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@ Overcoming Race: Japanese and Black American Globalism

Ben Karp
My talk to the Japan Black Studies Association concerned the racially defined modernity
negotiated by both black Americans and Japanese people in the pre-Pacific War twentieth
century. Using propaganda images from the Russo-Japanese War which portrayed Japanese
soldiers with skin as white as their Russian enemies, and images of equally white skin
contrasted to pitch black natives from a popular Japanese comic book of the 1930’s, I tried to
capture the malleability of race in Japan as it was suitable to the new global power’s claim to
the cultural privileges of modernity.

The Japanese novelist, Junichiro Tanizaki and the American scholar W.E.B. Dubois, are, in
surprisingly similar ways, interesting examples of early twentieth century responses to the
imposition of a modernity that carried with it strong racial associations; namely, the idea that
modernity was a category experienced naturally by white and Western society, but unnatural to
the vast majority of the earth’s surface and people. There are of course differing particulars,
but my talk tried to stress the similarities of conclusion and execution in the thinking of these

two outstanding individuals, and the peoples they tried to represent.
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I suggested that neither scholar in their roughly contemporaneous careers entirely rejected,
inverted or even tried to fully subvert the structure of racialized modernity, but rather
struggled to make this category compatible with their own moral and intellectual needs.
Lastly, I tried to demonstrate that both men saw the clash of East and West, old and new, white
and non-white, primarily in aesthetic terms.

I call the racial positioning towards the middle “mulattitude,” since in fact both men alluded to
their own personal and cultural hybridity, and both men reference a schema framed by
darkness and lightness, and finally both writers saw Japan in particular as occupying a special
interstitial place between the West and Asia by being both and neither.

On the one hand, it might be surprising to find mutual resonances in such seemingly different
worlds. Japan was aspiring to a kind of power within its grasp that black nationalists and
globalists in America could only dream about. Yet, following the work of Harry Haratoonian,
if we see these well thought-out strategies on both sides of the Pacific as the pursuit of a kind
of coeval modernity, it makes sense that the self proclaimed representatives of the two groups
most interested in the color spectrum, would rise to the occasion of its confronting in similar
fashions.

My intention, however, is not to gloss the differences between two idiosyncratic writers. Du
Bois’s work is filled with genuine and perhaps over-compensatory racial pride. Tanizaki,
however, struggled with what he felt to be the reality of Japanese ugliness and inferiority,
believing for example that cinema proved that the Western face was superior in beauty to that
of the Japanese. Tanizaki echoed the famed author Natsume Soseki, who once noted after
spotting his own reflection: “We are country-bred hicks, wild nincompoop monkeys, dwarf,
earth-colored bizarre people.”

Though by no means a complete representation of black and Japanese responses to modernity,
Du Bois and Tanizaki represent a powerful example of how non-white intellectuals struggled
under the conflation of modernity with whiteness. This claim embedded in the idea of
modernity, as well as the flexibility of identity between white and black employed in its
resistance, remain areas worthy of exploration, especially as contrasted in contemporaneous
black America and Japan.
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