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Guest Speech

Minority Group in America:
What I would like to tell the Japanese People
by
Anthony J. Cortese

Japan generally does not import American cars, American electronics,
or much of America’ dairy products, but it certainly appears to be the
case that Japan does import American racism. (For a detailed analysis of
American influence of Japanese racism, see Russell 1990.) On September 2
1,1990, Japan’s Minister of Justice, Seiroku Kajiyama, made a comment
comparing prostitutes in Tokyo’'s Shinjudu Kabukicho ”red-light” district
to American blacks. After nspecting the area during a ”sting” operation,
Kajiyama told reporters: "It is like in America when neighberhoods
become mixed because blacks move in and whites are forced out...Prosti-
tutes ruin the atmosphere in the same way.” Asked how he sees the
increasing number of prostitutes there, Kajiyama said:”Coins of inferior
quality always replace the good ones. It is like the blacks encroaching
into the whites’ districts in America.”

Because of Japan’s vibrant economy and the rising power of the Japa-
nese Yen, Japan has come into global prominence. Especially in the past
fifteen years, Japan has become an increasingly major player in the
international community. The Japanese have a word for it--kokusaika. It
has many contexts but means internationalization and it has become a
household word in postmodern Japan. Japanese society has been able to
Westernize, at the same time keeping a strong sense of nationalism, its
own unique identity. Just as remarkable as Japan’s keen trakition to
preserve “racial purity” is the fact that until relatively recent times

Japanese culture and society developed in comparative isolation.

L

Inevitably, of course, Japan’s emergence as a major international
economic and cultural force has meant that more and more Japanese have

contact with foreigners. The number of Japanese who live abroad for

business reasons is large and steakily growing. Moreover, foreign
travel has now become common even among Japanese of relatively modest
income. As a resuly of this increased contact with the rest of the
world, the number of truly cosmopolitan Japanese is far larger now than
it was a generation or so ago.

But the Japanese are not as cosmopolitan as they sometimes would
like the world to believe. Kajiyama’s comment was not merely a slip of
the tongue. 1 believe that it represents a deepseated racism in
certainly not all but a great number of Japanese people. I am happy to
report that I have found no such beliefs within Japanese academia.
Nevertheless, Kajiyvama-san was not the first Japanese politician to
publicly make such narrow-minded statements. In 1986, then Prime
Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone made headlines by blaming the “"considerable
number of blacks, Puerto Ricans and Mexicans” for the decline of

’”

"American intelligence levels.” Two years later, Mr. Michio Watanabe,
then chairman of the LDP’S Policy Board, strongly implied that black
Americans were irresponsible about repaying their financial debts. Such

statements are not isclated incidents, for they are embedded in negafive

, patoninzing and demeaning stereotypes of blacks that perpetuate
virtually all aspects of Japanese discourse on black people.(Russell 189
0)

Kajiyama’s comment is especially regrettable nor only becaunse of
his prominent position as Minister of Justice but also because of
Japan’s world-wide influence and strength. The world now looks to Japan
, not only to learn economics, but also concerning such issues as race
(jinshu). The Minister of Justice is charged with the enforcement of

Japanese

law as well as the protection of human rights. This makes his

e [



statement even more ironic. First, Kajiyama compared blacks to prosti-

tution, a proffession that carries virtually universal condemnation.

Second, he implied that blacks were "had” in saying that “bad money

drives ‘out good money.”
"1 have already stated that I believe Kajiyama’s statement is based

on American racism. Thus, the Japanese do not create racial slurs; they

merely repeat them. That is not to say that Kajiyama is not respensible

for his own comment. In fact, I pelieve he is. Nevertheless, Kajiyvama

was saying what many Americans feel but are afraid to say. In the United
States, there is the stereotype that when blacks begin to move into a
previously all-white neighborhood, it will start to erode. Property
values go kown, crime increases, and the efficacy of the area, in gene-
ral, is quickly worn away. Social science research has sometimes
supported this contention. As racial residential ‘integration increases,
real estate values decrease.

It is crucial to note, however, that when this occurs, blacks may

not be the cause of the problen. Instead, there is white prejudice
and fear of blacks. The situation may develop as follows.

A white

toward

Please imagine an all-white upper-middle class suburb. family

moves out. A black family purhases the house and moves in. It is

important to realize that this black family, like its new white neigh-

bors, is also upper-middle class. Otherwise, they would not be able to

afford the house. The whites in the neighborhood are fearful that the

neighborhood will deteriorate. They are prejudiced against blacks and

stereotype them. They believe that all‘blacks are lazy, ignorant, dirty
, and drug addicts. They are blind to the personal characteristics of

their new black people. They begin to leave the neighborhook. This 1is

sometimes called “"white flight.” But when whites move out, other poten-
cial white customers, out of fear and ignorance, refuse to buy and live

in a racially mixed neighborhood. Realtors are soon forced to drop the

¢

L)

prices on_the houses in order to sell. With lower prices, other blacks,

perhaps with more modest incomes, are able to afford the homes and start

to move into the neighborhood. The neighborhood becomes more and more

black. There are good and bad people of all races. Some of the black’

people who move in may convey some of the stereotypical images that

white people hold about blacks. As the economic base of the neighbor-

hood collapses, it becomes run down. Crime appears and the area becomes

undesirable, not only to whites, but to blacks as well.

This phenomenon can be referred to as the self-fulfilling prophecy.

The situation actually becomes as bad as one thought it would be. But

.this is not to say that blacks are the cause of the problem. The United

States is ruled by a white male cognitive and value system. It believes

that it is the only system, and, thus, by definition, is blind to other
systems, '

including those of women, blacks, Mexican Americans, and Japa-

nese Americans. Moreover, it is an ironic characteristic of those who

hold sterotypes that they are themselves seldom aware that they do.

(Russell 1990.) This racist system has only relatively recently relin-

quished official racial segregation and other types of blatant discrimi-

nation. De facto segregation and institutional discrimination, however,

still exist. 1In short, the United States still has a long way to go

before it achieves racial equality.
The Japanese learn about American race relations in four different

.w,ays: (1) formal education; (2) the mass media--television, radio, news-

papers and other pint media, and cinema; (3) American visitors to Japan

(the majority of whom are white); and (4) personal or vicarious experi-

ence from visits to the United States. I believe that Kajiyama-san,

like many Japanese, really does not know American blacks; eotherwise he

would not have made such a racially insensitive statement. He made his

statement without having all the facts. He was judging before all the

evidence was presented. He was pre-judging;

this is what the word




-

“"prejudice” means.

Japanese racism against blacks can be found not only in the talk of

Japan’s conservative political leaders but also in the policies of
Japanese companies in the United States.d Robert Cole’s 1988 study of
the location and employment patterns of United States-based auto firms
strongly implies that they avoid black communities and are reluctant

.

to hire blacks because of stereotypes that they are ’lazy’ and

"indifferent.” Thus, what originally began as Japanese discrimination

against blacks in Japan has now taken on even more dismaying shades as
Japanese firms carry anti-black racism to the United States.

Black stereotypes are also located in Japan’s trade relationship
with South Africa, the mass media’s distorted representaion of blacks
and in the attitudes of private citizens. TFor example, Russell’s
1889 survey of Japanese college students on their image of blacks
revealed the majority associated blacks with athletics, the entertain-
ment industry and crime. Few had any knowledge of the American Civil
Rights movement, South African apartheid, or classic or contemporary
blacks literature. Thus, Japanese anti-black racism goes much deeper
than the verbal blunders and miscues of Japan’s traditionalistic leaders
, "for these are merely superficial if glaring manifestations of a Japa-
nese insensitivity which exist in more latent and unrecognized form in
other media” (Russell 1990:4)

In my courses on ’Minorities in a Society’ here at Nanzan and at
Ai-Kyo-Dai, I am working to change this. I am teaching Japanese students
extensively about the Civil Rights movement, as well as south African
apartheid, Mexican Americans, and media images of American Minoriries.

The Japanese seem to misunderstand the reality of American cultural
diversity. I have discovered that many of my students hold misconcep-
tions. There is a tendency to view America as essentially white. Some

of my Japanese students have expressed shock at the preponderance of

blacks and Hispanics during their visits to the United Stataes. My
Fulbright project is entitled: "Ethnic Diversity in the United States:
Tradition and Revolt.” It has been my goal to demonstrate, in my c?urses
, the importance of cultural diversity tso the democratic grocess in the
United States; I also teach my Japanese students about the history of
Western anti-black racism. They have already begun to recognize and
question their exposure to black stereotypes; they are also coming.t?
terms with their own blind assumptions about American ethnic minOf%tles.

That Japanses should assume that black contributions to American
culture is limited to their roles as domestics, musicians, athletes, and
street-wise hustlers is understandable given the mass media images that
white America feeds Japan. But besides that, many Japanese believe that
their’s ia a homogeneous society free of racism, a position belied by
the discrimination faced not only by blcks and other gaijin but also
Japan’s “resident” Korean, Ainu, Burakumin, and South East Asian popu-
lations whose exposure to the socio-economic consequences of Japanese
discrimination far exceeds that experiences by American blacks (Russell
1990). |

1t is deplorable that Japan refuses to admit and dissolve its ow?
form of racism. The typical response has been to explicitly den? racism
and sexism, to plead ignorance or an absence of malice, while still
holding the beliefs they seemingly reject. Japan, for examplet has y?t
to officially acknowledge and confront its own hostile anti-Asian racism

ophobia. N

" xi: ZS clear from the extremely forceful and relentless criticism of

i urse and
Kajiyama’s comment, that Japan must assume that the disco

i settling
behavior of their rightist political leaders can have un

i itical activity
international repercussions. No longer 1s Japanese pol

rstanding of the
for domestic consumption only. Japan needs greater unde

. , more than ever,
cultures of the global powers and vice versa. Now




Japan should reject its dangerous faith on prefabricated images and
educate itself about the educational, cultural, and economic institu-
tions of ethnic minorities that have contibuted to the depth of American
culture and growth of American society and which continue to functidn
and flourish despite the persistent hurdle of American racism.

While it is likely that most Japanese racism is created from
ignorance, this does not make it any less undersirable or mitigate its

emotional and socio-economic impact on its victims. Reeducation -is

needed, no matter how painful or costly. I hope that Japan will be able ﬁ%f&%ﬂ

to establish strong, mutually beneficial bonds with a ethnic minorities - :

, as well as the entire American community, in the 1990s. 0 ‘ HYFT7 - ITNT IS4 b BEAZTEED_a2-X - Ly -, B3IBA2BEIL %
- In conclusion, Japan can either move toward kokusaika(internatio- 4., UHHEEEILE DS WITEERNRERATAIHETCLAY. BEHEDDBEA

nalization) and become a world leader in race relations or it can ODEE Lo THEEDWRLDIIANE LA, TEHIE, 45 X2BDBXAD

retreat to seclusionism and exclusionism with a "mo ippai” mentality. ‘ BHE A TEAEERIZRFLAVWEZZTIEBDEY, cOLoar, BFEAREHA

I know from personal experience that the Japanese have a lot to offer L TiEnwAsnwWash o a T FTEEBI O AotEbh, TEESER)

the world so I hope that they opt for the former. ROBNTWEST, BIHERBLTSHD. Z2IXEENEE 2O 2o W TR,

TERXEREINSND. VEeOOFAEZHTILEAELWLW S LTEN. HYFT
CTANT IS4 FPEBELLTETTES LR, BRXEMTOMHEHERBEZRDDL S
EHEDPLTWLZETHAEWTLE I D, FHREZESEHFBELTVWILITHERD
BIHL., BORDRBRUDILEE>TWET, (HEHEFA ATFEL)
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