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Kato Tsunehiko
Black Studies in Japan: A Brief History of Japan Black Studies Association since 1954
with its Prehistory

The Black studies in Japan in the twentieth century grew up in the changing Japanese soil.
In the pre-war days, when Japan took the racialized imperialistic course to create the Asian
Co-prosperity sphere in opposition to the US open-door policy to China, the mainstream of
black studies in Japan were politically exploited to justify the national policy. In the post-war
period, however, when Japan was integrated into the US-led free and democratic regime
against the Socialist one under the Cold War, JBSA was established in 1954 by the people who
succeeded the liberal-Marxist trend in black studies in pre-war days and participated in the
cultural movement for democratization of Japanese society and culture from below. They
believed that the much advocated American democracy was problematic as long as
African-Americans were treated as second-class citizens in the South. The politically turbulent
period from the middle of the 1950s through the 1960s in Japan was in reality the transition
period of Japanese society where the old feudal values were challenged by the new. JBSA
members studied the struggles in Africa as well as in the US of black people for freedom
because their struggles greatly encouraged their efforts for such social changes. And from the
1970s and the 1980s, when the agenda of women liberation was on the table in Japan, JBSA
focused upon not only the black and other minority women writers in America but also those
writers in Africa because their works greatly encouraged Japanese women seriously concerned
with the task. It was also during the 1980s that the study of African-American women writers
began to diversify into the study of black women writers from the Caribbean and then into the
Caribbean studies, and then into the Black British studies from the late 1990s. And this
process was further promoted by the increasing opportunities for international academic
exchanges in which more and more JBSA scholars went abroad and in turn invited black
writers and scholars to Japan.
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