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NHK and “Black Lives Matter”: Structural Racism in Japan

Okiyoshi Takeda

Abstract: On June 7, 2020, NHK aired a TV
program to explain racial divisions in the
United States, following protests after the
killing of George Floyd by the Minneapolis
police. However, a computer graphic aired
during the program and posted on NHK’s
official Twitter account drew widespread
criticism for distorting the image of black
people and the reasons for their anger. NHK
quickly retracted the graphic but a group of
American Studies’ scholars in Japan and the US
found flaws in the entire program and sent a
letter to NHK. This article explains the
problems of the program, and considers why
NHK aired it, while looking at the wider issue
of racism in Japanese society.

Introduction

On June 7, 2020, NHK (Nippon Hoso Kyokai),
Japan’s main public service broadcaster
(roughly equivalent to BBC in UK) aired “Kore-
de-wakatta Sekai-no-ima” (“Now I understand
what’s going on in the world,” to use the
translation of the Japan Times (2020); hereafter
“Sekai-no-ima”). The 40-minute, Sunday-
evening show is billed as an attempt to
“illustrate foreign affairs in a way that is easy
to understand” and, according to the program
website, “reports international news with the
flavor of a variety show” (NHK 2020a).
Although the website does not mention its
target audience, children seem to be a priority,
given its 6:05 p.m. starting time. The main
topic of the day was the killing of an innocent

black man by the police in Minneapolis and the
resulting demonstrations across the United
States. The slot NHK devoted to the report on
the topic was 26 minutes long.

However, an 80-second animated segment that
was used as part of the show, and distributed
by NHK on its official Twitter account, sparked
much criticism. It showed a big, angry black
man wearing a tank top “speaking in a rough
and vulgar tone” (Japan Times 2020) who said:

The reason why we are so angry is the gap
in wealth between blacks and whites! Yes,
whites, by average, have seven times more
wealth than blacks! Ha, here comes the
spread of the new coronavirus! Oh, I ask
you a question: how many blacks were laid
off or had their work hours cut [due to the
coronavirus]?

Among those who criticized the graphic was
Joseph M. Young, the Chargé d’Affaires ad
interim of the US embassy in Tokyo." “While we
understand @NHK'’s intent to address complex
racial issues in the United States, it’s
unfortunate that more thought and care didn’t
go into this video,” Young tweeted. “The
caricatures used are offensive and insensitive.”
On Tuesday, June 9, NHK erased the computer
graphic in question, both from its Twitter
account and the program’s homepage. And in
its 7 p.m. news program the same day, an
announcer, after reporting the demonstrations
in the US of the previous day, read an apology
for the computer graphic. This “retraction” was
reported widely in Japanese and English-


https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XuY2S3B7k2w
https://www.nhk.jp/p/sekaima/ts/38WP73R9GN/
https://www.nhk.jp/p/sekaima/ts/38WP73R9GN/
https://twitter.com/nhk_sekaima/status/1271326112459526150
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XxGoEXduI2w
https://twitter.com/USAmbJapan/status/1270217475775315968

language media (Guardian 2020; Huffington
Post Japan 2020; Japan Times 2020;
Washington Post 2020).

NHK'’s computer graphic, as retweeted
on the internet. The Japanese
characters above say “the difference of
wealth between black and white people.”

Within a few days of the program being aired, a
group called “Concerned Scholars of American
Studies” formed spontaneously on Facebook.
The thirteen scholars, including myself, are
based in Japan and the US and specialize
mainly in history, sociology, and political
science. Many of them approach American
Studies through interdisciplinary angles.

The scholars thought the content of the entire
program was problematic in the way it dealt
with racial issues and sent a statement in
Japanese and English to NHK on June 12. The
letter was sent to four different sections and
individuals by express registered mail to ensure
it would arrive before the airing of the “Sekai-
no-ima” program on the following Sunday (the
program is broadcast live).? The submission of
the letter was reported in Mainichi Shimbun
(2020a; 2020Db) online the same day. By June
19, a simultaneous petition campaign had
received 857 signatures.

I'd like to explain the problems with the
computer graphic and the program, and NHK’s
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apology, as well as the broadcaster’s reactions
to the scholars’ letter and wider criticism.
Above all, why did NHK air the program and
what does it say about attitudes toward race in
Japan?

The Computer Graphic and NHK’s Apology

When NHK retracted its computer graphic, it
posted an apology on the program website in
both Japanese (in page 1) and English (in page
2). The English version said:

We at NHK would like to sincerely
apologize for a computer animation clip
posted on our Twitter account. The clip
was part of a segment in the program
“Kore-de-wakatta Sekai-no-ima” broadcast
on Sunday, June 7th.

The 26-minute segment reported that the
protests in the U.S. were triggered by the
death of George Floyd after he was pinned
to the ground by a white police officer. It
also reported the background on how
many people are angered by the case,
handling of the matter by the Trump
administration and criticism against it, as
well as division in American society.

The one-minute-21-second clip aimed to
show the hardships, such as economic
disparity, that many African Americans in
the U.S. suffer.

However, we have decided to take the clip
offline after receiving criticism from
viewers that it did not correctly express
the realities of the problem.

We regret lacking proper consideration in
carrying the clip, and apologize to
everyone who was offended. (NHK 2020b).


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/09/japans-public-broadcaster-condemned-over-offensive-blm-anime
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/09/japans-public-broadcaster-condemned-over-offensive-blm-anime
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XxGoEXduI2w
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XxGoEXduI2w
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-cartoon-about-black-lives-matter-protests-racist-offensive/2020/06/09/32d4226c-a9f7-11ea-a43b-be9f6494a87d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-cartoon-about-black-lives-matter-protests-racist-offensive/2020/06/09/32d4226c-a9f7-11ea-a43b-be9f6494a87d_story.html
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/blank
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/a-statement-by-scholars-of-american
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200612/k00/00m/040/247000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200613/p2a/00m/0na/011000c
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima_doganitsuite.pdf
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima_doganitsuite.pdf
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima_doganitsuite.pdf
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima_doganitsuite.pdf

The scholars found this apology insufficient for
two reasons.’ First, NHK did not make explicit
which parts of the computer graphic were
offensive. Without that specification and
analysis, it is simply a generic mea culpa of the
type often issued by government or corporate
public relations departments in Japan.

Second, while the English version of the
apology mentioned George Floyd, the Japanese
version merely cited “a black man (who) was
physically restrained and died.” In other words,
Floyd was nameless in the Japanese version,
which many more people would have read.
Sometimes, Japanese media do not report the
names of black people killed by the police.* In
fact, neither Floyd, nor anyone else killed by
the police, such as Michael Brown, Eric Garner
or Breonna Taylor, are mentioned in the
computer graphic, or throughout the entire
segment.

The computer graphic, and the program,
emphasized the gap in wealth between black
and white people but did not explain why the
gap was seven times larger. There was no
mention of slavery as background. And citing
the coronavirus rather than the suffocation of
Floyd as the reason for the anger gave the
impression that black people were venting their
frustrations by shouting and rioting. Most
protestors, including many white people,
instead peacefully held placards saying, for
example, “I can’t breathe” (among the last
words Floyd uttered before he died), “Black
Lives Matter,” and “No Justice, No Peace.”

Problems with the Entire NHK Program

Three people appeared on the program: NHK
announcer Nagai Shin’ichi, former NHK Los
Angeles bureau reporter Hanazawa Yuichiro,
and actress Sakashita Chiriko. Arguably, the
program is set up (like many in Japan) as if two
men are instructing a woman who is largely
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ignorant of world affairs.

The program began with nighttime footage in
which black people set fire to automobiles and
broke shop windows in an unidentified city.
Nagai began by saying, “In America, in many
places, things are out of control because of
such riots.” By beginning the program with this
footage and narration, the program gave the
impression that what was happening in
America was “rioting” caused by violent black
people.’

A map of the US was displayed, on which seven
big red stickers read “boto-ka” (became mobs).
Hanazawa said, “demonstrations became more
violent than ever seen before,” surely
reinforcing the message that black people are
violent.

“Why did the demonstration become so big?”
asked Nagai. “Because of anger.” A graphic
showing fierce flames and cartoon images of
two black men standing in front of fires,
appeared. Hanazawa explained that black
people were angry because of continuing white
police violence. The footage of the beating of “a
black man” in 1991 was shown (he was Rodney
King, but his name was not mentioned). The
footage switched to the 1992 Los Angeles
“riot.”

Actress Sakashita asked, “why don’t these
incidents [of white police killing black people]
disappear?” Hanazawa answered, “there are
many theories, but one is that white police have
‘vague anxiety’ toward black people.”
Hanazawa continued: when he accompanied a
Los Angeles police patrol entering a dangerous
neighborhood where blacks and Hispanics
lived, the police officers were very nervous.
Guns abounded. One of the officers said to
Hanazawa, “when I go to these areas, I don’t
feel T can come back alive.” Hanazawa’s
“explanation” can be criticized at least on two
points. First, by referring to a “dangerous
neighborhood where blacks and Hispanics
lived,” he might have reinforced the



stereotypical image that black and Hispanic
neighborhoods are poor. Second, he
generalized one police officer’s comment as if it
applied to all police officers.

The computer graphic began. To reinforce the
numbers shown in the graphic, a graph of the
mean family wealth of black people and white
people from 1963 through 2016 was shown (the
data for black people were 1983-2016).

Hanazawa explained why the conflicts between
black and white people had deepened in recent
years. He said that when Barack Obama
became president, black people had hope, but
from the other side, he heard during his tenure
in NHK’s Los Angeles bureau the voices of
young white people saying that they could not
tolerate having a black president as a
representative of their country. Hanazawa said
President Donald Trump had acted on this
dissatisfaction. The three panelists in the studio
concluded that the deepening of the racial
division began before Trump—that is, during
the Obama administration. Again, Hanazawa
was careless in his explanation. He implied that
the deepening division between black people
and white people began during the Obama
administration, but it began well before that, at
least by the era of the Civil Rights movement.

A few minutes later, Nagai and Sakashita
agreed that the division between black people
and white people was very deep. A blackboard
behind them, showing the two aforementioned
black men’s cartoons on one side, and a white
police officer’s cartoon on the other side, broke
up, conveying the impression that the gap
between them did indeed exist.

Furthermore, Hanazawa explained: the reason
why each side was becoming increasingly
violent was not only racial but the division of
American society into two groups: between the
left, which wanted a more egalitarian society,
and the right, which wanted to protect the
“interests and culture” of America (what those
“interests” were was not explained). And this
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division increased during the Obama
administration. Obama’s policies aimed to
protect socially vulnerable people. But people
on the right thought that free competition
represented the American spirit, and that a
society that protected vulnerable people was
un-American.’ Another blackboard showed left-
and right-wing, leaving a deep divide in the
middle.

rn

The “Concerned Scholars
Statement

Open

In the English version of the statement, the
scholars’ group cite these problems.
(Concerned Scholars of American Studies
2020b; see also 2020a for the Japanese text).

It begins by noting that NHK’s apology made
“absolutely no reference to what it meant by
‘lacking proper consideration’ and what was
offensive about the show’s content.” The group
also pointed out that “[the] problems manifest
in the show and the animation clip [were]
symptomatic of the many issues often seen in
the Japanese coverage of ‘race,” especially
‘blacks’ and ‘African Americans.”” (I return to
this point later)

The statement then made four points. First, the
group was concerned that “the program
explain[ed] that police violence against African
Americans stem[ed] from their ‘fear of blacks.””
It says “[t]his explanation fail[ed] to adequately
address the history of slavery and its long
aftermath leading up to the contemporary
prison industrial complex.” The group
emphasized “slavery” and “prison industrial
complex” because they were two major symbols
of racism against black people that were not
mentioned in the program.

Second, the statement pointed out that “by
June 7, when the program aired, most of the
demonstrations were peaceful marches by not
only African Americans but also many whites


https://web.archive.org/web/20200624093751/jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/a-statement-by-scholars-of-american
https://web.archive.org/web/20200624093226/https:/jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/blank

and other minorities holding signs.” The group
was concerned that by beginning the program
with a scene of the violent protest, NHK might
have forgotten that the police also extensively
used tear gas and other means of violence.

Third, it said that if one wanted to understand
why demonstrations had become so widespread
at this time, one needed to look at the wider
social structure, beyond superficial divisions
between black and white people. Racism is not
simply a result of “discriminatory sentiments by
individuals,” it argued, urging NHK to examine
institutional and systematic racism, which, by
having deep roots in society, led to
discriminatory treatment for blacks in the areas
of law enforcement and other aspects of their
daily lives.

Fourth, it asked why such a questionable
computer graphic had been aired and
distributed on NHK's official Twitter account,
without being checked “through the process of
the program’s production, broadcast, and
dissemination.” NHK was asked to:

1. Publicly share what NHK considers were
the problems with the content of “Sekai-
no-ima” via its programs, website, and
other platforms.

2. Conduct a thorough review of the
program’s production process and
investigate how such factually and
ethically problematic content came to be
broadcast and disseminated through the
show, website, and social media.

3. Implement and publicly share concrete
remedial steps to prevent the recurrence
of similar issues in NHK’s news coverage
and its reporting of race and human
rights.”

Reaction to the Letter
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On Sunday, June 14, the first episode after the
controversy over the previous week’s program
of “Sekai-no-ima” aired live. The first four
minutes of the program were devoted to an
apology. It is unclear to what extent this
apology was the response to the letter from the
“Concerned Scholars,” or to the wider
criticism, as there is no knowing whether the
production staff had read the letter beforehand.

Announcer Nagai Shin’ichi began by saying
that the computer graphic used in the previous
week was inappropriate. Captions appeared
saying, “on the June 7 program we reported
that a black man was deprived of air by the
police and died later and we explained for 26
minutes the backgrounds for various people’s
anger and the divisions within American
society.” Nagai cited the criticism “from many
people, within and outside Japan,” to the
“biased” depiction of black people in the
segment and explained that the graphic had
been removed and NHK had apologized.

Tabata Yuichi, International News Bureau Chief
appeared and introduced himself as the person
in charge of the program. He began his
statement by saying, “we deeply regret and
apologize from the bottom of our heart that this
time, we hurt many people who are suffering
from discrimination and prejudice, and
offended many people.” He bowed deeply for
five seconds.

The screen changed to clipboards, which
Tabata narrated: “In the animation in question
a masculine black man and others were
portrayed to have become violent because of
their dissatisfaction with the economy and
[this] gave a wrong impression of black
people.” He accepted that on the day the
program was aired, “most demonstrations were
peaceful, and people of many races
participated, but the animation did not reflect
such a situation.” (footage of a demonstration
that took place in Washington DC on Saturday,
June 6 was briefly inserted.) “We received



many criticisms that the animation and its
accompanying comments ‘augmented
discrimination and prejudice toward black
people.””

The screen briefly returned to Tabata, who
said, “what challenges us now is whether we
produce a program with consciousness toward
human rights and diversity in reporting racial
discrimination.” The screen switched back to a
clipboard, which said, “the animation was made
by the editor in charge and the desk editor
who, with checks added, wanted to make the
economic disparity data easy to understand.
“But we don’t think we showed respect for
human rights and diversity in our portrayal of
black people.” “As a result, we hurt the dignity
[of black people].”

Tabata went on: “In response, NHK will
conduct further training of reporters and
producers, and increase awareness of human
rights. And whatever the topic is, we will report
and produce programs with careful discussion
and checks from various angles.” He said, “this
program began five years ago so that children
could understand the situations in which
various peoples in the world were placed, how
they lived their lives and in what direction the
world was going. No discrimination and
prejudice can be tolerated. We sincerely accept
the critical opinions we received, and so that a
problem like this will never happen again, we
will go back to the original point of respecting
human rights and engage in reporting and
production.” He bowed deeply again for
another five seconds. The apology segment
ended and the program went on to the main
topic of the day: the growing problem of locusts
around the world.

Tabata’s apology was posted on NHK’s website
on the same night (NHK 2020c) (in Japanese
only, unlike the first apology on June 9), and a
link was posted from NHK’s main website.
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NHK’s main homepage as of 10:50 p.m. on
Sunday, June 14, 2020.

The reaction by the “Concerned Scholars” to
this apology was mixed. Many of the measures
Tabata pledged addressed the group’s
concerns, although they could have been more
concrete. Some commended NHK for devoting
four minutes to the apology at the beginning of
the program. Yet, the apology was mostly
confined to the computer graphic, and other
issues in the 26-minute segment were not
directly addressed. And neither police brutality
nor George Floyd were mentioned this time,
either.

The June 14 apology was widely reported, for
example in Mainichi Shimbun (2020c) and the
right-wing Sankei Shimbun (2020), which often
takes a conservative view on racial and sexual
minority issues. It was even reported in an
online sports tabloid (Sponichi Annex 2020),
which was copied to many portal sites on the
internet.” ®

On June 18, the “Concerned Scholars” received
a letter from Tabata and NHK’s Reporting
Bureau Chief Nemoto Takuya. Their letter
consists of three paragraphs. To summarize:

1. On the recognition and announcement of
problems: we [NHK] made an apology in
the program and also posted it on our
website.


https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima0607.pdf
http://www.nhk.or.jp
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200615/k00/00m/040/065000c?fbclid=IwAR1AlIoxM0Jiczx2X5EJV1UsnItcdrdNTWt-aRQBs7T7jvBQHKIVEQLao7c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200615/k00/00m/040/065000c?fbclid=IwAR1AlIoxM0Jiczx2X5EJV1UsnItcdrdNTWt-aRQBs7T7jvBQHKIVEQLao7c
https://www.sankei.com/entertainments/news/200614/ent2006140007-n1.html?fbclid=IwAR1qzfJMNg0ZALzlLiQ3qMk5zCQwbEosk5MZwotjvRy2vEyGpmaQADi_VVA
https://www.sankei.com/entertainments/news/200614/ent2006140007-n1.html?fbclid=IwAR1qzfJMNg0ZALzlLiQ3qMk5zCQwbEosk5MZwotjvRy2vEyGpmaQADi_VVA
https://www.sponichi.co.jp/entertainment/news/2020/06/14/kiji/20200614s00041000321000c.html?fbclid=IwAR3xAxBJUaSquULG27ur_nSBAngyE4iY57uQtZUXTIFbBFoPEsWQ4ehk79s
https://www.sponichi.co.jp/entertainment/news/2020/06/14/kiji/20200614s00041000321000c.html?fbclid=IwAR3xAxBJUaSquULG27ur_nSBAngyE4iY57uQtZUXTIFbBFoPEsWQ4ehk79s

2. On the production and review process:
we operated with inadequate
understanding of the issues of human
rights and diversity and insufficient
internal discussion on how to represent
and report the issues [on black people].

3. On preventing future misreporting: When
we report on issues of race, ethnicity,
national origin, religion and gender, we
will conduct multiple reviews relying on
human resources both inside and outside
the station.

Many of the “Concerned Scholars” found the
response inadequate, as the group expected
NHK to address its requests more directly and
in concrete terms than the June 14th apology.
Most of the letter simply repeated the apology
and contained no substantive reflections on the
issues raised, again reducing the problem to
the representations in the computer graphic.
Nonetheless, some of the scholars seemed to
find comfort in the fact that high-level NHK
officials had replied to the letter rather than
ignoring it.

Analyses

Why did NHK air such a problematic program?
I suggest four reasons.

First, as noted in the introduction, the program
has a “variety show” flavor, meaning that it
aims to go beyond mere fact finding or
documentary. As such, the production side may
have thought that it was permissible to
oversimplify complex matters and add contents
that were intended to be entertaining. The use
of cartoons of fires, black men, and police
officers and the cracking blackboards all
dramatized the “divisions” between black and
white people.

I suspect that such a stance led to the omission
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of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in
the program. The BLM movement seeks not
just the survival of black people, but
improvements in their quality of life and the
right to feel safe, without being harassed by
police. BLM aims to eradicate not just the
prejudices of individuals, but systematic racism
(Yaguchi 2020). Explaining such a “hard issue”
may be difficult in a short television program,
but it is not impossible. The BBC (2020) made a
four-and-a-half-minute video on the history of
police violence in the US, from the era of
runaway slave patrols to the contemporary era,
with Japanese subtitles. It should have been
possible for NHK to mention BLM or police
brutality in its 26-minute segment.

Second, some scholars in Japan argue that
Japanese people have internalized systematic
racism against black people, and that a
program like “Sekai-no-Ima” reflected such
discriminatory views. On June 21, the Institute
for Research in Humanities, Kyoto University
and the American Studies Association, Keio
University (2020) held an emergency webinar
on the BLM movement. John Russell, a cultural
anthropologist at Gifu University who had
studied images of foreign people in Japan,
showed examples of discriminatory views of
Japanese toward black people. For example, a
former Japanese Consul-General of Atlanta
commented on a TV program that mothers in
the city gave birth to “shiseiji” (illegitimate
children) and lived on welfare; men became
drug dealers; and there were no role models for
black people. As another example, when tennis
player Naomi Osaka, who has a Haitian father
and Japanese mother, won the US open
tournament in 2018, many described her as a
“gorilla” on an internet bulletin board. Russell
said the myth that racial prejudice does not
exist in Japan conceals discriminatory views
toward black people.

This was not the first controversy over
depictions of race in the Japanese media. In
February 2015, the five members of girls band


https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73357
https://www.bbc.com/japanese/video-52960232
https://youtu.be/OBZ07SUfCBU

Momoiro Clover and the four male members of
the group Rats & Star painted their faces black
and posed for a picture before a TV show (Vox
2015). The picture was spotted by a reporter
from the New York Times, who tweeted it to
the world.” It was obvious that the band
members were ignorant of “Minstrel shows”
and the history of blackface in the US. In
December 2017, comedian Hamada Masatoshi
appeared with his face painted black and
wearing a Detroit Lions jacket, as if attempting
to imitate actor Eddie Murphy. This incident
was also widely reported by the foreign media
(BBC 2018; New York Times 2018).

Biracial Japanese have also been the targets of
discrimination. In 2015, when Ariana
Miyamoto, who has an African-American father
and a Japanese mother, was selected as Miss
Universe Japan, some Japanese people
questioned whether a “hafu” was suitable as a
representative of Japanese young women (BBC
2015). In January 2019, when Naomi Osaka
was playing in the Australian open tennis
tournament, Nisshin noodle, one of her
sponsors, was accused of “whitening” her skin
when it used an anime, portraying her
alongside Nishikori Kei, an ethnically Japanese
male tennis player, using the same skin tone.
(BBC 2019).

Third, the Japanese media tend to portray the
death of George Floyd and the subsequent
demonstrations as an equal conflict between
oppressor and oppressed. This renders the
causes of racism obscure. For example, the
“Sekai-no-Ima” program gave parity to the
voices of black people and white police officers,
without taking sides. It is not possible to
identify the deep roots of racism without taking
a stand that racism is intolerable. But
somehow, when it comes to the issue of police
brutality in the US, the Japanese media tend to
report as if both sides have equal claim to
convey to viewers.

Fourth, the Japanese media tends to ignore the
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inequalities between the majority and
minorities. The vast literature on “whiteness
studies” show that even though whites are
generally good people individually, as a group
they have historically gained privilege from the
oppression of blacks and other racialized
groups (for example, McIntosh 1989; Roediger
2008). Similarly, the Japanese media seldom
take note of the comparative advantages that
ethnic Japanese people in Japan enjoy over
ethnic Koreans, Ainu, burakumin, Japanese-
Brazilians and other minorities.

Conclusion

In the short term, it is welcome that NHK has
promised to take measures to ensure future
programs respect human rights and diversity.
The broadcaster is the most powerful and
influential in Japan, which is the reason why
“the Concerned Scholars” toiled over the letter
at such short notice. NHK should have higher
standards of ethics in reporting, particularly on
racial issues, than commercial stations. NHK's
program may have reflected structural racism,
in which some Japanese people feel
psychologically superior to black people
(although they would never admit that in
public). This incident was offensive to black
people, but at the same time it offered a
learning opportunity for careful thought about
racial discrimination in Japan, not just in the
US'IO 11

References

BBC. 2015. “The Beauty Contest Winner
Making Japan Look at Itself.” June 4.

-------- . 2018. “Japanese TV Show Featuring
Blackface Actor Sparks Anger.” January 4.

........ . 2019. “Naomi Osaka: Noodle Company


https://www.vox.com/2015/3/17/8230783/japan-racism-blackface
https://www.vox.com/2015/3/17/8230783/japan-racism-blackface
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42561815
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42561815
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/world/asia/japan-comedian-blackface.html?smid=tw-share
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/world/asia/japan-comedian-blackface.html?smid=tw-share
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-32957610
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-32957610
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-46972920
https://www.nationalseedproject.org/Key-SEED-Texts/white-privilege-unpacking-the-invisible-knapsack
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-32957610
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-32957610
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42561815
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42561815
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-46972920

o

apologises for ‘white-washing.’” January 23.

. 2020. “America no Keisatsu no
rekishiteki mondai. Tobo dorei no tsuiseki kara
hazimari” (Historical problems of American
police. Started from runaway slave patrols).
June 9.

Concerned Scholars of American Studies
2020a. “NHK ‘Kore-de-wakatta! Sekai-no-ima”
(2020 nen 6 gatsu 7 nichi hoso kai) no bangumi
naiyo to SNS deno toko ni kansuru yobosho”.

-------- . 2020b. “A Statement by Scholars of
American Studies Regarding the NHK Program
‘Kore-de- wakatta Sekai-no-ima’ (Aired on June
7, 2020) and Related Social Media Posts.” June
12.

Guardian. 2020. “Japan's public broadcaster
condemned over 'offensive' BLM anime.” June
9.

Huffington Post Japan. 2020. “NHK ga doga wo
sakujyoshite syazaki. ‘Kore-de-wakatta! Sekai-
no-ima’ no koshiki Twitter ga tokoshi hihan
satto shiteita.” (NHK delete motion picture and
apologizes. The official Twitter of the program
‘Kore-de-wakatta Sekai-no-ima” posted the
picture and draw countless criticisms.) June 9.

Institute for Research in Humanities, Kyoto
University, and American Studies Association,
Keio University. 2020. “Kinkyu Relay Talk:
Black Lives Matter Undo no Haikei to Kadai”
(Emergency Relay Talk: Backgrounds and
Lessons of the Black Lives Matter movement).
June 21. Zoom webinar.

Japan Times. 2020. “Japan broadcaster NHK
under fire over flawed video on anti-racist
movement.” June 10.

Mainichi Shimbun. 2020a. “Kokujin sabetsu no
kaisetsu doga ‘kanka dekinai naiyo.” NHK ni
beikoku kenkyu no gakushara ga kensyo
motomeru yobosho” (Animation for illustration
of discrimination against blacks. ‘Contents that

18118 16

cannot be ignored.” American Studies scholars
sent a letter to request verification to NHK).
June 12.

-------- . 2020b. “Japan, US academics demand
NHK explain editorial choices behind offensive
BLM anime.” June 13.

-------- . 2020c. ““Wakariyasuku’ de ushinatta
‘zizitsu.” Takakutekina shiten to giron no tettei
wo. NHK kokujin doga mondai.” (Lost ‘facts’ by
‘making it easier to understand.’” Multiple
perspectives and thorough discussions are
needed. The NHK black animation issue). June
15.

MclIntosh, Peggy. 1989. “White Privilege:
Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” Peace and
Freedom. July/August: 10-12.

New York Times. 2018. “Japanese Comedian
Who Used Blackface Comes Under Fire
Online.” January 4.

NHK 2020a. “Kore-de-wakatta Sekai-no-ima”
(program homepage). N.d.

. 2020b. (no title) (apology on the
computer graphic) June 9.

-------- . 2020c. “6 gatsu 7nichi no hoso ni
tsuiteno owabi” (An Apology on the program on
June 7”). June 14.

. 2020d. “America kenkytusya yushi
yobikakenin sama” (Dear Concerned Scholars
of American Studies). June 18. Letter mailed to
the “Concerned Scholars.”

-------- . 2020e. “Black Lives Mattter, sosite
nippon wa” (Black Lives Matter, and what
about Japan?) N.d.

-------- . 2020f. “Barrier Free Variety: Baribara”
(program homepage). N.d.

Roediger, David R. 2008. How Race Survived
US History: From Settlement and Slavery to
the Eclipse of Post-racialism. New York: Verso.


https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-46972920
https://www.bbc.com/japanese/video-52960232
https://www.bbc.com/japanese/video-52960232
https://www.bbc.com/japanese/video-52960232
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/blank
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/blank
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/blank
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/a-statement-by-scholars-of-american
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/a-statement-by-scholars-of-american
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/a-statement-by-scholars-of-american
https://jpusconcernedschol.wixsite.com/home/a-statement-by-scholars-of-american
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/09/japans-public-broadcaster-condemned-over-offensive-blm-anime
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/09/japans-public-broadcaster-condemned-over-offensive-blm-anime
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://www.huffingtonpost.jp/entry/sekaima_jp_5edf2322c5b621d9aa4d2fdc
https://youtu.be/OBZ07SUfCBU
https://youtu.be/OBZ07SUfCBU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XuY2S3B7k2w
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XuY2S3B7k2w
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/06/10/national/nhk-video-black-lives-matter/#.XuY2S3B7k2w
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200612/k00/00m/040/247000c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200612/k00/00m/040/247000c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200612/k00/00m/040/247000c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200612/k00/00m/040/247000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200613/p2a/00m/0na/011000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200613/p2a/00m/0na/011000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200613/p2a/00m/0na/011000c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200615/k00/00m/040/065000c?fbclid=IwAR1AlIoxM0Jiczx2X5EJV1UsnItcdrdNTWt-aRQBs7T7jvBQHKIVEQLao7c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200615/k00/00m/040/065000c?fbclid=IwAR1AlIoxM0Jiczx2X5EJV1UsnItcdrdNTWt-aRQBs7T7jvBQHKIVEQLao7c
https://mainichi.jp/articles/20200615/k00/00m/040/065000c?fbclid=IwAR1AlIoxM0Jiczx2X5EJV1UsnItcdrdNTWt-aRQBs7T7jvBQHKIVEQLao7c
https://www.nationalseedproject.org/Key-SEED-Texts/white-privilege-unpacking-the-invisible-knapsack
https://www.nationalseedproject.org/Key-SEED-Texts/white-privilege-unpacking-the-invisible-knapsack
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/world/asia/japan-comedian-blackface.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/world/asia/japan-comedian-blackface.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/world/asia/japan-comedian-blackface.html
https://www.nhk.jp/p/sekaima/ts/38WP73R9GN
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima_doganitsuite.pdf
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima_doganitsuite.pdf
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima0607.pdf
https://www.nhk.or.jp/program/sekaima/sekainoima0607.pdf
https://www.nhk.jp/p/baribara/ts/8Q416M6Q79/episode/te/WX568GWM1Z/
https://www.nhk.jp/p/baribara/ts/8Q416M6Q79/episode/te/WX568GWM1Z/
http://www6.nhk.or.jp/baribara/about/

Sankei Shimbun. 2020. “NHK ‘kokujin doga.’
Bangumi sekininsha ga keii setsumei,
aratamete shazai” (NHK ‘animation on blacks.’
The person in charge of the program explains
the process and apologizes again).

Sponichi Annex. 2020. “NHK ‘kore-de-wakatta!
Sekai-no-ima’ bangumi nai de kokujin CG anime
shazai. ‘Jinken ni taisuru ishiki tettei wo’” (NHK
‘Kore-de-wakatta Sekai-no-ima.” Apology in the
program on CG on blacks. ‘Thorough
consciousness on human rights is needed’).
June 14.

Vox. 2015. “Japan's Blackface Problem: the
Country's Bizarre, Troubled Relationship with
Race.” March 17.

Washington Post. 2020. “U.S. Slams Japan’s
Broadcaster for ‘Offensive’ Cartoon about
Black Lives Matter Protests.” June 9.

18118 16

Yaguchi, Yujin. 2020. “‘Black Lives Matter’ do
nihongo ni yakusu ka to iu honshitsu tekina toi.
Sokokara mieru koto ga takusan aru.” (An
essential question: how to translate ‘Black
Lives Matter’ into Japanese. There are many
things we can see from this question). Gendai
Business June 18.

Yoshihara, Mari. 2020. “Enjyo shita NHK ‘kogi
demo tokushu bangumi,” naniga mondai
dattanoka tettei kaisetsu suru. ‘Rekishi’ to
‘kozo” wo shiru hituyosei.” (Flamed NHK
‘special program on protest demonstration.’
Thorough explanations of what were the
problems. The necessity to know ‘history’ and
‘structure.” Gendai Business, June 16.

All websites were accessed on July 9, 2020.

Readers of this article may also find John Russell's piece on Black Lives Matter in
Japan in our previous issue a great interest and we hope that the two articles will

reinforce the message.

Okiyoshi Takeda is Professor in the School of Politics, Economics, and Communication at
Aoyama Gakuin University, Tokyo. He earned a Ph.D. in politics from Princeton University in
2000. His publications include Asian American Politics (coauthored with Andrew L. Aoki,
Polity Press, UK, 2008), and three articles on the depictions of Asian Pacific Americans
reproduced in introductory American Government textbooks used in US colleges (which
appeared in the following refereed journals: PS: Political Science and Politics, Journal of
Political Science Education, and Politics, Groups, and Identities).

Acknowledgements: While this article could not have been written without the inputs and
suggestions of many individuals of the “Concerned Scholars of American Studies,” the author
bears sole responsibility for its content. Therefore, all errors and oversights should be
ascribed to him. The view expressed in this article does not necessarily reflect the collective
view of the “Concerned Scholars.” The author translated all conversations in the “Sekai-no-
ima” program (which was broadcast in Japanese language only) and the titles of Japanese


https://www.sankei.com/entertainments/news/200614/ent2006140007-n1.html?fbclid=IwAR1qzfJMNg0ZALzlLiQ3qMk5zCQwbEosk5MZwotjvRy2vEyGpmaQADi_VVA
https://www.sankei.com/entertainments/news/200614/ent2006140007-n1.html?fbclid=IwAR1qzfJMNg0ZALzlLiQ3qMk5zCQwbEosk5MZwotjvRy2vEyGpmaQADi_VVA
https://www.sankei.com/entertainments/news/200614/ent2006140007-n1.html?fbclid=IwAR1qzfJMNg0ZALzlLiQ3qMk5zCQwbEosk5MZwotjvRy2vEyGpmaQADi_VVA
https://www.sponichi.co.jp/entertainment/news/2020/06/14/kiji/20200614s00041000321000c.html?fbclid=IwAR3xAxBJUaSquULG27ur_nSBAngyE4iY57uQtZUXTIFbBFoPEsWQ4ehk79s
https://www.sponichi.co.jp/entertainment/news/2020/06/14/kiji/20200614s00041000321000c.html?fbclid=IwAR3xAxBJUaSquULG27ur_nSBAngyE4iY57uQtZUXTIFbBFoPEsWQ4ehk79s
https://www.sponichi.co.jp/entertainment/news/2020/06/14/kiji/20200614s00041000321000c.html?fbclid=IwAR3xAxBJUaSquULG27ur_nSBAngyE4iY57uQtZUXTIFbBFoPEsWQ4ehk79s
https://www.vox.com/2015/3/17/8230783/japan-racism-blackface
https://www.vox.com/2015/3/17/8230783/japan-racism-blackface
https://www.vox.com/2015/3/17/8230783/japan-racism-blackface
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-cartoon-about-black-lives-matter-protests-racist-offensive/2020/06/09/32d4226c-a9f7-11ea-a43b-be9f6494a87d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-cartoon-about-black-lives-matter-protests-racist-offensive/2020/06/09/32d4226c-a9f7-11ea-a43b-be9f6494a87d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-cartoon-about-black-lives-matter-protests-racist-offensive/2020/06/09/32d4226c-a9f7-11ea-a43b-be9f6494a87d_story.html
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73357
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73357
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73357
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73319
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73319
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73319
https://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/73319
https://apjjf.org/2020/17/Russell.html
https://apjjf.org/2020/17/Russell.html
https://www.amazon.com/Asian-American-Politics-Andrew-Aoki/dp/0745634478/?tag=theasipacjo0b-20

18118 16

news sources in the references section into English, with some English grammatical and
stylistic corrections to the extent the original meanings were not changed. Finally, the author
thanks the editors of The Asia-Pacific Journal for valuable comments and the students in his
junior and senior seminar on “contemporary American politics and society” at Aoyama Gakuin
University for sharing valuable news sources and critical views.

Notes

' Ambassador William Hagerty left his position in July 2019 to run for the US Senate from
Tennessee, and the position remains vacant.

* The addressees were: the NHK president, the Reporting Bureau Chief, the International
News Bureau Chief, and the program production staff.

® Here and throughout the article, the ultimate actor who can judge whether NHK’s actions
were appropriate is black people, not the “Concerned Scholars.” While acknowledging this
shortcoming, I mention the points which the scholars found inadequate in NHK'’s program
and apologies.

* Why Japanese media often do not report the names of black people killed by the police is
uncertain. One possibility is that the reporters assume Japanese audiences do not remember
the names of those killed. Another possibility is that reporters do not treat those killed fully as
individuals who had names.

® As the “Concerned Scholars” (2020a; 2020b) mentioned in endnote 6 of its statement, the
term “riot”(bodo) itself is not appropriate.

° Whether the Obama administration “protected vulnerable people” is debatable, but that was
Hanazawa’s explanation.

’ 1 wonder whether the amount of reporting would have been even larger on a usual Sunday,
because the following morning, Monday, June 15 was a newspaper production holiday to give
a recess to home delivery personnel of all newspapers.

® Meanwhile, members of the “Concerned Scholars” began to receive interview requests from
various media, and invitations to contribute editorials to online magazines (for example,
Yaguchi 2020; Yoshihara 2020).

® I looked for her Twitter feed on the internet but could not locate it.

' For a good education source, see a video relay talk (in Japanese) by the Institute for
Research in Humanities, Kyoto University, and American Studies Association, Keio University
(2020).

" On July 23, during the editing stage of this article, NHK E-tele (NHK'’s educational channel)
aired a program focusing on Black Lives Matter and Japan (NHK 2020e). Baye McNeil,
African-American writer John Russell (who appeared in the emergency relay talk), and two
mixed African-Japanese young people discussed their experiences living as blacks in Japan.
Interestingly, the 30-minute program began with a statement: “when George Floyd was killed
by the police . . . ,” making his name explicit. And there was a segment entitled “the history of
African Americans you can understand in five minutes.” The segment began in 1619, when
the first slaves were “imported” to Virginia and reminded Japanese viewers that the period in
which slavery officially continued was roughly the same length as the Tokugawa era
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(1603-1867). The segment spotlighted campaigner Frederick Douglas, saying that celebrating
President Abraham Lincoln as the sole liberator of blacks was a perspective of whites. It
covered the Jim Crow laws, “The Birth of a Nation,” and the signing of the Civil Rights Act in
1964, and concluded with “systematic racism.” Later, John Russell criticized the “Sekai-no-
ima” program, questioning the explanation of the conflict from the white police officers’ point
of view. This example nevertheless shows that NHK can indeed make a program that is
sensitive to racial issues and invite appropriate panelists to the studio. The production team
for this program, “Baribara,” has been sensitive to various kinds of discrimination because it
is a variety show that seeks to “remove barriers for all minorities,” not just the physically
challenged but also the LGBTQ community and the burakumin (NHK 2020f).
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