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Crossing Shibuya

Laurence Breiner

(Visiting Professor at the University of Tokyo / Boston University)

During my time as visiting professor
in American Studies at the University
of Tokyo, I have been teaching cours-
es on the English-speaking Carib-
bean. Out of the dialogue with my
students and colleagues come many
unexpected and welcome insights.
One example: in talking about the role
of Rastafarians in Jamaican society, I
surprised myself by using the expres-
sion "illiterate intellectuals" —a notion
that had never entered my mind
before. Where had it come from? A
few days later, while crossing through
the Shibuya scramble to the Hachiko
exit, it hit me. In Japan I am myself an
illiterate intellectual.

It should come as no surprise that
my experience of Japan affects how

I understand Caribbean culture. In
my classes, we repeatedly employ
the concept of creolization, a concept
that enables us to trace the processes
by which cultures impact upon one
another, and also to recognize the
results or products of those impacts.
For historical and geographical
reasons the Caribbean is a kind of
museum of creolization. The whole
region shared the experience of a long
colonization during which people
from Europe dominated people from
Africa and Asia on American ground.
But there were many different colo-
nizers, and there are many islands, so
in a fairly small geographical area we
can see now clear examples of how
several identifiable variables (such

as religion, economics, demography)
affected the outcome of a shared
experience of creolization.
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But the usefulness of any power-
ful analytic instrument depends on
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control. It may be exciting to recog-
nize stolen bits of one culture hid-
den away in another, but for the term
creolization to be useful it has to refer
to something more precise than bor-
rowing. The usual way to ensure that
is by emphasizing that creolization
is about the results of "long term"
contact between cultures. It is not
concerned with the appeal of exotic
novelties, but with the results of the
more domestic, more intimate engage-
ment with persistent difference in the
immediate surroundings.

For that reason it helps to keep in
mind the most intimate basis for the
concept, biological creolization. In
cross-cultural sexual relationships the
dynamics and the products are (rela-
tively) easy to sort out, and bearing
that model in mind keeps us honest
when we take up the more elusive
matter of cultural creolization, which
is not just opportunistic and tempo-
rary borrowing, but a process of inter-
action. The crossing of bloodlines is
mirrored in the crossing of cultural
lines. And just as miscegenation can
be frightening to many people, societ-
ies open to cultural creolization usu-
ally also include a counter-discourse
concerned with assertions about
authenticity and purity of blood, of
identity, of nationhood.

Creolization often generates an
inclination and willingness to borrow,
and it also generates instruments to
facilitate borrowing. For example the
Japanese written language (if I may
oversimplify) is a visibly creolized
product of long-term interaction with
Chinese culture. But it has also devel-
oped in katakana a second syllabary
that makes borrowing from other lan-
guages very easy. In the creole spirit
of this writing system, Japanese com-

puter users have now readily adopted
the use of romaji as the language of
| typing.

It has been exciting to watch my stu-
dents absorb the idea of creolization

and its implications, and then experi-
ment with applying it to Japanese
culture. The challenge, as I suggested
earlier, is to keep the discussion con-
crete. Outside the classroom, I have
asked a few students two questions
about the teenage tribes that inhabit
Shibuya. First, do people consider the
ganguro (the girls with heavy bronzer
and silver eye-makeup) to be more or
less Japanese than the boys who dress
as Rastas? Second, does that seem a
reasonable question? What assump-
tions about authenticity, about what is
"Japanese," might lie behind that dis-
tinction? How to interpret the obser-
vation that the ganguro generally mix
well with the boys dressed as Mafia
apprentices but not with the Rastas?

Those are questions to be inves-
tigated in the micro-culture of the
Shibuya scramble (Fanon described a
culture as "how people do what they
do"). The scramble itself seems to
be a product of creolization. Henry
Barnes introduced the idea in Den-
ver in 1952. It became known as the
"scramble system" or "Barnes dance"
and by the 1960s it was being used
in San Francisco and New York. It
seems to have been imported to (or
imposed upon) Tokyo around 1960.
The principle—units converging from
several directions at the same time
—is that of the game Americans call
"Chinese checkers." As for the experi-
ence of the scramble, one survives by
being first a physicist, tracking bodies
in motion, and then—for just a second
or so in the center—a psychologist,
reading the other, and deferring or
asserting oneself on the basis of cues
about status, aggressiveness, alertness,
and frame of mind. To cross Shibuya
is to experience a metaphor for the
intimate traffic of a creole society—
of cultures converging on each other
insistently in a small space.
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Japanese Identityl01: A View from Australian Studies

Allan Kellehear

(CPAS Visiting Professor / La Trobe University)

In one of my first classes at Todai
we discussed national identity—what
is it? I was interested in generating a
comparative discussion about identity
differences in Japan and Australia. |
let the first year students tell me
what 'a Japanese person’ is. Well, for
openers, Japanese are born in Japan.
So then Koreans and Chinese who are
born in Japan are 'Japanese'? I asked.
'No|, they said, these are 'foreigners'
who are merely born here. 'You can
tell they're not Japanese'. How can
you tell?', I asked.

'You can tell by the way they look/,
they asserted. 'Really?' I asked. So I
put to them the following scenario.
What if a person with Korean parents
was born here; grew up and was edu-
cated here; knew all the childhood
stories, myths, legends, dances and
songs; spoke Japanese with a local
accent—say Hakata-ben; dressed and
joked about like a Japanese person.
Think. Think carefully before you
answer; 'can you honestly say that

you could tell that this person was of
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Korean ancestry if you were not told
beforehand? There was a slow shak-
ing of heads. No they could not.

But one student had a bright idea.
Blood was important, not looks. The
Korean may look and act Japanese
but they have Korean blood. 'OK/, I
said. What if the person born here was
Half-Japanese. Ah, 'that all depends'
said the class warming to the topic.
'Depends on WHAT?', I asked. Appar-
ently it depends on what the poor old
Half-Japanese person looks like again.
If they look Japanese then they are. If
they look, for example, European then
they are not Japanese.

So it goes like this. If you look
Japanese you are Japanese unless of
course something tells others that you
might not be, for example an accent or
the disclosure of a 'foreign' ancestry.
Then looks won't save you. You strike
out as a bona fide Japanese. If you
have some Japanese blood you can be
Japanese but you had better look it. So
Japanese identity is looks-based. Fine.

What if they look Japanese, have

Japanese blood (100%) and were
raised by two of the most perfect Jap-
anese parents born since the time of
Amaterasu Omikami. The class smiles
ready for to give their assent BUT,
I add, all this goes on in the USA.
Groans all around, some put their
faces in their hands. They're Ameri-
cans, one student says weakly! So you
must look Japanese, sound Japanese,
have two Japanese parents, and you
must be born here, and then (drum roll
here), are YOU JAPANESE?

YES! was the consensus. But what
if you have all these things but 12
months after you are born your par-
ents move to Switzerland to open a
new office for Kirin Beer. You grow
up in Swiss schools and come back
20 years later fluent in Japanese but
with a Swiss accent. Well, if you want
to be regarded as Japanese you could
be says another student. But surely,
as we have seen in other cases above,
'wanting to be Japanese' is neces-
sary but not sufficient condition to be
accepted as Japanese.

They all admit this is true.

Being Japanese is so if we say it is
so, and we change the criteria when
we like, employing whatever criteria
we like. At least, we think so. Cer-
tainty or at least a satisfying answer
on this issue is apparently difficult to
come by. Surely a Japanese person
somewhere must know, but the prob-
lem is, who might that person be....

In Australia, particularly during
times of very public debate about
immigration or race-relations we often
ask ourselves 'What is an Australian?
In a country where everyone except

the aborigines are immigrants this



question should have a simple citizen-
ship-style answer. But paradoxically
it often does not. People still rehearse
artificial arguments about how LONG
their kin have lived in Australia—
"First-Fleeters', meaning they came
on the first settler boat to Australia;
or "Gold Fields" people, meaning they
came during the gold rush years of
the mid-1800s. Other people dispense
with the historical niceties and go—
sometimes unashamedly, sometimes
sheepishly—to race. Australians are
Europeans they will declare. And the
Irish or even the English will object
to that word (European). OK then,
Australians are Anglo-Europeans but
then the Irish are still unhappy, so this
soon becomes Anglo-Celtic European.
Yes, most people will be pleased with
themselves around about this point.
Yes, these are the "Fair-Dinkum Aus-
sies”, the 'real’ Australians. Fair Din-
kum? Did some one say "dinkum?"
What kind of word is that? Accord-
ing to the Australian Macquarie Dic-
tionary of Slang it could be a British
word—or a Chinese word (Canton-
ese in fact). Chinese may have used
these words (Din Kum) to distinguish

'fools' (false) gold from real gold.

A Dinkum Aussie was a genuine (??)
Australian—or that's how the Chinese
in the 1850s might have put it. In
fact nobody knows for sure. And that
ongoing ambiguity about origins con-
tinues to put the true lie on all over-
confident discussions about a single
line of national descent and meaning.

We don't often think of nations such
as Japan as wrestling with these mat-
ters of ethnic diversity and that is
because successive domestic politi-
cal campaigns over the last century
in Japan have stressed 'sameness'.
This stress has marginalised the Bu-
rakumin, the Ainu, the Okinawan
peoples, not to mention the gendered
differences between men and women
and sexual orientation issues in Japan.
Modernization and Westernization in
popular culture and rising internation-
al migration and marriage—in and out
of Japan—makes Japan a place where
discussions about identity have a
similar flavor now to Australian ones.
An old professor from a neighbouring
university once told me in a bar—after
consuming several Shochu—"we Japa-
nese know who we are'.

He should have joined my first year
class. We could have used the help.
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