used when he wrote 

White Niggers of America in an attempt to make his readers understand the plight of the 

Québécois.  I will  have occasion to repeat this later,  but I’ll  say it  here: the Japanese 

scene’s clinging to this tool is not because of some feature of Japanese society, but says 

more about the effectiveness of Euro-American hegemony. The interesting thing about 

hip-hop in Japan is that once rappers such as Zeebra and K Dub Shine created a tool to 

navigate  their  own insecurities,  that  tool  immediately  went  to  work  on  the  rappers 

themselves, hammering them back into a shape that was compatible with the right wing.

In this chapter, I have focused on the elements of the scene that make the current 

right-wing trend most visible. Not every Japanese rapper is putting out racist songs, and 

 Shoko Tamura, ‘田母神氏:６１万得票の意味　背景に若者層の不安、危機感？ (=What Tamogami’s 92

610,000 Votes Mean: In the Background, Unease and Anxiety Among the Youth?)’, Mainichi Shimbun, 2014 
<https://web.archive.org/web/20140310155034/http://mainichi.jp/feature/news/
20140307mog00m010010000c.html>.

 This line is often mistakenly attributed to Marshall McCluhan, but it appears that he never actually 93

wrote these words. In the recording of McCluhan’s lecture of “The Medium is the Message”, these words 
are credited to Culkin, who was a friend of McCluhan’s.
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not every individual member of the scene is deliberately silencing minority voices. In 

fact,  explicitly  “political”  rappers  are  in  the  minority  -  for  every  rapper  making 

nationalist songs, there are probably ten or more making songs about such rap staples as 

partying, money, sex, or their own skills. But I do not think it strange that rappers such 

as  Show-K or  Are  Raise  should  exist.  Actually,  given the  trend towards  the  right  in 

Japanese youth as outlined above, it would be strange if there were not at least a handful 

of explicitly nationalist rappers. If there is an identifiable “problem” here, it is that there 

is little direct opposition to this rhetoric, particularly among people under 40; and that 

the scene has little patience for serious discussion of racism. It is because of this that the 

scene is now, on the whole, displaying a prominent tilt to the right.

With this in mind, we must be very careful when considering the claims of rappers, 

or of academics, that insist that what is being produced in the “global hip-hop” scene is 

necessarily some sort of strive towards justice, equal rights, and freedom of speech. As 

we have seen, the when the Japanese scene does become consciously political, it is not 

focused  on  the  empowerment  of  minority  voices.  Instead,  it  is  focused  on  the  re-

legitimization of power. This is a different type of power, in that this is a power derived 

from co-opting a position of victimhood; but power nonetheless.  It  is  this  move for 

power,  or  this  “politics  of  cultural  affiliation,”  that  can  cause  one,  while  believing 

wholeheartedly that the core tenets of the art form are speaking out against authority or 

destroying authority — to begin to parrot authority and hold hands with authority. This 

is possible through a simple twist of logic; one that is easy to trace.

Thus, if we are to continue to view hip-hop as an essentially progressive genre, one 

that has social justice encoded into its very DNA because of its roots in black America, 

we are faced with a difficult choice. We must conclude either that Japanese hip-hop has 

somehow failed —  and that if  it  has failed here it  can fail  anywhere —  or  we must 
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conclude that the racism we have seen in this chapter is an appropriate expression of an 

“Esperanto of youth rebellion.”

Instead, I believe it is more reasonable to look at hip-hop as as we look at any 

other art. If we choose to recognize hip-hop’s true value as an art form, or as a tool for 

expression, we must also recognize that there is nothing inherently liberating or positive 

about hip-hop, just as there is nothing inherently liberating or positive about any other 

tool. Art can be negative and/or positive; the tool we call a “hammer” can be used to 

build and/or destroy. The determining factor is the person who is wielding it. And as it 

turns out, in Japan, the right wing is doing a lot of the swinging.
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Chapter 2 

1995: Can the Japanese Rap? 

In the previous chapter, I laid out what I believe is the formula that allows right-

wing rap to exist  in Japan:  a  “politics  of  cultural  affiliation” that  causes some in the 

Japanese hip-hop scene to feel a need to align themselves politically with black people.  94

Once this alignment is established, it allows one to speak as though they were black 

themselves – speaking from the position of the oppressed.

But to more fully understand why this politics is necessary at all, we need to also 

look closer at the scene’s original struggle: dealing with the fact that for so long, much of 

Japanese society had been so focused on disassociating itself with black people that the 

simple  act  of  doing  “black  music”  looked (and felt)  regressive.  As  I’ve  argued in  the 

previous chapter, the Japanese scene has attempted to pull itself toward blackness; that 

is,  to  proactively  marginalize  itself.  But  we  also  need  to  understand  that  this  self-

marginalization is partially a reaction to a sense among Japanese hip-hop artists and fans 

that Japanese society is pushing them away, and marginalizing them.

So, whereas the previous chapter covered four topics: music in general, to hip-hop 

in particular, to race, to politics, this chapter will generally leave the topic of “politics” 

proper alone. Instead of analyzing lyrics, I will look at the conversations the scene was 

having as it found its footing, grappling with the topics of music in general, hip-hop in 

particular,  and more than all  – race. Specifically,  we will  focus on Japanese hip-hop’s 

racial perception, and portrayal, of itself.

 An earlier version of this chapter appeared in the edited volume Two Haiku and a Microphone Dexter 94

Thomas, ‘Can the Japanese Rap?’, in Traveling Texts and the Work of Afro-Japanese Cultural Production: Two 
Haiku and a Microphone, ed. by William H. Bridges and Nina Cornyetz, New Studies of Modern Japan 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2015)
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As a way to focus our examination, we will begin with a look at a manga called Wild 

Q that set off an infamous debate within the mid-90s Tokyo hip-hop scene about the 

proper representation of hip-hop culture.  This event forced Japanese hip-hop artists 95

and fans to deal with not only their own Japaneseness, but also their perceived “non-

blackness.” As students of this cultural  phenomenon of music-induced identity crisis, 

this event provides us with a window into understanding not only the process of the 

Japanese hip-hop scene’s early development of its own views on race and identity, but a 

view  of  the  implications  of  “imported”  racial  stereotypes  in  the  broader  Japanese 

context.

Yutsuko Chusonji: From Pop Diva to Hip-Hop Edutainer 

On 1st February, 2005, the Asahi Shimbun ran a brief obituary for a woman named 

Chusonji Yutsuko.  It noted that she was 42, and was famous for her manga about young 96

women in  Japan’s  bubble  economy period.  She  died  of  colon  cancer  in  a  Yokohama 

hospital. And that was where the obituary stopped. Most people did not know much 

about her aside from her former superstar status as a manga artist, so there was little else 

to say. But what many people that read this article likely did not realize was that in 1995, 

Chusonji was one of the the Tokyo hip-hop scene’s most important figures. This may 

seem surprising, especially considering not only that she was not a rapper, but also that 

for about a year, nearly everyone in the Tokyo hip-hop scene hated her.

Chusonji had not really planned on being a manga artist – she just happened to be 

good at it. A child model, she had always been involved with media in some form or 

another, but her real dream was to be a musician. When she was in high school, she was 

 Chusonji Yutsuko, Wild Q, Tokyo: Magajinhausu, 1996.95

 Mainichi Shimbun, ‘訃報：中尊寺ゆつこさん　４２歳　死去＝漫画家 (=Obituary: Ms Yutsuko 96

Chusonji, Manga Artist, Dies at 42)’, Mainichi Shimbun Morning Edition, 1 February 2005.
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the president of the official Japan Kate Bush Fan Club. During college, she sang in a new-

wave avant garde band called the Russian Ballet Troupe (Nagatani). The group did release 

a few singles in 1989 on a boutique indie label, but was never able to get a major record 

deal. So, she tried her hand at drawing manga. Her first one_Sweet Spot_, was a smash 

hit.97

But her true passion was music. So, she did what many aspiring musicians have 

done before her: she packed up her things, and moved to New York City. Unfortunately, 

despite her efforts in New York, she never managed to make a hit record. She released 

one album in 1993, but it doesn’t appear to have sold very well. In between pursuing her 

music career, she diligently kept at her day job of manga writing, sending off her drafts to 

publishers back in Japan via fax and mail,  and occasionally doing graphics and music 

work for the popular children’s show Ugo Ugo Ruuga. While her new environment did not 

do much for her music, it did have a profound effect on her work as a manga artist. Upon 

arriving in New York,  she started to become very interested in black people –  their 

lifestyle, their history, and most of all, their music.

 It was so popular, in fact, that it won the bronze medal in the 1990 New Words Award for creating the 97

term “oyaji gyaru.”, Jiyukokuminsha, ‘第7回 1990年 授賞語 (=Winners from the 7th Annual New Word 
Awards in 1990)’, 「現代用語の基礎知識」選　ユーキャン 新語・流行語大賞 <https://www.jiyu.co.jp/
singo/index.php?eid=00007>.
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This  was  reflected  in  her  work  at  the  time.  Whereas  her  old  comics  were 98

primarily jokey comics about young women going to bars and playing golf, much of the 

work she published in New York was immediately related to black people. Some of her 

comics read like travelogues, complete with images of herself doing things like going to 

black churches or talking to rappers.  She seems to have put a great deal of effort put 99

into educating the reader about black people in New York.

Note that the original is in Japanese. Like all other images that feature 

English in this dissertation, this image has been “scanlated” by me – see 

below for detail.

 As with all translations, all “scanlations” in this dissertation are done by the author. “Scanlation” is a 98

portmanteau of “scan” and “translation,” and refers to a process involving scanning the original (paper) 
comic into a digital image, and then manipulating it with Photoshop or other image editing software to 
erase the Japanese text, and then add in the translated English text. This is a common term among English-
language anime and manga fan communities, who produce and (often illegally) trade scanlations when an 
official English version of the work has not yet been produced (or when it is unlikely that one will ever be 
released, due to the original company not seeing foreign language publication as a commercially viable 
venture).

 Yutsuko Chusonji, ブレス (=Breath) (Diamond, 1993).99
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Eventually, she decided to do an entire series dedicated to showing readers about 

hip-hop. It was 1995, and New York hip-hop was going through a second golden age. Nas 

had just released his debut classic Illmatic, the Notorious B.I.G. was all over the radio 

(even on the West coast),  and the Wu-Tang Clan was quickly assembling a nine-man 

empire by releasing breakout solo albums at a pace that was almost unfair. Chusonji was 

fascinated by the music and the culture, and she wanted to share it with everyone back 

home. So, she started work on a series called Wild Q, which secured a spot in a popular 

monthly men’s magazine called Popeye.

The cover of Wild Q.
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This  series  ended  up  doing  three  things,  almost  simultaneously:  First,  it  made 

nearly  everyone  in  the  Tokyo  hip-hop  scene  angry.  Second,  it  launched  a  fairly 

complicated discussion about what it meant to be a Japanese person performing black 

music. Third, and most counter-intuitively, it gave Japan’s hip-hop scene a much-needed 

boost.

Wild Q

The plotline of Wild Q itself is fairly basic: put briefly, it is a story about a group of 

Japanese kids that go to New York, and learn about hip-hop culture along the way. Set in 

the  same  year  it  was  published,  the  story  centers  around  a  21  year  old  kid  named 

Dainosuke, and his younger brother, Chiyomaru. Both of them are from a poor fishing 

village in an island off the main coast of Japan. They live a simple life: most of their days 

are spent fishing or mending nets. These are not the stereotypical Tokyo fashionistas 

that  many young Americans tend to think of  when they imagine Japan:  the teenage 

The two main characters of Wild Q. Image has been edited from the 

original to add English text.
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residents  of  this  village are generally  unhip and clueless,  and have stereotypical  hick 

accents.

One day, Dainosuke decides to leave the small fishing village for America. Three 

years pass, and his little brother Chiyomaru starts to worry about him, and decides to go 

and look for him in America by himself.  His friends are worried, because he doesn’t 

know anything about America and doesn’t speak a word of English, but he is determined. 

He gets on the plane, and befriends a pair of fellow Japanese youths. These latter two are 

from  Osaka,  and  much  hipper  than  Chiyomaru.  They  are  going  to  New  York  to 

experience the hip-hop scene and hang out in their friends’ penthouse, but Chiyomaru 

doesn’t even know what hip-hop is, and is completely uninterested in their penthouse. 

He just wants to find his brother. After a bit of persuading, he gets his newfound friends 

to help him search for Dainosuke.

Meanwhile,  Dainosuke  has  been  living  in  the  low-income  Wyckoff  Projects  in 

Brooklyn (“with black people,” as the manga points out). By this point, he has changed 

his name to DNK, and he has somehow gotten it into his head that he wants to be a 

gangster  rapper  and  get  a  ‘gangster  girlfriend’,  but  he  can’t  seem to  get  any  of  the 

gangsters to accept him. In an attempt to fit in with the local gangbangers and drug 

dealers, he constantly works on his rapping skills, his graffiti skills, and his dancing skills. 

Just when the local gang has started to accept him, his younger brother Chiyomaru finds 

him, and convinces him to go home. Once back in Japan, they wander around in Tokyo 

for a while, but then eventually go back home to their fishing village. They are reunited 

with their father, and the story ends.
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Edutainment 

From the above description, it might be a bit hard to understand why Wild Q was 

ever  approved  for  publication.  There  is  no  real  “plot”  to  speak  of,  and  all  of  the 

characters are one-dimensional. The author’s aim becomes more apparent, however, if we 

read  it  as  it  was  intended;  that  is,  as  an  educational  comic  book;  an  entertaining 

Bildungsroman  in which the reader learns along with the main characters. Reading the 

manga,  it  is  clear  that  Chusonji  was  focused  on  giving  Japanese  readers  as  much 

knowledge  about  hip-hop  as  possible.  Her  characters  were  simply  vehicles  for 

transporting that knowledge.

In the panels above, for example, we can see Dainosuke educating readers about 

the different elements of hip-hop. Below, three characters talk about a famous clothing 

store called Dr. Jay’s, and the sorts of brands one could (and should) buy there. This 

meant that a young Japanese reader with no previous firsthand knowledge of New York’s 

hip-hop scene could step off the plane from Narita with this comic in hand, find this 

store, and know exactly what to buy.

92



Note that like most Japanese manga, text should be read from the top right to 

the bottom left (e.g., “C’mon Kazuo” is uttered before “And buy a bunch of 

gear at Dr. Jay’s!”
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Another  way  that  Chusonji  tried  to  spread  hip-hop  knowledge  was  by  having 

characters talk in what some call “ebonics,” or African American Vernacular English – 

complete  with  Japanese  translations  and  pronunciation  guides  for  every  word.  This 

allows the book to function a sort of hip-hop English textbook. Also of note are the 

small round numbers that appear next to some words. These are vocabulary words, and 

at the end of each comic, there was a vocabulary list, in which DNK would tell readers 

the meanings of each word, and provide example sentences where necessary or helpful.

Later, once the series ended, it was published as a collected book. This volume 

included some bonus features, such as an expanded hip-hop slang dictionary in the back, 

which was compiled by K Dub Shine, who is discussed in the previous chapter. At this 

point, he was one of the most important rappers in the scene at the time.100

Chusonji intended for this volume to be a treasure trove of hip-hop information 

compiled in an easy-to-digest format, and the amount of effort put towards this goal is 

very  clear.  Chusonji  seems  to  have  de-prioritized  character  development  and  plot 

complexity  in  favor  of  creating  “teaching  moments”  in  which  characters  passed  on 

tidbits about subgenres of dance music, black culture, and even geographical locations 

and points of interest in New York. Wild Q could have been considered a Bible for the 

scene,  were  it  not  for  the  fact  that  so  many  Japanese  hip-hop  fans  considered  it 

blasphemous.

 K Dub Shine (along with his group, King Giddra) had just released 空からの力 (“Power From the Sky”), 100

one of the most critically lauded records of Japanese rap history. For those more familiar with the US hip-
hop scene, consider that featuring a section personally edited by K Dub Shine would be something like 
having a book’s afterword penned by a young Nas in his prime.
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Japanese Wannabes 

Chusonji also used her manga to make some commentary about the Japanese hip-

hop scene, and this is what got her into trouble. Chusonji at this time was fascinated by 

black people and hip-hop music, and she thought that Japanese people back home who 

were listening to it were completely ignorant of the true essence of the culture. At the 

time, she was unaware that there was a serious underground rap scene in Tokyo. She 

assumed that all Japanese rappers were just copycats or comedians.101

This somewhat holier-than-thou attitude is reflected in the portrayal of characters 

of  the  comic.  DNK,  for  example,  is  an  irredeemably  pathetic  character.  He  has  an 

uncool “hick” accent, he is a complete wannabe, and with each turn of the page, we find 

him finding some new way to get beat up, shot at, or otherwise embarrass himself. Even 

some of the more “normal” Japanese kids are generally clueless, and Chusonji depicts 

them as  being  just  simple  copycats  that  buy  up  all  the  clothes,  records,  and  other 

trappings  of  city  culture,  but  have  no  real  understanding  black  people  or  hip-hop.

 This is understandable – in in the early 1990s, when Chusonji left Japan, most people would only ever 101

encounter hip-hop when it was used as a quick gag in comedy routines on variety shows. Serious, 
legitimate Japanese hip-hop acts were not given television airtime until much later.
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While a lot of this was simply poking fun, some of her depictions seem to have an 

element of parody with a purpose (note the fine print on the bottom left of the panel 

above).  Her characters were partially based in reality – there certainly were aspiring 

Japanese rap artists, with limited English and street skills, who had moved to New York 

in order to learn about hip-hop from the community where it  was born.  Chusonji 102

seems to have wanted to warn Japanese kids from jumping into a potentially dangerous 

situation without the necessary knowledge up front. But this didn’t really fly in Tokyo.

After after returning from her sojourn to New York and holing up in her room for 

months working on Wild Q, Chusonji wandered out to a nightclub. That night happened 

to be a Japanese hip-hop concert, featuring the aforementioned King Ghiddra.103

As she recounts in the afterword of the Wild Q collected volume, the performance 

completely amazed her. She’d had no idea that Japan had its own independent rap scene. 

She started going out to Japanese hip-hop events every week, each time feeling more and 

more  drawn  to  what  she  thought  was  a  pretty  good  imitation  of  the  culture  she’d 

“discovered” in New York. Wanting to be more involved, she approached Mummy D of 

the popular group Rhymester, and asked if he wanted to be a part of the Wild Q series 

(which, at this point, had only been running for a few months)  as a sort of celebrity 

consultant. He instantly refused, saying “All of us here hate that comic. You’re making 

fun  of  Japanese  b-boys.”  Utamaru  (then  known as  MC Shiro),  the  other  rapper  in 

Rhymester,  yelled  at  her  as  well.  This  was  a  complete  surprise  to  her,  because  she 

thought they would jump at the chance to be featured in her comic.

This experience seems to have been somewhat traumatic for Chusonji.  She was 

effectively being rejected by the most elite members of the very target market she was 

 Chusonji, p. 147.102

 Chusonji, p. 156.103
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working so hard to speak to. She was constantly harassed by hip-hop fans and artists 

alike – one night, as she recounts, a rapper named You The Rock called her, wanting to 

“talk.” She picked up the phone, and the rapper demanded that she buy him some gold 

fronts.104

Chusonji felt that she had wronged these youths, and that she should do something 

to make it up to them. She started to meet with some of the major artists of the scene, 

and  regularly  took  them  out  to  lunch  and  bought  them  gifts.  She  apologized  for 

upsetting them, and promised some individual artists that she would try to depict Tokyo 

hip-hop a little more fairly in the final chapters of Wild Q – a promise on which she did 

make good. But what is most remembered in the scene is how she used her celebrity 

status (and money)  to atone for her sins by becoming the patron of “Hip-Hop Night 

Flight,” Japan’s first successful hip-hop radio show.105

 Chusonji, p. 156. Gold “fronts” that cover the teeth, to give the appearance that the teeth are actually 104

gold (or silver/platinum/diamond). They are made by taking a mold of the teeth at a dentist’s office, and 
then creating the desired look according to the customer’s demands. Because of the custom nature of the 
product, as well as the need for skilled work, a set can cost thousands of dollars, or more.

 It should also be noted here that there was one hip-hop radio show that started a few months before 105

Night Flight – the ill-fated “Street Flava” on Nack5 FM, a station based in the Tokyo suburb of Saitama. 
The show does not seem to have been as popular. Street Flava is very rarely mentioned in interviews, 
whereas Night Flight is often cited by now-famous rappers as their original introduction to hip-hop. At any 
rate, Street Flava was scrapped within a few months of its debut and the hosts, DJ Muro and MC Riko, 
moved to Tokyo’s J-Wave to start a new show, Da Cypher, in mid 1997. The format was a slightly more 
radio-friendly version of Night Flight, and Da Cypher often “borrowed” on-air talent from Night Flight., 
Mix Tape Troopers, ‘J-Wave 「Hip Hop Journey - Da Cypher - 」について　（改定版） (=About J-Wave 
"Hip Hop Journey - Da Cypher" (Revised Version))’, 2012, p. @mixtapetroopers2012 <http://
mixtapetroopers.blog49.fc2.com/blog-date-20121005.html>.
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Hip-Hop Night Flight

 

A flyer for Hip-Hop Night Flight, proclaiming it as 日本初ヒップホップ

FMラジオショー (Japan’s first live hip-hop FM radio show) Notice the 

“Chusonji Yutsuko Presents” at the bottom.
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Hip-hop Night Flight ran once a month, for a few hours after midnight, and it was 

completely out of control.  The hosts would show up drunk (and possibly high, as they 106

occasionally  intimated  on  air),  play  records,  curse,  and  do  live  freestyles  and  phone 

interviews.  They  also  introduced  a  popular  segment  called  “Demotopia,”  in  which 

Utamaru would play demo tapes that had been sent to the station by aspiring rap artists. 

He and whoever else happened to be in the station that night would then criticize the 

song,  often quite harshly.  Occasionally,  he would call  the submitting artist  and make 

them listen to their criticism, live on air.

Many hip-hop artists that later went on to earn fame and record deals got their first 

big “breaks” on this show. Night Flight also, by providing free access to a culture that had 

previously  been  locked  away  in  age-restricted  club  nights  or  within  the  grooves  of 

expensive  import  vinyl  records,  birthed  an  entire  generation  of  fans  that  would 

otherwise never have had a chance to experience hip-hop culture. Night Flight helped to 

open the door for the current generation of artists.

Incidentally, the main host was the aforementioned You The Rock. “You The Rock: 

I’m not going to buy you those gold fronts,” Chusonji laughs in the afterword for Wild 

Q , “but you can have Hip-Hop Night Flight as a replacement”.107

Today,  many consider  the mid-90s a  golden age for  Japanese  hip-hop.  A lot  of 

important  things  happened in  this  period,  but  this  radio  show was  one  of  the  true 

catalysts. Looking at the timeline for Japanese hip-hop’s history, we notice that before 

1995, record releases were fairly sparse. A handful of runaway hits were made (eg. East 

 Mix Tape Troopers, ‘Tokyo FM - Hip Hop Night Flight について (=About Tokyo FM - Hip Hop Night 106

Flight)’ <http://mixtapetroopers.blog49.fc2.com/blog-entry-494.html>.

 Chusonji, p. 157.107
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End x Yuri’s “Da.Yo.Ne”), but the “hardcore” element of the scene – those that we look 

back on now as being true innovators – had trouble getting wide distribution. Many 

great records never sold well, and groups now considered legendary disbanded without 

releasing coherent  albums.  But  all  of  a  sudden,  in  the months  after  Hip-Hop Night 

Flight came out, things started to explode, especially in terms of commercial releases For 

example, Lamp Eye’s “証言” (Testimony), and Buddha Brand’s epochmaking hit “人間発

電所” (Human Generator), were both released after the show started. The now-legendary 

outdoor  festivals  Thumpin’  Camp and LB Festival  both  happened the  summer  after 

Night Flight’s debut. Hip-hop’s underground was already rumbling beneath the surface, 

but Night Flight gave it a place to erupt.

Thus, Chusonji Yutsuko, one of the most hated figures in the scene, an outsider 

that almost everyone hated, actually ended up pushing the art form to a new level by 

personally bankrolling Tokyo’s first proper hip-hop radio show.  Of course, after this, 108

most of the rappers in the scene warmed up to her a bit. Chusonji further pushed her 

new image as friend and patroness of the scene by doing the art for (and putting her 

name on) promotional flyers for the show, and occasionally stopping by the station to say 

hello on the air.

But  what  I  find  particularly  interesting  is  that  period  of  a  few  months  when 

everyone hated Chusonji.

To be sure, Chusonji’s characterization of Japanese hip-hop fans was unfair. In Hip-

Hop Japan: Rap and the Paths of Globalization, Ian Condry notes that “many Japanese artists 

 That is, there were no commercials for Hip-Hop Night Flight. Chusonji notes in the afterword that she 108

met directly with the station director for Tokyo FM in order to make the show possible. Tokyo FM was, 
and is, a major market radio station, and it is hard to imagine a manager of a major media outlet allowing a 
bunch of rowdy kids to broadcast for three hours a month without some sort of compensation. Thus, it 
seems reasonable to assume (though she modestly avoids the topic in Wild Q) that Chusonji also provided 
financial backing for the show as well.
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and fans of hip-hop do in fact make an effort to learn about hip-hop history and its 

relationship to black Americans through books, films, and Japanese magazine articles.”  109

This is true. The dedication to learning the black “roots” of hip-hop seen in the Japanese 

hip-hop scene has no parallel in the scenes whose music is considered “white”, or more 

accurately, is considered raceless or neutral. Most veteran rappers are well versed in black 

American history and popular media culture, whereas punk artists are not expected to 

understand white British culture or be students of the history of the Caucasian diaspora. 

Nor is  there a rock analog to Japanese “hustler rap” pioneer Seeda’s  line in “Music,” 

where he raps,

黒人を前にRespect込めて　 言いてぇこと吐いて責任を持って  

“I  want  to  rap  what’s  on  my  mind  in  front  of  black  people,  with  respect  and 

responsibility.”110

But Condry’s logic breaks down when he asserts that this focus on race necessarily 

means that “Japanese rappers are precisely the ones thinking about race and culture in 

ways more subtle than those of the average Japanese music fan.”  Most of the discourse 111

on race in the Japanese hip-hop scene is no more subtle than that of Japanese society at 

large. As we will see below, while the Japanese hip-hop scene is certainly conscious of race, 

it  has  generally  failed  to  view  black  music  through  anything  other  than  a  white  or 

Western lens. That is to say, the Japanese hip-hop subculture generally falls into the same 

trap that its surrounding society is subject to.

 Condry, p. 33.109

 Music (Exit Tunes, 2007), 街風.110

 Condry, p. 33.111
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the complex 

As mentioned above, while Wild Q may have been created with good intentions, it 

ended up angering most of the scene. The perceived damage Chusonji’s insult caused was 

multiplied, however, by the fact that she did it on a national stage. This was because Wild 

Q did not run in a niche hip-hop magazine, but instead, in Popeye, a very popular and 

well-regarded men’s fashion and general interest pop culture publication.  This meant 112

that a lot of people without any real knowledge of or interest in hip-hop would also read 

Wild Q.

This issue was addressed most clearly by an article written by Utamaru, a rapper 

that had shouted at Chusonji in a nightclub for “making fun of Japanese B-boys” only 

months before. The article is included as part of the afterword of the collected volume 

version of Wild Q itself, and seems to have been intended as food for thought for the 

Japanese hip-hop fan in 1996. For us today, it also provides a snapshot not only of a scene 

in its formative years, but of a scene that is extremely self-aware; a scene concerned with 

both its “outside” public image and its own internal worries.

Near the beginning of his article, Utamaru explains that the reason he and so many 

other people were furious at Chusonji was that they were worried that the publication of 

Wild Q would confirm suspicions among the wider populace that the scene was nothing 

more than cheap mimicry:

ただ、一般のレベルでは、ジャパニーズ・Bボーイというもの全体が、この「な

りたがり」だと思われているのが現状だろう。「黒人のマネしくさってからに」

 Japan wouldn’t get its first dedicated hip-hop magazine until the debut of Front (later known as Blast). It 112

began in 1994 as a seasonal, “special edition” offshoot of rock magazine Crossbeat, but only became an 
independent magazine in 1998. Incidentally, Utamaru was a regular contributor to Front, writing articles 
that provided much of the educational value that Chusonji was aiming for, albeit in a generally less comical 
fashion.
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みたいな。 連載当時、この「ブルックリン編」に腹を立てる日本のBボーイも少

なくなった。  俺たちまでこんなんだと思われたんじゃたまらない、という気持

ちがそこにはあった。

“It is a fact that Japanese B-boys in general are considered ‘copycats’.” Like, “they’re 

just  copying black people.”  People say that.  … So yeah,  partially  because of  that 

situation …a lot of Japanese B-boys were angry. Our feeling was that we didn’t want 

to be thought of as the same [as what was appearing in Wild Q.]”113

What  should  draw our  attention,  however,  is  the  moment  of  self-reflection  in 

which Utamaru acknowledges that these accusations of copycatting are not just external, 

but also internal:

俺たちジャパニーズ・Bボーイが神経を逆なでされたように感じたのも、「俺た

ちはこんなんじゃない」という気持ち以前に、自分たちの中に潜在的にある”な

りたがり”の要素を拡大されて嗤われているような気がしたからじゃないだろう

か。そして、再び「で、自分はどうなんだ？」という問い。”ヒップホップ・コ

ミック”と銘打たれている以上、『ワイルドQ』の結論がそこに至るのも、全く

もって当たり前の話なのである。で、あなたはどうですか？

Maybe  the  reason  we  Japanese  B-boys  got  upset  was  because  we  felt  like  that 

“wannabe”  (なりたがり)  element  that  hides  within  us  was  being  expanded  and 

laughed at. Then again comes that question: “so, what about me?”. Wild Q is branded 

 Chusonji, pp. 146–48.113
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as “hip-hop comic,” so of course it would arrive at this conclusion. So, what about 

you?114

In this brief passage, Utamaru condenses a conversation that has been part of the 

Japanese hip-hop scene since its birth. He is experiencing, and articulating, a stubborn 

element of the Japanese hip-hop scene: that internal worry that maybe one really is just a 

wannabe. He not only identifies this within himself and his fellow performers, but within 

the fans. He asks his reader: “what about you?”

To better understand the significance of this moment, we might contrast it to the 

process of importation of rock music in the late 1960s. In Sayonara Amerika, Sayonara 

Nippon, Michael Bourdaghs describes the difficulty that young Japanese rock musicians 

faced in the aftermath of Beatlemania, as a new kind of rock began to emerge in America 

and the UK.  The young Japanese interest in rock music brought with it a linguistic 115

quandary: should this “new music” be sung in English, or in Japanese? Proponents of the 

former  argued  that  rock  sounded  best  in  English,  and  proponents  of  the  latter 

maintained that rock was meaningless if people did not understand it. After a few short 

years of experimentation, however, the general consensus was made that Japanese lyrics 

were appropriate. The scene moved on quickly, and Japanese rock and pop music today is 

generally  sung  in  Japanese.  Hindsight  has  shown  the  initial  linguistic  and  cultural 

fumbling of the early Japanese rock scene to have posed little danger to the sustainability 

of the genre, but at the time, young musicians were seriously worried about the future of 

their  new  culture.  Consider  this  excerpt  from  an  article  published  by  Happy  End 

drummer Takashi Matsumoto in 1970:

 Chusonji, pp. 146–48.114

 Michael K. Bourdaghs, Sayonara Amerika, Sayonara Nippon: A Geopolitical Prehistory of J-Pop, Asia 115

Perspectives: History, Society, and Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).
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Our everyday is buried in the crevice between the “Western-looking” and the “Japan-

like.” Then, we lose sight of the “West” we have been dreaming of, and when we turn 

around, we realize we’ve even lost Japan. We’re anxious, like a blind person that has 

wandered into a dead-end alley.116

The article was called “Let’s Find ‘Our Japan’.” Twenty five years later, Utamaru 

would  take  an  almost  identical  position,  insisting  that  “we  are  fighting  to  create  a 

‘Japanese’ hip-hop”.  He criticizes one of the main characters of Wild Q as a “typical 117

wannabe” that goes to the 本場 (pronounced “honba”, meaning “the real/authentic place; 

the original place of production”) of hip-hop without even knowing what he wants. He 

argues that going to hip-hop’s honba is not necessarily a bad thing, but it must be done 

much more (racially) consciously:

例えば、さっさと日本を飛び出して、それこそ「普通に生活しているだけで空気

のようにヒップホップが呼吸できる環境」、いわゆる「本場」のコミュニティ

に入り込む努力をするという方法がある。[…]『ワイルドQ』で言えば前半部、

〔ブルックリン篇〕での大之助がそれに当たる。現実にそういうやり方を実行し

てせいかを収める日本人も近年は増えてきているのだが、そういう人たちとい

うのはもちろん、DJなり何なりで「俺は、こうだ」と胸を張れるものを身につ

けた上で「本場」に乗り込んでいるわけだ。当然”日本人としてのスタンスがそ

こに含まれるはずのだが[…]

 Toshiaki Endo, YMOコンプレックス（=YMO Complex）: Take me to techno’s limit (東京: 平凡社, 2003), 116

p. 91.

 Chusonji, p. 148.117
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There is the method of going directly to the honba, where you can “breathe hip-hop 

like air”. In Wild Q,  that would be Dainosuke in Brooklyn. And actually, recently 

there have been some Japanese people that have done that and found success that 

way. But, they are going to the honba only after having learned a skill, like DJing, 

that they can say, “this is what I am,” and be proud of. Of course, one’s “stance as a 

Japanese” should also be included in that process…118

In both of the above statements, we find young artists trying to push their scene 

away from a blind idolatry of an Other, and toward an embracing of a new culture that is 

also compatible with a new, yet authentic Japan. Neither Matsumoto nor Utamaru are 

entirely sure what this authentic “Japan” should or could look like, but they both feel 

that the scene in its present form is simply not sustainable.

But whereas the barrier Matsumoto struggles with is one of nationality or culture, 

Utamaru is referring to one of race.

When Utamaru refers  specifically  to a  public  perception that  Japanese hip-hop 

artists and fans are “copying black people,”  we can see that the sort of unease he is 

referring to here is less an issue of national boundary (US versus Japan), than it is of racial 

boundary (black versus yellow).  That is,  whereas Matsumoto was concerned with the 

nebulous “West” or “Westerners,” Utamaru is focused on Brooklyn (the honba), and black 

people.  For  Matsumoto,  race  is  not  really  part  of  the  question.  Or,  if  it  is,  it  is 

inseparable from “the West” – the predominantly white rock groups that Japanese groups 

are  emulating  at  the  time  are  never  referred  to  as  “white,”  but  only  “Western”  or 

“American.”  Their  race  is  invisible.  Instead,  he  speaks  about  linguistic  and  cultural 

differences – barriers that can conceivably be overcome with time. Utamaru, however, 

 Chusonji, p. 147.118
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cannot  hide  his  preoccupation  with  the  physical,  presumably  biological  and 

insurmountable,  racial  differences  between Japanese  and  black  hip-hop practitioners. 

When he muses on the people that Japanese b-boys “wanna be,” Utamaru never actually 

uses the word “American,” nor does he ever talk about “America” (or even “New York”). 

Instead, he refers specifically to “black people” (黒人)  and his ambiguous term honba 

refers specifically to “Brooklyn” (which is understood as an exclusively “black” domain, 

and is presented as such in Wild Q). Both Matsumoto and Utamaru are looking for a way 

to  say,  俺はこうだ  (“this  is  what  I  am,”)  but  only  for  Utamaru does  the verb to  be 

explicitly involve the experience of being racially different.

In an MTV Japan interview that aired three years after his column was published in 

Wild Q, Utamaru was much more explicit about the Japanese scene’s preoccupation with 

race:

“[There were] people that got really into hip-hop, that you know, were wannabes. 

Like saying,”Man, New York is so cool…” and wanting to be like rappers. Anyone 

who has had that experience, it’s really silly…. In Japan, we’ll tan our skin, do our hair 

in dreadlocks, stuff  like that. And after you grow up a bit, it seems silly, but that 

passion, it’s really wonderful, I think….119

That is, while he does say that this is a “phase” that one should “grow up” out of, 

Utamaru is explicit about the racial nature of the “wannabe” in this interview. Whereas 

in his column in Wild Q one needs to read in between the lines for this insight, here 

Utamaru is very clear about the fact that the boundary being felt was primarily one of 

 Chinarecor3, ‘MC Shiro Pt 3 (MTV 1996)’ <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N18qKPPjuLs> [accessed 119

19 July 2014]. Note that this video was labeled “1996”, but the actual content of the interview (e.g. a 
reference to their 1998 hit “B-Boy-ism”) suggests that it took place in 1999. Unfortunately, the video has 
been deleted, and I do not have the original transcription of the interview, so I am not able to provide the 
original Japanese.
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biological race – hence the desire to darken one’s skin or make one’s hair look like a black 

person’s.

Rejection and Alignment 

Now that we have compared two scenes in their infancy, we can compare their 

position in current Japanese society. Here again, we will focus on rapper (and now, radio 

host) Utamaru, and his response to another incident in which the legitimacy of Japanese 

hip-hop was challenged. Utamaru is a useful figure for our analysis of hip-hop, as he has 

achieved  both  respect  in  the  hip-hop  subculture  as  well  as  a  degree  of  mainstream 

recognition.  He  began  his  career  as  an  underground  rapper  in  the  early  1990s,  and 

continues to release albums with his group, Rhymester. He is also the host of a Saturday 

evening talk show on major market station TBS Radio, and is known primarily in the 

Japanese media for his position as a radio host and cultural commentator. Thus, he is 

expected by hip-hop fans to not only speak internally to the scene as a veteran rapper, 

but also represent Japanese hip-hop culture to mainstream society as an ambassador.

In September of 2014, a sports commentator named Dai Tamesue made a series of 

tweets about “trying to be something you can never be,” which peaked in a tweet in 

which he declared that “It’s sad. Whenever a person born and raised in Japan does hip-

hop, no matter how hard they try,  it  seems unnatural.” Some people agreed with his 

statement, while others responded angrily, accusing him of not knowing anything about 

the Japanese scene.  That same week, Utamaru responded to the controversy on his 120

radio show, referring back to the topic of rock music that we have previously covered:

 Miyearnzzlabo, ‘宇多丸 為末大『日本人にHIPHOPは馴染まない』ツイートに反論する 120

(=Rhymester Argues against Dai Tamesue’s "Japanese People and Hip-Hop Don’t Mix" tweet)’, miyearnZZ 
Labo, 2014 <https://miyearnzzlabo.com/archives/19538>.
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あと僕、本当にいつも不思議に思うのは、じゃあなんで日本人がロックをやる

ことには何の問題もないの？それだってそうじゃん。要するに、全般ダメだよね

っていう。俺たちの暮らし、いまの全般がトータルダメなんてことになっちゃう

じゃん。つまりそれはいかに浅薄な極論かということが、それだけでわかる。

Also, something that I always find strange is, okay, why don’t we have a problem with 

Japanese people doing rock music? I’m serious. Why isn’t that wrong? Or even our 

entire current lifestyle in Japan, should that be rejected overall, too? If you think 

about that, then you realize how shallow and extreme [rejecting Japanese hip-hop] is. 

なので背景にはたぶんね、『やっぱりHIPHOP・ラップっていうのは黒人のも

のでしょ？』と。つまり、黒人がやっているものというのは要するに彼らの肉

体性とかに根ざした特別な、特殊なものでしょ？という逆というか、人種偏見

がベースにある・・・と思うんだけど。つまりそっちだけ特別視するっていうの

はさ。そんなこと言ったらだって、じゃあロックは誰が作ったかさ。それだって

黒人ですからね。だからまあその、そういうことを言い出すとね、『そこから

ですか・・・』的な話になるんだけど。これをしだすと、また話が長いんです

が。

So, I think behind these kinds of statements, there’s a thought there, that “hip-hop 

belongs  to  black  people.”  So,  because  black  people  are  doing  it,  it’s  something 

particular, special – based in their physicality, like a reverse… well, racial prejudice is 

at the base of it. That’s what I think Like you’re just looking at that particular part 

of black people as special. And if you’re going to say that, then well, who made rock? 

Black people. And, well, once you go there, then it’s going to take forever to discuss 

that.121

 Ibid.121
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Utamaru begins his discussion with what looks like an anti-essentialist argument 

against  the racialization of  genres.  However,  he  stops  short  of  truly  questioning the 

implications  of  acceptance of  white  music  and rejection of  black music.  Instead,  he 

sticks to an appeal of the fact that at one point, rock was also known as “black” music – 

in essence, treating the problem as a “slippery slope” issue. It is here that we can return 

to Utamaru’s point about rock music, and add an extra layer of analysis by recognizing 

that the problem that hip-hop faces in Japan is not only one of negative rejection, but 

also of positive alignment.

In “Modernity and its Critique: The Problem of Universalism and Particularism,” 

Naoki Sakai describes the continual process through which “The West (Europe)” was 

formed. At the same time that Western colonial powers were “Westernizing” Japan, they 

were  also  “Westernizing”  themselves.  As  Sakai  explains,  as  “the  West”  (today,  white 

Europe and white  America)  struggled to present  itself  as  a  benevolent  leader  of  the 

world, it has had to continually define and redefine itself.  But this is difficult to do 122

without an external foil, and eventually the West needed to move beyond talking about 

the  progress  it  had  made  from  its  own  feudal  past.  Instead,  the  West  began  to 

continually point out how it was different from the “Orient” – or, more accurately, to 

point out how different the “Orient” was from the West. To borrow Sakai’s language, 

“we” relied on “them” as a source of “an endless series of strange and different things” – 

odd ceremonies, weird alphabets, and so on – that could be pointed to and marveled at, 

which  would  then  implicitly  affirm  “the  familiarity  of  our  things.”  Looking  for 123

differences,  and presenting  those  things  as  strange,  in  order  to  implicitly  define our 

 Naoki Sakai, ‘Modernity and Its Critique: The Problem of Universalism and Particularism’, in 122

Postmodernism and Japan (Durham: Duke University Press, 1989), pp. 93–123.

 Sakai, p. 116.123
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things  as  normal  and  universal  –  this  is  the  mechanism.  We can  now describe  the 

application of this mechanism as it appears in alignment.

Later in his essay, Sakai describes philosophers in imperialist Japan who wanted to 

defeat Eurocentricism not because it was oppressive, but because they wanted to co-opt 

its structure: they wanted to “change the world so that the Japanese would occupy the 

position of the center,” and thus give Japan the right to “determine other particularities 

in its own universal terms.”124

Since the loss of WWII, however, the sheer force of Euro-American hegemony has 

proven that fantasy to be unrealistic. Instead, it became more prudent to simply align 

Japan with the existing Western supremacy – a move that does not provide a feeling of 

superiority, but at least offers safety from the feeling of absolute inferiority.

This is where the mechanism of alignment comes into play. In the same way that 

“the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” we can say that if we want to align ourself with 

the West, the most convenient method is to reject the same “other” that they do. In 

other words, in order to present itself as a “universal,” unified, and objective entity, the 

West placed Africa and its immediate descendants under a microscope, and turned them 

into strange objects to be studied. Japan, knowing all  too well what that horrors can 

happen  in  the  colonial  laboratory,  has  donned  its  own  white  coat  and  joined  these 

scientists, peering over their shoulders into the microscope in hopes that they will avoid 

judgment as a “particular,” or strange nation, and unworthy of their status as an honorary 

“Western” nation.

To return from the theoretical to the practical, what I mean is this: black music is 

simply a small part of a larger, imaginary “blackness” that was rejected in the immediate 

 Sakai, p. 113.124
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postwar by Japan.  This is why there are so many books and articles are available to 125

teach Japanese people “black” rhythm: precisely because “black” rhythm is not white, it 

is (or must be) understood as strange and foreign. We should notice, for example, that 

Rhythm Training Theory for Japanese People, which is advertised on the cover as a “shocking 

book that will relieve your rhythm [inferiority]  complex, and teach you black rhythm 

sense,” says almost nothing about indigenous Japanese music forms. It instead begins by 

quoting Beethoven and Stravinsky in the first chapter, and then moving on to an analysis 

of Carl Lewis and Usain Bolt’s Olympic feats, reminding the reader that Bolt is from the 

country that also produced reggae.  The author then quotes a Japanese researcher who 126

maintains  that  black  Brazilian  soccer  players’  rhythmical  movements  are  “somehow 

different from we Orientals and Europeans.”  Sound and culture are directly linked to 127

bodies.  When the author does reference non-Japanese sources,  they are always white 

researchers – an interview with a white American expert on African drumming, a book 

by a German scholar of rhythm. We are told that the entire black diaspora retains the 

instincts of their ancestors that hunted in the “African savannas” and had to be prepared 

to chase prey at a moment’s notice, and that their rhythm sense is connected to this 

supposed  inborn  athletic  prowess  (which  is  not  attributed  to  hard  work  or  societal 

factors, but their well-developed dorsal hip and gluteus maximus muscles).  In summary, 128

white people are partners and sources of knowledge, while black people appear only as 

physical objects of study. Japanese readers are encouraged to view black rhythm as if they 

 It should be pointed out, however, that there are certain situations in which it is advantageous to align 125

Japan politically with black peoples, particularly in matters of oppression from outside or Western powers. 
This deserves a longer study, but I do address it partially in the next chapter.

 Tomoyose, Takaya, 日本人のためのリズム感トレーニング理論　(Rhythm Training Theory for Japanese 126

People) (Tokyo: Ritto Music, 2014), p. 39

 Tomoyose, Takaya, p. 107.127

 Tomoyose, Takaya, p. 55.128
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were a white person (or, at least, as if they are part of an in-group that includes everyone 

except blacks).129

That  is,  black  music  is  presented  as  a  particular  peculiarity,  something  that  is 

difficult to understand objectively – with “objectively” generally meaning “from a white 

perspective.”

African music scholar Kofi Agawu has pointed out that in the Western academy, 

African rhythm is presented as not only complex, but “ultimately incomprehensible.”  130

Again, this diagnosis is always spoken with an air of authority, from an “objective” (that 

is,  white,  Western)  standpoint.  This  rejection  of  blackness  shown  above  may  seem 

strange considering the phenomenon of Nihonjinron (日本人論), a popular genre of books 

and media that seek to explain how Japan is different from the West, by pointing out 

Japan’s peculiarities – a practice that Sakai attributes to “a nagging urge to see the self 

from the viewpoint of the Other.” But if Japan is generally interested in itself as a unique 

outsider, how is it that Japan has stubbornly added itself to the Western side in this 

context?  Here,  we should remember that Nihonjinron  “is  nothing but the positing of 

Japan’s identity in Western terms which in return establishes the centrality of the West 

as the universal point of reference.”  The logic that lies at the center of Nihonjinron and 131

Eurocentricism –  that is,  the logic of racism and essentialism –  makes the vacillation 

between affiliation and rejection possible, or even necessary. It allows for an acceptance 

of nonwhite inferiority, but maintains a certain level of pride. Japan is able to say, to itself 

 It should be noted that this book is published by Rittor Music, a well-regarded music company that also 129

publishes such magazines as Guitar and Sound & Recording. Rittor publications are easily found in any 
music or sound equipment store.

 V. Kofi Agawu, Representing African Music: Postcolonial Notes, Queries, Positions (New York: Routledge, 130

2003), p. 55.

 Sakai 105.131
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and to the West – “Yes, we acknowledge that we are different, but we are not as different 

as they are.”

With this  in mind,  it  is  difficult  to fault  sports  newscaster  Tamesue for  simply 

speaking for the vast majority of Japanese society, for whom restricted participation in 

black music is but a small price to pay for the peace of mind of knowing that one is a 

modern and normal human (unlike blacks, who are considered primitive or strange). This 

is not to say that black music is specifically targeted as something to reject. The West’s 

image of blackness is  as  linked to backwardness (which must be rejected)  as  it  is  to 

“positive” stereotypes (such as athletic or musical talent). Music is the baby that must be 

thrown out with the bathwater, and only for a small minority – such those who want to 

participate in hip-hop – does this actually pose a dilemma.

This phenomenon has precedent in another “black” genre – jazz. In Blue Nippon: 

Authenticating Jazz in Japan, jazz performer and scholar E. Taylor Atkins notes that before 

WWII, most Japanese musicians’ exposure to jazz music was through the work of white 

band  leaders  such  as  Paul  Whiteman,  and  Japan  at  the  time  was  not  particularly 

interested in the idea of jazz as a uniquely black art form. In fact,  Paul  Whiteman’s 

“explicitly unfunky,” commercialized versions of jazz were preferred over “wild” black 

jazz. Jazz was not “black” music, but instead “American” or “Western” music; a symbol of 

modernism, with all of the benefits or suspicions that this entailed. As Atkins describes, 

one of the defining differences between 1920s Japanese and European jazz scenes was 

“the  lack  of  a  Japanese  analogue  to  the  négrophilie  that  was  a  defining  element  of 

modernism and jazz culture in Europe, particularly in France.” European fans found in 

jazz  the  promise  of  a  “primitive”  black  culture  that  could  be  an  antidote  to  the 

civilizational  evils  that  had  caused  the  First  World  War.  Japan,  however,  was  not 
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interested in any sort of “antidote” to modernization, as it was focused on proving its 

own modernity to the West and to itself.132

After the war ended, and the occupying military entered Japan, perceptions of jazz 

changed. Black and white American GIs brought along their instruments, and their racial 

contexts. Soon, much of the Japanese jazz scene began to “naturally equate authenticity 

with the Negro,” and display a deep disinterest in its own domestic jazz music.  In the 133

late 1950s and early 1960s, there was marked uptick of concert tours by funky, black 

bands in Japan. At the same time, the market for Japanese jazz artists plunged. Record 

labels went out of business, jazz coffeeshops that once hosted live jazz concerts now only 

played  jazz  records,  and  talented  musicians  were  forced  to  move  abroad  to  earn  a 

living.  The  fact  that  the  very  same  music  was  at  one  point  considered  merely 134

“Western” and an appropriate base upon which to build Japanese popular music,  and 

then a few decades later was considered “black” and thus untouchable, is instructive.

It should then be no surprise then, that the conversation crystallized by Wild Q has 

progressed little, and that the scene is still trying to come to terms with what it means to 

be a Japanese person that performs black music. Because mainstream Japanese society 

(like mainstream US society) views hip-hop as something that is essentially black, and 

rejects  any  attempt  at  reproducing  it  “unnatural,”  members  of  Japanese  the  hip-hop 

scene  are  left  stuck  in  the  middle.  They  resent  the  label  of  “copycat,”  but  are  not 

immune to the pressure of expectations and assumptions of mainstream society. They 

 E. Taylor Atkins, Blue Nippon: Authenticating Jazz in Japan (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), p. 97.132

 Atkins, p. 216.133

 It is perhaps not a coincidence during the same time period, there was a “defection of a mass youth 134

audience to rockabilly”, a genre marked – or, rather, unmarked – by its whiteness, despite its black musical 
roots. Atkins, p. 210
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are forced to grapple with the sneaking suspicion that maybe, after all, hip-hop just was 

not meant for anyone but black people.

This is why Japanese practitioners of black genres occasionally blame their lack of 

success on their racial Japaneseness, complaining that they lack the physical attributes 

that make black people so innately talented at dancing or making music.  Rock, techno, 135

and punk musicians, on the other hand, do not generally complain that they cannot play 

as well as a white musician because they do not have European blood coursing through 

their veins. As mentioned in the previous chapter, there also seems to be no demand for 

books that can teach Japanese readers how to learn “white rhythm.”

After all, Utamaru’s mention of the double standard for rock music is a fair point, 

especially  if  we  consider  how punk  and  hip-hop,  both  “foreign”  genres  born  in  the 

mid-1970s, were digested in Japan. Put simply, punk was almost immediately successful, 

while hip-hop floundered for decades.  By 1979, a Japanese punk band called Inu was 

playing a brash sound that simultaneously referenced and ignored the Sex Pistols, and by 

1987, Tokyo-based The Blue Hearts had developed a pop-punk formula that took them 

to the top of the mainstream charts. In comparison, the uproar over Chusonji’s manga 

shows that Japanese hip-hop was still struggling internally with its own racial legitimacy 

over  fifteen  years  after  DJs  first  played  “Rapper’s  Delight”  in  a  Shibuya  club.  The 

situation remains remarkably the same today.

One  might  be  tempted  to  attribute  the  difference  in  the  acceptance  of  these 

musical cousins to the lyrical difficulties of rap music – perhaps hip-hop has failed to gain 

acceptance  because  Japanese  is  somehow less  suited  for  rhyme-based  lyricism than 

English. But even if this is the case, we must remember that the problem of rejection 

 See, for example, rapper Seeda complaining about his voice, saying “I don’t like my voice. If you compare 135

it to black people’s, I don’t have enough harmonics.” Yusuke Ito, ‘SEEDA INTERVIEW’ <http://
amebreak.ameba.jp/interview/2010/09/001701.html>.
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also  occurred  in  jazz,  which  is  no  more  lyrically  complex  than  rock.  Further,  the 

preoccupation with physical race transcends linguistic barriers. For example, rapper and 

producer  OMSB,  whose  mother  is  Japanese  and  father  is  a  black  American,  has 

repeatedly expressed annoyance that Japanese hip-hop fans attribute his quirky beats to 

an inborn, “black” talent for rhythm. In an interview, he says that people expect him to 

sound different somehow because of his mixed race, and maintains that those people 

“aren’t even listening to his music”, and their biases “get in the way of the music”.136

Dancers  seem  to  be  even  more  susceptible  to  this  paranoia.  In  the  previous 

chapter, I mentioned The Secret of Black People’s Rhythm, a book first published in 1999 by 

dancer  Seiichiro  Shichirui  and  currently  in  its  seventh  edition.  Whereas  the 

aforementioned Rhythm Training Theory for Japanese People is a comprehensive overview of 

rhythm in general (complete with a CD and training exercises for musicians), Shichirui’s 

book  is  specifically  about  the  body  and  motion.  As  a  professional  dancer,  Shichirui 

teaches Japanese people to understand what it is about black people’s bone structures 

and  bodies  that  makes  them unique,  so  that  they  can  make  appropriate  efforts  to 

compensate in their  own training regimen.  Most of  his  practical  instruction involves 

teaching readers  to imitate animal  movements to (e.g. shrimp, pigeon,  alligator,  and 

panther) so as to get closer to those of black people.

Thus,  it  seems  that  the  physical  “race”  of  a  genre  is  a  primary  variable  in  its 

acceptability  as  a  domestic  subculture.  But  why  does  race  in  “white”  music  remain 

transparent, while in “black” music it is forever hyper-visible? Or, put another way – why 

must “white” music remain transparent? Is this, as the analysis above suggests, another 

permutation of a Japanese need to hold blacks at arm’s length to prove worthiness of 

 OMSB finally concludes that “people say that there’s some ‘groove that is unique to blacks’ –who cares 136

about that? It doesn’t matter what you are – if you’re dope, you’re dope.” The interviewer then admits that 
he was one of those that thought his rhythm came from his blackness, and asks him to explain where his 
unique sound comes from. (Futatsugi, pp. 33–34)
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Western civilized approval – a sort of global “model minority” complex? And if so, what 

might this say about mainstream Japanese, white American, or black American, or global 

societies – or the perceptions they have of each other? To answer these questions may, in 

Utamaru’s words, “take forever.” But until the scene considers these questions seriously, 

there will be no conclusion. Similarly, until scholarship in this field begins to take these 

questions  seriously,  academic  discussions  (both  domestic  and  foreign-language)  of 

Japanese popular culture, particularly of music, will never exit the realm of simple show-

and-tell.137

What Remains Unsaid 

In anticipation of such dialogue, we can now move on from discussing mainstream 

society’s pressure on the Japanese hip-hop scene, and address the fact that the Japanese 

hip-hop scene has done little to combat the racist myths that cause it to be rejected. 

That is, now that we have looked at what was said in this uproar over Japanese identity 

in the rap scene, we can look at what was not said.

If we return to Utamaru’s article, we can see that he was angry about Chusonji 

spreading incorrect information about Japanese b-boys, but he does not seem concerned 

about her spreading incorrect information about black b-boys. To Utamaru, and many 

people in the scene at the time, the way in which Japanese hip-hop fans were portrayed 

was  negative  and  stereotypical,  and  thus  unacceptable.  However,  in  Wild  Q,  black 

characters are portrayed in ways that are extremely stereotypical – much more so even 

than Japanese characters.  Black males  in  Wild  Q  are  large and imposing,  with angry, 

 Michael Bourdagh’s otherwise excellent Sayonara Amerika, Sayonara Nippon falls short in this area. The 137

book analyzes of Japanese importation and interpretations of “white” music, but almost completely avoids 
or ignores the topic of black music. Entire chapters are devoted to rock, but soul and funk music are not 
addressed, nor are the influences of black artists on Japanese musicians. This is a strange omission, 
especially when one considers that much of modern J-pop is deeply rooted in genres such as R&B.
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distorted faces. They carry guns, spraycans, and malt liquor bottles. They seem to all be 

interchangeable – none of them even have names – and exist only to bully the Japanese 

characters. Black women are all shown as hypersexualized and promiscuous. One of the 

only identifiable black female characters is named Sister Blunt, probably for the huge 

marijuana blunt she always has in her mouth. She has several children (“of course, all of 

the fathers are different,” a note in her description tells us) and generally appears wearing 

nothing more than a bikini, with a snubnose revolver tucked into her cleavage. Black 

living spaces are depicted as blighted war zones, full of dog feces and garbage. In several 

outdoor  scenes,  Japanese  characters  are  shown ducking  bullets.  There  often  are  no 

specific shooters or targets – the flying bullets are simply part of the ghetto ambiance, 

like mosquitos in a jungle.

Even the vocabulary component, which is perhaps the most ambitious part of Wild 

Q, is full of misinformation. In a glossary at the end of the second installment, readers 

are told that “nigga” doesn’t actually mean “black person,” but that “in street slang, it’s an 

insult that means ‘terrible,’ ‘awful.’” The entry for “bitch” warns the reader, “Don’t use 
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this on Japanese girls!” (implying that the word is only appropriate when used as it is in 

the manga – that is, toward black women). Low-income housing projects are defined as a 

place where “blacks and Hispanics live, and the government takes care of them.”  In the 138

afterword to Wild Q, Chusonji notes that she wrote the dialogue of the black characters, 

vocabulary items, and descriptions via phone calls and faxes back to her black contacts in 

Brooklyn,  so as  to make sure that  she was properly  representing true black hip-hop 

life.  She is aware that due to distance and language barriers, most of her readers will 139

never have the opportunity to hear from an actual black person.

Chusonji  aims  to  speak  for  those  who  cannot.  But,  her  utterances  are  often 

inaccurate – particularly when she is speaking about black people.

It is possible to dismiss the racist portrayal of blacks in Wild Q as simple ignorance 

on the part of one author. We might allow, for example, that Chusonji misunderstood a 

few things during her two year stay in New York, and that some of those errors made it 

into the manga. But this manga passed in front of several people before it was published, 

particularly before it was put out once again as a collected book. Many contributors, 

including K Dub Shine (who helped put together the vocabulary section), had lived in 

the US for years, and would have understood that the depictions of blacks in the book 

were inaccurate. K Dub Shine, in fact, studied black history and sociology at Temple 

University in Philadelphia.  Thus, the most qualified and trusted experts on the truth 140

and diversity of black urban life, those who were adamant about properly representing 

true  hip-hop culture,  chose  to  re-present  (that  is,  regurgitate)  the  same tired tropes 

 Among youth in Japan, the word “bitch” (ビッチ) is understood fairly widely, even outside of the hip-138

hop subculture. However, it has a slightly different meaning in Japanese. In English, “bitch” is an insult 
referring to a woman that is too assertive or bossy – qualities generally praised in men, but frowned upon 
for a woman. In Japanese slang, “bitch” is generally just a synonym for “slut”.

 Chusonji, p. 153.139

 Condry 158.140
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(black  violence,  promiscuity,  paternal  and  financial  irresponsibility)  handed  down by 

white  supremacist  society.  It  seems  that  for  them,  and  for  the  scene,  the  incorrect 

portrayal of black people was not cause for concern.

Thus, with no criticism from inside or outside of the scene, stereotypical views of 

blacks remain prominent in Japanese hip-hop culture. Exaggerated images of blacks are 

used to advertise events and products. Travelogues aimed at hip-hop fans often portray 

black Americans as hypersexualized, dangerous, and entertaining. The reproductions of 

these tired stereotypes may seem surprising, especially when they come from people who 

in Condry’s words, “are precisely the ones thinking about race and culture in ways more 

subtle than those of the average Japanese music fan.” This goes double for those who 

have lived among black people and should thus “know better.”

But these racist fantasies may be best understood in the same terms as mainstream 

Japanese distancing of itself from blackness. That is, the Japanese hip-hop subculture’s 

preference to avoid realism in favor of a repetitive fantasy comes from the same place as 

mainstream Japanese society’s need to view blackness from a white point of view. While 

the subculture and the mainstream may use different methods, both seem to keep black 

people at arm’s length in order to maintain a sense of self.  We can now see that the 

Japanese hip-hop scene’s conditional “embrace” of hip-hop culture has never been one of 

true acceptance, but one made calculatingly and at arms length. The Japanese hip-hop 

scene constantly vacillates between multiple complexes, continually being pulled in turn 

towards invisible whiteness, mainstream Japaneseness, and hyper-visible blackness – and 

being forced to reject each of them, as they are in turn rejected by each pole, in an 

endless (if imaginary) triangular spiral.
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In 1985,  Ito Seiko released 業界くん物語  (The Tale  of  Industry  Boy),  generally 

considered the first proper full Japanese hip-hop record.  The same year, Guyatri Spivak 141

posed a question to intellectuals in the field of postcolonial studies who were working to 

locate  and amplify  the  voices  of  those  who were  left  out  of  the  hegemony:  Can  the 

subaltern speak?

A decade later, the Japanese hip-hop scene was forced to ask itself, once again: Can 

the Japanese rap? Is it possible for the subculture which is constantly documenting itself, 

and thus reminding itself that by societal standards it should not exist,  and which is 

unsure itself if it should exist, and thus has anxiously marginalized itself  even as it strives 142

for  mainstream acceptance – is  it  possible  for  that  scene to not only  be heard and 

represented properly but to speak with the same unreflective abandon and freedom that 

Japanese rock does?

Guyatri’s answer to her question regarding the actual subaltern was an unequivocal 

no. My answer regarding Japan’s self-fashioned subaltern is: maybe. It might be achieved 

passively: perhaps with time, some of the perceived “blackness” will fall away from the 

genre of hip-hop, as it largely has with jazz. If hip-hop becomes colorless, then perhaps 

the mainstream will cease to reject it. But, the Japanese preoccupation with blackness 

might remain. If another “black” genre comes along, the cycle would begin anew, as it has 

 This record has been largely overlooked, and until recently, was not easy to find. Even Ito himself didn’t 141

have a copy of it until it was finally issued on CD for the first time, in 2016. miyearnzzlabo, ‘いとうせいこ
うと宇多丸 『業界こんなもんだラップ』の革新性を語る (Ito Seiko and Utamaru talk about how 

revolutionary "Tale of Industry Boy" was)’, miyearnZZ Labo, 2016 <https://miyearnzzlabo.com/archives/
39748>.

 To be sure, the Japanese hip-hop does not constitute a true subaltern, especially not as Spivak conceived 142

it. Instead, in the scene’s self-marginalization and anxiety, I would compare it more closely to the group 
that Spivak was referring to in an interview, when she said that “many people want to claim subalternity. 
They are the least interesting and the most dangerous. I mean, just by being in a discriminated against 
minority on the university campus, they don’t need the word subaltern […] they’re within the hegemonic 
discourse wanting a piece of the pie and not being allowed, so let them speak, use the hegemonic 
discourse.” Guyatri Chakravorty Spivak and Leon De Kock, ‘An Interview with Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak: New Nation Writers Conference in South Africa’, Ariel, 23.3 (1992), 29–47

122

https://miyearnzzlabo.com/archives/39748
https://miyearnzzlabo.com/archives/39748


so  many  times  in  the  past.  On  the  other  hand,  maybe  this  cycle  can  be  broken 

proactively, and the scene can follow the lead of those individual artists and fans, like 

Utamaru, who have more or less successfully abandoned their fantasies and anxieties, 

and accept the genre as something that can belong to them – or more accurately, that 

belongs to no-one. But that would require an entire subculture completely rejecting and 

overcoming the  complexes  of  its  parent  society  –  a  feat  that  US hip-hop has  never 

managed.  It does not seem realistic to expect, nor intellectually responsible to suggest, 143

that Japanese hip-hop’s interpretation of race should be any more radical than that of the 

Japanese nation at large. The only thing that would permanently and completely loosen 

the grip that creeping racial anxiety has on the Japanese rap scene would be Japanese 

society, and the American society that influences it, finally discarding racism – at least as 

it appears in its current form.

The backlash that came as a response to Wild Q – including the conversation that 

continued after its serialization ended – demands our attention not only because of what 

was said, but what was not said.  By looking at society’s view of the Japanese hip-hop 144

subculture, and the ways that the subculture attempts to defend itself while failing to 

truly address racism, we can discover that the challenge that Japanese hip-hop faces is 

partially  a  symptom  of  a  larger  Japanese  phenomenon  of  distancing  oneself  from 

blackness.  This  is  why  racist  essentialism  of  blacks  is  always  part  of  the  scene’s 

conversation – and at one point, was actually part of the education.

 That is, for all the praise that US hip-hop receives for occasionally producing rappers with “progressive” 143

political messages, the scene as a whole has never managed to escape the most of the oppressive habits 
(e.g. sexism and homophobia) of the American society that birthed it.

 We should also make the same observation of music scholarship. In Hip-Hop Japan, Ian Condry also 144

makes a note of Wild Q and the conversations that it brought up (Condry 153). However, in his analysis, 
Condry presents it merely as a manga that upset a few rappers; that is, he does not mention the way in 
which black men and women are portrayed in the manga.
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Chapter 3 

1957: Disco, Japanese Savior manga, and Imported Racism 

In the last chapter, I discussed the influence that Chusonji Yutsuko had on the 

Japanese  scene.  Today,  her  early  reputation  as  a  harmful  interloper  has  been 

overwhelmingly  replaced  by  appreciation  for  her  contributions,  and  she  is  generally 

remembered as a patroness of the scene. She would go on to continue her crusade to 

introduce Japanese readers to black culture, through a series of comic books about topics 

ranging from Ebonics to Africa,  as well  as gag comics about black artists,  which ran 

online and in popular music magazines.

In this  chapter,  I  will  explore  the history  of  a  predecessor,  who,  like  Chusonji 

herself, managed to push Japan’s awareness of black music forward through the medium 

of comic books.

I should explain why I have set this chapter in the year of 1975. Part of this is from 

a desire to give context to the first two chapters. In order to explain current phenomena, 

we need to go back and look at historical precedents both in hip-hop culture and the 

wider Japanese popular culture. Thus, while in the previous chapter, I narrowed the focus 

from four, down to to three topics: music in general, hip-hop in particular, and race, this 

chapter will leave hip-hop alone. Here, I will focus on the topics of music more broadly, 

race, and politics.

Also, at least in the field of academic research, the history of black music in Japan 

has a massive blank space, precisely when it got interesting: in the disco era.

Condry’s work, described in the previous two chapters, does not discuss anything 

before the 1980s. E. Taylor Atkins’ work focuses on jazz, but mostly stops in the 1960s. 
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Bourdaghs’ Sayonara Amerika, Sayonara Nippon spans a period that should bridge the gap 

between jazz and hip-hop in terms of the decades it covers, and deftly covers the topics 

of racism in Japan and Orientalism in America – but it strangely avoids the topic of 

black people. In fact, the unassuming reader of Sayonara Amerika, Sayonara Nippon might 

wonder  if  Japanese  people  ever  listened  to  black  music,  or  if  there  was  any  black 

influence on Japanese music at all.

That is to say, Bourdaughs has almost nothing to say about black people in his 

study. This is even stranger when we consider that he admits that his use of the image of 

airplanes is more or less lifted wholesale from Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, and he quotes 

the book liberally, including mentions of blackness – but then never speaks about black 

people again.145

To  be  fair,  this  narrow  path  makes  for  a  less  complicated  read.  Bourdaghs’ 

description of the heated arguments that characterized the Japanese Rock Debate (see 

Chapter 2) are, after all, about language. Because the music was recognized as “white,” or 

at least as “not black,” the only translation that needed to occur was that of language.

I  say  “narrow path,”  by  the way,  because  avoiding black music  in  the Japanese 

context is  difficult:  modern J-pop is  indelibly marked by its R&B roots.  Even in the 

1990s,  where  Bourdaughs’  “Geopolitical  History  of  J-Pop”  ends,  it  must  have  been 

almost impossible to find a popular Japanese artist that didn’t count Michael Jackson, 

Prince, or Stevie Wonder among their influences. In Sayonara America,  Sayonara Japan, 

blacks are not part of the geopolitical.

So, this leaves us to fill in the blanks.

 Or when we read his excerpt of Ishihara, lamenting in his 断固ノーと言える日本 (“The Japan that can 145

say absolutely no”) about Japanese women flirting with black soldiers, Bourdaghs has absolutely nothing to 
say about Ishihara’s antiblack anxiety, and is only able to understand Ishihara’s work as a “Japan versus 
America bipolar opposition.”, Bourdaghs, p. 200
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Where we have been thus far 

My first chapter, set in 2015, detailed the increasing compatibility of Japanese hip-

hop with right-wing nationalism. This is made possible, I argue, because the Japanese 

scene considers hip-hop as essentially tied to black history and the politics of oppressed 

minorities, and this “morality” has pushed some influential rappers toward the the only 

“oppressed” history available to them – namely, nationalism. This, then, dovetails with 

the trend toward nationalism and authoritarianism that is already present in the rest of 

the country’s youth.

My second chapter added context to this phenomenon, by explaining Japanese hip-

hop’s obsession with black physical bodies. By stepping back twenty years before the 

setting of the previous chapter and looking at a manga published in 1995, I show that this 

obsession leads both to a  kind of  racial  inferiority complex among Japanese hip-hop 

artists  and fans,  while  simultaneously  allowing for  a  reaffirming of  anti-black racism, 

imported from Euro-American cultures.

This third chapter moves back a further twenty years, to right around 1975. I will 

here focus primarily on manga. It is here that I will locate earlier iterations (not “roots” –

 for that, we would have to travel back further) in Japanese popular culture of the two 

trends that I have detailed in previous chapters: first, the obsession with black bodies, 

and second, an interest in aligning with black politics. The end result of this tendency is 

a kind of absolving of not only Japanese anti-black racism, but of Japan’s racism and 

imperialist past in neighboring countries (which, again, we see in 2015’s hip-hop).

At this point, it might seem that we are beginning to stray outside the boundaries 

of a dissertation that began with a discussion of Japanese hip-hop – not only in subject 

matter, but in time frame. That is, in 1975, there was no hip-hop culture in Japan. What 
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we would later call “hip-hop” was still in its formulative stages in the South Bronx, and 

had not crossed over into Japan.

But for a moment, we might consider the cultural  function of hip-hop: namely, 

aside from it being a musical art form, it also functions as a forum for artistic expression 

of  commentary  on  society  – commentary  that  occasionally  reflects  or  reinforces 

societal  norms  (e.g. homophobic  lyrics),  occasionally  runs  counter  to  them 

(e.g. criticism of police),  but more importantly for our purposes here, functions as a 

self-contained medium for delivering information. This distinguishes it from genres such 

as punk, a genre/culture born at about the same time as hip-hop. While punk is often 

celebrated, like hip-hop, for its ability to criticize the establishment, it is has trouble 

with self-analysis. For example, while punk does occasionally criticize itself when there is 

good political reason (see, for example, the Dead Kennedys’ “Nazi Punks Fuck Off”), 

criticism of, say, other bands’ artistic choices is not very common. That sort of meta-

evaluation is usually left to outside media, such as radio and magazine interviews. Punk 

does not often speak to itself.

Hip-hop,  however,  is  constantly  referring  to  itself.  Lyrics  containing  off-hand 

mentions of other artists that a rapper likes, or does not like, are so commonplace as to 

be  unremarkable.  Hip-hop doesn’t  need interviews  or  magazines,  because  hip-hop is 

constantly  delivering information and opinion not only about the outside world,  but 

about itself. In that sense, hip-hop is the current (and possibly permanent, as I argued in 

the first chapter) forefront genre of capitalist consumer culture.

The closest homegrown Japanese analogue to this is the serial manga magazine, in 

its heyday in the 1970s. As individual works of art, each manga series is able to entertain 

and  make  social  commentary,  and  even  reference  other  works  of  popular  culture, 

including other manga series. And as a magazine of collected works and writings, the 
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manga magazine also allowed space for anything from music and movie reviews to manga 

to letters from readers criticizing the manga that ran in the magazine. In a pre-hip-hop 

world, manga magazines were the forum for outsider arts, both high and low. And, as it 

happens, the history of these two delivery mediums are closely tied – even more so than 

described in the previous chapter.

Also, I want to point out that it is important to begin the work of bridging study of 

hip-hop culture in Japan to that of its previous generations. While serious study on hip-

hop and other  so-called “black music”  in  Japan is  fairly  limited in any language,  the 

literature that does exist (e.g. Ian Condry’s Hip-Hop Japan) points to a 1983 showing of 

the film Wild Style as the starting point for Japanese hip-hop: as the story goes, a few 

local youth saw the American movie, were fascinated by the dancing and rapping, and 

decided to make their own version of this new culture in Tokyo.  The trouble with this 146

“Big Bang” model is that it obscures that the reason that Japanese people were able to 

comprehend Wild Style in 1983: They’d seen something like it before in discos, and in 

manga.

In  fact,  one  of  the  defining  features  of  scholarship  on  Japanese  popular  music 

cultures is the relative scarcity of work on so-called “black” musics. In current English-

language scholarship on black music in Japan, there is an almost complete blank space 

between the jazz of the early 60s and the hip-hop of the mid-90s. It as if disco and funk 

never happened in Japan. The cultural interactions between black and Japanese popular 

culture during the 60s and 70s, two of the most important and tumultuous decades for 

Japan  –  not  only  politically,  but  musically  and  culturally,  are  almost  completely 

unexplored by academia.

 As an aside, this was not Japan’s first introduction to hip-hop, by far. Electro pop group YMO released a 146

song called “Rap Phenomenon” on their 1981 album BGM, over two years before the Wild Style cast ever 
touched down in Tokyo. The lyrics were written in English, by Peter Barakan, a white Englishman who was 
then working with the group.
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This  means  that  while  studies  on  political  movements  of  this  period  do 

occasionally  mention face-to-face  interactions  of  African-American GIs  and Japanese 

civilians,  the  far  more common interactions  between Japanese  and African-American 

musical artists and fans (especially as mediated via vinyl record or radio) have been left 

largely undocumented and unexplored. This is the case in both Japanese– and English–

language scholarship. From both an anthropological and a musicological standpoint, this 

is a confusing gap in scholarship, especially given that the majority of modern Japanese 

pop music is a direct result of this history.

To this end, I’ve devoted this chapter to chapter to an analysis of the music culture 

that  created  the  base  for  Japanese  hip-hop:  that  of  the  disco  and  funk era.  As  one 

example, I will concentrate on the work of Emori Ai, one of the most important artists 

in this era. He, like Chusonji Yutsuko, is not a musician, but a manga artist who later 

ended up influencing black music education, consumption, and culture in Japan. I will 

then take the reader on a tour of long-running manga series Golgo 13, for a parallel look at 

Japanese interpretation of black life, this time focusing on black politics. Finally, I will 

briefly compare these to a representative Japanese academic look at black politics, with 

the  regrettable  conclusion  that  all  three  modes  of  interaction  fall  short  in  seriously 

considering black people as people.

Emori Ai 

Emori Ai started out in the early 1960s as a manga artist, working for the young 

“men’s magazine” Young Comic.  But his true passion was music, and he was known for 147

spending most of his free nights out dancing – which led to his becoming an unlikely 

preacher of the gospel of funk and soul in Japan.

 This should not be confused with the Young Comic that is published today. Ownership has long since 147

changed, and the current iteration is more focused on pornographic manga.
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In his book 黒く踊れ! ストリートダンス列伝, (Dance Black! Street Dance Legends) 

Emori explains that he was once a jazz fan and frequented jazz clubs, but became a soul 

music fan in the late 1960s. Sadly for Emori, soul music was generally unknown in Japan 

at the time, and the only place to hear records by artists such as James Brown was places 

known as “discos,” scattered throughout the Tokyo area. During this era, there was a 

strong market for 洋楽 (“western music”), a catch-all term for popular imported music –

 but this was limited to jazz, or bands like the Beatles or the Monkees. There were 

music magazines, but they generally focused on either “western music” or ニューロック 

(“new rock,” pronounced nyuu rokku),  Japan’s home-grown answer to a newer wave of 

rock music by white bands. Black music was generally not covered.

Unsatisfied with this underground status, and wanting to “tell more people about 

the soul music and black people that he loved,” Emori gained permission to put a one-

time “Soul Special” section in a 1972 issue of Young Comic. The response from readers 

was positive, and a few months later, he was given a full four pages to do a follow-up 

special in August of the same year which he titled ブラック・イズ・ビューティフル 

(that is,  burakku izu byuutifuru,  a transliteration of the phrase “Black Is Beautiful”).  It 

includes  everything  from explanations  of  black  fashion  and  food,  to  maps  of  shops 

known to be frequented by off-duty black GIs.

The introduction reads as follows: 

ブラック・イズ・ビューティフル！真夏は黒人がことにビューティフルに見える

季節だ　その美しさのヒミツはなんだろう？横田基地にはそんなビューティフ

ルな黒人がわんさかいた　今や独自のユニークな文化をもつ彼らの魅力を総特

集する　キミも彼らのビューティフルを盗め！ 
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Black is beautiful! Midsummer is when black people look even more beautiful. What 

is the secret to their beauty? At Yokota base, there are swarms of those beautiful 

black people. Now, we will give an overall look at the allure of these black people, 

with their own individual and unique culture. You can steal their beauty too!

As one can guess from the above introduction, by this time, Emori has already 

“graduated”  from the  civilian  Tokyo  discos,  and  has  started  to  frequent  bars  in  the 

Yokota base area that are patronized by actual black people. He is familiar enough with 

them to have absorbed the “Black is Beautiful” slogan of the Black Power movement. In 

fact, part of the motive behind publishing the “Black People Special” was Emori’s own 

interaction with a man who owned a bar called, appropriately enough, BP (which stood 

either for “Black Power,” “Black People,” or simply “BP,” depending on who was within 

earshot).

A two-page spread, covering most of the main feature. Note the map on 

the left, showing where “BP” is.
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This “Black Is Beautiful” feature would essentially mark the end of Emori’s career 

as a mere manga artist, and the beginning of his life as a missionary for the cause of black 

culture in Japan. “Black Is Beautiful” was an initial travelogue for a journey that would 

continue for years.

A First Encounter with Racism 

As Emori became more serious about his interest in soul and dancing, he slowly 

started spending less time at jazz bars and other establishments meant for general music 

fans, and began to seek out places that played only soul music. Along with this, he also 

developed an interest in black people themselves. As he recounts,

ダンスしている姿はもちろん、お尻を付き出して踊るように歩く何気ない仕草ま

でもが理屈抜きで好きになっていった。だから、ダンスも如何にしたら黒人の

ように踊れるかを考え、お手本のブラザーが多く集まる店の方に自然と足が向

く.

“Of course I liked how they looked when they were dancing, but I started to their 

little unconscious movements, like even how they would stick their bottoms out like 

they were dancing when they walked. I didn’t know why, I just did. So, I thought 

about how I could be able to dance like black people, and naturally, my feet took me 

to discos where there were lots of Brothers that could be examples.”

Of the establishments that Emori visited, he recalls  as particularly impressive a 

place in Kabuki-cho called Baby Grande, where “aside from Japanese women, almost all 

of the patrons were Brothers.”  He does not say so directly, but we can infer from the 148

 Ai Emori, 黒く踊れ! ストリートダンサーズ列伝 (=Dance Black! The Lives of Street Dancers) (Tokyo: 148

Ginga Shuppan, 2008), p. 40.
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way he describes the scene that he believes that many of these Japanese women were not 

there for the music so much as for the black men that gathered there (and that the 

reverse is also true). Music writer Isobe Ryo has commented that this would “leave no 

place at all for Emori,”  but re-reading the above passage, we should realize that Emori, 149

like the Japanese women, was really there for the black men. This is not to say that 

Emori was not seeking sex with men, but given that Emori was specifically interested in 

black men’s bodies, his aims were perhaps not so dissimilar from those of the women 

that he says thronged there.

At one point during his nights at these Tokyo discos, Emori met a “Brother” named 

Taylor. Taylor had a “small, delicate body, and his legs were not particularly long.” Emori 

notes that Taylor was “really different from the blackness I had imagined,” but says the 

two got along “strangely” well. More importantly, however, Taylor worked in an office on 

the Yokota military base, and was Emori’s key to gaining access to events held there.

It was also through Taylor that Emori says he first witnessed racism. As Emori 

recalls in his book in detail, he was invited by Taylor to swim at a pool on base. As he 

followed Taylor to the pool deck, Emori felt the atmosphere of the place change. People 

that were laughing and splashing only moments before were staring. Not at the two of 

them, but at Taylor. Taylor, though clearly aware of this, ignored the glares, and sat down 

on a deck chair. Emori, confused, sat down beside him. After a while, Taylor stood up, 

walked up to the edge of the pool, and dove in.

Suddenly, all of the adults that had been swimming in the pool got out. They then 

called for their children to come out of the pool immediately. Finally, Emori understood:

 Ryo Isobe, ‘ヤンキーとヒップホップ : ソウル族からB・ボーイへと続くもうひとつのヤンキーの歴149

史 / 磯部涼執筆 (=Yankees and Hip-Hop: Another Yankee History from the Soul Tribe to B-Boys)’, in ヤン
キー文化論序説 (=An Introduction to Yankee Studies) (Tokyo: Kawade Shobo Shinsha, 2009).
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ボクは驚き、ただ呆然とする。それ以外の言葉は思いつかない。いままでは耳

にしていただけだった人種差別。それを、生まれてはじめて目にするだけでな

く、自分がかかわりを持った中で行われた。  アメリカの法律上では人種差別は

なくなったはず。ここはそのアメリカ軍の基地内の施設。そこで、白人が黒人と

共に過ごすことに対する嫌悪を堂々と表した。これが仮にアメリカの南部の立

ち後れた小さな田舎での出来事ならともかく、国家に誠実を誓った同胞が集ま

る軍の中で行われた事が信じられなかった。しかも、日本の東京で。

I was shocked, just dumbfounded. I can’t think of any other words than that. Until 

then, I’d only heard of racism. And now, not only was it happening for the first time 

in front of me, but it was happening in connection to me. In America, racism was 

supposed to  be  illegal.  This  was  a  facility  in  an  American base.  And now,  white 

people are openly showing hatred towards living together with blacks. If this was 

happening in some backwards hick town in the American south,  maybe I would 

understand,  but  I  couldn’t  believe  that  this  was  happening  in  the  army,  where 

compatriots had pledged loyalty to their country. And to make matters worse, it was 

happening in Japan, in Tokyo.

同時に、これを日常の出来事として平然としていたテイラーにも驚いた。人種差

別の根深さを痛感する。「ヘェ～イ、エモリ！カモン、メ～ン」

At the same time, I was also surprised at Taylor, who was treating this coolly, as if it 

happened every day. I was sharply aware of the deepness of racism.

“Heeey, Emori! Come on, maaan!”

呆然とし固まっているボクをテイラーが立ち泳ぎをしながら手招きをしている。
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ボクの頭の中は真っ白のまま、単純な怒りとも違う、何にしても気分は良くな

い。だからと言って、今は自分には何も出来ないし、どう行動したら良いかも

わからなかった。呼ばれるままテイラーに向かって飛び込むしかなかった。そ

のまま深く潜水しながら息の続くかぎり懸命に泳いだ。静かで澄んだ水が気持

ちを冷やす。広いプールの中にはテイラーの足しか見えない。潜水から顔を出

し、大きく息をしながらテイラーと顔を見合わせた。交わす言葉も出てこない

まま、意味もなく声を出して笑ってしまった。

I was frozen, dumbstruck. Taylor, treading water, waved his hand at me to join him.

My mind was blank. What I felt wasn’t simple anger,  but it  definitely didn’t feel 

good. But, I couldn’t do anything. I didn’t know what I should do. All I could do 

then was do what Taylor said, and jump into the pool. I dove in, and stayed there, 

and swam with all my might until my breath ran out. I brought my face out of the 

water, and breathing heavily, I looked at Taylor’s face. I had no words to say, and just 

laughed, meaninglessly, out loud.

髪の毛から滴り落ちる水を不意ながらプールサイドに目をやる。あの若いママは

早足に立ち去ろうとしていた。その手には、事が理解出来ない表情を浮かべた

まま引かれていく小さな女の子。浮き輪を持ってプールを名残惜しんでいたその

子と目が合った。笑みを浮かべて軽く手を振ってみる。はにかみながら小さく

手を振って返してきたが、親に引かれるまま出て行った。嫌悪や恐れとかではな

く、単に関わりを持ちたくないという気持ちなのかもしれない。そこにいたみ

んなが次々とプールから立ち去って行く。
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Wiping the water dripping from my hair, I looked at the poolside. A young mother 

was trying to leave as quickly as she could. She was pulling away a little girl, who had 

a look on her face that showed that she did not understand what was going on. She 

still had her float ring on, and looked back at the pool longingly. Our eyes met. I 

smiled and waved, gingerly.  She waved back bashfully,  but her mother pulled her 

away, and they left. Maybe it wasn’t hatred or fear, but just a feeling of not wanting to 

get involved. One after another, everyone at the pool left.150

Upon arriving at the pool, Emori had not even realized that everyone aside from 

himself and Taylor were white. Once confronted with this blatant act of racism, however, 

he displays an interesting train of logic which bears careful observation.

First,  Emori  lays  out  a  harsh criticism of  racism.  He not  only  denounces  it  as 

wrong, but by connecting it to something that one might expect in a “some backwards 

hick town in the American south,” he also labels what the white people at the pool are 

doing as “backwards.”

But what draws our attention here is the point at the end where Emori softens his 

anger. Near the end of the passage, Emori’s position moves, metaphorically, from the 

center of the pool to the pool deck. That is to say, at first, Emori stands (or floats) in the 

middle of the pool. He is physically, and morally, by Taylor’s side. Then, he looks at the 

child getting out of the pool. The object of his sympathy shifts from Taylor to the little 

girl. Like the child, Emori does not understand racism, and has no choice but to follow 

the rules that the “adults” (read: “blacks and whites”) have made. Emori, as a Japanese, is 

nothing  more  than an  observer  to  this  relation  between blacks  and whites.  He is  a 

complete third party, an irrelevant child.

 Emori, pp. 43–44.150
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By the end of this passage, however, Emori begins to sympathize with the adults, 

who are leaving not out of “hatred or fear,  but just a feeling of “not wanting to get 

involved.”  These  are  the  same people  he  railed  at  for  “openly  showing  hatred”  only 

moments, or paragraphs, before.

In the opening paragraphs of The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois meditates on 

the tendency of whites to blame the plight of blacks on blacks themselves:

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by some 

through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly framing it. All 

nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye 

me curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, How does it 

feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town; or I 

fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? 

At these I smile, or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion 

may require. To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom 

a word.151

In his X: The Problem of the Negro as a Problem of Thought, Nahum Dimitri Chandler 

pokes at what is left in the ashes of such a question:

Du Bois, as we know, can hardly ask: “How does it feel to be a problem?” And, thus, 

he, or his discourse, at any rate we, come(s) upon the impossible itself: How can one 

ask, “how does it feel not to be a problem (for example, white)?”152

 W. E. B Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A. C. McClurg & Co, 1903), p. 1.151

 Nahum Dimitri Chandler, X– the Problem of the Negro as a Problem for Thought, American Philosophy, 152

First edition (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014), p. 4.
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This is the question that Emori is not only unable to ask, but unable to formulate, 

for himself, or for his [Japanese] reader. He, by virtue of his outsider position, a lower 

position of power on the base, is not able to ask the whites, “how does it feel not to be a 

problem?” How does it feel to not be involved?

But neither does he ask of himself: How does it feel not to be involved?

To claim that racism is a foreign American import, and does not exist in Japan, or 

in Japan’s history, is disingenuous. But by locating racism elsewhere, it not only allows for 

a kind of absolving of past Japanese complicity racism (including imperialism), but allows 

for –or perhaps necessitates – the reproduction of racism in the present and future. By 

Emori Ai’s own account in the book, he loves black people. But in this situation, even 

Emori  felt  uneasy  being  in  the  same  position  as  a  black  person.  He,  too,  was 

uncomfortable in the “pool.” He didn’t want to be involved.

The Contact Zone 

In her Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, Marie Louise Pratt avoids the 

word “frontier,” instead using the term “contact zone.” This is a part of her move to 

reject the traditional Eurocentric depiction of interactions between the colonizer and 

the colonized as that of a meeting between “adventurers” and “natives.” Her use of this 

word instead forces the reader to think of these interactions and places of interaction 

not as unidirectional, but as bidirectional, transcultural events.  As it appears in this 153

book,  however,  the  term “contact  zone”  generally  refers  to  the  zone  in  which  the 

colonizer and colonized, the empire and the colony, interact. I believe that this same 

concept  can  be  applied  to  situations  that  are  less  clearly  defined,  and  not  so  easily 

 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd ed (London : New York: 153

Routledge, 2008), p. 8.
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described in such binary terms: for example, in the case of occupation-era Japan, with 

respect to interactions between blacks and Japanese.

Both blacks and Japanese felt as though they were placed below white America. 

This was not merely a feeling. Effectively, and legally, they were below whites. In this way, 

while there was a base, Japanese citizens and black GIs were not in a simple colonizer/

colonized  binary.  Black  soldiers  did  belong  to  the  occupying  forces,  but  the  black-

frequented bars that fanatics like Emori went to were there out of necessity. That is, the 

apartheid-style rules still in effect meant that blacks were not allowed in officer’s clubs 

(clubs  were  generally  explicitly  “Whites  Only”),  making  these  black  clubs  and  bars 

essentially  a  byproduct  of  white  racism.  Thus,  Emori’s  expedition  out  to  these  bars 

becomes a very complicated act: a (former colonizing, but now) colonized man entering 

the space of another group of colonized (so much so that they have been taken away 

from their  “original”  land)  and  segregated  men… who also  happen  to  belong  to  the 

colonizing army. This is a good deal more convoluted than the examples Pratt gives of 

the white colonists who venture out into the native villages. The curiosity that motivated 

those colonists may also be similar to that displayed by some Japanese, but the relations 

of blacks and Japanese on base and at bars is  clearly more complex,  as seen Emori’s 

aforementioned “Black Is Beautiful” feature:

ソウル・ミュージックのファンなら見逃せないのが立川や横田のアメリカ軍基

地で毎週開かれるパーティー「ソウルナイト」だ。ブラック・ピープルがワンサ

と集まる中でソウル・フードを食べながら夜中まで踊れる。もちろん生演奏で

主流の曲はニュー・ソウル。黒人の友達を作れば、基地のゲートも入れるのだ。

If you’re a soul music fan, you can’t miss the “Soul Night” parties held every week at 

the American military bases in places like Tachikawa and Yokota. In the swarms of 

black people, you can eat soul food and dance through the night. Of course, it’s a live 

139



band and most of the music is new soul. If you make a black friend, you can get in 

the gates of the base.

However,  behind Emori’s  exhortation for  his  fellow soul  fans to “make a  black 

friend,” there is also an uneasiness that is only revealed years later, in his book:

ボクにとって『BP』（ブラック・パワーの略。特集でも紹介されるバー）は学

ぶ要素の方が多く、もう遊び場とは言えなくなってくる。その事はある不満を蓄

積させた。リオスを始め、ブラザーの友人がたくさん出来て共に遊びに行く。

それにも関わらず、いまだ黒人の前に踊ると萎縮してしまうことがあったのだ。

ボクはブラザーといっしょだとリラックスしてダンスを踊れないでいた。

For me, BP had more learning elements to it, and I couldn’t really call it a place to 

party anymore. My uneasiness about it built up. I made a lot of Brother friends, like 

Rios [the owner of BP], and we went out to party. But even so, when I would dance 

in front of black people, I would still  shrink away. When I was with Brothers, I 

couldn’t relax and dance. 

美しい黒人に対する劣等感かもしれない。シャイで人見知りする性格は、黒人

たちの中の日本人で逆に目立ってしまう視線を恐れ、避けるようになってしまっ

ていた。『BP』でもそうだった、せっかく基地でのソウルナイトに行っても大

好きなダンスをのびのびと踊ることが出来ない。人が楽しそうに踊っている姿

を見ているだけの時間が多くなっていた。だから、ただ無心にダンスしたかっ

た。
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Maybe it  was an inferiority complex towards those beautiful  black people.  I  was 

worried that a shy personality,  and being Japanese among blacks would make me 

stand out, and started to avoid [dancing with black people]. It was the same at BP. 

I’d gone through all  the trouble of going to Soul Night at the base,  and I loved 

dancing, but I couldn’t cut loose and dance. I spent most of my time watching other 

people dancing and enjoying themselves. So, I just wanted to let loose and dance.

Here, we can see an element that Pratt often highlights in her book: the white male 

colonizer who occasionally ventures out to play with the natives, but still feels a need to 

keep a certain distance.  Here,  we might recall  Emori’s  pool scene.  Emori’s  sympathy 

leaving the pool and going towards those standing literally above him, and his anxiety 

with hanging around for too long around large groups of black people might be somehow 

connected.

Japanese who know nothing of racism 

This feeling of “not wanting to get involved” is not only found in popular Japanese 

society, but also in the writings of those who call themselves antiracists, and display a 

degree of commitment to black people. For example, we might look at Yoshida Ruiko’s 

acclaimed  book,  which  just  so  happens  to  have  the  same  name  as  Emori’s 

groundbreaking feature: ハーレム の熱い日々 Black is Beautiful.  This book, originally 154

published in 1979, carries the following introduction on the cover:

黒人スラム街にともに暮らし、黒人たちを撮り続けたフォトジャーナリスト吉

田ルイ子――貧困・麻薬・売春・差別に象徴されるニューヨーク・ハーレム

 The English “Black is Beautiful” is part of the original title. ハーレムの熱い日々 translates as “Hot days 154

in Harlem,” so the full translated name would be Hot Days in Harlem: Black is Beautiful.

141



で、人間が人間であることを取り戻すことに目覚めた黒い肌の輝きを、女の感

覚とカメラの冷徹な眼でヴィヴィッドに把えたルポルタージュ。

In the black slum and taking pictures of the black people who lived there: Yoshida 

Ruiko.  In  Harlem,  New  York,  represented  by  poverty,  drugs,  prostitution,  and 

discrimination,  a  vivid reportage of  the brilliant black skin of  humans who have 

awakened to take back their humanity – all captured by a woman’s intuition and the 

camera’s cold eye.

However, her effort to show the “humanity” of black people has its limits. When 

confronted  with  anti-black  views  held  by  many  Japanese  Americans,  she  chooses  to 

rationalize them:

また、日系人の多くも反ニグロと言ってもいい。西海岸はハワイに東洋からの

奴隷として連れてこられた日系人が、日本人独特のがんばりから奴隷の位置をや

っと抜け出した以上、依然として奴隷と変わらないニグロから少しでも自分たち

を離して観てもらいたいという気持ちから黒人を差別するのだろう。155

Also,  it  is  fair  to say that  many Japanese Americans are also anti-Negro.  This  is 

probably because, they have experienced being brought from Hawaii to the West 

Coast  as  slaves,  and  thanks  to  the  work  ethic  unique  to  Japanese  people,  have 

managed to attain a position above that of a slave. They do not want to be viewed as 

the same as Negroes, who are still like slaves, and thus discriminate against Negroes.

I won’t spend any time here analyzing Yoshida’s interpretation of American history. 

What I want to find important here is the hypocritical approach that Yoshida takes. On 

 Ruiko Yoshida, ハーレムの熱い日々 = Black is beautiful (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1979), p. 83.155
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one hand,  Yoshida devotes  much of  her  book to criticizing whites  who discriminate 

against blacks. Early in the book, she tells of the absolute disgust and betrayal that she 

felt  when  her  white  husband  for  calling  a  group  of  blacks  “niggers”  because  they 

vandalized  his  car  during  a  race  riot  –  even  though  he  was  himself  a  self-fashioned 

supporter of the civil rights struggle. This disgust, she explains, was the catalyst to her 

decision  to  move  out  of  their  shared  apartment,  and  eventually  divorce  him.  She 

physically moves from the “white” side to the “black” one.

However, when it comes to those Japanese Americans that simply don’t want to be 

“involved”  with  blacks,  she  loses  her  objectivity.  Not  only  this,  but  she  attempts  to 

rationalize the racism of these Japanese Americans by blaming the miserable conditions 

of Harlem blacks on their own laziness.

Thus, while writing as an antiracist and denouncing racism, Yoshida accepts generic 

American racism, and presents it to her readers as fact, borne out through her embedded 

reporting. But again, this is a common feature of Japanese travel writing, particularly 

among those who profess to be interested in issues of black oppression. For example, we 

might look at Yayoi Kusama, the famous artist who is not only known for her polkadot 

imagery but for the political art she made while living in NY in the 1960s. In her 2002 

autobiography, black people appear only as exotic or primitive beings. She breathlessly 

marvels  at  “[black  people’s]  distinctive  smell”  and  “animalistic  sex  techniques.”  She 

recalls using a naked black man in her own performance art, apparently for visual effect, 

describing his lips and genitals in detail (she does not describe white participants in this 

way).  She also laments that the area in Greenwich Village where she used to live has 
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turned into a “slum,” where real estate prices are “falling by $5 a day” because “black 

people are shooting each other out front.”156157

Again, keeping in mind Pratt’s concept of the “contact zone,” and my extension of 

this to consider contact between two “occupied” peoples, we can see that liberal postwar 

Japanese society’s stance toward blackness is largely cribbed from that of Euro-American 

postwar society; and that neither contact with black people in Japan, nor contact with 

black people in America is  necessarily a cure for the desire to avoid the reality that 

Japanese  people,  too,  can  also  be  susceptible  to  racist  ideology.  Emori  displays  this 

disbelief near the beginning of his recounting of the pool story, when he says “and to 

make matters worse, it was happening in Japan, in Tokyo.”

In a personal conversation I had with Emori himself in 2012, he expounded on this 

experience – he was not angry at the white racists, so much as angry that the act of 

racism was  happening  in  “his”  country.  As  he  explained  to  me,  he  was  furious  that 

Americans  had  brought  their  disgusting  habit  into  his  backyard.  He had heard  that 

racism was a problem that America had. “This is Japan,” he told me. “We don’t have 

racism here.”

Record Jackets 

In a way, perhaps this tradition of assuming oneself to be outside the complex of 

racism also contributed to Emori’s art style. For example, while Emori rejects racism as 

backwards and sympathizes with black people, his art generally features stereotypical 

images of blacks with bugged-out eyes and thick lips.

 Yayoi Kusama, 無限の網 草間彌生自伝 (=Infinity Net: The Autobiography of Yayoi Kusama) (Tokyo: 156

Sakuhinsha, 2002), p. 209.

 This passage is present only in her original Japanese writing. It was omitted from the English translation 157

of the book. In the interest of transparency, I only realized this while preparing for an interview with the 
artist herself (Thomas 2017).
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In gathering materials for his “Black is Beautiful” feature, Emori had been forced to 

do all of the legwork himself. He visited record companies to obtain record release dates, 

or copies of artist images such as the giant James Brown head that adorned the front 

page of his section. Through this process, Emori became well known at more than a few 

record  companies,  and  his  feature’s  success  garnered  him the  appreciation  of  local 

promoters, who had been having trouble selling soul and funk records. Soon after the 

publishing of the feature, Emori was called on to design the artwork for import versions 

of records such as the Commodores and the Stylistics. Below are some examples of his 

work, along with the original US releases for comparison.

The Commodores

 Here, the picture of the five members of the Commodores has been replaced with 

an image of a cartoonish black man dancing with a clearly non-black woman. Whether 

she is intended to be Japanese or white is unclear.
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I also want to note the eyes. The black male character’s eyes are devoid of any 

detail,  and  are  fairly  clearly  “bugged  out.”  The  ambiguously  white/Japanese  woman, 

however, has softer, more detailed eyes, that are more clearly drawing from what many 

would describe as an anime/manga style.

Herbie Mann

Here, we can see that the abstract cover art of Herbie Mann’s art has been replaced with 

two black cartoons. One is a woman, who bends over away from the viewer. This may be 

a portrayal of her dancing, but it’s relevant that she is drawn in such a way that both her 

breasts and her bottom are visible.
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The male character is  more buffoonish than stylish.  While the plaid suit  was a 

fashionable  choice,  bowties  that  extend past  the  shoulders  were  have  never  been in 

fashion.  There  are  two  ways  to  read  this  –  one,  as  perhaps  referencing  on  the 

purposefully over-the-top outfits that would appear on Soul Train (as we will see below, 

we know that Emori had seen the show), or two, as a straight-ahead reproduction of the 

typical Western minstrel tradition. At the very least, the eyes are drawn in the vein of the 

latter: exaggerated, minimal, and cartoonish.

The Stylistics

In this final example, the actual image of the Stylistics has been replaced by big-headed 

caricatures of the group itself, with the addition of another ambiguous non-black woman.

Without  knowing  the  back  story,  one  might  think  these  record  covers  were 

changed due to copyright concerns: occasionally, when albums are released in different 

markets, the rights to the music have been obtained, but the rights to the cover art have 

not  been.  This,  however,  was  not  the  case  here.  In  a  conversation  with  Emori,  he 

explained to me that he purposely drew cheerful black characters on so that Japanese 

buyers would understand that this was “black music” — even in cases where the artists 
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themselves were not black (for example, Herbie Mann is not black – he is a Jewish jazz 

flutist).

He did not explain the presence of ambiguously-raced women on the covers of 

albums that did not actually have any female performers, but we can perhaps attribute 

this to his own experiences in places like Baby Grande, which functioned as gathering 

places for Japanese women and black men that wanted to meet each other.

At any rate, Emori’s influence on the black music market in Japan is clear. By his 

own estimation, Emori was designing covers for several albums a month during the years 

of 1973–76. He was also well known for including step charts for dance moves along with 

the liner notes of popular releases. Even after he slowed his output of album covers, he 

continued to release these step charts, which included more caricatures of black people 

performing the movies. Because Emori himself was such as good dancer, he was often 

able to watch a scene once on television and commit it to memory. Some dances were 

too complex, however. In a conversation over dinner with me, Emori proudly related his 

experience of capturing the moves for Saturday Night Fever in 1978. Even after watching 

the movie repeatedly,  he still  couldn’t grasp some of the trickier moves.  But because 

home video was not available at this time, he had no choice other than to see it in the 

theater.  Eventually,  he  talked a  movie  theater  manager  into letting  him come in,  by 

himself. Once in the theater, he had the projectionist pause, rewind, and re-play the most 

complex scenes over and over again. After spending most of the day in the theater, he 

finally finished his step charts, and sent them off to be published.

Though most of his work was behind the scenes, Emori was such a cultural force 

that  he  actually  influenced  the  debut  of  Soul  Train  in  Japan.  Emori  had  long  been 

interested in the show – he’d heard about it from black friends, but because none of the 

Japanese stations carried it, he’d never seen it. Then one day in 1975, a friend and fellow 
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soul fanatic mentioned that the company he was working for was thinking about putting 

Soul Train on the air in Japan. But, his friend said, his bosses were worried that there 

wouldn’t be an audience for the show. Emori knew how he could convince them. He told 

his friend to bring his bosses to a disco he had just opened (Afro Rake, detailed below). 

When they showed up that Friday, Emori greeted them, and walked them in the front 

entrance.  He  pointed  at  the  dance  floor,  which  was  completely  packed  with  young, 

fashion-conscious, and soul-obsessed dancers.  “See all  these people?” Emori said. The 

station  heads  nodded.  “There’s  your  audience.”  Within  a  few weeks,  Soul  Train  was 

playing on late Sunday nights on TBS.

This  not  only  influenced  and  expanded  the  consumption  of  black  music,  but 

Japanese pop music as well. And eventually, this would boomerang back to America: five 

years later, Yellow Magic Orchestra, one of the most influential Japanese groups of all 

time, was invited to perform on Soul Train – one of the first non-black acts to appear on 

the show, and the first Japanese act. After watching YMO perform a cover of “Tighten 

Up,” a Southern funk hit by a black Houston-based group called Archie Bell and The 

Drells,  Don Cornelius  asked drummer Takahashi  Yukihiro  if  he’d  ever  watched Soul 

Train. “Yes, sure,” said Takahashi. “Do many people watch it?” asked Cornelius. “I think 

so,”  replied Takahashi.  Had Emori not campaigned to get Soul  Train on the air,  this 

conversation never would have happened.158

For Emori, what was once a hobby turned into a business, and then even a sort of 

fervent activism to spread the gospel of blackness. After stepping away from manga to 

focus on music and disco promotion full time, Emori started an industry magazine for 

disco  owners  and  DJs  called  Gangster,  the  official  magazine  for  the  National  Disco 

 Dexter Thomas, ‘Japanese Gentlemen Come to Soul Train’, Medium, 2014 <https://medium.com/thsppl/158

the-best-6007f9499caf>.
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Organization  (全国ディスコ協会).  In  May  of  1976,  the  magazine  boasted  that 

membership was up to about 150 discos –  around half  of  all  discos nationwide.  This 

magazine  was  Emori’s  “Black  is  Beautiful”  feature,  but  expanded  to  a  full  magazine 

format;  featuring  notes  about  black  culture,  food,  and  history  – and,  of  course, 

recommendations for the hottest new records. While there was plenty in here to satisfy 

a casual fan, any disco owner would have found this an invaluable resource.

Between  Emori’s  record  jackets,  step  charts,  discos,  magazine  features,  and 

Gangster, it is fair to say that any fan of black music in Japan came into contact with 

Emori’s interpretation of black people at some point or another. The commodification 

of black people did not start in the 1970s, nor did it start in Japan. However, it is clear 

that Emori Ai contributed to this tradition in the Japanese context.

A miniature black America in occupied Japan 

Emori’s artistic efforts were not limited to graphic design. Less than a year after the 

publication  of  his  “Black  is  Beautiful”  feature,  Emori  began  to  work  in  the  disco 

promotion world, first helping with events and then later starting up his own disco.

As Emori describes in his book, BP was a learning environment. What was not 

always clear, however, is what he was learning about black people. The book primarily 

concentrates on music, but in an interview, Emori also explained that he became aware 

of black politics through his stay at BP. As Emori explained to me, Rios, the owner of BP, 

showed  him “black  pride.”  Much  of  Emori’s  education  came  through  curiosity.  For 

example, he recalled once seeing a picture of a young black man on the wall. Emori asked 

someone who it was, and was told that it was Huey Newton. When he said he didn’t 

know who Huey Newton was, he was quickly brought up to speed. He often saw soldiers 
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walking around with black gloves. Again, when he asked why, they would happily explain 

it to him.

At first, BP was a hangout spot for Emori, but after becoming friendly with Rios, 

the  owner,  he  began to  help  out  around the  bar,  and with  organizing  of  events.  As 

mentioned previously, his “Black is Beautiful” feature was an extension of his efforts to 

“give back” to the place and people that were giving him this exciting education.

After some time at BP, Emori began to work on establishing his own disco. As he 

explains in his book, all of the knowledge he had picked up about black people went into 

the construction of his ideal disco environment.  The disco opened in July 1974 and was 159

called Afro Rake, after the nickname given to the long combs used to style an afro.

Soon after the place opened, a then little-known group called The Commodores 

(from which  Lionel  Richie  would  later  strike  out  solo)  was  in  Japan  for  a  concert, 

supporting another act. Emori, who was much-better educated than even the average 

American music listener, was already a fan. He struck up a conversation with the group, 

and offered them free  entrance  into  his  disco,  as  well  as  free  food and drinks.  The 

Commodores were so impressed with the venue that they got up on stage and performed 

for free  —  several nights in a row. Then, they went back home, and told all the other 

black  artists  that  they  knew.  Within  a  few  months,  Afro  Rake  was  a  mandatory 

destination for any black artist touring in Japan. Word also got back to the black media 

in the US, and Ebony Magazine sent a reporter out to Japan to cover the disco scene in 

 Emori’s education did not stop at BP; Afro Rake was also a learning experience. He actually seems to 159

have learned quite a bit of English there. In a completely separate conversation about Emori’s struggles 
with language, Emori revealed that he had picked up most of his English ability in his role as a 
disciplinarian of the black workers at Afro Rake. “All of my workers were black, and they always made 
trouble,” he said. “They were always late, or were constantly hitting on (Japanese) women.” In other words, 
these workers, who he had been staffed to him by his friend Rios, were so unruly and disorderly that the 
normally shy Emori had to scold them constantly. After months of this, Emori said, he was naturally able 
to communicate what he wanted in English. This was a necessary step on the path to Emori’s ideal disco: 
the workers might have been troublesome, but they had to be black, because as Emori said emphatically, “I 
wanted a black (黒っぽい) disco.”
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1975.  Writers  seemed  equal  parts  flattered  and  amused  that  Japanese  people  were 160

taking their music so seriously.161

Visits  by  black guests  helped to  increase  the  prestige  and authenticity  of  Afro 

Rake. But even without them, Emori had built an immersive experience into his club, by 

including black workers in the most visible positions: “Of course the DJ was black,” he 

 While the original Ebony caption says the text reading アップルハウス

says “Mr. Soul,” it actually says “Apple House,” which is a disco that 

Emori designed. His signature style is visible in the massive statue.

 Ebony, ‘Soul Explosion Rocks Land of Rising Sun’, Ebony, July 1975, pp. 42–48.160

 Again, keeping in mind the concept of the “contact zone,” it’s worth noting that black media was also 161

just as susceptible to stereotypical depictions of Japanese as white media was. See, for example, a reference 
to a boy letting out a “piercing samurai warrior yell” after getting a kiss from a member of the Three 
Degrees, Ebony, p. 43, or the article closing with “common funky brother, light on.” Ebony, p. 48

152



recalls in his book. “The waiters and everyone else had to be black. I was going for a 

Harlem image.” Emori goes on:

「エレベーターを降りると短い橋がある構造。その橋にソウル  カラーで色分け

したカーペットを敷いた。橋を渡ると入り口  で黒人のドアマンが迎える。黒人

ウェーターが店内を動きまわり、DJブースではトニーBが渋い声で語り.  .  .  <略> 

そのステージにはフィリッピン人のロミーと、日本人と黒人のハーフの女性キ

ャロンをフロントにしたビービーズというバンドがソウルフル  な演奏を聴かせ

てくれる. . . 」

It was structured so that when you came down off the elevator, there was a short 

bridge. That bridge had carpet with the Soul Colors on it. When you crossed the 

bridge and came to the entrance, a black doorman would welcome you. Black waiters 

were  moving  about  the  place,  and  inside  the  DJ  booth,  Tony  B  would  make 

announcements with his smooth voice. […] On the stage, a band called the BBs, with 

a Filipina woman named Romy and a Japanese/Black half woman named Karen at the 

front, would give a soulful performance…162

That is, because most Japanese could not walk through the gates of military bases 

to see black people, Emori went into the bases and brought the black people out to them. 

Further, he went beyond a simple mimicry of the base environment, and attempted a 

faithful recreation of the mecca of black culture: Harlem.

In this way, he was able to avoid the uncomfortable sexual and power relations of 

on-base black parties  and off-base bars  owned by blacks –  but still  maintain the all-

 Emori, p. 120.162
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important  element  of  blackness,  and  offer  it  up  into  a  more  easily-digestible,  less 

threatening space. Here, finally, he could dance.

The Colonized Colonizer 

At  this  point,  Emori  seems  quite  similar  to  the  white  colonizers  that  Pratt 

describes in her book. In his “Black is Beautiful” feature, it is clear that much of Emori’s 

interest in black people is focused on their bodily appearance. Even when the topic veers 

away from physicality, the impressions given of blacks are nearly always stereotypical. In 

describing black fashion, the feature states that “they’re always fashionable, no matter 

what. They even go as far as to spend a full third of their army salary at the clothing 

store.” Not satisfied to merely describe their irresponsibility, the article also goes on to 

somehow connect the popularity of menthol cigarettes to blacks’ mythical sex drive:

何故彼等がハッカ・タバコを愛用するかについてはいろン［ママ］な説がある

けれど　彼等のSEX・パワーを調整するためだなんて　やっかみ半分の説もあ

るのだ。

There  are  a  lot  of  theories  about  why  they  like  menthols,  but  there’s  a  rumor, 

probably  founded in  jealousy,  that  says  that  they  use  them to  regulate  their  sex 

power.

Thus, even while witnessing the horror of racism firsthand, and relaying that shock 

to his  readers,  his  artistic  works and business  endeavors  never  really  question casual 
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racism against blacks.  He then passes these works on to his Japanese readers as either 163

facts, products, or both.

Again, we should keep in mind the amount of influence that Emori had on Japan’s 

pop culture landscape. Many people undoubtedly were familiar with his album artwork, 

and bought albums purely because they trusted his taste. Emori’s discos were not only 

important for the disco era, but in raising an entire generation of young dancers who 

would later go on to invent and consume new styles of dance music. The spread of hip-

hop would not have been possible without Emori: without the discos he produced or 

built, and the cultural foundation he had laid, there would have been nowhere to dance 

to the first hip-hop records that were brought to Japan in the late 1970s. Even Hosono 

Haruomi, the production genius behind the aforementioned electro pop group Yellow 

Magic Orchestra, was a regular at a club managed by Emori.

Even Emori’s club design philosophy has been replicated. A popular Shibuya hip-

hop club established in 1997 features black doormen and bouncers. Black people do not 

work the bar, but they sometimes work the DJ booth, and at least when I attended in 

the early 2010s, the men that pat you down when you enter are often exclusively black. 

Many have military experience. The name of this club, fittingly enough, is “Harlem.”

Golgo 13 

Thus far in this chapter, I have shown that the obsession with black physicality in 

current Japanese music cultures can not only be traced back to pre-hip-hop days, but 

 There is a part in the very beginning of Yoshida Ruiko’s book where she relates a tale about her first 163

time on the bus in New York City Yoshida, pp. 9–12. A black man steps on the bus, and she is absolutely 
terrified of him. He ends up being very friendly, and having a very high opinion of Japanese people. She is 
relieved to find that he isn’t crazy, and engages in a conversation with him, but when he extends his hand 
to shake hers, she stares at his dark hand and is disgusted. She can’t bring herself to grasp his hand, and the 
white bus driver tells the black man to get away from her. The black man later apologizes to her, leaving 
her to feel guilty about her inability to overcome what she intimates is an internal racism that she didn’t 
realize she had.
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that it actually was instrumental in creating a local commercial market in which disco 

and hip-hop could thrive. Just as we saw in 1995 with Yutsuko Chusonji’s Wild Q, a manga 

artist was able to use their platform as a publisher to spread the gospel of blackness to a 

wider audience. And just as in Chusonji’s case, this gospel was told through a lens that 

refracts truth in a remarkably similar way to that of common white American racism.

Much  has  been  made  of  Japanese  intellectuals’  interest  in  black  political 

movements.  But is important to note that black physicality and politics were relevant 164

in Japanese popular culture at large, beyond both academia and black music subcultures.

It is here where we can find more context for the trend in Japanese hip-hop for 

rappers to align themselves with black liberation politics. This is not a trend that began 

in 2015, nor in 1995. Neither is it strictly limited to the dancefloors and recordshops that 

sprung up around Emori Ai in the 1970s. Rather, the Japanese preoccupation with black 

politics,  and the tendency to morally align with black liberation is visible in postwar 

popular  culture  at  large.  One of  the  most  striking  examples  of  this  is  Saito  Takao’s 

immensely popular manga, Golgo 13.  165

 This interest was occasionally mutual: see Marc S. Gallicchio, The African American Encounter with 164

Japan and China: Black Internationalism in Asia, 1895-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2000) and Yukiko Koshiro, ‘Beyond an Alliance of Color: The African American Impact on Modern 
Japan’, Positions-East Asia Cultures Critique, 11, 183–215.

 It should be noted here that technically, Golgo 13 was originally marketed as a gekiga – a subgenre of 165

manga aimed at adults that, during its introduction in the late 1950s, was distinguished from traditional 
manga its more realistic and cinematic drawing style. Now that the gekiga genre has lost its influence, 
(Saito himself has lamented that he is usually thought of as the last remaining gekiga artist) even works 
such as Golgo are generally referred to by the more inclusive term “manga.” I have adopted that naming 
convention here.
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Golgo 13 

 

Golgo 13 is best described as Japan’s answer to James Bond. In fact, it was actually a 

response to the first Bond film, Dr.  No: Saito Takao recalls seeing the film in theaters 

when it was released in 1963, and walking home to his office to find a publisher waiting 

for him, asking if he would write a localized Bond comic.  Later, he developed his ideas 166

from that contract job into his own original series. This became Golgo 13, which would 

debut in the immensely popular biweekly comics magazine Big Comic in 1968.

It is hard to overemphasize the popularity of Golgo 13. At 51 years and running (as of 

2019), it is not only in contention for the title of longest-running manga ever, but one of 

the most enduringly popular titles in the history of the art form. It has spawned nearly 

every kind of spin-off product imaginable: ranging from the usual anime, movies, and 

The opening page of “Dabbie,” an episode mentioned below.

 Takao Saito, さいとう・たかを本("Saito Takao Book"), 2018, p. 126.166
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video games to more unusual tangents, such as Golgo-themed self-help books and food 

products. However, Golgo as a literary text and cultural phenomenon seems to have been 

largely overlooked by scholars, in both Japanese and English.

The manga is astonishingly well  researched, particularly considering the time in 

which it began. Saito’s assistants not only read newspapers or articles on the countries 

that  would  appear  in  the  comic,  but  often  tracked  down  people  who  had  visited 

countries as volunteer doctors or academics in order to obtain pictures of buildings in 

countries  with  which  Japan  had  no  diplomatic  relations.  Golgo  13  was  not  only 

entertaining, but educational: aside from the fictional assassinations that would occur 

in the story, the reader could be assured that the environments, political background, 

and even many of the characters were based on reality. In fact, some episodes began with 

a few paragraphs of introductory text, before the action started, giving the reader a quick 

rundown of the political situation in a particular country.

This was all necessary because Golgo was, like James Bond, constantly in an exotic 

location. Unlike Bond, however, Golgo (real name: Duke Togo)  is not a sleek, dapper 

patriotic agent with a government-sponsored license to kill  when necessary.  Golgo is 

about  as  tall  as  Bond’s  canon height  (182  cm in  the  Bond novels),  but  drawn much 

heavier, with the muscular build of a rugby player. Golgo is also not a government agent 

– he is a hired assassin, who works for anyone who is willing to pay.

As such, while Bond’s narrative regards him as a “good guy,”  Golgo is  cold and 

ruthless. Golgo’s only standard for who he will kill is the conditions of the mission: he is 

generally uninterested in helping the downtrodden or achieving “justice” as most would 

understand it. He will accept any mission as long as it “makes sense” (in his words in 

Japanese: 納得がいく) to him. Above all, he prides himself in completing the mission, at 

any cost.
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But  when  Golgo  interacts  with  black  characters,  his  behavior  is  slightly  more 

ambiguous. In the early days of the series, there is a run of stories, ranging from 1971 to 

1974  –  right  about  the  time  that  Emori  was  starting  his  discos  –  in  which  Golgo 

consistently fights against white oppressors on the behalf of blacks.

This places Golgo into an interesting parallel with a rather old plot device – that of 

the White Savior. The White Savior is a plot device most easily found in popular media. 

In  general,  the  trope  involves  a  white  central  character  – generally  a  man,  but  not 

always – who “saves” an auxiliary, non-white character. The White Savior is a versatile 

character – sometimes they attempt to save a black man from white racists (eg To Kill a 

Mockingbird), or save a group of black and Latino students from the ghetto (Dangerous 

Minds), or teach Japanese warriors to fight against their corrupt government (The Last 

Samurai). In some cases, such as in 2016’s Hidden Figures (in which a white boss saves a 

black woman scientist  from racism at  NASA),  narratives  based in  historical  fact  are 

padded out with the addition of a White Savior who was never there in reality.167

This trope is not limited to fiction. It often manifests in official government policy. 

Here, it is often called a “White Savior Complex,” playing off the “Savior Complex,” a 

slang term for an individual suffering from delusions of grandeur – that is,  one who 

mistakenly  believes  that  they  are  superior  to  others,  and  ordained  to  “save”  their 

inferiors. An early and often-referenced manifestation of the White Savior Complex is 

Rudyard Kipling’s poem, “The White Man’s Burden,” which in essence, encouraged the 

United States to take control of the Philippines following the Spanish-American war. In 

the poem, Kipling begins each stanza with the line “Take up the White Man’s burden,” 

 I interviewed the director of Hidden Figures shortly before it was released to the general public. He 167

explained his decision to add a benevolent white character into the film in this way: “There needs to be 
white people who do the right thing, there needs to be black people who do the right thing…And someone 
does the right thing. And so who cares who does the right thing, as long as the right thing is 
achieved?” (Thomas 2017).
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laying out a justification for imperialist rule of America’s “new-caught, sullen peoples,” 

who he describes as “Half-devil and half-child.”

It is also relevant that his poem closes with the following stanza:

Take up the White Man’s burden— 

Have done with childish days– 

The lightly proferred laurel, 

The easy, ungrudged praise. 

Comes now, to search your manhood 

Through all the thankless years 

Cold, edged with dear-bought wisdom, 

The judgment of your peers!

which, in essence, was an exhortation to the US to “man up” and become a worthy 

peer  to  the  more  established  European  imperial  powers.  Whether  consciously  or 

unconsciously,  in  real  life  or  in  fiction,  whiteness  as  a  constructed identity  seems to 

desire  juxtaposition against  supposed ‘inferiors’  –  in  the pursuit  of  affirming its  own 

(moral, cultural, intellectual, or physical) superiority.

As I will show below, we can say that Golgo functions as something of a “Japanese 

Savior” in the fashion of the “white savior” plot device  – all the while establishing 168

himself  (and the  Japanese  reader)  as  a  disinterested third  party  to  racism and racist 

violence, who is only dragged into the conversation by white racists. This is, as we will 

 Incidentally, Golgo’s name itself situates him as a sort of anti-Jesus. “Golgo” refers to Golgotha, the hill 168

where Jesus was crucified, and 13 is an unlucky number in the Christian tradition. Golgo’s logo is a skeleton 
wearing a crown of thorns, further referencing his position as a kind of Jesus figure.
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find,  similar  to  the  real-life  writings  of  such  self-positioned  anti-racist,  pro-black 

Japanese cultural figures as Emori Ai or Yoshida Ruiko.

With those generalities established, we will move on to specific examples. Below, I 

will be focusing on two episodes: one that ran in 1971, and another that ran in 1974.169

June 1971: デスマスクの肖像 (“The Death Mask Portrait”) 

In the opening panels,  we see three young women –  two white,  and one black, 

riding a ferry as they talk about how excited they are to visit New Orleans.  Kate, the 170

black woman, looks out at the water, and mentions that she used to live in New Orleans, 

and that it’s been years since she’s been back: “Back then…it was a terrible life. I wouldn’t 

even have been able to talk to you two white women, just because the color of my skin 

was black.”

One of the white women protests. “Stop, Kate! That was such a long time ago.” 

Kate,  however,  continues.  “Thanks,  Cindy,”  she says.  “But just  because the President 

changed, the deeply ingrained racism in the Deep South isn’t just going to disappear.” 

Her two white companions are shocked, and silent. “But you wouldn’t know that, unless 

you were born black…!” Kate says, looking down at the water. Again, shocked silence 

from the two women.

The next panel shows Golgo, looking on, wordlessly. He looks at the women, and 

then out at the water. The scene changes. The women are never seen again. That opening 

conversation serves only to set the stage for the rest of the episode.

 Note that while these episodes were published in Big Comic in the 70s, they are now most readily 169

available in republished collections. Thus, in my Works Cited section I have referenced these republished 
versions, for the benefit of the reader who would like to read along on their own.

 Takao Saito, ‘デスマスクの肖像 (“The Death Mask Portrait”)’, in ゴルゴ13. 8 8 (Tokyo: Leed, 2013), pp. 170

137–81.
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There is still more scene-setting to be done, however. The next part opens on the 

shore,  with  a  mob  of  white  men  beating  a  black  man  in  the  street.  Through  their 

dialogue, we find that the black man’s “crime” was looking at one of the sister of one of 

the white men. As the black man tries to flee, he runs into Golgo’s feet. He looks up, 

apparently regarding Golgo as a potential ally, and begs Golgo to help him. Golgo stares 

wordlessly at the black man, and then at the assailants. “He’s a colored (有色人種), too!,” 

one of the white men yells. “It’s a yellow monkey!”  Unfazed, Golgo walks right through 171

the group of white men, who part to let him by. He does not attack them – instead 

establishing his physical dominance – but neither does he pause to help the black man. 

But he walks away, the white men shout at him:

Man 1: “I don’t know where you came from, but here in the South, make sure not to 

lay a hand on white women! If you don’t want to get hurt, that is…” 

Man 2: “Even if a curious white woman hits on you, it’s polite to turn her down!” 

Man  3:  “You  people  even  thinking  about  having  sex  with  a  white  woman  is 

overstepping your boundaries!”172

 The man says 日本野郎, “Japanese bastard” but the furigana pronunciation written next to it is イエロ171

ーモンキー, “Yeroh Monkii”).

 I’ll point out here that this dialogue is similar to a scene in Black Like Me, originally published in 1961 in 172

the US and translated into Japanese in 1967, in which author is told not to look at white women. We will 
see evidence below that Saito was aware of this book.
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In this scene, we are made to understand that while Golgo is not interested in 

helping the downtrodden, and that he considers the white men’s racist comments against 

him more of a nuisance than anything, something to not be taken personally. However, 

the reader is led to think about this very differently.

This scene draws a line in the sand: whether or not the Japanese reader feels a 

kinship with black people, the reader is being placed, by the white men, in the same 

category  as  black  people.  Or  in  other  words,  the  Japanese  reader  undergoes  the 

experience of being colored.

163



(I should pause here to note that I do not mean to say that the Japanese reader has 

become a “person of color.” I use the word “colored” here to make this distinction from 

the term “people of color” as is currently in favor to describe non-white peoples, not 

only  because “colored” is  the term used in Golgo  13  because of  the time period,  but 

because I find “colored” a more accurate word. That is, while “people of color” suggests a 

collection of otherwise separate, distinct oppressed groups that have come together in a 

deliberate and intentional act of solidarity – something I find more aspirational than 

realistic – “colored” is an adjective which points to a political condition. “Colored” also 

refers to its related form as a passive verb – one who has been colored (by someone else 

with the power to do so). Colored people can be “colored” in different ways or gradients 

of oppression, but the effect is that they have been marked as an Other. This colored 

category  is  one  of  shame and  oppression,  one  that  a  Japanese  reader  would  not  be 

familiar with in their home country, and one to which they would take objection.)

This  feeling  of  being colored  is  emphasized in  a  later  scene,  where  Golgo finds 

himself subject to the same violence that the black man was. While riding in a car with a 

white woman, he is again attacked by the same group of white men, and accused of 

wanting to have sex with the woman. As they leave, one of them spits in his face.

The physical context – that is, the location in the magazine – of this insult is also 

important. Big Comic, the magazine in which Golgo 13 was serialized and that bore the 

tagline “Monthly for Men” on the cover, often featured pictures of scantily clad white 

women, for the viewing pleasure of the men who bought it. It was not uncommon to flip 

the last page of a Golgo 13 comic to see, on the very next page, a large photo of a white 

woman in a bikini being used as decoration. In fact, on the page immediately facing the 

end of the “Dabbie” episode mentioned below, a bikini-clad white woman takes up nearly 

the entire page:
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Implicitly, then, white women were offered as something that could be consumed. 

And, according to an official  count of  the 107 women who Golgo has slept with (as 

counted by The Golgo Encyclopedia, published in 2000), the vast majority (72) are white, 

with a minority (14) being described as “yellow” (黄色人系).  So being told explicitly 173

that,  in the setting of  this  story,  even looking at  the magazine the (ostensibly  male) 

reader  held  in  his  hands  would  be  reason  for  a  beating  would  certainly  inspire 

indignation.

This is not to say that all of the white characters are so blatantly evil. After the 

opening scene in which the white men tell Golgo to learn his place, a friendly white man 

 Shogakukan, The ゴルゴ学: オフィシャル・ブック (=Golgo Studies: Official Book) The Encyclopedia of 173

Golgo13 (Tokyo: Shogakukan, 2000), p. 99.
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approaches Golgo at a skeet shooting range, and invites him to the clubhouse for a drink. 

When Golgo declines, the man insists:

Otto Higgins: You appear to be an Oriental. If it’s the bar at the clubhouse you’re 

worried about, don’t worry… 

Golgo: (turning his head sharply) What? 

Otto Higgins: “I’m really embarrassed, as a Southerner, about the racism out here… 

Golgo: [silent stare] 

Otto Higgins: Erm, Mister… 

Golgo: Duke Togo. 

Otto Higgins: I’m Otto Higgins.

Golgo relents, and the next scene shows the two sitting down in the clubhouse. 

The clientele is  a  sea of  white people,  with two exceptions – Golgo,  and the black 

waitstaff.

Golgo’s initial annoyance with this friendly White Savior is purposeful. Golgo here 

is experiencing the strange liminal position of being simultaneously outside the black/

white binary, but also trapped within it. Golgo is decidedly not white – he is not allowed 

into  white  spaces  unless  given  express  permission  by  a  white  benefactor  –  but  also 

occasionally above blacks (if only slightly and diagonally so). He is both black and not-

black. The only thing that is certain is that he is not white.

In the next scene, Golgo leaves the white world, where he is only allowed by special 

permission, and enters the black world, where he not only is able to roam freely, but is 

welcomed as a  friend and ally.  He walks into a black jazz club.  One of  the trumpet 

players on the stage sees Golgo, and invites him on the stage, saying, “Hey, come on! Play 

with us! You’re a clarinetist, right?” motioning to the attaché case that Golgo is carrying.
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Just as Golgo is swatting another curious black man’s hand away from his briefcase 

(which  actually  contains  his  M16  rifle),  another  man  runs  in,  screaming,  “They’re 

coming!”

A few frames later, a molotov cocktail is thrown through the window. Flames engulf 

the club. Golgo leaps out of the window, and a trumpet player who was inside runs up to 

him. Clearly seeing Golgo as a common ally, he confides in him. “I wish I had a gun 

instead  of  a  trumpet,”  he  laments.  “But  there’s  way  more  whites  than  blacks,”  he 

continues. “In the end, they’d just double the pain back on us,” again, speaking to Golgo 

as one who is on the same side.

Golgo leans out of the alley to look at the assailants, who are driving a car and 

continuing to terrorize and shoot at people who are escaping the bar. We see a look of 
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recognition flash across Golgo’s face: these are the same white thugs who had spat in 

Golgo’s face and threatened him over looking at white women.

Golgo wordlessly steps out of the alley and fires a single shot into the motor of the 

car  containing  the  white  men,  exploding  it  and  killing  everyone  inside.  The  black 

trumpeter is left aghast. Golgo walks away.

This  is  very  different  from  Golgo’s  previous  encounter  with  white-on-black 

violence. In the first few panels of the comic, Golgo wants nothing to do with the poor 

man being beaten. But in this encounter, though he is partially defending himself, Golgo 

effectively takes revenge on behalf  of the defenseless black patrons of the bar.  More 

importantly,  however,  he  takes  revenge  on  behalf  of  the  Japanese  reader,  who  was 

narratively insulted by the white characters’ racism. It is important to note that by the 

internal logic of the Golgo 13  series, Golgo is not killing the white men because they 

insulted him (we will find later that it is because they are in the way of him completing a 
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mission).  But the effect –  their death – is the same. This avenging of Japanese male 

honor is a plot feature that will also appear in another episode.

Golgo  then  moves  on  to  his  true  target  – a  past  client  of  his.  Through  his 

conversation with the friendly white man in the country club, Golgo discovers this past 

client,  a  Ku Klux Klan member named Abraham Gordon, has recently become state 

governor (the comic includes a helpful note about the KKK for those who are unfamiliar 

with the group). Four years previously Gordon had asked him to kill a local legislator. 

This legislator was also a KKK member, and was secretly plotting to become the Grand 

Wizard of the Klan. But Gordon did not tell Golgo the next part of his plan: after the 

legislator  had been assassinated,  Gordon publicly  blamed the  killing  on an  innocent 

white man – a member of the Freedom Riders, who had worked to help black people. 

This  man  was  sent  to  the  electric  chair.  But  more  importantly,  this  false  allegation 

allowed the KKK to blame the assassination on a  communist  conspiracy,  and threw 

Louisiana  into  a  state  of  paranoia.  Because  of  this,  the  liberal  candidate  who  was 

supported by the Congress of Racial Equality and the NAACP lost, and Gordon was able 

to take the governorship.

It is here that we find out what has been happening. It turns out that Golgo was 

actually in town for another job, but Gordon, in his guilt and paranoia, mistakenly thinks 

that Golgo is onto him. Those white thugs that attacked Gold in the black jazz club were 

sent by Gordon. This, to Golgo, is unforgivable. He confronts Gordon in his office.

“It’s been four years, Gordon,” he says. “I never see a client twice after I complete a 

job for them. But now, I have a reason that I must.” Technically, by Golgo’s “code,” he 

must kill  Gordon, because Gordon got in the way of another mission.  But in a rare 

development,  Golgo  –  who  rarely  speaks  more  than  is  absolutely  necessary,  and  is 

generally not interested in hearing others talk, either –  begins to lecture Gordon. He 
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makes Gordon admit to not telling Golgo his entire plan – to blame the assassination on 

a good, innocent man and use it for political gain. After Golgo obtains this confession, 

he shoots Gordon right between the eyes.

 

The bullet passes through Gordon’s head and strikes a painting of Gordon that was 

hanging behind him –  again, right between the eyes –  serving as the destruction of a 

symbol of Gordon’s authority.
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 Golgo then leaves town for his next job, driving past the bar where he blew up the 

white thugs’ car. Again, as far as Golgo the character is concerned, what he has done is 

neither “right” nor “wrong.” He was simply cleaning up a mess.

But effectively, as far as the reader’s sympathy is concerned, what Golgo does is 

clearly “right.” And by aligning Japanese and black characters as on the same oppressed 

“side” of racism, the narrative magnifies this sympathy. Even though Golgo has no sense 

of “justice,” he ends up doing what is “just” – eliminating a racist politician, de-stabilizing 

the KKK, and protecting the black people who had begged for his protection at various 

points in the manga.

The Formula 

Let’s review the above. In short, Golgo’s interaction with blacks tends to follow a 

pattern.  First,  a  scene  is  set  that  establishes  white  characters  as  villains  – with  an 

occasional “good white” – and blacks as oppressed characters in need of help. Then, the 

white  villains  either  directly  or  implicitly,  align  Japanese  with  blacks,  occasionally 

insulting  Golgo  directly.  Blacks  also  further  cement  this  semi-binary  by  asking  for 

Golgo’s  help,  or  talking  to  him as  an  ally  and  friend.  Last,  Golgo  helps  the  black 

characters, and if applicable, avenges the honor of the Japanese reader. But in all cases, 

whites who oppress blacks always die. Over the first few years of Golgo’s serialization, 

this pattern would play out often.

In  February  1972’s  誕生日に白豚（クラッカー）を殺せ!!  “Kill  the  White  Pig  / 

Cracker on His Birthday!!,” Golgo is in Harlem, where a group of racist police stage an 

ambush on Malcolm X’s birthday and kill  other police officers –  with the purpose of 

blaming the Black Panther Party. Golgo’s client is a black preacher who wants him to 
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find the white policeman who ordered the assassination of Martin Luther King (though 

he is called “Queen” in the story), and kill him.174 175

In “Dabbie!,” published a year later in 1973, Golgo is in the South again, tasked with 

finding and killing a white man who is a leader in the Civil Rights movement, but also 

secretly a Klansman who is  trying to sabotage the movement.  Along the way,  Golgo 

happens upon a group of white men who are about to rape a young black woman with a 

corn cob and kill her. He kills them all, and saves her.

In September 1974’s 地獄への回路　(“Corridor to Hell”), Golgo is in Mozambique, 

the last colony in Africa, where he he first witnesses an African woman stripped naked by 

white Portuguese colonists (who repeatedly say they are fighting for the “honor of the 

Colony”). A male African freedom fighter tries to help her, but they are both shot in the 

face. Golgo witnesses this act. He later punches out a white colonizer who was attacking 

a black woman, earning the suspicion of the colonizing army of being a Mozambique 

Liberation  Front  (FRELIMO)  agent  –  they  have  already  accused  Golgo  of  being  a 

Japanese “Economic Animal” there to ruin their economy. Golgo finally assassinates the 

leader  of  the  Portuguese  army,  thereby  enabling  the  Mozambique  independence 

 When referring to actual places or notable people, Japanese manga and anime often avoid using the 174

name directly – presumably to avoid legal issues – and will instead use a nickname that either rhymes with 
or is otherwise similar to the actual name. See “Reverend Queen” instead of Reverend [Dr Martin Luther] 
King, or Santa Inoue’s use of a “Penny’s” restaurant as a setting for much of his Tokyo Tribe 2 manga – an 
obvious reference to the actual “Denny’s.”

 I would note here that Golgo 13’s politics are also important in context. Big Comic often contained other 175

indictments of American racism. On the page after a preview for “Dabbie!,” a Golgo episode mentioned 
below, there is a full page review of Gordon Parks Jr.’s blaxploitation hit Superfly. The review praises 
Superfly for providing an “antithesis” to the Lilies of the Field-style of movies portraying what the author 
calls “white-like” blacks opposite stubborn, but ultimately kind-hearted white people. But it also criticizes 
the film, saying, that it does not go far enough: “Priest remains “bad,” and is never punished for his lack of 
morality. This is the most simple and clear affirmation of American-style “logic of power,” and is so strong that it even 
seems to lean toward fascism. And, how convenient that the setting for the story is black society, so the fact that “evil” 
wins does not cause anger. There is an easy “out.” It seems that whites truly need this kind of sensational “black cinema.” 
Perhaps more desperately than blacks themselves.”
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movement to gain the upper hand (in real life, the war for independence in Mozambique 

would end with a ceasefire, in the very same month the issue was published).

In each of these, we see Golgo, despite his cold impartiality in all other situations, 

effectively  siding with blacks.  He is  never  tasked with putting down a  violent  black 

uprising on behalf of white clients. This is not to say he never kills black people – for 

example he does once kill members of a black uprising in Jamaica (“The Death Shadow 

of the Carribean,” May 1972), but only because they get in the way of his true mission – 

killing a white American spy.

But I want to focus specifically on “The Sniper With Black Skin”, published in 

April of 1974, as it shows an alignment with blacks not only morally or politically, but 

physically: Golgo darkens his skin to blend in with a group of black radical activists, and 

is revealed to have a “black man-level” penis.

1974: 黒い肌の狙撃者 (“The Sniper with Black Skin”) 

In  the  opening  panels,  Golgo  is  approached  by  a  black  veteran  of  the  war  in 

Vietnam to avenge his white friend. He was “the only white man who was kind to me,” 

the black veteran explains. This friend, after returning to his hometown, was beaten for 

standing  up  for  black  soldiers,  and  eventually  committed  suicide  because  of  the 

humiliation. The black veteran’s request: to kill the racist Colonel Kirk Laurel, the man 

who pushed his friend to death. Colonel Laurel, incidentally, is running for governor – 

another  instance  of  Golgo  being  asked  to  save  oppressed  blacks  by  killing  a  racist 

politician. After hearing the man’s story, Golgo accepts the contract.

Somehow, this interaction is overheard, and the local police are alerted that Golgo 

is in the area, looking for Colonel Laurel. Laurel announces that Golgo must be found – 

and shot on sight. Later, a man working at a local hotel calls the police, telling them that 
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he has seen a Japanese man that meets the description of Golgo. We see the police arrive 

at the scene:

東洋人が部屋をとったって？ ええ！ついさっきです！ そいつは黄色い肌か？ え

え！間違いないです！やけに口数の少ない目付きの悪いやつで　あいつはただ

者じゃありません！あれは犯罪者の面（つら）ですよ！！

Police: You said an Oriental rented a room? Man: Yes! Just a moment ago! Police: He 

has yellow skin? Man: Yes! No question about it! He didn’t say hardly anything at all, 

and has an evil look in his eyes. He’s no ordinary guy! That’s the face of a criminal!

The hotel owner shows them to the room. The police surround the area, and kick 

open the door. On the other side is a handsome looking Japanese business man. The 

police shout at him to raise his hands. Confused, he tries to show them his passport – 

but  one  of  the  police  gets  nervous,  thinking  he  is  going  for  a  gun,  and  kills  him.

174



The police search the body, and realize that the man was a mere tourist. The officer 

who pulled the trigger begins to worry about the consequences of killing an innocent 

man. But the police chief gives an order: they will simply to cover it up, and report that 

the Japanese man resisted arrest, giving them no choice but to shoot him in self defense.

Golgo  does  not  appear  in  this  scene.  It  does  not  advance  the  narrative  at  all. 

Instead, it serves two functions. The first is to establish the police – or more generally, 

white people – as the enemy. It also serves a second, more important function: the same 

function as the scenes in “Portrait of a Death Mask” in which Golgo is spat upon. That 

is, to provoke a feeling of unfairness and indignation in the Japanese reader.

The Japanese tourist is clearly innocent. He does not have an “evil look” in his eyes, 

as the manager says – he is drawn handsomely. Neither does he look like a criminal. Saito 

tends to draw “bad” characters as ugly, with heavy, detailed lines across their face and 

exaggerated features. Good characters are drawn more simply, with thin lines and basic 

features (his style is so obvious, in fact, that it risks ruining plot twists, because “bad” 

characters are often so clearly identifiable).  This Japanese man’s innocence is  literally 

written on his face. He dies because of the racist assumptions of the hotel manager. And 

he will be buried, in secret, without justice, because of the color of his skin. It is a racist 

act,  and  one  meant  to  stir  up  a  feeling  of  anger  in  the  reader.  Narratively,  it  is 

unforgivable – and it will be punished in the end.

It should be noted that this is  not something that happens often in the Golgo 

series. Golgo often travels to areas where there is an oppressive regime, and occasionally 

finds himself  assisting the side of  an “oppressed” group.  But in these situations,  the 

narrative does not stress that Golgo himself is in danger of being treated as a similarly 

oppressed minority. However, nearly every single time that Golgo visits the Deep South, 

there is a pattern: the reader is first shown a scene of black oppression. Immediately 
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afterwards, the reader is shown a Japanese character – generally Golgo – being treated 

similarly.

Let’s get back to the story. We see Golgo driving a car, accompanied by Eva, an 

Afro-sporting black woman in the passenger seat, who he picked up by the side of the 

road when her car  broke down. She muses about the terrible things that could to a 

stranded black woman in the Deep South – then turns to Golgo, and asks: “Also, what 

are you, with that skin color, doing in this violently racist southern town?” She decides 

that he must be a VISTA  volunteer, sent to help the “Soul Brothers” – until moments 176

later, they are attacked by police. Golgo shoots back at them, and she realizes that this 

sharpshooter is no mere governmental volunteer. She asks no more questions, and they 

head to a secret hideout.

Later,  we  are  shown  the  secret  hideout,  where  a  group  of  black  activists  are 

gathered. The scene opens with them looking at a poster of Malcolm X hung on the wall. 

A man says: “President Brown of SNCC said… ‘There is a point where caution ends and 

cowardice begins. No slave should die a natural death’!” This is an actual quote (though 

the  sentence  order  is  reversed)  of  a  1968  letter  written  by  H Rap  Brown while  in 

prison.177

 Volunteers In Service To America, an governmental anti-poverty program conceived as a domestic 176

version of the Peace Corps by John F. Kennedy.

 Herbert "Rap" Brown and Jamil Al-Amin, Die, Nigger, Die! A Political Autobiography (Chicago: 177

Lawrence Hill Books, 2002), p. 113.
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It’s worth pausing to remember that while this letter had been published in Brown’s 

autobiography  in  1969,  a  book  called  Die  Nigger  Die  and  that  referred  to  police  as 

“muthafuckas” was not exactly polite American reading material, and the odds that this 

book would have found its way to the average Japanese person’s bookshelf were pretty 

slim. Again, Golgo 13 was astonishingly well-researched, and one can easily imagine that 

this episode exposed many in the Japanese audience to the internal debate within black 

liberation struggles in America.

It is also important to note that this scene takes place in Greenwood, Mississippi. 

The history of Greenwood is not explicitly given to the reader, but the location is no 

accident: it was a stopping point on James’ Meredith’s 200-mile March Against Fear in 

1966, which was also joined by Martin Luther King, Jr., and SNCC’s Stokely Carmichael. 

After  being  arrested  in  Greenwood,  Carmichael  gave  what  would  later  be  called  his 

“Black Power speech”:

The only way we gonna stop them white men from whuppin’ us is to take over. We 

been sayin’ “freedom” for six years and we ain’t got nothin’. What we gonna start 

saying now is Black Power!178

This represented a turning point in the civil rights movement, as some younger 

members  adopted  the  “Black  Power”  slogan.  And  in  the  comic,  we  witness  the 

beginnings of a similar shift: the black men are starting to say that nonviolence may not 

be the answer.

 Bryan Burrough, Days of Rage: America’s Radical Underground, the FBI, and the Forgotten Age of 178

Revolutionary Violence, Paperback edition (New York: Penguin Books, an imprint of Penguin Random 
House LLC, 2016), p. 40.
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Meanwhile, Golgo has been staying (and having sex) with Eva for the past two days. 

He is seen sunbathing, wearing nothing but a pair of his signature white briefs (Golgo 

often has occasion to be semi-nude). His skin is noticeably darker than before - drawn 

with the same density of lines as his black woman companion. Since he arrived, he has 

been taking pills,  which we will  later find out are meant to darken his skin. (This is 

almost  certainly  inspired by  John Howard Griffin’s  landmark book Black  Like  Me,  in 

which Griffin, a white man, darkened his skin with the use of tanning, drugs, and skin 
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creams, so as to write about the experience of Deep South racism from the experience of 

a black man).

 

A pair of black men enter the secret hideout and relay some new information: they 

have learned of the police manhunt for Golgo 13. One of the men realizes that it may be 

the man who Eva brought back with her.  They question him, but when he does not 

answer  them,  they  do  not  press  him,  even  though  harboring  this  fugitive  is  clearly 

dangerous for both them and their movement. The black men seem to see Golgo as an 

ally, and let him stay. Soon afterwards, the police raid the hideout, searching for Golgo. 

Now,  the reason for  Golgo’s  sudden interest  in  tanning and skin-darkening becomes 

clear. As the police gather everyone, Golgo seems to blend in with the black agitators – 

visually, his skin is inked as darkly as their is – but the police chief – the same one who 

ordered the coverup of the Japanese tourist – is suspicious of Golgo, and makes him strip 

nude.
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One of the black men fears that this will expose Golgo as Japanese (again, it never 

seems to occur to the black men to give Golgo away in order to save themselves). Surely, 

Golgo’s tan lines will show, and the police will see right through his disguise. However, 

when Golgo does strip, he appears to be completely tanned. In the panel where he strips 

naked, we see Golgo from the back. Four officers look, wide-eyed and shocked, down at 

his groin area. The dialogue is vague, but the visual effect is not: the officers are shocked 

at the size of his penis.

As if to confirm this, two black men whisper to each other as they stare at him:
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Man  1:  あっ、み、見ろよっ　か、彼のからだを!!　コックの先まで”黒”だぜ!?　

ま、まるっきり黒人だ！  

“W…whoa,  l-look at  his  body!  He’s  ‘black’  all  the way to down to the tip of  his 

cock!”  He’s totally a black man! 179

Man 2: ほ…ほんとだ?!　 

“Y-you’re right!”

Here, the use of ‘black’ is important. The black man doesn’t use the adjective 黒い 

(“kuroi”) to describe him, as one would generally do to describe dark skin. He says 黒 

(“kuro”),  which is  used to signify blackness in a more abstract sense,  allowing one to 

reference the quality of being racially black. By describing him in this way, we are made 

to  understand that  black  penis  size  is  something  to  be  admired or  feared,  and that 

Golgo’s physical body is as “black” as a real “black” man’s. The official Encyclopedia of 

Golgo 13, published in 2000, also corroborates this, in a two-page analysis on Golgo’s 

sexual prowess:

第８３話『黒い肌の狙撃者』では、ゴルゴは完全に黒人に変装するべくコック

までをも黒く日焼けさせていた。日焼け完了後それを調べた男は、ゴルゴのコ

ックを見て、黒人だと信じ込んでいた。もしゴルゴのコックが平均的日本人サイ

ズなら、黒人にしては小さいということで怪しんだり、何か一言ぐらいは言っ

 Emphasis is in the original. Note that the original Japanese word referring to Golgo’s penis here is コッ179

ク (phonetically, kokku,) – a transliteration of the English slang “cock,” which is not a common word in 
Japanese. The same applies to the excerpt below.
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たはずである。それがなかったということは、つまりゴルゴは黒人レベルの

「普通サイズ」なのだ。

In Episode 83 “The Sniper with Black Skin,” in order to disguise himself as a black 

man, Golgo tans all the way to his cock. The men who looked at it after he was 

tanned believed that he was a black man. If Golgo’s cock was the same size as that of 

the average Japanese man’s, they would have been suspicious, or made some remark. 

But because they did not,  this means that Golgo has a black man-level “normal” 

penis.180

Cut to Eva, who looks softly, silently – she knows firsthand how “kuro” her lover is.

Convinced that the Japanese assassin they are seeking is not among the radicals, 

the police round (what they think are) the black radicals up, drive them to the jail, and 

put them behind bars. Golgo, now close to his target, escapes. He finds the police Chief, 

and  takes  him prisoner  in  order  to  lead  him to  the  Colonel  Laurel’s  room.  Golgo 

assassinates Colonel Laurel, fulfilling his contract. But then, has the police Chief get in a 

car with him. Golgo hides in the back seat, and orders the captain to drive.

 Shogakukan, p. 102.180
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Cut briefly to a scene of the black radicals, still in the jail. They are amazed that he 

managed to kill the racist police chief. Eva looks wistfully into the distance, and says, 

“Congratulations, Duke.”

After a few panels of the car carrying Golgo and the Chief driving and passing 

checkpoints,  cut to Golgo.  “Are you not begging for your life  because you know it’s 

useless?” he asks the Chief. “Or are you just terrified?” The next panel is the Chief, wide-

eyed, with sweat dripping down his face. The following, and final panel, is the Chief, 

dead, leaking blood onto the highway, his police hat –  the symbol of his authority – 

rolling toward the viewer. The open road spreads out in the distance.
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This scene breaks the usual logic of the Golgo series. Golgo does not generally go 

out of his way to kill people he was not paid to kill – unless they have tried to kill him. 

Nor does he taunt his prey. The Chief is neither his target, nor has he attempted to kill 

him. Golgo has been known to simply knock people out to make his escape. And based 

on skill in driving and shooting displayed earlier in the same episode, Golgo didn’t need 

to take the Chief prisoner in order to make his way to safety.

But according to the race-based logic internal to the Golgo series of this period, 

the evil white oppressor must die. The white man has committed a more serious sin than 

attacking Golgo - he has not only oppressed blacks, but oppressed Japanese. To be clear, 

there  is  no way that  Golgo could have known about the killing and coverup of  the 

Japanese tourist. He was not present in that scene. However, the reader knows. Thus, his 

death is purely for the satisfaction of the reader – a revenge that must be taken for the 

sin of killing an innocent man with whom the Japanese reader would identify.

Toward a Conclusion. 

Through  the  above  close  readings  of  Golgo  episodes  as  well  as  Emori’s 

recollections of the disco era, we can identify some common features of blacks in the 

imagination  of  Japanese  popular  cultures.  First,  we  can  establish  that  blackness  is 

something bound to the physical body, and is expressed in art via an implied inferiority 

complex  (e.g. Emori’s  nervousness  about  dancing,  or  Golgo’s  penis),  or  a  sort  of 

distancing from the un-marked.

Second, we can see a kind of a Japanese analogue to the white savior complex. 

Emori sees racism as a disease that has no place in Japan; Golgo’s narrative portrays a 

similar attitude. But, in both cases, Japanese are depicted as good people that can be an 

anti-racist ally to blacks.
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This is a phenomenon that exists in film as well. A scriptwriter named Yamatoya 

Atsushi, who was active during this same period, wrote a handful of films that dealt with 

racism as a problem that had been imported into Japan. Most obvious among this is the 

1970 野良猫ロック  セックスハンター(Stray Cat  Rock:  Sex  Hunter),  in which a man of 

black and Japanese heritage is doomed to die, in a most “tragic mulatto” fashion – but 

just before marching to his certain death, he picks up a gun and shoots at an empty 

flagpole that once carried the American flag. Yamatoya’s work also crossed back over 

into manga and anime, when years later, when Yamatoya was hired as lead scriptwriter 

for the anime version of long-running manga series Lupin the Third. After being brought 

on board, he immediately wrote two episodes that involve Lupin saving hapless blacks 

from mean-spirited whites,  all the while shrugging at the strange disease of racism that 181

both sides seemed to suffer from.

In all of these examples, we should also note what is missing. I have mentioned 

Emori’s blind acceptance of anti-black stereotypes and racism. There is similar pattern 

between the lines in Golgo 13 as well. Throughout the 51 years of continuous publication 

of Golgo 13, Golgo goes to every continent, and has visited dozens of countries. But, as a 

Korean writer noticed after reading an article celebrating the 500th episode of Golgo 13, 

he never goes to the Korean peninsula.  Saito Takao has said that this is because Japan 182

and the Koreas are neighbors, and need to get along, and that he had tried to write a 

Golgo comic that took place in South Korea, but “it didn’t go well.” This is vague enough 

to  suspect  another  reason,  especially  in  the  beginning  of  Golgo’s  publication:  if  we 

consider the context of mid ‘70s run of episodes that aligned Japanese interests with 

 Episode 74, 恐怖のカメレオン人間　(“Terror of the Chameleon Man”), and episode 76, シェークスピ181

アを知ってるかい (“Do you know Shakespeare?”), aired in March 12 and 26 of 1979, respectively.

 Chulhyun Park, ‘’고르고 13’, 한반도서 활약 안하는 이유 (=The Reason That Golgo 13 Does Not Go to 182

the Korean Peninsula)’, 2010 <http://www1.mydaily.co.kr/news/read.html?newsid=20100810170455442128>

185

http://www1.mydaily.co.kr/news/read.html?newsid=20100810170455442128


black freedom movements, it would have been difficult to put Golgo into Korea without 

acknowledging Japan’s own history of imperialism in the region. Instead of opening this 

can of worms, it seems that in Golgo 13, the subject was avoided altogether.

The trend of  Japan-as-black-liberator  (and the accompanying denial  of  Japanese 

contribution to imperialism and racism) would continue, and perhaps peak, twenty years 

later. In 1994, as South Africa transitioned away from apartheid rule, Golgo visits the 

country, to complete a job for Nelson Mandela himself – assassinating the leader of an 

Afrikaaner rebel group that threatens to throw the country into chaos.183

Golgo  not  only  accepts  and  completes  the  contract,  but  also  assassinates  a 

dangerous man in Mandela’s own inner circle who surely would have brought down the 

country.  Mandela  did  not  order  this  killing,  as  he  did  not  realize  that  the  man was 

plotting against him. He never tells Mandela about this plot – Mandela only finds out 

about it after Golgo has killed the traitor. Further, Golgo goes out of his way to make 

that  death  look  like  a  common heart  attack,  so  as  to  preserve  order  in  Mandela’s 

fledgling government.  This  is  against  Golgo’s  normal  “manly”  way of  doing business. 

Golgo is here showing wisdom and foresight that Mandela himself did not have. The 

scene ends with Mandela saying that because of Golgo, his country has been saved. He 

looks toward the heavens, and thanks Golgo for his work.

There is the customary scene of white characters being racist to blacks, and anti-

Japanese  to  Golgo  (Golgo  even  plays  their  racism  against  them,  by  asking  white 

Afrikaner guards if  they are not embarrassed to be taking orders from blacks.  Once 

they’re  riled  up,  he  escapes).  Thus,  Japanese  and  blacks  are  linked  in  righteous 

victimhood –  but the fact that Japanese were considered “honorary whites” in South 

 Takao Saito, ‘力は我々にあり (=The Power is Ours)’, in ゴルゴ13. (Golgo 13) 107 (Tokyo: Leed, 2005), 183

pp. 5–90.
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Africa, and their trade money helped contribute to apartheid rule, is never brought up.  

The Japanese reader is thus able to fantasize that they, a Japanese like Golgo, had been 

on the right side of history all along.

A bit of a postscript about Golgo. I mentioned above that Golgo 13 had spawned all 

the usual types of spin-offs and merchandise: anime, video games, snacks, and so on. In 

recent years, however, the spin-offs have begun to change. The strong brand association 

of Golgo with foreign adventure among (now mostly middle aged) Japanese has led to a 

co-opting by the Japanese government.  In mid 2018,  the Ministry  of  Foreign Affairs 

released a 13-part manga and anime series, entitled ゴルゴ１３の中堅・中小企業向け海

外安全対策マニュアル (“Golgo 13’s Overseas Safety Manual for Small Businesses”).  In 184

this  series,  Golgo  is  summoned  by  the  Minister  of  Foreign  Affairs  himself  to  help 

Japanese nationals  learn about safety in foreign countries,  and to encourage them to 

register  for  travel  warnings.  Through  the  series,  Golgo  travels  to  various  countries 

around the world, doing everything from gathering documents in Belgium to helping 

Japanese nationals flee from “Islamic Extremists” in Iraq. He does visit Southeast Asia, 

but as in the main series, never visits Korea. Nor does he visit China.

The  merchandise  has  changed,  as  well.  There  are  Golgo  military  recruitment 

posters, and Golgo streetwear that is co-branded by the Japanese military. Sato Masaru, a 

former diplomat who has created a second career as an author and speaker, wrote a sort 

of hybrid self-help/politics book on how Golgo is a model for a more self-sufficient and 

powerful Japan.185

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘ゴルゴ１３の中堅・中小企業向け海外安全対策マニュアル (=Golgo 13’s 184

Overseas Safety Manual for Small and Medium Sized Businesses)’, Ministry of Foreign Affairs Safety Abroad 
Homepage <https://www.anzen.mofa.go.jp/anzen_info/golgo13xgaimusho.html>.

 Takao Saito and Masaru Sato, Gのインテリジェンス: ゴルゴ13×佐藤優 (G’s intelligence: Golgo 13 x 185

Sato Masaru) (東京: 小学館, 2018).
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Golgo has become a kind of symbol of Japanese nationalist pride. Which may seem 

odd at first, given how anti-racist and anti-oppression the comic was in its early days. But 

then again, if we look at how Golgo 13 framed anti-racism – again, only in ways that are 

convenient and palatable for a mainstream Japanese male audience – maybe it’s not all 

that weird that Golgo would go nationalist. Again, this was possible because Golgo 13 was 

always compatible with a certain kind of Japanese nationalism. We should note here that 

this  parallels  what  we have  seen in  the  first  chapter.  Golgo  13  and hip-hop are  both 

products of the 1970s. Golgo 13 was ostensibly a liberal expression of anti-oppression; so 

was hip-hop. It then became an outlet for parroting mainstream Japanese nationalism. So 

did hip-hop.

The academy is no better 

I will end this chapter by making some commentary on the context of the cultural 

works analyzed thus far. So far, we have looked at the the use of black people and politics 

to function as a sort of deflection of imperialism, as it appears in both music subcultures 

and  wider  popular  culture.  But  it  is  hard  to  expect  anything  else,  when  the  most 

dedicated scholars of black history continue to commit the same errors.

In her “Beyond an Alliance of Color: The African American Impact on Modern 

Japan,” Yukiko Koshiro pays special attention to the Japan Black Studies Association (黒

人研究の会）as an example of a bridge between black and Japanese intellectuals. She 

notes that the Association was started 1956 by Nukina Yoshitaka,  who was primarily 

motivated by “a sense that the Japanese under military control had much in common 
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with African Americans, for both of them were being deprived of nationalistic/racial (民

族的な) pride by America’s monopolistic capitalism and imperialism.”186

As Koshiro puts it,  the idea seemed to be that by closely studying the history, 

struggles, and failures of the black American, some hints could be gained as far as what 

Japanese  might  do  to  better  their  own  situation  at  home.  This  sentiment  was  also 

reflected  in  the  writings  of  many  contributors  to  the  Association’s  journal;  in  a 

questionnaire asking members what drew them to study black Americans, many writers 

expressed that they were living the same “dualistic identity” that the black American 

faced - living as a subject at once expected to acculturate into white society, but at the 

same time denied the basic rights that whites enjoyed.

The journal itself, however, did not seem to be particularly interested in blacks as 

humans. While Koshiro pours praise on the Association for its early recognition of the 

related  struggles  of  oppressed  peoples,  I  have  a  different  interpretation.  The 

Association’s  journal  generally  ignores  Japan’s  domestic  contribution  to  anti-black 

racism. Some of this could be explained by the paranoia of the U.S. State Department - 

in  the  journal’s  early  years,  the  Department  was  clearly  monitoring  the  Association, 

suspecting it of anti-American activity. Suspected ties to Marxism also didn’t help, which, 

as  Koshiro  describes,  accounts  for  the  relatively  low count  of  articles  analyzing  the 

political and economic aspects of discrimination between 1964 and 1975.187

This does not, however, explain the apparent disinterest of the journal in the wave 

of infamously racist statements of Japanese politicians that took place beginning in the 

late 80s – statements that were widely discussed in the popular press. In journals issued 

by the Association immediately after and in between each of the racist statements made 

 Koshiro, ‘Beyond an Alliance of Color’, p. 198.186

 Koshiro, ‘Beyond an Alliance of Color’, p. 200.187
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by Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro in 1986,  Foreign Minister Watanabe Michio in 188

1988,  and Minister of Justice Kashiyama Seiroku in 1990,  there was not one article 189 190

denouncing their racist nature, or even mentioning them. Each of these statements had 

immediately become a scandal in the United States, and then in Japan, and each of the 

politicians had been forced to make some sort of public acknowledgement of (if  not 

apology for) their statements.191

But, at least in its journal, the Japan Black Studies Association acted as though this 

run  of  racist  statements  did  not  exist.  “Letter  from the  Editor”  sections  generally 

ignored these scandals.  Instead, the Association’s journal focused on anti-black racism 192

in other countries. The only evidence that the Association was at all concerned about 

domestic anti-black racism was a short, two-line blurb on the inside of the back cover of 

the 1990 issue. The page begins with a celebration of the release of Nelson Mandela 

 Speaking on the subject of IQ at a meeting of the Liberal Democratic Party: “Our average score is much 188

higher than those of countries like the U.S. There are many Black, Puerto Ricans and Mexicans in 
America. In consequence the average score over there is exceedingly low.”, Ezra Bowen, ‘Education: 
Nakasone’s World-Class Blunder’, Time, 6 October 1986 <http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/
0,9171,962472,00.html>.

 “Japanese always pay back their credit debts, but in America there are a bunch of Blacks and Hispanics, 189

and when they go bankrupt they think ‘oh, starting from tomorrow I don’t have to pay anything back 
anymore’ and are totally fine with that.”, John Greenwald, ‘Japan Prejudice and Black Sambo’, Time, 15 
August 1988 <http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,968124,00.html>.

 Lamenting the increasing foreign population in Shinjuku’s Kabuki-cho, Kajiyama compared Blacks to 190

prostitutes and said at a news conference that “It’s as they say, ‘Bad money drives out good’ - just like in 
America the Blacks come in and chase out the Whites, Shinjuku is now becoming a mixed area.”, 
Antiracism-info, ‘1990年9月1日、梶山静六 「アメリカに黒が入って白が追い出されるというように、
混住地になっている (September 1, 1990: Kashiyama Seiroku "in America the Blacks come in and chase 
out the Whites, Shinjuku is now becoming a mixed area")’ <https://antiracism-info.com/database/123800/>.

 This is perhaps beyond the scope of this study, but America, particularly during the time of 日米摩擦 191

(Japan-America economic conflict), had reason to paint Japan as a racist country. This is not to say that 
criticism was unwarranted, but to say that white America was particularly open to and interested in the 
idea of a country more racist than themselves. The (white) mass media’s interest in these racist statements 
had more to do with a need to feel “beyond” racism than a genuine concern for black people.

 In contrast, the journal regularly devoted entire pages to breakdowns of Creole slang and sections that 192

amounted to a “Greeting from a Notable Black Person.”
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from prison,  and concluded that much was left  to be done.  Immediately below this, 

there was a brief message:

歴史に〈ママ〉進歩の方向に逆行する日本の現実も目につく。９月２１日の梶

山法相の黒人差別発言の６日のちに、マンデラ氏が来日したという現実は、日

本の「国際化」の内容が何であるかを示している。

The reality of Japan going backwards against the progress of history is apparent. The 

fact  that  Mr. Mandela  arrived  only  6  days  after  Minister  of  Justice  [Seiroku] 

Kajiyama made a discriminatory statement against blacks, shows the true content of 

Japan’s “internationalization.”193

But,  as  in  Golgo  13’s  treatment  of  Mandela,  no  mention  was  made  of  Japan’s 

complicity  in  the  apartheid  regime.  Neither  was  any  mention  made  of  the  African 

American outrage over Dakko-chan dolls, which were clear references to stereotypical 

black figurines with their bugged-out eyes, black skin, and thick red lips. ちびくろさん

ぼ (“Little Black Sambo”) a similarly stereotypical book that had inspired outrage in the 

United States, was also completely ignored.

This lack of analysis might seem unnatural for an Association concerned with “the 

research of issues relating to the culture, history, and life of blacks,” particularly when 

the very same “blacks” that they were researching would have been very aware of what 

kind of rhetoric was happening among Japanese politicians at the time.

It is, however, an entirely predictable phenomenon: this attitude is based on the 

particularist,  revisionist,  and  historically  inaccurate  単一民族  (“monoethnic”)  myth 

 Kokujin Kenkyuu no Kai, ‘黒人研究 # 60 (Black Studies # 60)’, 1990, 1–60 (p. 60).193
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propagated  in  Japan.  Whereas  members  of  the  Association  might  not  have  agreed 

specifically  with mainstream Japan’s  tendency to explain away of  the aforementioned 

politicians’ statements as slips of the tongue based not in hatred, but a simple, innocent 

ignorance of other peoples; their silence is telling. Just as mainstream Japan considers 

racism itself to be a “foreign” issue - a disease that other countries may suffer from but 

one that Japan (a racially “homogenous” country) is immune to, the Japan Black Studies 

Association continued to interpret racism against blacks as an “American” or “Western” 

problem - even in the face of clear evidence to the contrary.

I am not trying to argue that the Association, or Japanese academia in general, 

bears  a  specific  malice  towards  black  people.  Further,  I  believe  that  many  Japanese 

people, especially fans of “black music,” (which, judging from the number of articles on 

music in the Association’s journal, are strongly represented in the Association) are under 

the impression that they “like” black people (as subjects of  study).  The issue here is 

twofold: a simple, yet violent disinterest in black people as humans; and an unconscious 

tendency  to  instead  use  foreign  racism against  black  people  as  a  way  to  ignore  the 

realities  of  racism  in  one’s  own  backyard.  And,  as  we  have  seen,  this  spans  from 

subculture to popular culture to academia.

But, why talk about black people at all? 

As a conclusion to this chapter, I would like to return to Yoshida Ruiko, the writer 

and photographer mentioned above. At the closing of the book ハーレムの熱い日々 

Black is Beautiful (Hot Days in Harlem: Black is Beautiful), she explains that the book is not 
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simply a record of other people, but of herself (who functions as a proxy for the Japanese 

reader):194

「ハーレムの熱い日々」は、六〇年代をアメリカの黒人ゲットーで過ごした一

人の黄色い肌の女の青春記録であり、同時に、黒人同様アメリカ社会のマイノ

リティの一人としてのセルフ・アイデンテテー探索日記でもある。

“Hot Days in Harlem” is the coming of age story of a yellow-skinned woman who lived 

in the black ghetto of America. At the same time, it is the journal of one person’s 

search for identity – a person who, like blacks, is a minority in American society.195

This would be a good place to finally bring up the reason, according to her, that her 

book exists in the first place:

しかし、日本人の私が、何故に、アメリカの黒人を執ように撮り続けたのだろ

うか？勿論、偶然おかれた環境がきっかけであり、そこに映像を発見したから

であった。しかし、今、日本に帰ってはっきり、それだけではなかった事がわ

かった。

But why did I,  a  Japanese person,  keep persistently  taking pictures  of  American 

blacks? Of course, it started because of the environment I was placed in – and I 

discovered images there. But now that I’ve returned to Japan, I realized that was not 

the only reason.

 The inspiration for focusing on these passages from Yoshida comes from John G Russel’s analysis of the 194

same sections (Russel 1991). My translation, however, differs slightly from his.

 Yoshida.195
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彼らの、圧迫と葛藤の連続の歴史、そこから、厳然と、黒に目覚めていく姿の

中に、アメリカという、様々な人種の集まった人種主義国家の中におかれた、

イエローとしての自分のアイデンティティを無意識のうちに、見出そうとしてた

のだった。それは、黒と白の間におかれた黄色い女性の必死の抵抗でもあった

のだ。

As a “yellow” who had been placed in this nation of racism comprised of various 

races gathered together, I was unconsciously trying to find my own identity, in the 

figure I saw of them, waking up to their “blackness,” from a continued history of 

oppression and inner conflict. This was also a desperate defiance of a yellow woman 

who had been placed in the space between black and white.196

It’s not surprising that Yoshida’s travel book, like any travel book, is at least as 

much about the author as it is about the geographical location. But, and I would bring up 

my extended interpretation of Pratt’s “concept zone” again here, it’s important to note 

that Yoshida was not simply an embedded reporter in a strange land, but a proxy for the 

Japanese reader,  who is  invited to not only enjoy a voyeuristic experience,  but to be 

reassured that they, too, are simply a “yellow” person who has been “placed in the space 

between black and white.”  A person, like Emori in the pool,  who didn’t  need to get 

involved. A person upon whom racism was being thrust.

This section continues:

まぶしいばかりの黒い肌を撮るとき、私の肌から、からしのような、黄色い液

体がにじみ出てくるのを幾度となく感じた。そして、黒と黄色が、赤もまじっ

て、白い画面をメッタメタに塗りつぶしていく夢を何度もみた。

 Yoshida, p. 216.196
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Often,  when  I  took  pictures  of  their  bright,  sparkling  skin,  I  would  feel  the 

sensation of  a  yellow,  mustard-like fluid seeping out from my skin.  And often,  I 

would dream of  black and white,  with red mixed in,  splattering all  over  a  white 

screen.197

Looking  back  to  our  discussion  of  nationalist  hip-hop in  Chapter  1,  we  might 

notice here that Yoshida’s imagery of color, of blackness and whiteness, and especially 

her language of “seeping out,” is quite similar to what a rapper named Zeebra would use 

in his autobiography, nearly 40 years later:

つまりホワイト・アメリカの中に育ってきてるんだけど、体の内側からはブラッ

クネスが滲み出てきてしう。それがオレじゃないか。

So we were raised in White America, but from inside that body, blackness still seeps 

out. We’re being forced to live “white”, but the blackness comes out. And that’s me, 

you know what I mean?

What I mean to say is this: perhaps what Yoshida Ruiko was searching for through 

her lens was not that dissimilar to what Zeebra was searching for in the lyrics of black 

rappers,  which  was  not  that  dissimilar  to  what  Emori  Ai  was  searching  for  on  the 

dancefloor,  which was not that dissimilar to what Golgo’s readers were searching for 

when they peered along with him down the scope of  a  sniper rifle in every country 

except Korea, which was not that dissimilar to what scholars of blackness in both Japan 

and America seem to have been searching for, for decades. If one becomes interested in 

anything “black”, they are immediately faced with the reality of oppression. So the thing 

being searched for,  I  suppose,  is  a  relief  from that  creeping suspicion that,  in  some 

 Yoshida, p. 216.197

195



contexts, one might be considered the oppressor, the “bad guy.” Or in other words, a way 

to avoid the complexity of history, and the ambiguity of reality.

The reality of history, and of the present – if we take the “contact zone” concept 

seriously  –  is  that  messy,  and  complicated.  Nobody  emerges  unscathed.  But  it  is 

understandable that one might hope that there is an “escape route” from this messiness, 

and that one would search for it.

In the next chapter, I’ll talk a bit about what it feels like to be searched.

196



Chapter 4 

2014: How to be a Model in Japan 

The easiest way to be a model in Japan is to be black.

If you want to try your hand at it, that’s the best advice I can give you. But I guess 

this  requires  a  bit  of  explanation,  as  my  use  of  “model”  is  a  bit  different  from the 

conventional one. But first, an introduction to one facet of such modeling, by way of a 

pair of encounters I had while living in Japan.

One day, in mid 2014, I took a train to have lunch with a friend in Kichijoji,  a 

fashionable suburb in western Tokyo. As I exited the train and walked the stairs to leave 

the  station,  a  plainclothes  police  officer  stopped  me  and  demanded  to  see  my 

identification.  This  is  illegal.  Like the United States,  Japanese law clearly  states  that 

police are not allowed to stop or search anyone unless they have clear reason to believe 

that they have either committed a crime, or have knowledge of a crime that has been 

committed. But, like the United States, this law seems to be applied only selectively.

I asked if I was being arrested; he said I was not. So, I asked if I was free to leave. 

He said that technically, yes, I could leave. So, I began to walk away. But he stood in 

front of me, and as I tried to walk to the restaurant I had agreed to meet my friend, he 

would push me, or charge into me with his shoulder, in an attempt to pin me to the wall 

to stop me. Afraid about what would happen if I resisted physically, I let him escort me 

to a police station.

Soon, I was surrounded by several police officers. At this point, my friend, a white 

American, showed up, and demanded to know what was going on. The officer explained 
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to her that I was being uncooperative. A crowd was starting to gather. This was getting 

old. I handed the officer my tote bag, and stood against the wall and let him frisk me. He 

took everything out of my pockets and examined the contents. My friend took some 

pictures. Here is one:
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She was livid at the injustice. I was simply annoyed – this was the third time I had 

been accosted by a police officer in as many months.  The officer, having searched my 198

bag and looked at my identification, and satisfied that I didn’t have anything dangerous, 

let me go, with the explanation that “crime by foreigners” had been increasing lately. I 

didn’t  bother  asking why they hadn’t  asked to search my equally  foreign,  but  white, 

friend. I made a mental note to not go back to Kichijouji for a while.

This was a Tuesday. On Thursday, I found myself in front of a police station, again: 

this time, glaring into a camera, so as to provide an interesting visual juxtaposition for an 

advertisement.  I’d been contacted by a left-wing activist  group whose main activities 

include countering anti-Korean racism. They were selling a new “Anti-Fascist” shirt on 

their website, and had chosen me as the model for that shirt.

But I’ll come back to that in a bit.

black as “model minority” 

I  have  chosen  to  begin  this  chapter  with  this  coincidental  combination  of 

anecdotes  for  two  reasons.  The  first  is  because  these  two  show what  black  people 

represent in the Japanese imagination: a threat to the current order. The only difference 

is in the individual’s interpretation of that “threat.”

Sometimes this “threat” is desirable.

As we have seen in the first chapter, blackness can represent an unattainable goal – 

both  in  physicality  (for  example,  veteran  rapper  Zeebra  and  pop  star  Hiro  of  Exile 

wanting to look like black people), and in politics (Zeebra’s desire to align himself with 

black nationalist rappers, and the overall attraction of the scene to the word “Jap” as a 

 It was the reason I had moved from a suburban area to a more seedy area (the more actual crime 198

happening in the neighborhood, the less time police would have to harass me, I figured), and the same 
reason I never rode a bike (riding a bike would open the door to being accused of stealing it).
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replacement for “nigger”). In the first chapter, I showed why blackness is attractive to 

the nationalist right in Japan.

In the second chapter, we saw a duality: while blackness can represent a kind of 

coolness worth striving toward (see rapper Utamaru’s attraction toward looking ‘black’), 

it also represents negative elements that should be pushed away, such as criminality and 

sexual promiscuity (see the way black characters are depicted in Wild Q itself). And in the 

third chapter, as we moved from the current hip-hop scene further into the roots of 

black music cultures in Japan in the 1960s and 70s, and explored black music’s links to 

other alternative media cultures in Japan, we see blackness representing something to 

align oneself  (as a Japanese)  politically and morally,  but also,  by positing oneself  as a 

protector of blackness, something to situate oneself (as a Japanese) above. In this final 

chapter, I will largely step away from discussion of hip-hop and music, instead focusing 

on the final topic of race – but then picking up once again the topic of politics.

I have shown how mainstream Japanese tend to view black people, and focused on 

how the politicized right is fascinated by blacks. I have also demonstrated how a more 

casual  left  has  shown interest  in  blacks.  Now I  want  to  focus  on the  more  serious, 

activist left. In short, I want to use this chapter to experiment with defining blacks as 

the “model minority” of Japan.

In the United States, the term “model minority” usually refers to Asian Americans, 

as  a  kind of  backhanded compliment to their  supposed success  in  American society 

(unlike black and brown people, whose position in the lower tiers of society is attributed 

to laziness or some other deficiency). Hidden within the phrase is the almost paranoid 

assertion that American society is inherently fair – one only needs to work hard to be 

treated fairly (that is, like a white person).
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But  whereas  the  “model”  in  that  sense  refers  to  a  sort  of  patronizing  upward 

mobility, my use of the word “model” refers to a downward mobility. For many liberals in 

Japan, black people often function as political models of downward mobility. In fact, the 

parallels  between  fashion  “models”  and  political  “models”  are  worth  thinking  about: 

models are a small minority compared to the larger population, and being like one is 

unrealistic (but that doesn’t stop people from trying). Their main social function is to 

provide legitimacy,  for a  brand;  and for the consumer:  inspiration,  and something to 

identify with and aspire toward.

This can even be the case when the leftist is oneself a minority – say, a Zainichi 

Korean.

GO 

Kaneshiro  Kazuki’s  Go  is  a  coming-of-age  novel  about  a  Zainichi  Korean  boy 

named Sugihara who is struggling to figure out what it means to be an invisible minority 

in a country that prides itself on being “monoethnic.” The author Kaneshiro himself is a 

third generation Zainichi, and at the publishing of his novel, was hailed as the leader of a 

new wave of “Zainichi literature” (I’ll come back to the implications of this later).

Much of the novel focuses on Sugihara’s relationship with a Japanese girl named 

Sakurai, who despite being part of a liberal family, rejects him once she finds out that he 

is not Japanese, because her father says that Chinese and Koreans have “dirty” blood. 

Through the novel, the reader (who, odds are, is not Zainichi, but an ethnic Japanese) is 

encouraged to think through what it means to be “Japanese,” or perhaps more accurately, 

to encourage the open-minded and progressive reader to think about a more inclusive 

model of how “Japanese” in the future should also include Zainichi Koreans.
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Sugihara attempts to tackle the problem of figuring out who he is by studying. He 

reads widely, listens to music, and searches for any sort of clue, inspiration, or strategy 

that will help him to make sense of who he is in relationship to his surroundings. And in 

his search, it seems to find the most inspiration in black Americans.

Throughout the novel, we find Sugihara repeatedly looking up to black people as a 

model for what a minority should be like. As the book progresses, the figure of the black 

minority leader moves further and further away, appearing first as an idol to be emulated, 

and then as a sort of unattainable dream. Finally, black people appear as signposts on the 

way to realizing that Sugihara must instead embrace a sort of  rootlessness.  In short, 

black people function, as we have seen in Chapter 1, as a gold standard for oppression. 

But whereas that chapter was focused on how ethnic Japanese used black culture and 

politics,  GO  shows  an  actual  minority  using  blacks  as  a  guide  on  how to  deal  with 

oppression.

The first example of this comes at the beginning of the book, when Sugihara uses 

Malcolm X as justification for bashing a boy in the face with an ashtray.

At the beginning of the second chapter, we find Sugihara sitting in a classroom, as a 

fellow  student  he  only  refers  to  as  “little  punk”  （クソガキ）approaches  his  desk, 

looking for a fight.  We are made to understand that the student wants to fight him 

specifically  because he is  Zainichi.  As Sugihara explains,  Zainichi  school  boys have a 

reputation for being violent, and now that Sugihara is attending a mainstream Japanese 

school, this puts a target on his back, as anyone who can beat up a Zainichi kid would 

earn bragging rights. This hasn’t gone well for any of his challengers, however. Sugihara 

currently boasts a 23 win, zero loss record.

Sugihara  makes  it  clear  that  the  “little  punk”  is  not  only  motivated  by  fame, 

however. His attacker is also motivated by anti-Zainichi hatred.
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クソガキの口が開きかかったので、僕が先に口を開いた。ワンパターンの差別の

言葉は聞き飽きていた。「おまえを有名にしてやる」ビリー・ザ・キッドが銃を

抜く時のセリフだ。

The little punk opened his mouth to speak, so I cut him off. I was sick of hearing all 

the tired slurs. “I’ll make you famous,” I said. That’s what Billy the Kid would say 

when he drew his gun.

Sugihara stands up,  and instantly  smashes the “little  punk” in the face with an 

ashtray.  The  “little  punk”  falls  to  the  floor,  bleeding.  Sugihara  kicks  him repeatedly, 

making sure to kick him with the top of his foot, not his toe: kicking with the top of his 

foot causes less damage, but makes a louder noise. He is not fighting for himself, but for 

an audience: he wants the “gallery” of students watching him to be terrified. If his plan 

works, the rumors will spread, and it should be enough to prevent another “challenge” 

until summer vacation, he muses.

Immediately after the fight scene, he quotes Malcolm X:

　  黒人解放運動の指導者、マルコムⅩはこんな風に言っている。『私は自衛の

ための暴力を、暴力とは呼ばない。知性と呼ぶ』マルコムⅩがそうだったよう

に、僕も暴力は嫌いだ。でも、どうしようもない場合だってある。左の頰を打

たれたら、右の頰を差し出せ？嫌だ。頰じゃなて急所を打ってくる奴だっている

のだ。そもそも、打たれるようなことは何もしてないっていうのに。

Malcolm X, the leader of the black liberation movement, said this once: “I don’t call 

it violence when it’s self-defense. I call it intelligence.” Like Malcolm X, I also hate 

violence. But sometimes you don’t have a choice. If someone strikes you on the right 
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cheek, do you turn the other cheek? No way. Some jerks won’t aim for the cheek. 

They’ll hit you in a vital point. Even if you didn’t do anything to deserve it.

It is fascinating that the first instance of violence – and there is a lot of violence in 

this book – is justified by a Malcolm X quote (which was popularized by its appearance at 

the end of Spike Lee’s 1989 film Do The Right Thing). Sugihara names Malcolm X as a 

“leader of the black liberation movement” （黒人解放運動の指導者). This serves to not 

only  justify  his  own  violence,  but  suggest  that  Sugihara  also  thinks  of  himself  as  a 

potential  leader  of  “his  people,”  and that  he considers  blacks to be a  goal  to model 

himself after, so as to better perfect that role. This theme will be repeated in the book, 

as we will see later.

This said, I want to take some time here, to be sure to separate the author from 

the speaker. Kaneshiro, the author, is likely expecting the reader to notice that Sugihara’s 

definition of “self defense” is very loose: Sugihara makes it clear that he struck the other 

boy first, and in fact, says that he always strikes first, as getting hit at the beginning of a 

fight would put him at a disadvantage. And, saying that he ‘hates violence’ seems a bit 

disingenuous, as Sugihara is constantly fighting. But, then again, Sugihara clearly feels 

that he has  to fight, in order to survive as a Zainichi boy. His father, after all,  was a 

professional  boxer.  We should  also  note  that  the  fight  is  bookended  by  two  wildly 

different historical figures: (the cinematic representation of) Malcolm X is the closer, and 

(the cinematic representation of) Billy the Kid is the opener. Sugihara is an oppressed 

minority, but he is also an immature boy fascinated with violence. We will see Sugihara 

mature a bit as the book progresses.

To be sure, Sugihara doesn’t only talk about black art. In the prologue, for example, 

he quotes Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in the USA,” noting that Springsteen grew up in a 
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working-class home. “I grew up in a pretty well-off  household,” Sugihara says, “but I 

know how he feels.” He also mentions that he loves The Godfather series, saying that “as 

long as there are immigrants and refugees in this world, the The Godfather movies will live 

on.”  These  constant  references  to  “outsiders”  in  American  pop  culture  show his 199

constant  affinity  to  the  outcasts  of  society,  and  show to  the  reader  that  Sugihara’s 

fascination  with  black  people  goes  beyond  their  physicality  or  “coolness”  as  art  or 

fashion  icons.  Instead,  he  is  looking  for  something  to  relate  to  as  an  oppressed 200

minority,  an  example  to  model  himself  after.  But  throughout  the  novel,  non-white 

examples of these models are anomalies. Judging by the amount of times black people 

appear  as  opposed  to  others,  Sugihara  seems  to  settle  on  black  people  as  the  most 

effective success story.  Blackness appears as a necessary step for one to find their own 201

outsider or marginalized identity.

In  one  scene,  we  see  Sugihara  flexing  in  the  mirror  after  an  exercise  session, 

admiring his abs until he realizes he is “acting like a total narcissist.” He then practices 

his guitar, and then listens to a CD of Jimi Hendrix performing his famous “The Star-

Spangled  Banner”  at  Woodstock.  Quickly,  the  reason  of  his  idolization  of  Hendrix 

becomes clear.  Sugihara is  not interested in Hendrix’s  skill  with the guitar,  but what 

Hendrix represents:

部屋に戻り、ギターの練習を始めた。最近、ようやく「F」をきちんを押さえら

れるようになった。一時間半の練習の締め括りに、チェロキー・インディアン

 I would remind the reader here of Beat Takeshi’s use of The Godfather as a reference for the Japanese 199

experience in America, as shown in the introduction of this dissertation.

 Contrast this, for example, with Yutsuko Chusonji’s criticism of Japanese fans of American hip-hop, as 200

mere wannabes, uninterested in the cultural context of the black rappers they idolized, as explored in 
Chapter 2. This is a stereotype that Kaneshiro would undoubtedly be familiar with.

 More specifically, black men - black women do not appear, but white women do (as sexual objects).201
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と黒人のハーフのロックスター、ジミ・ヘンドリックスがウッドストックで弾

いた、『スター・スパングルド・バナー』をCDで聴いた。ジミヘンは、マイノ

リティばかりが前線に送られて次々と死んでいくヴェトナム戦争に対して抗議を

表すために、アメリカ国歌をギターでこんな風に弾いた。

The emphasis in the above passage is mine. I should pause to note here that while 

there is an official English translation of Go by Japanese American author Takami Nieda, 

I have not used it in this chapter. This is not for aesthetic reasons, but for reasons of 

accuracy: it leaves out some of the important context that Kaneshiro was trying to get 

across. Here, for example, is Nieda’s English translation of the above passage:

To finish off the ninety-minute practice, I listened to a CD of Jimi Hendrix playing 

“The Star-Spangled Banner” at Woodstock. To protest the Vietnam War, where it 

seemed like only black and brown people were being sent to the front lines and 

dying, Hendrix played America’s national anthem on his guitar like this:202

And here is my translation. I have bolded the portions that were left out of Nieda’s 

translation:

To finish off  the ninety-minute practice, I listened to a CD of Jimi Hendrix, the 

half-Cherokee,  half-black  rockstar,  playing  “The  Star-Spangled  Banner”  at 

Woodstock. To protest the Vietnam War, where only minorities were being sent 

to the front lines and dying, Hendrix played America’s national anthem on his guitar 

like this:

 Kazuki Kaneshiro and Takami Nieda, Go (Seattle: Amazon Crossing, 2018), p. 59.202
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There are two things to note here. First, while it is reasonable to assume that the 

“minorities” that Kaneshiro is  speaking of were black and brown, Nieda’s translation 

strips  away  the  parallel  that  Sugihara  is  drawing,  between  Zainichi-as-minority,  and 

“black  and  brown”  minorities  in  America.  Similarly,  by  completely  dropping  the 

explanation of Hendrix as “half-Cherokee, half-black,” Nieda may be creating a more 

palatable English sentence, but she again loses the fact that Sugihara is emphasizing the 

race  of  Hendrix.  Without  this  context,  an  English  reader  would  miss  the  fact  that 

Sugihara is looking to Hendrix, a radicalized “half-Cherokee, half-black” man, as a model 

for how he, as a Zainichi boy, should act. A Japanese reader would not miss this.203

The importance of the word “minority” becomes clearer in the next paragraph, as 

Sugihara summarizes his thoughts on Hendrix:

何度聴いても、ものすごい音だった。マイノリティの声は上のほうには届かなく

て、だから、何かの手段を持って声を大きくするしかない。僕もいつか、この

国の国歌をものすごい音で弾きたくなる時が来るかもしれない。その時のため

に、僕はギターを練習している。

No matter how many times I listened to it, it was an amazing sound. The voice of 

the minority can’t reach to the top, so you have to use whatever you can to make 

that voice bigger. Maybe one day, there will come a time when I want to play this 

country’s national anthem, super loud. I’m practicing the guitar to prepare for that 

moment.

 Incidentally, neither would a German reader. The 2011 German translation of this properly keeps the 203

nuance intact, by translating the first phrase as: Dieser große Rockstar, Sohn einer Cherokee-Indianerin und eines 
Schwarzen… (“This great rockstar, son of a Cherokee Indian and a black…”), and also referring to those 
being sent to the front lines as Minderheten (“minorities”) (Kaneshiro and Bierich, p. 84).
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It  is  relevant  here  that  just  after  an  extended  session  of  literal  self-reflection, 

Sugihara is juxtaposing the American national anthem with that of Japan. The subtext is 

fairly straightforward: just as the American national anthem is a farce to oppressed black 

people;  so  too  is  the  Japanese  national  anthem  to  the  marginalized  Zainichi 204

population  (especially  when  considering  the  imperialist  past  of  Japan  in  the  Korean 

peninsula). Here, Sugihara is drawing a parallel between black Americans and Zainichi in 

Japan. This comparison is arguably more solid than many of the comparisons we have 

looked at thus far in this dissertation (eg Zeebra’s proclamation that blacks and majority 

ethnic Japanese are “on the same side,” as seen in Chapter 1), but still pretty simplistic.

But  while  Sugihara  (at  this  point  in  the  novel)  seems  intent  on  this  parallel, 

Kaneshiro, the author, seems to be a bit more ambiguous about it.

Instead of dwelling on his dream of black-influenced rebellion, Sugihara gets so 

frustrated that he decides that he is going to leave Japan, and move to Norway. He then 

begins actively searching around his room for things to sell to raise money for his trip. 

The idea of actually becoming the Jimi Hendrix of his people, of becoming a minority 

leader in Japan, is left to fantasy. All of this takes place within a few pages, and the quick 

juxtaposition of the two suggests that Sugihara’s dream of becoming a guitar-burning 

revolutionary is no more realistic than a sudden move to Norway.

Fake Friends 

It may also be instructive to look at what Sugihara is  not  interested in aligning 

himself with. In one scene, Sugihara meets up with his friend, Kato. Kato, whose father 

is a high-ranking Yakuza member, has developed an interest in Sugihara’s position as an 

 If this novel had been written a decade and a half later, it might well have included a mention of San 204

Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick, who kneeled at the national anthem and was punished by 
being effectively blacklisted from the NFL.
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ethnic minority, even asking Sugihara if he’s had a chance to tell Sakurai about the fact 

that he is Zainichi.

Kato  tells  Sugihara  that  he  wants  to  open  up  a  nightclub,  and  that  he  wants 

Sugihara to work with him. “I just want you to be by my side,” he says. He explains his 

logic:

「俺とかおまえみたいな奴は、初めからハンデを背負って生きてるようなもん

だ。俺たちは双子みたいにそっくりなんだ。俺たちみたいな連中がこの社会で

のしてこうと思ったら、正攻法じゃダメなんだよ。分かるだろ？  社会の隅のほ

うでしのいでいって、でかくなって、そんで、しけたまとも面で俺たちのことを

差別してきた奴らを見返してやろうぜ。俺とおまえならできるんだよ。俺とおま

えは選ばれた人間なんだよ」 　

People like you and me, we’re handicapped from the beginning. We’re like twins, 

exactly alike. If we want to come up in this world, we can’t do it the normal way. You 

understand? We’ve gotta hustle in the dark corners of society, get bigger, and then, 

we’ll show those assholes who discriminated against us. You and me, we can do it. 

We’re the chosen ones.

But Sugihara doesn’t  buy it.  “You and I aren’t  similar,”  he says.  “You and I are 

different.”

For Sugihara, Kato’s offer of solidarity holds no attraction, no promise. While Kato 

sees himself and Sugihara as “chosen ones” (選ばれた人間) who can lead their “people” 

to freedom, Sugihara doesn’t see any of that in Kato. For him, leaders are people like Jimi 

Hendrix.  He  aspires  to  be  that  kind  of  leader,  and  the  only  solidarity  he  is  really 

interested in is the kind he sees in black artists. Yakuza aren’t helpful.
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As if to underline this feeling, right as Kato is about to argue back with Sugihara, 

the two notice a boy downstairs on the dance floor fighting with a girl. The boy slaps the 

girl, and as everyone looks on, Kato shouts down at him. But instead of yelling back at 

Kato,  the boy directs  his  rage at  Sugihara,  calling him “chon-kou” （チョン公）,  an 

ethnic slur used for Koreans. Kato is shocked, and speechless. He knows how much this 

word angers Sugihara. Sugihara shrugs, and tells him: “Do you understand now? You and 

I are different.”

Sugihara walks down, and punches the boy in the face. The boy pulls a butterfly 

knife on him, and Sugihara takes it from him, and threatens to cut him with it. But Kato 

shouts at him: “Let him go.”

Sugihara walks upstairs to get a book that a Zainichi friend had lent him before he 

died, and comes back down. When he comes back down, Kato and the boy are standing 

side by side at the exit. This juxtaposition is the novel’s way of confirming what Sugihara 

had told Kato: that when it comes down to it, Kato is not anything like Sugihara. He’s 

Japanese, and just as much an aggressor as the boy who called him “chon-kou.” Sugihara 

has no ally, save for the book that his dead Zainichi friend lent him, and that he now 

clutches. Kato apologizes. Sugihara just pats him on the back, and leaves.

This phony alliance, proposed by the son of a Yakuza boss, is one that Sugihara is 

proud to reject. But as much as Sugihara wishes for an alliance with black Americans, he 

also  recognizes  that  it  is  out  of  reach.  This  is  highlighted  when  Sugihara  casually 

mentions a major difference between blacks and Zainichi: that Zainichi have not created 

a recognizable cultural product.

This  conversation  comes  when  he  is  recounting  a  conversation  with  another 

Zainichi friend – the last he would have before that friend would die in a fight.

First, the official English translation by Nieda: 
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Usually we’d talk about stuff like why black people were able to produce the blues, jazz, 

hip-hop, and rap, but Zainichi couldn’t create their own unique culture. But on this day, 

we talked about mindless trash (…) and laughed our heads off.205

The original Japanese text reads as follows (again, emphasis is mine): 

その日は珍しく、僕たちの話はくだらない話題で終始した。いつもは、『同じ

マイノリティである黒人はブルースやジャズやヒップホップという文化を築けた

のに、どうして《在日》は独自の文化を築けなかったのか』なんていう話をして

いるのに (…)、なんてくだらない話題で盛り上がり、よく笑った。206

I think this is the most interesting line in the entire novel, so I’ll spend some time 

here.  First,  I  need  to  note  again  that  the  official  English  translation  obscures  an 

important detail. It simply says

“…why black people  were  able  to  produce the blues,  jazz,  hip-hop,  and rap,  but 

Zainichi couldn’t…,”

This  leaves  the  connection  between  Zainichi  Koreans  and  black  Americans 

ambiguous. One could read between the lines, but that is not what Kaneshiro intended. 

He was very direct. The original text refers to black people as 同じマイノリティである

黒人 (“the same minorites as us”), meaning that the passage should read something like

“…why black people, who are minorities just like us, were able to produce the 

blues, jazz, hip-hop, and rap, but Zainichi couldn’t…,”

 Kaneshiro and Nieda, p. 83.205

 Kazuki Kaneshiro, Go (Tokyo: Kodansha, 2000), p. 126206
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Again,  this  is  a  deliberate  move  to  place  blacks  and  Zainichi  in  the  same 

category.207

Returning to the comparison, we can see that the topic of defining Zainichi seems 

to  be  a  sticking  point  throughout  the  novel.  By  glossing  over  the  question  of  why 

Zainichi have not created some recognizable art form, both Kaneshiro-as-author and 

Sugihara-as-speaker are simultaneously pointing it out, but then also setting it aside as 

something that is not worth pursuing –  not because it is irrelevant, but because it is 

futile.  In  other  words,  if  we  are  to  use  Sugihara’s  formation  of  blacks  as  “model 

minorities” that he as a minority should aspire to, then Zainichi are failed minorities, as 

they have not created anything.

Maybe it’s worth stopping here to wonder - is this what black people are? Is this 

why black Americans seem to be the gold standard of oppression (instead of, say, Native 

Americans, who experienced repeated attempts at complete genocide, but are generally 

thought of –  when they are thought of at all –  as “dead”)? Is it the music? Are black 

people held up as models for resistance, are they interesting and attractive because they 

are recognized as being tied to something that was packaged and consumed (we should 

remember that the first truly “American” form of popular culture was the minstrel show, 

in which white men dressed up as slaves and imitated their speech and song)?

In  other  words,  are  black  people  only  inspiring  (and useful)  politically  because 

white people have repackaged them in a way that is useful and entertaining for white 

people?

 The German edition unfortunately falls short in providing this context, as it uses the phrase andere 207

Minderheiten wie die Schwarzen in Amerika (“other minorities like the blacks in America”) (Kaneshiro and 
Bierich, p. 113)
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One potential reading of Sugihara’s casual mention of Zainichi failure to create a 

pop culture product is to read it as an attempt by Kaneshiro to encourage the reader to 

consider  that  maybe  there  should  be  another  way  to  define  a  people;  or  maybe  to 

encourage us to consider the futility, or even danger, of defining “a people.” But because 

the question of Zainichi cultural production is glanced over so quickly, it’s hard to think 

that Kaneshiro is asking the reader to go so far as to rethink their view of blackness. And 

either way, the novel never answers this question – why have Zainichi not produced some 

sort of easily identifiable and consumable culture? Why is there no Zainichi analog to 

black protest music, why is there no hip-hop or blues?

Kaneshiro himself did have something of an answer. In a interview with Oguma Eiji 

published in Chuo Koron shortly after the release of the film version of GO, he says:

金城　トニ・モリソン（アメリカの黒人女性作家）なんか、もう黒人女性の世

界を描くという一直線じゃないですか。すごいなとは思うんだけれども、僕は

それだけだとつらいし、ちょっと嫌だというのがある。

Kaneshiro:  Toni Morrison (a black American female writer),  all  she does is  write 

about the world of black women, right? It’s impressive, but for me that would be too 

hard, and I don’t like it.

差別的な意図はないですが端的に言って、黒人は肌の色が黒いから、ブルースが

作れると思うんですよ。それに対照させて言えば、在日小説は在日が作った唯

一の文化だと思うんです。歌とかスポーツなら、肌の色も容貌も日本人と大体一

213



緒なんで、なんか溶け込めてしまえるから、在日文化というかたちにならな

い。208

I don’t mean to be racist, but to put it simply, I think that black people were able to 

make the blues because their  skin is  black.  Compared to that,  the only Zainichi 

culture that exists is the Zainichi novel. As far as songs or sports go, Zainichi are 

pretty much the same as Japanese in our skin color and appearance, so we can kinda 

blend in, so it never becomes a Zainichi culture.

Leaving aside the fact that any sentence that begins with “I don’t mean to be racist, 

but…” is almost certain to actually be racist, this doesn’t make much sense. If he means to 

say that musical art forms such as blues were possible because black people were visually 

different from the majority white Americans – why? And how are sports related to this? 

Oguma presses him, saying that Enka music was a culture created by Zainichi. He then 

posits  that  part  of  the failure to create a  Zainichi  culture was an invisibility,  due to 

Zainichi using Japanese names for fear of their work not being accepted. Kaneshiro adds 

that too much Zainichi work was aimed at the Japanese liberal intelligentsia, who were 

already predisposed to accept their “minority” voice, and there wasn’t anything that truly 

resonated with actual Zainichi communities, like the “really physical” (身体性がすごい

突出していて) and “natural” (自然人っぽかった) Zainichi community he grew up in.

But that still doesn’t answer the question. The only conclusion that we can draw 

from here would be that Kaneshiro believes that because black Americans have black 

skin, they are more easily visually identified. Thus, they are more easily discriminated 

 Kazuki Kaneshiro and Eiji Oguma, ‘在日文学への挑戦 それで僕は"指定席"を壊すために『GO』を書208

いた(前篇) (=A Challenge toward Zainichi Literature: And then I wrote "GO" in order to destroy the 
"Reserved Seats") (First Half)’, Chuo Koron, 2001, p. 274.
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against, and not allowed to “pass,” or invisibly integrate into white majority society. This 

means that they have had no choice but to create alternative forms of culture. Zainichi, 

on the other hand, are generally visibly indistinct from ethnic majority Japanese, and 

have not had this “benefit.”

I would have to agree with Christopher Donal Scott,  who says that Kaneshiro’s 209

focus on black Americans probably betrays some “deep-seated anxieties about Zainichi 

Korean cultural  identity  and legitimacy.”  I  would go further  and say that  Kaneshiro, 

through Sugihara, is displaying a strange sort of jealousy toward black Americans – a kind 

of jealousy that he accuses Japanese intelligentsia of, as we will see below.

But first, we might take a brief detour here to bring this conversation back into 

context with hip-hop. In 2009, a rap group called KP was featured on the official website 

of the Korean Residents Union in Japan (在日本大韓民国民団, generally called 民団 or 

“Mindan”),  an  organization  for  Zainichi  Koreans  living  in  Japan.  The  article  was 

advertising an upcoming concert, but also made the case for why non-hip-hop listeners 

should attend:

「ラップは人種抜きには語れない。生き方そのもの」だと話すのはリユンさ

ん。そもそもラップは米国で発祥した黒人音楽で、白人社会から評価されない

自分たちの表現の場であり、また白人に対する思いをストレートに歌ったもの

だ。ラップの歴史性、音楽性に共感したという２人。「将来的には、日本語ラ

ップを確立したのが日本のマイノリティーであるＫＰ」と言われるようになるま

で、さらに活動の場を広げていきたいという。210

 Christopher Donal Scott, Invisible Men : The Zainichi Korean Presence in Postwar Japanese Culture /, 209

2006, p. 176

 Mindan Shimbun, ‘在日のラップユニット「ＫＰ」がワンマンライブ (Zainichi Rap Unit "KP" Will 210

Perform Solo Live Concert)’, 2008 <https://www.mindan.org/old/front/newsDetail9fa0.html>
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“You can’t talk about rap without talking about race. It’s a way of life,” says Liyoon. 

Rap is black music, which came from America. Black people were looked down upon 

by white society, and rap was a place for them to express themselves, and to bluntly 

speak their feelings about white people. The duo say they felt a connection with 

rap’s history and musicality. They say they want to continue as artists until, “in the 

future, it’s said that Japanese hip-hop was established by KP, a group made up of 

minorities.”

It’s hard to read KP’s hope to “establish Japanese hip-hop” as anything but wishful 

thinking – on the part of both KP and the Mindan. KP wasn’t a particularly talented 

group,  which  made  their  politics  a  hard  sell,  particularly  for  a  scene  simply  wasn’t 

interested in their politics (only months later, at the event mentioned in Chapter 1, K 

Dub Shine would say that their efforts were unnecessary and divisive.)

But  it  says  a  lot  that  an  official  organization  that  represents  Zainichi  Koreans 

would not only endorse a hip-hop group, but endorse the co-opting of black imagery to 

add legitimacy to the Zainichi cause.

Returning to our conversation between Oguma and Kaneshiro, the former notes 

that recently, Okinawan authors have been writing about religion and festivals in a way 

that majority Japanese authors can’t. “If Shinto priestess comes out and starts praying to 

Amaterasu,  in  Japan,  you  think of  the  war,”  he  says,  “so  it  becomes  something  else 

entirely. Majority authors are probably jealous about that.”

“Yeah,” Kaneshiro replies, “I’ve been told by people that they’re jealous that I’ve 

got something to write about because I’m Zainichi.” Oguma asks him if this makes him 

angry. “Yes it does,” he says.

He also later says that he feels “used” by Japanese intellectuals, who use them as 

“toys” as they seek a way to fill in their own lack of identity:
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僕が気に入らなかったのは日本の知識人が、在日とかアイヌとか、マイノリティ

ーの存在を持ってきて、自分たちのアイデンティティーがないことを埋めようと

したような気がすることです。すげえ使われてるなというか、知識人のオモチャ

にされてると思ったんですね。211

What I don’t like is that Japanese scholars have taken minorities, like Zainichi and 

Ainu, and tried to use that to make up for their own lack of identity. I feel like I’m 

being used, man. Like I’m turned into a toy for scholars.

This might remind us of the “searching” mentioned at the end of the last chapter. 

Unlike most of the figures mentioned in previous chapters, however, Kaneshiro is clearly 

aware of the ways in which the majority objectifies the minority. In the novel, Kato’s 

attempt  to  identify  with  Sugihara  is  probably  an  allegorical  expression  of  this 

objectification. It’s a common frustration among minorities of all stripes - that just when 

a minority has managed to carve out a space for self-expression, the majority latches 

onto it.

But Kaneshiro appears to be completely unaware of the irony of his own tendency 

to do the same;  to use blacks as  ‘toys’  (オモチャ),  or  props,  to identify  himself  and 

Zainichi with.

So, we return back to Sugihara’s thought process - the attempt to find a guiding 

model by which to create a new Zainichi consciousness. Sugihara has sought this model 

in black counterculture throughout the novel – listening to Jimi Hendrix, learning about 

the flaws and dangers in pseudoscience such as phrenology, casually quoting Malcolm X. 

But this obsession has always been background noise in the main plot of the story. And 

 Kaneshiro and Oguma, p. 274.211
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here, it is still background noise. But for that brief moment in which he compares black 

and Zainichi culture, that noise is deafening.

Sugihara’s interaction with blacks is always a position of what we might call akogare 

（憧れ）, similar to what we saw in the first chapter. He sees blacks as a model for what 

a minority should be able to do: stand up for their rights, gather together as one, and 

create interesting culture out of oppression. But he is generally satisfied to simply think 

about black people, and hasn’t quite wrapped his head around what black people mean to 

him.

Fairly early on in the novel, Sugihara realizes that he is able to defeat “Japan” – both 

with his fists, and emotionally, by recognizing how fragile the Japanese identity truly is. 

But he still struggles against his true rival: his own past, his own roots, his own blood, 

and what that means to him. This is why he rejects the invitation of a boy at his school 

who is trying to get him to join a Korean Student Club. He can’t join a group of any sort 

– even one made up of people who are ethnically Korean like him and that promises to 

have no boundaries between descendants of North or South – because he needs to find 

his own path.

But  Kaneshiro  never  abandons  the  prospect  of  at  least  inspiration  from black 

Americans.  It  is  crucial  that the last  bit  of  art  mentioned is  a  poem from Langston 

Hughes,  a  poem called “Advice,”  which Sugihara reads just  before going out to meet 

Sakurai, his love interest.

In the last few pages of the novel, Sugihara gets a phone call from Sakurai, who 

asks to meet him outside. When they meet, he angrily asks her -  “What am I?” She 

replies that he is Zainichi. He erupts into a long, desperate monologue, ending with:

Who cares? If you people want to call me Zainichi, go ahead! You Japanese are scared 

of me. Can’t feel safe unless you categorize and label it, right?
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Then, finally, he says: 

“I want to be free from being me.”

He is finally able to articulate what, through black art and imagination, he has been 

searching for: freedom.

In the end, Sakurai asks for his forgiveness, which Sugihara immediately grants. 

They  decide  to  go  and  consummate  the  sex  that  they  had  stopped  when  Sugihara 

announced  that  he  was  Zainichi.  The  end  seems  to  suggest  that  freedom does  not 

necessarily mean leaving Japan, or adopting some other identity,  but can be with (or 

inside) Japan.

I’m not the first person to say this, but I find the end of the novel disappointing, 

especially considering the potential that Sugihara has as a boundary-breaking character. 

For all the struggle that Sugihara has gone through, the power and edge of his journey is 

dampened by the ease in which he accepts Sakurai. The end of the novel suggests that 

Sugihara’s  liberation is  not  self-determined,  but  predicated  on the  approval  of  kind-

hearted, liberal Japanese people.

Sakurai confirms this in his interview:

だから日本の象徴である「桜」を名前につけて、帝国ホテルで杉原と関係を持

たせる、という設定を作ってるんです。帝国ホテルで桜井が杉原を受け入れなく

なるところは、在日が日本国から拒まれているんです。でも最後のシーンでは、

杉原は桜井を受け入れられて、桜井に救われ直す。マイノリティーがマジョリテ

ィーに受け入られて、救われないといけない。というか、マジョリティーがこう
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いう存在であってほしいということなんですよ。「桜井＝日本国」は僕の願望な

んです。212

That’s why I put the word “Sakura,” which is a symbol for Japan, into Sakurai’s name, 

and set it up so that she would meet in the Imperial Hotel with Sugihara. Having 

Sugihara be rejected by Sakurai in the Imperial Hotel is the Zainichi being rejected 

by Japan. But at the end, Sugihara is accepted by Sakurai, and is saved by her. The 

minority has to be accepted by the majority, it has to be saved by them. Well, that’s 

what I want the majority to do. “Sakurai=Japan” - that’s my hope.

In this way, Go is not dissimilar from the “Japanese Savior” trope discussed in the 

previous chapter, where a majority character is redeemed through contact with an open-

hearted minority character, and their growth and ‘goodness’ at the end of the story serves 

to provide the majority audience with the assurance that they are one of the ‘good ones’.

In Kaneshiro’s GO, we have seen how a liberal minority uses black people as “toys” 

to legitimize themselves, as they search for their own identity in Japan. Now, we will see 

how an actual  black person in  Japan explores  their  own position as  a  “toy,”  in  Dan 

Yekage’s book, Me, the Container.

僕という容れ物 (“Me, the Container”) 

Dan Yekage is best known as the rapper Dyypride. As Dyypride, he was part of a 

hip-hop collective  called  Simi  Lab,  comprised  mostly  of  haafu.  Yekage’s  mother  is 213

Japanese, and his father Ghanaian.

 Kaneshiro and Oguma, p. 272.212

 I am aware that some people find haafu, “half,” to be offensive, or politically incorrect, and instead 213

prefer words like daburu (“double”). But since Yekage refers to himself as haafu, and he once called me that 
(see the next footnote), it’s what I’ll use here.
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As a rapper, Dan’s lyrics are often overbearingly dark. In interviews, he has talked 

repeatedly about dealing with depression due to the discrimination he has faced, and also 

the confusion of being mixed-race in a society that often does not really have room for 

anything beyond a binary of “Japanese” or “not Japanese,” particularly when it comes to 

blackness.214

Like Sugihara in GO, he found inspiration in Malcolm X, but for a different reason. 

In  an  interview  about  his  favorite  books,  Dan  described  feeling  a  kinship  to  black 

Americans  (because  of  the  assumptions  of  those  around  him),  but  also  a  feeling  of 

distance from them:215

　「僕はアメリカの黒人のようにリンチされることはなかったけど陰湿な差別

を受け続けていました。こんなにネチネチやられるなら、いっそリンチされて殺

されたほうがマシだとすら思いましたね。だからアメリカの公民権運動にも早

い段階から興味を持ちました。216

I was never beaten up like an American black person, but I’ve constantly endured a 

kind of hidden, spiteful discrimination. It was so bad that I went as far as to think 

 I should note here that really, neither does the United States. In America, as long as one can be visually 214

identified as having “black” heritage, one is “black.” This is the reason that I myself identify as being 
“black” and not “mixed” or “biracial,” despite being the descendant of a white mother and a black father, 
who himself is undoubtedly the recipient of some European DNA, thanks to slavery (which, thanks to 
23andMe, we can now confirm). If we are to reduce identity to math, I’m certainly more “white” than 
“black.” But the only math that really matters here is that performed by the state. That is to say: when the 
police see me, they see a “black” person. I don’t have the energy to protest that.

 I might note here that I have met Yekage, at a hip-hop show, in 2014. In our first conversation, he 215

mistook me for also being “haafu,” like him. We mostly talked about music and movies. When he heard 
that I was from near Los Angeles, he asked if I’d seen Takeshi Kitano’s Brother. When I said I hadn’t, he 
said that I absolutely must watch it. That conversation helped to inspire the introduction of this 
dissertation.

 Keita Miyazaki, ‘檀廬影 A.k.a DyyPRIDEの人生に影響を与えた３冊　負の感情を捨てる　(Dan 216

Yekage Aka DyyPRIDE on 3 Books That Influenced His Life: Discarding Feelings of Failure)’, Asahi 
Books, 2019 <https://book.asahi.com/article/12396879>
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that if I’m going to get tormented like this, I’d rather get lynched  and die. So I was 217

interested in the American Civil Rights movement from a young age.

Dan left Simi Lab in 2017, and has not released any music since. He released his 

first novel, Me, the Container (僕という容れ物）, in 2019.

The novel is a convoluted and confusing one, jumping around between two black-

Japanese haafu male characters via plot devices ranging from LSD trips to reincarnation 

to  visions  seen  by  a  Buddhist  monk meditating  in  the  Himalayas.  But  between  the 

bizarre language and often schizophrenic dialogue,  there is a constant theme of the 218

struggle of a black haafu failing both at being Japanese, and at being black.

In an extended flashback that takes up nearly the second half of the book, the 

stage jumps to 1971, to the viewpoint of a 22-year-old man named Gin. Gin’s father was a 

black  American  soldier,  who died  in  the  Korean War  soon after  Gin  was  born.  His 

mother, a Japanese woman, died soon after, leaving Gin in the care of the state. As a 

young child, Gin is tormented endlessly by his classmates for being black, and one day, 

when another boy says that his mother was a prostitute (パンパン), he attacks him (we 

later find out that the boy is permanently disfigured). He is sent to juvenile hall（少年

院）where he lives until he is an adult.

Already, Gin’s propensity to deal with bullying by classmates with violence makes 

him strangely similar to Sugihara in GO. Like Sugihara, Gin is described as being a much 

 Note that in Japanese, the word “lynch” （リンチ）generally doesn’t mean the literal act of hanging 217

someone until they die, but to publicly gather in a group and viciously beat up or bully someone. So though 
Dan uses the same word リンチ twice, I have translated it differently, due to the different context in which 
he uses the words each time.

 There are two personalities, 僕 and オレ (“boku” and “ore.” Both of these are first-person pronouns, 218

typically used by men – the latter being an especially rough and casual form) within one character’s head, 
and they are endlessly trying to kill each other.
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better fighter than the other boys around him. But the parallels only get stronger when 

Gin meets a Zainichi boy.

Just after he is released from juvenile hall, he is walking outside downtown when he 

sees a group of tough-looking young Zainichi men, talking and joking in Korean（“朝鮮

語”）. “They can’t do anything unless they’re in a group,” he muses to himself, but also 

feels jealous. Without thinking, he clicks his tongue at them, and the young men pick a 

fight with him. Just as Gin is about to be forced into a fight that he knows he will lose, 

one of the young Zainichi men steps between the two sides. This young man, who we 

later find out is named Sub (サブ) , tries to reason with his friends and stop the fight. 219

“Hold on,” Sub says. “There’s only one of him, and a lot of us. He’ll die.”

“Who  cares,”  says  one.  “Why  are  you  protecting  this  nigger?  [黒ん坊],”  says 

another. Disgusted with their friend, the other Zainichi men storm off, leaving Sub and 

Gin men alone. Gin apologizes to him. “It’s fine,” says Sub. “It’s just like you said, they 

can’t do anything unless they’re in a group. They’re pretty strong, though…”

The two go out for a drink, and Sub becomes Gin’s only friend. Their outsider 

status brings them together,  as does their shared apathy and pessimism toward their 

future in a Japan that hates them.

He and Sub are hanging around outside one day, high on sleeping pills,  when a 

right-wing group pulls up in a large van. “Look, the cockroaches have come out,” a man 

says over the loud speaker. “A Chon-kou and a nigger. These vermin are ruining Japan. 

We can’t have them here in Japan!”

 Note that サブ is a common nickname for 三郎 (Saburo), meaning that the English spelling could be 219

rendered as “Sab.” But since it sounds closer to “Sub” in English, I’ve chosen this spelling. Also, while may 
or may not be any intended, well, subtext in Dan’s naming choice, given the allegorical meanings of the 
names of other characters as I detail below, I’ve erred in providing the English-language reader the ability 
to notice the potential double meanings that a word like “sub” (eg subliminal, subhuman) has for an outcast 
character.
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Gin and Sub attack the group, knocking one of them out. The group fights back 

with wooden swords. Suddenly, the police arrive, and Gin and Sub flee. They manage to 

escape, running into a train station and boarding a train. Gasping for air, they look up at 

the other passengers, who are glaring at them, and they both have the following feeling:

このような光景を目の当たりにして、一般的な日本人はたとえ表面的には穏やか

でも、内心は先程の右翼達と微塵も違わないのではないか、という懐疑心が二

人の心に起こった。二人はお互いの顔を見合わせてはしたが、何食わぬ顔で席

に座った。220

After experiencing that scene, the two began to suspect that normal Japanese may 

seem peaceful on the surface, but inside, they aren’t one bit different from those 

right-wingers. The two looked at each other, but remained sitting nonchalantly in 

their seats.

But this bond is later broken. Gin meets a Japanese prostitute who calls herself 

Balloon (フーセン),  with whom he shares a deep, but platonic, friendship. She sleeps 

over at his house often, and they spend as much time together as possible. Like Sakurai 

and Sugihara, the two start watching movies together, though Gin has to duck down so 

that people can see over his Afro.  Unlike Sakurai and Sugihara, Balloon is aware of 221

Gin’s  non-Japaneseness  from the start,  and she never says  anything about it.  Rather, 

when they are out in public,  and Gin starts to get irritated that Japanese people are 

glaring at them, Balloon puts her arm around him and holds him tighter.  There is  a 

 Dan, p.140. 220

 Interestingly, Dan uses a trope that nonblack writers often use, constantly referring to the skin color 221

and physical appearance of his characters, while never mentioning the color or physical characteristics of 
nonblack characters, even when they are non-Japanese (as in the case of Zainichi characters). His black 
characters wear Afros, and they are constantly looking at their own “brown” skin.

224



solidarity between the two: she is a social  outcast because of her social  position, he, 

because of his race.

But one day, Sub comes over while the two are drinking. The three outcasts have a 

good time, listening to music, drinking, and talking. Gin falls asleep. The next morning, 

Sub and Balloon are gone. He doesn’t hear from either of them for weeks. Desperate, he 

goes to the brothel where Balloon worked, where another prostitute tells him that Sub 

and Balloon have run away and eloped.

I’ll  stop  here  briefly  to  note  some  parallels,  and  differences,  between  Me,  the 

Container and Kaneshiro’s GO.

Both Balloon and Sakurai seem to provide similar, yet slightly different, functions 

as the love interests of the main male character. Balloon, like Sakurai, represents a Japan 

that  can  potentially  accept  the  minority.  Sakurai  is  a  more  stable  Japanese  identity, 

coming from a good family, while Balloon – whose name perhaps represents both the 

flighty nature of “Japanese” identity and the eventual out-of-reach nature of that identity 

for Gin – is on the margins.

Both women represent  an acceptance by the majority  – but only  the Zainichi 

characters are able to access this. Like Sugihara, Sub is have been able to fold into the 

larger society. But for Gin, a black haafu, there is nowhere to “GO.”

Let’s go back to the story. It’s all downhill from here.

Abandoned,  and  increasingly  suicidal,  Gin  drinks  himself  into  a  stupor.  In  his 

drunken rage, he picks a fight with some sharply-dressed men on the street. Recognizing 

that he’s probably angered some Yakuza thugs, Gin fears that this may be his end.

The men escort him into an office, and to Gin’s surprise, the boss doesn’t beat him, 

but offers a job. The boss, incidentally, is named Kato, like the son of the Yakuza family 
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in GO. This is almost certainly a coincidence, as it is a common name, but as we will see 

in a moment, the two characters behave very similarly.

Kato hands Gin a fistful of money, and tells him to go buy some new clothes and 

come back the next day.

Gin, who has never cared about his appearance, goes and buys a new suit, and even 

goes to a barber, and has him style his hair in an “all-back” fashion, so as to look as 

“Japanese” as possible. He surprises himself at his willingness to try to fit in – maybe, at 

long last, this is a chance. He reports back to the office. Kato is pleased, and sends him 

out for “training.” The reader is never told exactly what the organization is doing, but 

Gin’s soon finds out that his job is to monitor a group of young left-wing activists. He is 

given orders by Kato, and passes those on to the group. He’s just a vessel, a container, for 

other people’s messages and political ideas. His job is simply to carry those messages, 

and to be seen.

Over drinks, Kato confides in Gin that his own father was Chinese. He tells Gin 

that he likes him, because he reminds him of a younger version of himself, “especially in 

the eyes.” Like the young Kato in GO, the Kato in Me, the Container seems to feel an 

automatic kinship with Gin, because of his race. Like the young Kato in GO, this Kato’s 

“outsiderness” is not visible physically on the skin, but socially. And like the other Kato, 

the boss Kato develops a kind of patronizing relationship with Gin, offering to take care 

of him.

And like in GO, this does not last long. Jealous of Kato’s fondness for Gin, one of 

the other henchmen gets sabotages Gin, by getting him hooked on meth . For the first 222

time in his life, Gin feels in control. The drug makes him more confident, and handles 

 Interestingly, the drug dealer, who has a “punch” perm, calls Gin his “brother” （ブラザー）because the 222

two have the same hair.
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his job with ease. But he can’t control his habit, and spirals into addiction. Before long, 

he needs it to function.

One day, Kato calls him in to tell him about an important mission. Kato sits him 

down beside him, and tells him that he’s doing well. Gin thanks him, but he is going 

through withdrawals. When Kato gives him a friendly pat on the thigh, Gin accidentally 

flinches and punches Kato in the face. “Have you forgotten what I’ve done for you?” 

Kato shouts. Gin runs away.

He runs to the activists’ hideout, and demands that they give him the bomb they 

were  planning  to  detonate .  They  say  the  timing  mechanism isn’t  ready  yet,  so  he 223

demands the dynamite. With that in hand, he heads to the National Diet building, but 

changes his mind when he sees children at the gate.

Gin goes to a forest, lights the dynamite, and clutches it to his chest. The explosion 

leaves a hole in the ground. His remains are picked up and eaten by crows.

Gin is later reincarnated as the titular “Me” （僕）in the Me, the Container, in what 

is  probably  the  2010s.  Retelling  “Me”’s  story  would  make  this  essay  even  more 

convoluted, so I’ll just note that at the end, “Me,” who is also half black, and seems to be 

an autobiographical version of Dan himself, tries going to Los Angeles to see if he can 

live there, among people who might accept him – but even after enjoying the “freedom” 

of LA, decides that something is off, and goes back to Japan. “Me” also becomes suicidal, 

but after seeing Gin’s life in a vision, he walks out into a field. The grass and trees don’t 

judge him, or ask anything of him, or use him. He greets them, and they greet him back. 

He decides find a better way to live, instead of killing himself.

 The timing (1971), and the context suggest that this group might be the a reference to what would later 223

become the East Asia Anti-Japan Front. In 1972, they blew up a statue at an ossuary in Yokohama 
containing the remains of Japanese soldiers stationed in Korea, as an attack against the “bones of the 
invaders.”
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Kaneshiro’s novel ends with the promise of acceptance and lovemaking; the best 

that Dan can offer his character is a hallucination and a promise to not kill himself. The 

gap in optimism for the futures of their characters couldn’t be wider.

Similarly,  the  two  seem  to  have  very  different  views  of  the  future  of  Japan. 

Kaneshiro, as mentioned above, believed in the year 2000 that Japan will change, in this 

conversation between Sugihara and his father:

この国もだんだん変わり始めてる。これからもっと変わって行くはずだ。在日

だとか日本人だとか、そういうのは関係なくなっていくよ、きっと。だから、

おまえたちの世代は、どんどん外に目を向けて生きてくべきだ。「そうかな？」

と僕は真剣に訊いた。「ほんとに変わるかな？」オヤジはなんの根拠があるの

か、はっきりと頷いた。顔には自信満々の笑みが広がっていた。根拠？そんな

もの必要ない。思う事が大事なのだ。きっと。

This  country  is  slowly  starting  to  change.  It’ll  change  even  more  in  the  future. 

Zainichi,  Japanese,  pretty  soon,  that  won’t  matter  anymore.  So  your  generation 

should look outwards as you grow up. “Really?,” I asked, seriously. “Do you really 

think things will change?” I don’t know what evidence he had, but my dad nodded 

earnestly, with a confident smile on his face. Evidence? He didn’t need any of that. 

What’s important is to believe. Definitely.

No such optimism for Japan is found in 2019 in Me, the Container.  Dan is more 

pessimistic, or we might say practical, and feels that acceptance of minorities like him is 

not promised, or even likely. Instead, Dan, who himself traveled to India in search of 

religious  meaning,  finds  solace  in  religion,  the  promise  of  rebirth,  and  the  value  of 

learning suffering through pain.
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He has no suggestions or prescriptions for society – only the hope that someone 

will  find solace knowing that they are not the only one. The front page of his book 

contains only the following line:

全ての苦しむ人々とマイノリティーに捧ぐ

 (“Dedicated to all people who suffer, and minorities”)

And that’s it.

Modeling 

At the beginning of this chapter, I mentioned that two days after being stopped 

and harassed by the police, I was made a part of an activist T-shirt ad. I’ll continue that 

story here.

A few months before, I had attended a rally in Ikebukuro. The event was a counter-

demonstration, held by a group called Counter Racist Action Collective, or CRAC. This 

group was calling on people via social media to show up to protest Zaitokukai, a far-right 

extremist and nationalist group that purports to fight against supposed unfair benefits 

given to Zainichi Koreans in Japan.

I showed up at the time advertised on Twitter, and sure enough, the streets were 

lined with counter-protesters,  all  holding signs denouncing racism. Counter-protesters 

far outnumbered the Zaitokukai demonstrators, who were protected by police as they 

marched down the middle of the street. The whole event lasted a little over an hour, and 

after chatting with a few people, I went home.
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The next day, I was looking on Twitter for pictures of the rally to show a friend, 

and I noticed that someone had posted this tweet, along with the below picture of me 

(taken from behind):

Upon reading this, I remembered a woman handing me a card, wordlessly, and then 

walking away. This had to have been her. The tweet, though, was odd – she wrote as 
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though I had accidentally wandered onto the scene and had no idea what was going on, 

but  once  she  showed me a  card  in  English  that  said  they  were  fighting  “AGAINST 

RACISM,”  I  joined  their  march.  The  implication  was  that  because  I  was  black,  I 

sympathized with their cause. This wasn’t the case at all: I’d come knowing full well what 

was going on after reading about it online. When the woman walked up to me, I was 

already  chanting  レイシスト帰れ！(“Racists,  Go  Home!”),  in  Japanese,  with  people 

beside me.

I was not the only non-Japanese person there.  I  happened to be standing near 

several white people, who had recognized me from classes at Waseda. The same woman 

had also tweeted about other “foreign” people being there (she said that she had spoken 

to them and told them what was happening) – but I was the only one who warranted a 

picture,  and a mention of my ethnicity.  I  guessed that my blackness made me more 

politically interesting to their cause, but I decided not to jump to conclusions.

Then,  days  after  the aforementioned encounter  with the police,  my hunch was 

confirmed. I had received a message via a Japanese acquaintance who was also in CRAC, 

and  who  I  had  met  at  an  academic  conference  at  Cornell.  He  told  me  that  Noma 

Yasumichi, the de facto leader of the group, was interested in doing a photo shoot for a 

new t-shirt, and wanted me to model for it.

I thought it was weird, but I agreed, and made arrangements to meet. When I 

arrived at their office, I greeted everyone. Noma, who I’d also briefly spoken to before, 

over dinner after the aforementioned protest, was there along with a photographer. I was 

asked what size shirt I wear. I told them that I wear a Large, so they handed me a Large 

shirt, and told me to put it on. But as I took off the shirt I was already wearing in order 

to change, one of the men looked at my body and stopped me. He handed me a Small, 
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and told me to put that on instead. It was clearly too small for me, but had the effect of 

making my arms look bigger. This was clearly not about the shirt.

The photo session began.  I  was  awkward.  I’d  never  been in  front  of  a  camera 

before. So they gave me directions. Some of these came as requests: “Can you flex your 

muscles more? Fold your arms. Grit your teeth.” Others were just single word “feelings” 

that I was supposed to convey: “ゴツい、平和じゃない、ミリタント、サグ.“ (“Tough, 

violent, militant, thug”). One of the members made a request I didn’t quite get: “Give me a 

look like the cover of the Tupac album.” I didn’t know which album they meant. But I 

continued to mean-mug the camera until they were satisfied.

Then, after we’d taken several photos from various angles inside, the men said we 

should go outside. I was handed a Large shirt this time, and was led outside. We stood in 

the street and took a few shots there, and then we walked to a police station. I was told 

to stand in front of it. As I posed, some police came out of the station, and started to 
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question me. Because of my experience with police only days prior, I was nervous. But 

immediately, Noma accosted the officer, and an argument developed over whether we 

had the right to take pictures in front of the police station. Thankfully, this directed 

attention away from me. Soon, the photographer said he’d taken enough, and we left.

The shirt was announced online days later. Photos of me wearing the shirt were 

posted to promote it, before it even went on sale. A lot of the comments were focused 

not on the shirt, but on my appearance. “Is he an MMA fighter?” one user asked. “He’s 

185cm tall, and he’s wearing a size Small!” another commented.
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The politics of cool 

Later  that  same  afternoon,  the  CRAC Twitter  account  began  comparing  their 

online store to the online merchandise store of a right-wing political group, saying that 

the CRAC merchandise was much cooler.

CRAC wasn’t  wrong.  From a  design  standpoint,  the  right-winger’s  shirts  were 

objectively much less cool. The CRAC “Anti Fascist” shirt, on the other hand, is about as 

hip as one could expect a political slogan to be. It’s a mashup of the skateboard brand 

“Anti  Hero” logo,  and the red “Fascist”  slapped over  the top is  a  clear  ripoff  of  the 

ubiquitous streetwear brand Supreme box logo (which itself is a ripoff of feminist artist 

Barbara Kruger’s work). A casual viewer could be forgiven for mistaking it for a piece of 

streetwear, looking to capitalize on a trendy political moment. And in a way, that is what 

it was.224

Marketing politics 

I could attempt to interpret the purpose of using a model in advertising (eg, to 

allow the viewer to envision themselves with the product), but it would be easier to let 

the advertisers do that for us.

A few months after my photo shoot, Noma appeared on an online news segment 

about hate speech. In one segment, the host pointed to a large TV monitor set up in the 

studio, connected to Noma’s computer. On screen was the CRAC store, showing two 

photos of me wearing the “Antifascist” shirt and glaring into the camera. The host began 

talking  about  the  importance  of  fashion  in  political  movements,  praising  CRAC’s 

progress in gathering support:

 As an aside, the “Anti Fascist” logo was created by Ishiguro Keita, best known as a member of early 224

Japanese hip-hop group Kimidori.
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CRAC is  getting a  lot  of  young people,  showing them that it’s  not scary [to be 

political],  that  we  need  to  stand  up.  Design  is  really  important  for  political 

movements. So to tell customers… uh, not customers (laughs). To get people who 

want to demonstrate, CRAC is doing really well. We on the left, the old left wing, we 

really need to learn from that. To be fashionable, and bring people in…225

As  she  speaks,  the  monitor  remains  focused on the  images  of  me wearing  the 

shirts. And for the entire segment, the conversation revolved around the use of image 

and fashion to lure people away from the right-wing or “net uyo” (ネトウヨ） side to the 

“cool left” side. But opinions differed on the best way to do this. At one point, the host 

asks Noma about a sweater he is wearing – a blue hoodie with the words “No Pasaran” 

printed  in  Roman  lettering.  Another  activist  sitting  next  to  him,  Kino  Toshiki, 

immediately starts teasing him: “See? Nobody understands what that is!,” criticizing the 

effectiveness of the message. Noma tries to explain that it’s a reference to an antifascist 

movement in 1936 Spain. The host seems unmoved.

But then,  Noma zooms in the picture of  me wearing the Antifascist  shirt,  and 

everyone seems to agree:

NOMA: So, this is our “Anti fascist” shirt…

MAEKITA (an ecological activist): That’s easy to understand. Easy to understand.

NOMA: One thing we were going for was to have it serve as a replacement for a 

poster.

HOST: Ah, I see.

MAEKITA: It works as a poster, it does.

 Norikoe Net, ‘のりこえねっと in デモクラTV （=Norikoe Net in Democra TV)’ <https://225

www.youtube.com/watch?v=_2rGGVySUlk>.
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NOMA:  There  were  a  lot  of  people  wearing  this  at  the  anti-Secrecy  Law 

demonstration today.  It’s  become a  kind of  icon.  And when foreign news media 

outlets  look  at  it,  they  know what  it  is  immediately.  This  shirt  sold  around  a 

thousand  units.  From  summer  until  now,  and  it’s  spread  all  over  Japan.  Any 

demonstration you go to, it really stands out, and you see it all over the place. A new 

message has spread on its own, and we think that’s the most important effect of the 

T-shirt.

MAEKITA: I hear that it kept selling out, it was hard to get one.

NOMA: Man, the moment we put these on sale, they sold out in an hour.

HOST: Whoa! Really? That’s amazing!

MAEKITA: Wow, I should do this [for my own cause].

NOMA: We ended up having to do announcements. Like, “we’re going to restock 

and sell on such-and-such a day, at such-and-such time.”

MAEKITA: The photos are proper fashion photos.

HOST: It’s like saying, “This side is better”!

NOMA: That’s right.

HOST:  “Things  are  better  over  here.”  If  you do that,  then maybe that  makes  a 

catalyst for people to…

NOMA: Speaking of the cool/uncool issue, overseas, the neo nazi groups are fairly 

stylish.

MAEKITA: Right, right.

NOMA: And, well,  the Nazis themselves were a fairly stylish government. So it’s 

extremely  important  that  we  don’t  let  the  hate  side,  the  fascist  side,  own that. 

Fortunately  for  us,  in  Japan,  the  net-uyo people  wear  uncool  clothing,  and their 

lifestyle is uncool, so it’s good for us.
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HOST: (Pointing at the screen) Have people seen this, and come over to your side?

NOMA: Yeah.  Well,  that side is  uncool,  and this  side is  cool.  It’s  not just  these 

photos, but in various ways, in text, in music, in lifestyle, we emphasize that rather 

than discriminating, being against discrimination is way cooler. So, we’re lucky in 

Japan. In Europe, there are a lot of cool Neo Nazis.

[…] NOMA: …For example, all of the models wearing the T shirts on our site are 

ethnic minorities.

MAEKITA: Hmmm. That’s really cool.

NOMA: And we show that this side is way cooler than you. We show it in these 

pictures.

Though this exchange probably stands on its own without commentary, I’d like to 

point out here the acknowledgement that using ethnic minorities as models is effective 

marketing for ethnic Japanese majority consumers. CRAC has decided that in order to 

develop  their  movement  in  a  capitalist  society,  they  need  to  play  by  the  rules  of 

capitalism in the “branding” age. It’s not enough to announce one’s political beliefs; one 

needs to have a product. And that product can’t just be a physical one: it’s not enough to 

simply post a picture of the shirt itself. It’s much more effective to pair it with a model 

that the viewer has a desire to be like. If I can borrow from Kaneshiro here, this allows 

the majority consumer to use them as “toys” (or, borrowing from Dan, “containers”) to 

make up for their own lack of identity. CRAC is not just selling shirts, it is selling toys. 

And  it  seems  that  black  people  are  particularly  effective  toys.  Or,  to  put  it  more 

neutrally: black people are effective models.
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Death and “The Afro” 

In the early 1990s, Angela Davis was attending a performance in San Francisco. 

When she went backstage, one of the performers introduced her to her brother, who 

responded with a blank stare.  The woman scolded her brother for not knowing who 

Angela Davis was. Then, the man showed a “flash of recognition” as he realized who she 

was, and said, aloud:

“Oh…Angela Davis – the Afro.”

In her 1994 article, “Afro Images: Politics, Fashion, and Nostalgia,” Davis explores 

the life  that  the photographs taken of  her  have continued to live,  decades after  her 

period of infamy as a fugitive from the FBI. She notes how that early on, photographs of 

her, in particular the ones on her FBI “Wanted” poster, told two narratives of her, leaving 

her “little to no agency” in how she was portrayed:

On the one hand, I was portrayed as a conspiratorial and monstrous Communist 

(that  is,  anti-American)  whose  unruly  natural  hairdo  symbolized  Black  militancy 

(that is,  antiwhiteness).  Some of the first hate mail  I received tended to collapse 

“Russia”  and  “Africa.”  I  was  told  to  “go  back  to  Russia”  and  often  in  the  same 

sentence (in connection with a reference to my hair) to “go back to Africa.” On the 

other hand, sympathetic portrayals tended to interpret the image – almost inevitably 

one with my mouth wide open – as that of a charismatic and raucous revolutionary 

ready to lead the masses into battle. Since I considered myself neither monstrous 

nor charismatic, I felt fundamentally betrayed on both accounts: violated on the first 

account and deficient on the second.226

 Angela Y. Davis, ‘Afro Images: Politics, Fashion, and Nostalgia’, Critical Inquiry, 21.1 (1994), 37–45 (p. 38).226
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Much to her surprise, decades later, the latter trend of idolizing her image was the 

dominant one.

In her article, Davis examines an eight page fashion spread in the fashion section 

of the March 1994 issue of Vibe,  a hip-hop and R&B magazine aimed at young black 

readers. The spread, advertised on the front cover as “Black Power Dressing,” consists 

entirely of fashion shots modeled after actual pictures taken of Davis in the 1970s. There 

is an arrest scene featuring two policemen, a courtroom scene, and a shot with a pretend 

“Davis”  shouting  into  microphones  at  a  press  conference,  with  a  “Free  All  Political 

Prisoners” button.

The spread opens with a rework of  the FBI wanted poster that was circulated 

across the United States. Aside from the fact that the actual photos of Davis are replaced 

with photos of actress Cynda Williams (then best known for appearing in Spike Lee’s Mo 

Better Blues) dressed up in similar clothing, the page appears to be an exact copy of the 

original  poster,  right  down  to  the  signature  of  J  Edgar  Hoover.  But  there  are  two 

changes:  a  “FREE ANGELA” stamped in red across  the bottom, and a  note on the 

clothing worn in the photos:

(Left) Black scoop neck by Jan y Carlos; (Right) Dashiki top at Cheap Jack’s; glasses 

by Cutler and Gross.

Davis  is  particularly  bothered  by  this  image.  She  says  that  her  case  has  been 

“emptied of all content so that it can serve as a commodified backdrop for advertising.” 

She also notes that during the FBI campaign to capture her, “hundreds, and perhaps even 

thousands,  of  Afro-wearing  Black  women  were  accosted,  harassed,  and  arrested  by 

police” as they were mistaken for her -  because of that poster.  And now this poster, 
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which caused countless black women to live in fear, is being used “as a prop for selling 

clothes and promoting a seventies fashion nostalgia.”

Davis’  horror  at  seeing  full-page  bootlegs  of  her  life  captioned  with  a  tiny 

“ensemble by Anna Sui” is understandable. But she also seems aware of the complexity 

here: this is spread was not just an advertisement. Nor it only a crass exploitation of 

black politics for the sole consumption for white outsiders. It was primarily targeted at 

young  black  readers,  as  a  celebration  of  black  feminine  empowerment  –  yes,  a 

celebration with price tags, but a celebration nonetheless.

Particularly when it comes to black subjects, the fashionization of politics is not 

always a complete erasure or replacement (as with hip-hop, the “black” simply won’t 

wash  out).  Commercial  co-optation  is  not  always  a  binary  “either/or”  formula,  but 

potentially  a  “both/and.”  It  is  conceivable that young black women read this  fashion 

spread, and it led to them both buying a dashiki top at Cheap Jack’s and reading up on the 

true  story  of  Angela  Davis,  thus  gaining  both  a  more  stylish  wardrobe  and  a  more 

nuanced understanding of black history.  Perhaps some young black men were touched 227

as well.  And really, Davis already has a complicated relationship with those original 228

images:  the  photos  did  help  drum up public  opinion  against  her,  but  also  ignited  a 

campaign in support for her that ensured her acquittal.

 That is likely at least part of the intent, given the leadership at Vibe at the time. Though she was likely 227

unaware at the time, Vibe’s fashion editor at the time was Michaela Angela Davis (no relation), who has 
long been dedicated to the cause of empowering black women. She is a current board member of Black 
Girls Rock!, an awards show aimed at celebrating black women, and which would present Angela Davis 
with an Image Award in 2011.

 I should note that in 1994, I was 10 years old, and not quite in the Vibe demographic. But a few years 228

later, I began wearing an Afro myself, only vaguely aware of its “revolutionary” connotations. I did it 
because I thought it looked cool. Gradually, the reactions to my hair by older people (who occasionally 
called me “Angela Davis”) got me curious about the history associated with the hairstyle – and thus began 
my own interest into politics. I kept the hairstyle for a decade, when in 2010 I traded it for a high top fade, 
with the “Afrocentric” hip-hop styles of the late 1980s front of mind. That is to say: in political education, 
sometimes function comes after form.
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Similarly, it’s hard for me to wholly condemn CRAC’s use of my image. If they are 

one of precious few forces that is willing to publicly combat anti-immigrant rhetoric in 

Japan, who am I to quibble about the “proper” way to do so? If Kaneshiro, an actual 

minority,  has  trouble  figuring  out  how to  posit  and  understand  his  own  oppression 

without  leaning  on  black  people  as  models  and  signifiers,  how can  I  expect  more 

nuanced action from the Japanese majority? I don’t have any better ideas myself, anyway.

Noma notes that a lot of liberal Japanese criticize CRAC because they are loud, 

and  vulgar.  At  CRAC counterdemonstrations,  members  line  the  streets,  and  shout 

profanity at right-wing paraders, telling them to “die,” or “get out of Japan.”

But  in  his  most  recent  book,  実録・レイシストをしばき隊  (True  Record:  Racist 

Shibakitai)  in a section entitled “in Justice, ‘close enough’ is good enough” （正義はだ229

いたいでいい）, Noma takes this criticism head-on. He is fully aware that many well-

intentioned people view CRAC’s confrontational tactics to be just as bad as the vulgar 

racists’. But justice doesn’t need to be perfect, he says, or even “good.” He leans heavily 

on American philosopher John Rawls’ concept of “justice as fairness.” Racism is unfair, 

he says, and thus unjust. So, anything opposing racism is just. He rejects that there is an 

“absolute”  right  way  to  do  political  work.  So,  “close  enough”  counts  not  only  in 

horseshoes, but justice:

この社会の基本ルール、公正・平等・尊重に照らして妥当か否かを、瞬時に、か

つおおまかに判断したのだ。正義は社会が合意する公正さの尺度や取り決めで

あり、人間同士の合意である以上、その尺度に「絶対」はない。我々は月光仮

 Shibakitai is the name of a group, also organized by Noma, that preceded CRAC.229
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面のように神や仏の正義に「味方」するのではなく、だいたいの範囲で、概ね

妥当な「正義」に基づいて行動すればいいのである。

We decided, instantaneously, whether something reasonably matched up with these 

basic rules, of fairness, equality, and respect. Justice is measured by an agreement 

made by a society. And as it is an agreement made between humans, there is no 

“absolute.” We don’t have to be like [‘50s TV superhero] Moonlight Mask, being a 

Champion of Justice for God or Buddha. All we have to do is act in a reasonably 

“just” way.

I believe this applies to his “use” of black imagery, even when that “imagery” is a 

person (me). It may not be “good,” but as far as CRAC are concerned, it is justice, in the 

service of good. And when one is talking in those terms, about street-level justice, about 

using whatever it takes to recruit people to stop the violence against vulnerable people – 

it is hard to disagree.

I should also note that my image was financially lucrative for CRAC: on the CRAC 

shop’s website, it notes that each shirt includes a 300 yen donation to the cause. If, as 

Noma said, CRAC sold over a thousand shirts, that represents multiple thousands of 

dollars in donations to support CRAC’s work – work whose general thrust I agree with. I 

can’t take complete credit for these sales: as mentioned above, it is genuinely a cool shirt.  

But, why should I nitpick the work of a group that is trying to help people? If I was able 

to contribute in some small way, isn’t that “good enough”?

The Image of Death 

I do think it is possible for non-black people – American, Japanese, or otherwise –

to plead the case for their pet political project without having to rely on the ideological 
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crutch that is the use of black people. I also think it is necessary to do so as soon as 

possible. I just don’t know how that will happen.

Angela Davis seems to have a similar dilemma. At the end of her article, quoting 

Frederic Jameson, Davis suggests:

Particularly in relation to African American historical images, we need to find ways 

of incorporating them into “social and political memory, instead of using [them] as a 

substitute which encourages the atrophy of such memory.”230

But she gives no prescription for how to do this. And 25 years on, it doesn’t seemed 

to have happened yet. To this day, black historical images are still just as easily used in 

the US. Three years after Davis published her article musing on the use of black political 

figures for commercial purposes, Apple would debut their “Think Different” campaign, 

which used an image of  Martin Luther  King,  Jr.  to  get  people  to switch away from 

Windows PCs to a Macintosh. And in 22 years, Beyoncé would appear on stage during 

the Super Bowl Halftime show in revolutionary chic costume, surrounded by dancers 

wearing black leather jackets in an obvious throwback to the Black Panthers. There was 

no verbal political content to this performance: simply existing on stage in these outfits 

was enough for it to be deemed “courageous” by many pop culture commentators. If this 

is happening in a country where black Americans actually live, it would be unrealistic to 

expect it to stop in Japan.

This provides me with another opportunity to bring up once again that neither 

xenophobia,  nor  the  “positive”  exploitation  of  black  people  is  a  uniquely  Japanese 

practice. In reading Kaneshiro’s GO,  for example, I don’t think it is productive to be 

 Davis, p. 45.230
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upset at a Zainchi author for “using” black people. Instead, I think that we should be 

awed at how influential US social norms must be to cause an almost identical effect to 

what Davis is describing, halfway across the world. Again, I would remind the reader of 

what I said in the introduction about Japanese racism – it says a lot about US hegemony 

that Kaneshiro has trouble conceiving of revolution without thinking of black Americans 

as a reference point.

Throughout her article, Davis hesitates to truly condemn anyone, or even to draw 

any major conclusions. Instead, she simply reports on this strange phenomenon, all the 

while being open about how uncomfortable it makes her. Some of this discomfort may 

have been a realization that, according to Frederic Jameson, she was “dead”:

Yet  today,  from  any  number  of  distinct  perspectives,  the  social  theorists,  the 

psychoanalysts, even the linguists, not to speak of those of us who work in the area 

of culture and cultural and formal change, are all exploring the notion that this kind 

of individualism and personal identity is a thing of the past; that the old individual or 

individualist subject is “dead”; and that one might even describe the concept of the 

unique individual and the theoretical basis of individualism as ideological.231

The  above  is  from  Frederic  Jameson’s  1983  “Postmodernism  and  Consumer 

Society.” But I’ll step back a moment here. In her article, Davis describes much of the 

Vibe photo spread as “pastiche,” quoting a definition found in Jameson’s article:

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the wearing of a 

stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, 

 ‘Postmodernism and Consumer Society’, in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture (New York: 231

New Press, 2002), pp. 111–25 (p. 115).
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without parody’s ulterior motive, without the satirical impulse, (…). Pastiche is blank 

parody, parody that has lost its sense of humor…232

It is one thing to philosophize, as Jameson does, on the notion that the “death of 

the  subject”  might  be  a  misnomer,  as  perhaps  the  bourgeois  individual  “never  really 

existed in the first place; there have never been autonomous subjects of the type.”

But it is quite another to open up a R&B magazine and realize that you are the 

“stylistic mask,” you are the trope, you are “the subject” which has always been a symbol, 

you are a word in a dead language, you are dead.

In reading Jameson myself, I can’t help but be convinced that I was dead on arrival 

in  Japan  (I  already  knew that  I  was  dead  in  America).  I  am not  “me”;  I  am just  a 

container,  a  symbol,  a  word in  a  dead language that  Kaneshiro  needs  to  understand 

himself, and that Dan has had shouted at him since he was a child, but that he does not 

feel comfortable speaking. Just as Davis’ photo caused both hatred and inspiration, my 

simple presence caused either suspicion (on the part of the police) or inspiration (on the 

part of the activists).

To be clear here, I don’t mean in any way to put myself on the same level as Angela 

Davis.  The only thing I can confidently say that I share with Davis is her feeling of 

unworthiness:  if  she,  an  activist  who  was  doing  the  physically  dangerous  work  of 

revolutionary struggle in the 1960s, felt “deficient” being portrayed as a revolutionary 

leader,  then  I,  as  a  partially-literate  guy  who  happened  to  show  up  to  a  single 

demonstration, most certainly feel “deficient” as a model for antiracist movements in 

Japan.

 Davis, p. 42.232
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But  the  fact  that  I  could  function  both  as  a  threat  to  the  police  and  as  an 

inspiration for activists – in the same week – shows that for black “models” in Japan, the 

bar truly is quite low. Anybody can be a container. We’re all dead anyway.

Finally: a note on writing oneself into a dissertation 

I want to address why I decided to write about my own experience: because I want 

to acknowledge my own position as the writer of this study. I want to address, on a meta 

level, the place of the observer in a study of any cultural text. I want to emphasize that, 

just as my identity, my appearance, and my body affect how I am able (or unable) to move 

in the real world in Japan, one’s identity, appearance, and body can also affect how I am 

able (or unable) to move in their analysis of a cultural text. Put nicely, one might say that 

I  have  a  “unique  insight.”  Put  not-so-nicely,  one  could  say  that  I  have  a  “bias.” 

Theoretically this applies to any researcher, but because of who I am, I am more likely to 

be charged with a failure to be neutral.

That  word  –  neutral.  Neutrality  is  the  exclusive  domain  of  the  majority.  More 

specifically,  straight  cisgender  white  men  are  assumed  to  be  dispassionate,  neutral 

observers, the ones best situated to interpret phenomena. When the writer is a woman, 

or queer, or colored, they are assumed to be emotional, irrational, and biased.233

So, I was hesitant to even mention my own experience here: because I know the 

trend. I know my audience. Early in my career as a scholar, I was repeatedly disappointed 

by fellow scholars’ responses to the subject of my study. Not my findings, but the subject 

itself.  At one conference,  a  fellow scholar  told me that black people have an inborn 

rhythm sense that Japanese people do not have – thus making hip-hop, reggae,  and 

 There is a difference between the white researcher’s liberal hand-wringing over the appropriateness of 233

their intruding into a brown person’s sacred living space and the black researcher talking about police 
violence that they experience in “the field.” In my experience, the former is often met with a pat on the 
back for being progressive or “woke,” and the latter is met with derision.

246



other  black music  unsuitable  for  Japanese people.  At  the University  of  Chicago,  the 

white moderator of my panel had no questions about my work, but simply remarked that 

I seemed “angry.”234

It’s worse when I talk about my encounter with Japanese police. The conversation 

that ensues is rarely productive. I have been told that I must have somehow provoked 

the police officer. I’ve been told that I should not complain, because Japanese police are 

much nicer (and presumably less deadly) to black people than American police. These are 

reactions I have seen from the majority – whether layperson or academic, Japanese or 

American.

I say all of that to say this: I don’t think one needs to be black to write about right-

wing hip-hop, or left-wing appropriation of black political imagery. But unlike a white 

writer, or a Japanese writer, or a Zainichi writer, I do not have the privilege of writing 

about black people in the abstract, as one would write about mathematics. The moment 

I write about race, I am assumed to have some skin in the game. Of course, everyone 

does. But, I might as well make it clear that I do.

 That being said, other fields have been similarly disappointing. During the question-and-answer period 234

of a hip-hop studies conference I presented at, a black scholar said that they were unsurprised at hearing 
about racism in Japan, because a Korean American grocer in their neighborhood had been repeatedly mean 
to them.
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Final Chapter 

2020: Hindsight?

In  this  dissertation,  I  have  made  an  effort  to  describe  how black  people  are 

consumed and processed in Japan. At its strangest and most egregious, this processing 

has manifested itself in the form of nationalist hip-hop that is shown in the first chapter. 

But, as I have shown in subsequent chapters, this is a perfectly predictable occurrence. 

The groundwork laid by the mid-90s freak-out over race, and the mid-70s obsession with 

black politics before that, and the legacy of US hegemony in Japan before that, created 

an environment where this was bound to happen.

In my introduction, I mentioned an article in which Takahashi Fujitani analyzed 

the now-infamous Reischauer memo. Fujitani notes that after this memo, Reischauer 

later went on to become one of the “founding fathers of East Asian studies — especially 

Japanese studies.” Reischauer’s did not remain behind the scenes for long. He served as 

the U.S. ambassador to Japan from 1961 to 1966. As such, Fujitani reminds us, he was 

“one of the central architects of the cold war U.S.-Japan relationship.”

Thus, looking back, we should keep in mind that Takeshi Kitano’s Brother and the 

rap song it  spawned, Yutsuko Chusonji’s  Wild Q  ,  Emori Ai’s  album covers,  Golgo 13’s 

political exploits, and Kaneshiro’s experiments with Zainichi literature, as well as the 

most  of  the other  of  the artistic  works  and efforts  named in this  dissertation,  exist 

within the tradition, and the context, of Reischauer’s work, and the American colonial 

project. So does this dissertation. So do I.

I have had my troublesome academic lineage in mind as I have tried to point out 

connections that have always existed but have been generally ignored, and to add some 
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new context that other studies have thus far missed. Even saying that, I am aware that 

there is a lot of context that this dissertation misses.

For example, the topic of gender is one that is constantly present throughout this 

dissertation, but it is generally explored through the angle of the anxieties of men (eg 

penis size, or access to white or Japanese women). Often, in the popular understanding 

of hip-hop, women are relegated to an objectified role. Sometimes, hip-hop is criticized 

for using women as sexy window dressing in videos. The flip side of this is a tendency of 

a  scholar  spotlighting  a  female  MC  in  a  strained  effort  to  show  the  “progressive” 

potential of the genre – a trend among scholars that I have already criticized in previous 

chapters. But even this is rare, and women are often assumed to be only consumers of 

hip-hop. I’ve implicitly shown this not to be the case, in the case of Yutsuko Chusonji. 

She was a driving force behind the production of hip-hop culture, and the introduction 

of popular black culture to Japan. But there is much more to be said here. For example, 

there is the fact that a majority of popular-market, anthropological writing on the black 

experience in America was not by Japanese men, but by Japanese women – Yoshida Ruiko 

is only one of many. Anyone glancing at the liner notes of American hip-hop records that 

were released in Japan would notice that many of the lyric translators were women. If 

you were Japanese, and interested in knowing about black culture, there was a very good 

chance that a woman gave you that introduction.

Put  plainly,  however,  this  dissertation is  male-centered.  Any scholar  specifically 

interested in issues of gender in the Japanese hip-hop scene would have a lot of room to 

contribute here. It’s also important to note that while I’ve focused on black American 

influence/consumption  in  the  Japanese  scene,  there  is  a  lot  to  be  said  about  other 

influence  on  the  scene.  Though  Marvin  D Sterling’s  Babylon  East  focuses  mainly  on 

reggae  and  Jamaican  influence,  his  exploration  of  the  black  diasporia’s  influence  in 
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Japanese reggae scenes also provides some hints for the hip-hop scene as well (e.g. the 

constant use of the concept of “Babylon” in early ’90s Japanese hip-hop). But beyond 

even that, there are important stories to be told about, say, the Filipino presence on the 

jazz,  funk,  and  disco  scenes  of  Japan.  Chicano  rap’s  influence  on  Japan  is  largely 

unexplored, and a good study of this (say, taking on Yokohama, the lowrider scene, and 

Homie Kei) would take the topic of race from a study of the triangular navigation of the 

white-black-Japanese into something more even complicated, and even more interesting.  

There also seems to be a hesitation to really take on the issue of black fetishism of Asian 

cultures in general – ranging from the appreciation of kung-fu flicks that birthed Wu-

Tang Clan to the current ubiquity of anime references in current hip-hop. Any scholar 

willing  to  specifically  take  up the  sort  of  backwards  Orientalism among some black 

artists that passes for “appreciation” of Asia, and tie it to historical black intellectual and 

popular longing for a “model” for alternative modernity (eg Japan pre-WWII), and then 

put that into conversation with the sorts of popular histories uncovered in this study – 

would find some very interesting threads. These are all things I plan to work on in the 

future, but I also hope that some other scholar would take these up in ways that I could 

not even conceive. There is a lot to be done here.

I have pointed out what I find to be problems and oversights in the work of other 

scholars.  These  problems  are  often  endemic  to  the  field  of  East  Asian  Studies  in 

particular and Area Studies in general. I have also pointed out similar issues that exist in 

neighboring disciplines, such as Cultural Anthropology, and younger fields, like Hip-Hop 

Studies. But I am not immune to the the inherent problems of my field, and despite my 

best efforts, I expect that I must have made similar mistakes. I can only hope that at 

some point, someone will think of my work as at least useful enough to criticize it with 

similar attention.
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