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Being African in Japan

I am sure Japanese people are well aware of
the label ‘Cool Japan’ that had gained popularity
overseas. This label has even spread to my country
South Africa where most people in my country,
especially the younger generation perceive Japan
as the definition of a coo/ country as popularized
by cultural products such as anime, and off-course
companies such as Nintendo. Thus when I decided
to come to Japan, I was met with echoes of envy
from my peers who expressed how ‘lucky’ I am
to be going to a country that would be so ‘cool’.
However older people greeted my decision with
skepticism based on the Japanese’s government
rumored support of apartheid, as much as things
have changed in my country this is one of the few
rumors that continue to exist amongst the knowl-
edgeable in my country.

Doing research on what it would be like to be
a foreigner in Japan, I immediately turned to the
internet. I was confronted with loads of informa-
tion, some websites and blogs being positive about
the experience of being a foreigner in Japan, whilst
other being down right negative. My initial search
led me to articles written by the infamous Debito
Arudou, who detailed his experience in Japan as
being a foreigner and especially being a foreigner
who had earned Japanese citizenship. As much as
this information was informative, I was more in-
terested in what it would be like being an African/
Black person in Japan.

The internet yet again provided with a stream of
information from people of the African Diaspora

who had traveled or lived in Japan. To be frank

Busi Puseletso Nkopane

most websites , forums or blogs that I encountered
written by African/Black people who had relative
experience in Japan were very critical of Japanese
perception of African and black people. I was ex-
posed to stories of Japanese entertainers fondness
of doing ‘blackface’ during the Obama campaign
(which in every other liberal country is offensive to
African/Black people) and the other figure of much
debate was the infamous Bobby Ologun , whom
many accused of perpetuating the ‘darkie stere-
otype’. However the most stand out report that I
read was by Eric Johnson’s On the Road ro Apart-
heid? Japan and the Steve McGowan Case, about an
incident concerning an African-American man and
his South African friend being denied entry to a
store in Osaka in 2004 and thereafter deciding to
pursue a case of racial discrimination. After read-
ing this article I was prepared for the worse and
accepted that I would possible be a victim of some
form of discrimination in Japan.

With this information I found in regards to Jap-
anese perception of African/Black people, I became
weary of my decision to come to Japan. Fortunate-
ly after having had a discussion with a university
professor of mine, a black man from Ghana who
had earned his masters degree in Japan I decided to
stick to my initial decision. Furthermore drawing
from my own personal experience of being the only
black child in my grade in high school and living
in a predominately white suburb in Cape Town, I
thought I would be able to survive any hardship or
discrimination I would encounter.

After the initial excitement of finally arriving in
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Japan, I was transplanted to my current location
and occupation as being an ALT in Ibaraki. My
first day at school I heard whispers amongst stu-
dents who were surprised that firstly, I was African
and secondly I was an African who spoke English.
I understood their astonishment as they seemed to
have an image of Africa and Africans as being riled
in poverty and an uneducated population. I begun
to wonder where their assumption of Africa and
African’s came from, the first answer was the global
mainstream media , who have often been accused
of perpetuating certain images of Africa and Afri-
cans.

Then again after being able to conquer kana a
few months later, I was horrified by a text book I
found used for social studies whereby the popula-
tion of South America was mulato (a derogatory
term) and Africans was referred to as negroid (a
derogatory term) with an accompanying dismal
two pages about Africa which were filled with de-
piction of poor poverty-stricken and uneducated
natives. Besides the content and depiction of Afri-
can and other people of color were depicted in this
particular textbook, I was more frustrated by my
colleague (the teacher using the above —mentioned
textbook) who couldn’t seem to understand my
visible frustration at the textbook in question and
furthermore didn’t seem to comprehend how of-
fensive words like ‘negro’ and ‘negroid’ would be
offensive to a African/Black person. That day I im-
mediately decided that Japanese people and society
had possibly deserved their label as being, ‘cultural
insensitive’, ‘ignorant’ or in extreme cases ‘racist’
but I was particularly saddened by the fact that
young Japanese would not understand the histori-
cal weight behind words like ‘negroid’ that are be-
ing so carelessly used in their textbook.

As I ventured outside school parameters and
met Japanese people, who heard I was from South
Africa. Their immediate reaction was being puz-
zled as they didn’t know whether South Africa was
a country or a continent, and the locals who were
interested in Africa would ask questions such as
‘How is it to live in the wild with wild animals?” or
“Why is Africa so poor?’, which are questions that

would need a lot of patience and time to explain.
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Off-course like every other foreigner I had to suffer
being glared at on the train, it is in those moment
of being so intensely stared at and being an South
African women well aware of my history I often
pondered if such an experience on the train  was
anywhere near what Saartjie Baartman also known
as the ‘Hottentot Venus’, being treated as a figure
of spectacle, subjection and objectification. I later
decided my experience on the train in Japan is not
anywhere near what Saartjie Baartman experienced
as a human exhibit in Europe but it did remind me
of past experiences that Africans had to endure.
Even whilst walking in more ‘urban areas’ as com-
pared to my small town , I often stared at even by
young people who I would think have had more
exposure to foreign culture and people and there-
after hear whispers of comparison to every other
African/Black celebrity who are popular at the mo-
ment like Beyonce or Rihanna . As flattering as this
may be I often want to turn around and say I bare
no resemblance to those women whatsoever but
then again I heard that this was to be expected as a
black person in Japan —always being compared to
some random African/Black celebrity.

Whilst in Japan I have often encountered other
Africans, such as in a town not so far away where
I made acquaintances with two Nigerian men. I
remember them telling me stories as how they felt
they were perceived as criminal and in an isolated
incident being refused service or help , my conver-
sation with these two men reminded me of a long-
held truism amongst people of the African Di-
aspora that is “you have to work twice as hard , to
prove you are half as good...”. Upon hearing this,
my first response was pure frustration of being in a
populous of seemingly naive and ignorant people.
However I have made a decision not to be deterred
by any bad experiences or hearing of bad experi-
ences as it has been a dream of mine to explore and
possible understand the land of the rising sun.

In all honesty though there is often times when
I am frustrated the alienation that one does feel
being a foreigner or better yet an African person in
Japan. I often joked to another foreigner who lives
near by (a Canadian girl who unlike me has never

had to answer about absurd or ignorant questions
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about her country) that I should take the ‘foreigner
survival route’ that is more preferred by certain
foreigners living here in Japan. That is — only be-
friending other foreigners, surrounding myself
with all things foreign and making no attempt to
speak Japanese, nor attempt to understand Japa-
nese culture or society and to never befriend any
Japanese person. Many foreigners , including fel-
low South Africans , I've met seemed to be living
such a lifestyle and I suppose it would be easier for
me to do so too, at least with other foreigners in
Japan regardless of their nationalities they are well
aware of my country and hold no negative stere-
otypes or perceptions of Africans.

Inspired by numerous African/Black people who
have broken boundaries and stereotypes and even
those who continue to do so, I have come to the
decision that whilst I am in Japan I will take any
opportunity to break any assumptions and stere-
otypes that Japanese had of any African/Black peo-
ple. Therefore I volunteer at a local English circle
whereby I introduced my country and its history
to a group of interesting women, and since then
P've had many interesting discussion with this my
circle of women whereby we have discussed eve-
rything from apartheid, post-apartheid and being
a foreigner in Japan. I enjoy this experience as I
see it a small step in bridging the ‘cultural divide’
using English. Furthermore because of my friend-
ship with these women I have also become aware
of some inequalities that exist within Japan, which
I sometimes compare to those in my country and
we have often discussed and compared how people
in my country and Japan deal with such problem.
Even in my current occupation I try to introduce
as much as possible about Africa/Africans/Black
history and culture to my students.

Two recent examples I can think of, is firstly my
students fondness of reggae music and Bob Mar-
ley. I once conducted a lesson whereby we listened
to my favorite Bob Marley song ‘Buffalo Soldier’,
which in many ways explains the African Diaspora
and slavery I explained the lyrics and the content
of the song. The second example grew from my

observation of the popularity of Barrack Obama’s

slogan “YES WE CAN!" amongst my students (even
though they didn’t understand the full intent of
the slogan); I first relayed Obama’s history about
his father being a Kenyan man and then proceeded
to explain the Civil Rights Movement in America
and the Anti-Apartheid in South Africa. Although
my students may not understand the magnitude of
some of these events and figures in African/Black
history I do hope they have gained some under-
standing and other perspectives, and will hopefully
continue to remember these lessons even after they
have left school.

I realize as compared to other African people
living here in Japan, I may have more opportunity
to share my culture(s) and history with people.
Fortunately I'm in a position not so demanding of
my time and I have no dependents, as compared
to some Africans who are raising families here in
Japan or obligated to provide some form of sup-
port to their families back home , so I can dedicate
some of my time here in Japan towards some form
of mutual cultural education. I hope that other
African people here in Japan if they have the time
to do so, are also sharing information about their
culture and history to Japanese people they have
met. I've also met some Japanese people who are
truly interested in Africa and are well aware of Af-
rican history and cultures. I've also met member of
Japanese civil society groups that are dedicated to
the eradication of inequalities that continue to per-
sist not only in Africa but in Asia too. Their efforts
have not only proved to very impressive especially,
compared to what I read about Japan and Japa-
nese people beforehand but hopefully break the
perception that I've heard murmured by not only
foreigners in Japan but by some even in my own
country as Japan being an apathetic country in in-
ternational affairs. Either way I hope one day that
Japanese citizens will be hold positive perceptions
of Africa and Africans and I do hope that Africans
feel welcomed and understood by Japanese society.
In conclusion I hope there is a day where we reach
mutual understanding and respect between African

and Japanese society.
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