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Abstract 

 

Post-disaster Citizenship: The Politics of Race, Belonging, and Activism 

after Fukushima  

  

 

 

Vivian Shaw, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisors:  Ben Carrington and Sharmila Rudrappa 

 

This dissertation analyzes race, citizenship, and social movements after March 11, 

2011 (3/11), when Japan suffered a triple disaster of a 9.0 magnitude earthquake, 

tsunami, and reactor meltdowns at the Fukushima nuclear power plant. This project 

builds upon on a growing body of literature that documents the significance of 3/11 as a 

watershed event that significantly popularized protest in Japan. I focus on a subset of this 

political wave—a nationwide counter movement against racist hate speech, a social 

phenomenon in which ultranationalist Japanese networks continually target Zainichi 

Koreans, foreigners, and other racial/ethnic minorities. Data for this project was collected 

using ethnographic methods over a total of thirty-six months in Tokyo and Osaka 

between 2014 and 2018 and includes participant observation, in-depth interviews (n=60), 

and analysis of social media, news media, and other cultural artifacts, such as 

documentaries. This project is organized around two research questions. First, why do 

disasters trigger broader social and political contestations about race, social inequality, 



 ix 

human rights, and inclusion? Second, in what ways do “post-disaster” politics reiterate, 

supplement, or disrupt existing modalities of discrimination and exclusion? I answer 

these questions through the concept of post-disaster citizenship, which describes how 

people make use of disasters to reconstruct meanings around social membership and 

citizenship, in this case, Zainichi Koreans and foreigners. I find that a segment of 

activists viewed their transition into anti-racist social movements as a natural outgrowth 

of their political “awakenings” after 3/11. In the absence of adequate responses from the 

state, these Japanese activists feel an urgent sense of responsibility to advocate for legal 

protections for vulnerable and/or marginalized people and to construct alternative sites of 

social inclusion. In attempting to reimagine the politics of obligation and protection, 

however, these activist communities can inadvertently reproduce gender-based 

inequalities. This dissertation also documents the negotiations that arise when post-3/11 

activists collaborate with local Zainichi Korean-led community networks. By examining 

these cases, I show the complexities of activists’ attempts to construct a shared vision of 

political recuperation amidst longstanding asymmetries of vulnerability and injury. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

What happened afterwards is we kept getting aftershocks. [knocks rhythmically 

against the table] Level 4, level 5 earthquakes, four or five times a day. Everyday. 

For three months. And after a while, like we’d be sitting, I’d be drinking tea– And 

we wouldn’t even think of it. The chandelier would be like this [gestures in a 

shaking motion] and we wouldn’t even think of it. Um.. And our bodies, even if 

there was no earthquake would be shak— would be like this… [sways side to side 

with his body] Our bodies, you know, had been conditioned to think they’d been 

shaking, even if it wasn’t. In my case, changes came in the form of Christianity. 

This affected 50 million people in Japan, right? Sociologists have never, or 

psychologists or artists or writers, have never put their thumbs on it. But 

something happened here. When you put 50 million people in that kind of 

shock—something’s gonna give. 

  - Kimura Natsuki, artist and activist 

 

Galaxy Ginkadei is a basement gallery space in Harajuku, a Tokyo neighborhood 

that in recent decades attracted international attention as a center for fashion subculture. 

The grey, concrete stairway leading down to the gallery’s doors is obscured by a large 

glass storefront next door. It is easy to miss. Galaxy is often the preferred venue for a 

community of anti-racist activists who are based in the cities of Tokyo and Osaka. As a 

participant observer, I have attended several art exhibits, music parties, lectures, and 

meetings at the gallery. The space is usually saturated with people by the time I arrive. 

There is a bar that stretches from the entrance into a larger square gallery space. Outside 
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the atrium leading to the gallery is an exposed alcove underneath the stairs, where groups 

of men frequently gather for cigarette breaks. Despite this spatial separation, traces of 

smoke nevertheless permeate the gallery’s indoors and attach to my clothes. 

The evening of February 20, 2018 is the premiere of Standard, a documentary 

about members of this community and the timeline of their movement from the days after 

Japan’s 2011 triple disaster to the present. On March 11, 2011, Japan suffered a 

devastating triple disaster of a 9.0-magnitude earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear reactor 

meltdowns, resulting in the deaths of more than 15,000 people, the displacement of over 

200,000 residents from disaster-affected areas, and ongoing issues with radiation 

contamination. In addition to its material effects, the disaster ushered in a new era of 

governmental skepticism and political resistance. Since 2011, activists have criticized the 

Japanese state not only for its apparent abandonment of “its citizens” but for capitalizing 

on the post-disaster climate to implement reactionary policies. These changes include 

constitutional reforms that would allow for the country to develop its own military and an 

expanded national surveillance system. 

There is one block of seats in the center of the main room, but the majority of this 

dense crowd is standing. I notice a statue placed in front of the right wall. The sculpture 

is of a naked man—peach-skinned and a white cloud in place of his head. He is holding a 

wooden paddle. The cloud is a signature of the artist who made it, Akira the Hustler, a 

gay man and former sex worker with activist roots in the HIV advocacy movement. A 

recurrent theme within Akira’s art, activists after 3/11 likewise have adopted the 

metaphor of clouds to describe the politics of assembly within their movement.1 Within 

this visual, activists are members of a cloud, atomized denizens of an urban metropolis, 

                                                
1 I explore activists’ concept of a “cloud”-style of organizing in greater detail in Chapter 5: Fukushima and 
the Ambivalence of Belonging. 
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who come together as part of an ephemeral protests but exist independently outside of 

them. 

Hanging from Galaxy’s ceiling is a large banner, illustrated with insects. The 

banner is familiar to me. In the fall of 2016, I interviewed Takekawa Nobuaki, the artist 

who painted the banner. Takekawa had brought with him a reproduction of the banner, 

reprinted as a fold-out page in one of his art books. The banner is a timeline of the rise of 

hate speech and the counter-racism2 movement. Both sides are depicted as insects, some 

bugs donning police helmets and riot gear, others waving flags of Japan. A chubby beetle 

wears a white shirt adorned with a common slogan: “Tokyo Against Racism,” each word 

on a separate line and the “against” highlighted in red. 

In its two-hour arc, Standard distills a trajectory of collective action in Japan, 

from anti-nuclear demonstrations to protests against hate speech. Interweaving interviews 

with activists currently involved with counter-racist activism, the film traces the 

immediate aftermath of the disaster from the first anti-nuke demonstration March 27, 

2011. One woman, named Misa, describes a new wave of activism that took shape after 

3/11. At the nascence of their movement, these activists sought to recapture protests from 

the “old-school” leftist movements that had dominated Japanese protests for the last 

several decades. Steeped in an older vocabulary, these older-style demonstrations seemed 

to be a mismatch for the urgency engendered in Fukushima’s post-disaster moment.  

Instead, Standard’s interlocutors see themselves as a new breed. Sensu ga aru—

they are people with a “sense,” or a proclivity to aesthetics and taste. This awareness, as 

well as their connections to cultural production industries in Japan made these activists 

well-positioned to cultivate a new kind of movement. Organized in three acts, the film 

                                                
2 Terms such as “counter-racism,” “anti-discrimination,” and others used to describe this field are discussed 
and contextualized in Chapter 3: Methodology. 
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traces the spill-over of anti-nuclear movements into other themes, some which from an 

initial glance might seem tertiary to the crisis of nuclear disaster—racism, labor 

exploitation, military bases, constitutional revisionism, among other social problems.  

One hour into the film’s second chapter, which is titled “Weak and Strong,” the 

film’s faceless narrator breaks from his focus on other members of the movement to 

make a personal confession. The documentary has just revisited the connections between 

post-3/11 movements and HIV/AIDS advocacy and queer movements. Video footage 

shows activists marching with signs—“AIDS is not over,” “We are already living 

together,” among other slogans. The narrator describes how his engagements with 

activism and with a wide range of communities had given him the courage to admit 

something to himself: that he is gay. The soundtrack shifts to a bluesy, a cappella 

rendition of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”  

The title of the documentary encapsulates an overarching goal of activists in the 

contemporary counter-racism movement—“to create a new standard” for people living in 

Japan.  This notion of “new standards” for political participation, quality of life, and 

social expression is embedded within a narratives of 3/11 as a moment of awakening—

transforming the political landscape of “ordinary” Japanese people from one marked 

predominantly by apathy (mukanshin) to social interconnectedness. For the faceless 

narrator, the political context of 3/11 challenged what he had understood about living in 

Japan and his social location. These questions, consequently, guided him towards insights 

about his sexuality and desires for social belonging.  

This dissertation traces the complex stories emerging out of the political and 

social responses to Japan’s 2011 triple disaster to propose the concept of post-disaster 

citizenship. Post-disaster citizenship describes the ways that people make use of disasters 

to reconstruct meanings around social membership and citizenship. It includes a range of 
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responses across a spectrum of political positions, including attempts to reinforce the 

boundaries of exclusion (such as with the case of nativists) or to widen the terms of 

political and social participation (as is the case with multicultural nationalism). In the 

context of this dissertation, post-disaster citizenship traces the ways that Japanese 

activists have recuperated the meanings of disaster to rationalize expansions in social 

citizenship for historically marginalized groups, in this case, Zainichi Koreans and 

foreigners.  

The stories in this project show that tensions lie at the heart of post-disaster 

citizenship. That is, while disasters appear to bring social relations to a crisis point, they 

simultaneously reveal inequalities deeply interwoven into everyday life. As activists act 

and respond within a sense of political urgency which characterizes post-disaster 

citizenship, they must negotiate the longevity and durability of such inequalities. For 

some activists, such as those featured in this study, post-disaster citizenship reflects 

aspirations to remake social relations from the visceral experiences of disaster—and the 

many impossibilities of these endeavors. 

This project’s theorizing of post-disaster citizenship contributes to existing 

literatures on disasters and inequalities within sociology and a number of 

interdisciplinary fields by highlighting how disasters influence how people rethink their 

relationships to the state and with each other. Current work on disasters has often focused 

on disasters as moments that reiterate modes of social inequality (Brunsma, Overfelt, and 

Picou 2010; Reid 2013; Adams 2013; Luft 2009).  Scholars have documented how 

disasters have widened the gulf between power and vulnerability and generated new 

modes of political governance and capitalist extraction. Critical scholarship on Katrina in 

2005, the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, the Bhopal gas leak in 1984, and other disasters have 

situated these events within the asymmetric conditions of post-colonialism and structural 
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racism (Camp 2009; Fortun 2009; Giroux 2006, Gotham and Greenberg 2008; Klein 

2007). This project acknowledges these important debates while offering an important 

shift in analysis. I ask, how does the political aftermath of disaster unearth racial tensions 

in countries such as Japan that have frequently been imagined as socially and racially 

homogeneous? What types of challenges do cultural assumptions about nationhood pose 

for activists who attempt anti-racist collective action within these contexts? How do these 

negotiations differ in informal spaces of cultural production versus in legal structures? 

What do Japan and nuclear power in particular reveal about life and politics after 

disasters? 

This dissertation is organized around two temporal periods, based on data 

collected over a four-year period between 2014 and 2018. First, the rise of the counter 

movement (anti-racism collective action) in 2013 and the movement’s outgrowth from 

post-3/11 anti-nuclear movements and second, the establishment of local community-

based organizations in Kawasaki, two years later. This dissertation focuses primarily on 

the Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.) and The Menfolk, two anti-racism 

movements comprised predominantly of ethnic Japanese men, and the formation of the 

Kawasaki Citizen’s Network, a Zainichi Korean-led community network against hate 

speech, in 2015. 

By including these trajectories—the predominantly ethnically Japanese, and the 

Zainichi Korean-led organizations, this dissertation seeks to complicate popular 

narratives among activists that the 2011 disaster served as an “awakening” for Japanese 

citizens. Second, this dissertation reveals how anti-discrimination groups with deep roots 

in Zainichi Korean communities recover the “helm” of the anti-racism movement several 

years after the emergence of a masculinist, Japanese-led movement. The tracing of these 

two interlinked paths shows that social movements never follow a linear trajectory. 
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Instead, the emergence of social movements is shaped by existing modalities of struggle 

and resistance.  

In this way, post-disaster citizenship underscores important questions around 

temporality. How does the narrative of “rebirth” after disasters reiterate nationalist 

politics? In what ways do crisis narratives sometimes “unintentionally” produce erasures, 

particularly for historically marginalized groups? How do different political 

movements—emerging out of distinct political genealogies—negotiate simultaneously 

their shared and divergent political interests? What types of movement strategies, cultural 

spaces, and expressions develop out of these negotiations?  

Post-disaster citizenship offers an extension of existing debates about the 

colloquial and analytical meanings connected to the concepts of disaster and crisis. 

Colloquially, disasters are most closely associated with “events,” whereas crises tend to 

refer to situations and conditions that are not temporally limited to discrete episodes. 

Such conceptualizations of time shape Boin et al (2017)’s observations that, “The 

concepts ‘crisis’ and ‘disaster’ signal different research interests and approaches” (23). 

They point out that crisis research tends to assume an interventionist approach, focusing 

on “a temporal slice of the process through which a disaster emerges and eventually 

fades. They are mostly interested in the phase where intervention can still limit the effects 

of an emerging or escalating incident” (ibid). Implicit within these classifications is a 

temporalized assumption that disasters, as “events” have a definitive starting and ending 

point. By contrast, crises signal political and social conditions that appear “out of order,” 

while also suggesting ambiguities about when such problems might be successfully 

resolved. 

Yet, the growing literature from within disaster studies also calls into question 

such a focus on temporality as sufficient criteria for drawing distinctions between 
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disaster and crisis. Sociology’s decades-long shift towards analyzing disasters as socially 

constructed has also entailed critiques of an event-based view of disasters. Instead, 

scholars such as Nickel and Eikenberry (2007) argue that disasters only become such as a 

result of structural factors. In terms of temporality, disasters are not made solely in the 

moments of a hurricane or a tsunami but through the structural factors that shape human 

life and environments before and after such events. Crisis is similarly socially 

constructed. Boin et al’s (2017) observation that “[c]rises are in the eye of the beholder” 

points to how the meanings and experiences of crises differ according to the viewer’s 

social position. As Nixon’s (2011) concept of “slow violence” demonstrates, crisis is not 

always spectacular or abnormal, but rather is frequently an “attritional lethality”—slowly 

and sometimes invisibly devastating marginalized communities over long periods of 

time. 

This dissertation considers overlaps in the concepts of disaster and crisis but 

without analytically treating the two as interchangeable. Instead, this project asks why 

many of the activists often refer to 3/11 as a crisis. Such blurring of the lines between 

disaster and crisis, this project argues, is central to the formation of post-disaster 

citizenship. As this dissertation shows, activists frequently map on the narrative 

structures of crisis onto 3/11 to articulate a political connection between disasters and 

recurrent political threats—as well as to imagine opportunities for social improvement. In 

other words, activists use tropes already embedded within the concept of crisis to define 

the political meaning of disasters such as 3/11. 

As the following chapter will further explore, the concept of crisis signals a 

variety of political interests and anticipations. While tracing its etymological roots, 

Roitman (2013) critically analyzes how people have narrated teleological trajectories 

through crisis; in this way, positioning crisis as a starting point by which social 
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improvement or resolution can be achieved. In arguing for a “crisis approach” to disaster 

studies, Boin et al (2017) have focused on crisis as signaling imminent threats. The 

activists in this study deploy similar understandings of crisis in their social construction 

of citizenship after disasters. In their participation in social movements, activists often are 

motivated simultaneously by anxieties about political, social, and environmental threats 

and desires to offer social and political resolution to emergent problems. 

Following from Roitman’s critique of crisis narratives, this project also considers 

how crisis-driven responses to disasters reveal profound contradictions. This dissertation 

focuses primarily on disaster and secondarily on crisis. This analytical decision does not 

suggest the significance of one concept over the other, but rather reflects a grounded 

methodological approach that follows the language of the participants of this study. For 

many of the activists I spoke with, it is not a general sense of crisis that spurs social 

action. Rather, their political responses are tied specifically to 3/11 as a disaster as well as 

the cultural meanings of disasters throughout Japanese history (Chapter 4: Historical 

Overview of Race, Disasters, and Social Movements in Japan discusses some of these 

connotations in greater detail).   

The choice of the prefix “post” in the term “post-disaster citizenship” is also 

deliberate, signaling some of the temporal paradoxes embedded within this concept. For 

instance, while “post” suggests a time period after disasters, activists frequently articulate 

3/11 as an urgent turning point precisely because, in Japan, disasters are bound for 

repetition. Moreover, the ambiguities and lack of resolution to nuclear-related risks have 

made it difficult for people living in Japan to demarcate a clear “end” to the 2011 

disaster—even seven years later. The “post” of post-disaster citizenship acknowledges at 

once that while people actively seek to create spaces and modes of normalcy after 
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disasters, their efforts are hampered both by ongoing precarities as well as their own 

ambivalent desires for change.  

 “Last night reminded me of 3/11” 
Post-disaster citizenship not only describes a temporalized response to disaster but 

also invokes questions about the scope and scale of social harms and risks. A theme 

running through this dissertation is that post-disaster politics are haunted by a sense of 

repetition. These repetitions are visible in the history of disasters in Japan, the durability 

of inequality, and the reopening of social wounds. In the words of one Zainichi Korean 

activists, an inability to heal (kaifuku dekinai).3 Nonetheless, activists aspire towards 

healing. Their frustrations with these repetitions—and what they perceive as inadequate 

state responses and protections—often motivate activists to rescript disasters as 

opportunities for social change. This dissertation argues not only that activists see 

disasters and crisis as opportunities for change, but, moreover that such aspirations are 

always already racialized and gendered. 

This dissertation does not claim that post-disaster citizenship applies solely to the 

aftermath of nuclear disaster. However, there are certain qualities about nuclear disaster 

that make it a particularly salient moment to consider these negotiations. Nuclear 

disasters encapsulate the extremes to which the determination of harms and risks are 

shrouded in ambiguities. In Japan, activists’ nationwide calls to action after 3/11 reveal 

porous boundaries, in which the positioning of “victim” and “ally” are often unclear. The 

                                                
3 This activist description of an inability to heal is explored in greater detail in the story of Choi, in Chapter 
7: Mobilizing Kawasaki. 
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blurring of such lines has been exacerbated by the crisis of knowledge surrounding the 

disaster.  

These tensions were quite salient even from my earliest days in the field. When I 

began working with anti-nuclear activists in the summer of 2014, I was immediately 

bombarded with warnings about drinking city water. I was told to avoid certain chain 

family restaurants that, allegedly, cheaply and covertly bought food from the radiation-

effected Northeast region of Japan. After an anti-nuclear march in Tokyo, over 150 miles 

away from the nuclear meltdown in Fukushima, one of the activists showed me a text 

message on his phone: “karada ga darui” (“my body is weak”). The message was from 

his friend, who also lived in the area. His friend had apparently become ill from the 

radiation that had migrated to the city. He was exhausted and suffered from nosebleeds. 

Several years later, at a festival and parade promoting democracy, one of the activists 

arrived with a Geiger counter that he showed off to his friends. Another time, the same 

activist brought an order form for iodine pills to our hang-out at the convenient store. The 

pills, which were to be orally ingested, were meant to offer protection from potential 

radiation exposure. One sample pill was stapled to a white sheet of paper.  

Iodine pills and other such cultural artifacts are fraught with political significance. 

As Aya Hirata Kimura (2016) puts it, “The government also decided against distributing 

iodine pills right after the accident, which might have helped prevent thyroid cancer. The 

pills were, however, made available to a select few, including staff at Fukushima Medical 

University. They took iodine despite their official position that it was not necessary, and 
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they did not admit that they had taken the pills until they were forced to do so by a media 

exposé” (146).  

 Disasters often appear not only “immeasurable” but repetitive. In April 2016, 

Japan was rattled by a series of earthquakes in the prefecture of Kumamoto, in the 

southern part of the country. One of the anti-racist activists had recently relocated to the 

nearby city of Fukuoka. I sent her a message over Twitter to see how she was doing. She 

said she was fine but, “Last night reminded me of 311.” The first earthquake which hit on 

April 14 was later understood as a “foreshock” for the main shock of a 7.0 magnitude 

quake on April 16. During this two-day period, there were over a hundred aftershocks.  

A similar sentiment resonates in Natsuki’s quote, which opens this chapter. The 

repetitive trauma of disaster can translate to an enduring disruption. Such disruptions do 

not refer only to “material” changes. Indeed, although the earthquake of 2011 had 

literally broken apart ground in Tokyo, the city bears few traces of these fissures today. 

Rather, it is an amalgamation of social problems that continues to unsettle activists like 

Natsuki—the crisis of housing, food, and employment that directly impacts people 

currently or formerly living in the immediate geography around Fukushima; the disputed 

stretch of radiation poison; and the weakness of the State in resolving these concerns. 

Post-disaster citizenship, in ways, entails putting into words what is unrecoverable—lives 

and livelihoods—and acting urgently to forestall the loss of social values that are 

imperiled such as safety, security, and democracy.  

The repetitiveness of disasters also harkens back to the racist scapegoating, 

misinformation, and violence that have repeatedly emerged in Japan after disasters. For 
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the activists who would eventually become part of the counter movement, disasters 

exacerbate social insecurities for racial minorities in foreigners living in Japan. 

Compounding linguistic challenges and other barriers to social and institutional support, 

xenophobic animosities repeatedly flare up in the hours and days after disasters. Chapter 

4: Historical Overview of Race, Disasters, and Social Movements in Japan describes the 

precedents that have established major disasters as moments during which people in 

Japan have questioned social inclusion, particularly for racial minorities and foreigners. 

Chapter 7: Mobilizing Kawasaki further clarifies these linkages between histories of post-

disaster violence and present-day hate speech. I discuss this in the context of rumor 

mongering around Zainichi Koreans related to memorialization of the 1923 Kanto 

earthquake and massacre and social media responses to the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake.4  

Unlike what Natsuki had suggested, I am neither the first person nor the most 

uniquely qualified person to articulate the psychic trauma of the 3/11 disaster. Instead, I 

have found through my work that the task of mapping out disaster is a collective project. 

In the field, I have encountered a range of knowledge producers—ethnographers like 

myself, but also journalists, lawyers, NGO workers, artists, and musicians. As I aim to 

show in this dissertation, and particularly in my methodology, activists are implicated in 

the knowledge making process. Although often created individually, activists’ 

experiences together offer insights into the traumatic and productive significance of 3/11. 

                                                
4 Chapter 4 further describes these racialized meanings of disaster which shape my theorization of post-
disaster citizenship. 
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In observing these overlaps, I see post-disaster citizenship as also being a project 

that speaks to questions of epistemology. For many of the activists living in the shadows 

of 3/11, it is common sense that the disaster was able to generate collective action across 

multiple social issues. Through the politics of their everyday existences, these activists 

sometimes live and breathe the urgent call to construct social communities in place of a 

state that has seemingly abandoned them. Moreover, knowing that future disasters are 

imminent, they often see this labor as urgent. 

Aims of this Dissertation 
In this dissertation, I argue that activists’ understandings of their proximity to 

harms and vulnerabilities changed in the aftermath of the 2011 disaster, ultimately 

shaping their methods of advocating for civil rights. Activists’ perception that the state 

had insufficiently responded to the disaster led them to not only rethink their own civil 

rights but also to consider ongoing political and social exclusions for marginalized 

members of society. At once encapsulating a utopic vision, perhaps common within the 

narrative construction of a collective response to crisis, these practices have often had 

complicated and contradictory effects.  

Post-disaster citizenship does not entail a static mode of political ideology or 

mode of social participation, but rather a type of engagement that changes over time. This 

dissertation examines how activists, initially acting out of a localized sense of the 

temporality of crisis and urgency, eventually began probing into the structural conditions 

of racism. Through a series of conflicts around gender and sexuality, they also began to 
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think about the presence of misogyny and other modes of discrimination within their 

communities.  

Further complicating these developments, post-disaster citizenship evolves not 

only in relation to activists’ responses to a “discrete” disaster, but, unfolds alongside the 

political transformations led by other actors. For instance, in post-disaster Japan, 

“progressive” activists’ transitions towards anti-racism politics is catalyzed both by state 

policies and by the intensification of nativist politics. Activists from nativist 

organizations—Zaitokukai the most prominent among them—also capitalized on the 

disaster to repeatedly attack both racial/ethnic minorities but also progressive activists 

themselves. Although this dissertation focuses primarily on the perspective of 

“progressive” anti-racist activists, post-disaster attempts to reconstruct the meanings of 

citizenship and belonging also includes those efforts by nativist groups. Post-disaster 

citizenship, then, is entwined within the intensification of discrimination that is facilitated 

through times of political and social instability. 

This dissertation is unable to explore all of the above themes in equal depth. Even 

by focusing on “progressive” activism, I am unable to cover all social movement 

communities or issues. Instead, my dissertation has the more modest aim of articulating 

how a specific type of community—ranging from several hundred active members 

(people participating “in person”) to around 10,000 participants on social media, 

transitioned from anti-nuclear activism to collective protests against hate speech.  

Returning to the opening anecdote of this chapter, this narrative also follows how 

the intensification of racial politics after the disaster is enmeshed with gender and sexual 
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politics. The gender and sexual politics of protests, as I describe throughout this 

dissertation, not only shapes the composition of movements but also their strategies and 

political framings. I also complicate this story by questioning the prevailing narrative in 

which Japanese activists, most of them male and of the ethnic majority, claim leadership 

positions in the fight against hate speech. Throughout the first part of my dissertation I 

interweave allusions to the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network, a local community-based 

network opposed to hate speech, as a parallel case. Chapter 7 focuses specifically on how 

the field changed once this Zainichi Korean-focused political action group emerged on 

the scene. 

Scholars have long been interested in the ways that disasters disproportionately 

affect communities of color or socioeconomically marginalized communities, both in 

North America and various parts of the Global South (Bonilla 2013; Carrigan 2015; Luft 

2009; Giroux 2006, Gotham and Greenberg 2008; Klein 2007). Despite these important 

contributions, there are still a number of significant gaps in understanding inequalities in 

cases like Japan—highly developed economies that are frequently imagined as racially 

and socially homogenous.  

In this way, the theorizations of disaster and citizenship that this dissertation 

offers has two parallel goals. First, I use the context of disaster to contribute to global 

discussions about contemporary racial politics and their overlapping contours of gender 

and sexuality. As I describe in my literature review, I see racial politics in post-disaster 

Japan as an important case for thinking seriously about fragmentary and contentious 

understandings of race as itself a potential vehicle for political marginalization and social 
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erasure. Similarly, this project aims to highlight how—within the temporal aftermath of 

disaster—categories of difference often shift fluidly between visibility and invisibility, 

legibility and illegibility, recognition and neglect.  

Second, my project’s focus on the case of Japan aims to provide an additional 

framework to support existing studies of disasters in other parts of the world. In ways, I 

acknowledge that a study of anti-racism in Japan is somewhat of a surprising case. 

Among people living in Japan and even academics, there is a belief that the country is 

relatively immune from the problem of racism (Kawai 2015). Yet, disasters such as 3/11 

unearth trends of extreme abuse and violence against marginalized groups in a national 

context typically imagined as “homogenous.” What might my findings in Japan reveal 

about race and disasters in other geographic contexts? In using the framework of post-

disaster citizenship to think through these ideas, I do not mean to suggest that Japanese 

politics and social modalities can describe a uniform pattern for the rest of the globe. 

Rather, I see this work as an important step toward understanding the often complex and 

unexpected effects of disasters.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES  

My project follows on a growing body of literature that has documented the 

revitalization of political mobilization in Japan after 3/11, especially anti-nuclear 

movements. This line of research has demonstrated the political significance of 3/11 as a 

watershed event that “normalized” protest in a sociocultural context wherein political 

dissent had long been stigmatized and subjected to state regulation. I focus on a subset of 
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this political wave—a nationwide counter movement against the social phenomenon of 

racist hate speech, in which ultranationalist Japanese organizations have continually 

targeted Zainichi Koreans, foreigners, and other racial/ethnic minorities.  

I begin by posing a two questions: Why do disasters trigger broader social and 

political contestations about race, social inequality, human rights, and political inclusion? 

In what ways do “post-disaster” politics reiterate, supplement, or disrupt existing 

modalities of racial discrimination and exclusion? 

I use my observations from the field to answer these questions both in theoretical 

and ethnographic terms. For instance, in this dissertation I discuss why one of these 

dominant versions of anti-racism emerged as an outgrowth of nationalistic, anti-nuclear 

responses. I ask, then, what does this story tell us about the relationships between race 

and nationalism, particularly in moments of crisis? How does post-disaster citizenship not 

only reflect the legacies of racism, imperialism, and colonialism in Japan but also invoke 

ongoing, global discourses about crisis? What are the ways that we can trace these 

discourses through and against the lived experiences of victims, activists, and other 

political actors? How do theories about globalized and national precarity and 

vulnerability translate to people’s everyday lives and practices of resistance? Where does 

the remaking of citizenship occur outside of laws and protests? Similarly, what tensions 

emerge when activists attempt to rearticulate citizenship through different strategies—

such as, through cultural changes, quotidian expressions of resistance and solidarity, and 

state recognition? How is gender simultaneously absented and present within the 
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formation of anti-racist politics? What are the ways that gender and sexuality structure 

the political strategies and repertoires of social movements? 

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

In Chapter 2: Literature Review, I lay the theoretical groundwork for my theory of 

post-disaster citizenship. I outline contemporary debates by critical scholars of race and 

racism and the significance of social movements and conflicts for understanding racial 

formations. I then situate post-disaster citizenship within sociological and 

interdisciplinary discussions of disasters and crisis. Finally, I provide an overview of the 

histories of racial/ethnic social movements and discuss theories of nation and affect that 

emerged in the aftermath of 3/11.  

Chapter 3: Methodology, reviews my methodological approaches to the field. I 

describe my entrance into the field and my positionality as a Taiwanese-American female 

researcher in Japan. In reflecting on my methods and how I gained access to the field, I 

also discuss the complicated ways that I uncovered the “gendered” politics of the field. I 

suggest that there are multiple “truths” within the dynamics between the researcher and 

the field, wherein researchers, especially women and queer people, are not only often 

vulnerable within the field but also are not the “sole” knowledge producers. My 

sensitivity to these dynamics enabled me to eventually learn about the complex gendered 

dynamics activists themselves encounter (and reproduce) and the ways that gendered 

risks shape women’s involvements in social movements.    

Chapter 4: Historical Overview of Race, Disasters, and Social Movements in 

Japan briefly charts out historical and political shifts in the construction of race in Japan 

as well as the emergence of social movements and community-based organizing led by 

Zainichi Koreans in the twentieth century. This chapter also examines prior historical 
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cases of racialized exclusions and violence in the aftermath of disasters, focusing in 

particular on the 1923 Kanto Earthquake and the 1995 Kobe Earthquake. This discussion 

points to the cultural and political roots of contemporary iterations of post-disaster 

citizenship. Such historical context suggests a paradox by which activism in the aftermath 

of disasters often aims to be “new” at the same time that it might actually rehearse many 

of the same negotiations from earlier episodes. This chapter also describes in greater 

detail the reemergence of anti-nuclear movements after 2011 as well as the rise of hate 

speech leading up to 2013.  

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this dissertation correspond to three themes related to post-

disaster citizenship in the aftermath of Japan’s 2011 disaster.  

Chapter 5: Fukushima and the Ambivalence of Belonging examines the 

complexities of community formation within post-disaster movements. I trace how anti-

racism movement grew out post-Fukushima anti-nuclear movements, the gendered 

exclusions established even in the early days of anti-racism, and the philosophy of “living 

together.”  

In Chapter 6: “Extreme Pressure”: Race, Vulnerability, and Masculinities, I focus 

on the contradictions of vulnerability, pain, and intimacy within masculinized anti-racist 

spaces. A revised understanding of risks, harms, and social vulnerabilities are central to 

the formation of post-disaster citizenship. I examine how activists negotiated these 

themes through protests, social relations, and aesthetics. I argue that the intensified 

politics of vulnerability ultimately reinforced existing masculinist norms of protest.  

Chapter 7: Mobilizing Kawasaki examines the case of the Kawasaki Citizens’ 

Network. I juxtapose the challenges of establishing effective legal measures against hate 

speech with the repeated harms of hate speech which make it difficult for victims to heal. 

In shifting my discussion to Kawasaki, this portion of my dissertation also locates the 
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tensions between Japanese activist communities “awakened” through the narratives of 

crisis versus marginalized groups who have historically lived under systematic 

discrimination. 

Finally, Chapter 8: Conclusion reflects on the limitations of this study while 

discussing future directions for this project. I argue that post-disaster citizenship has the 

potential not only to contribute to sociological understandings of disaster but of the 

politics of race within global-comparative frame of analysis.  

As an ethnographic project, this dissertation examines the intersections of race, 

gender, and citizenship through the specificity of post-3/11 Japan to consider the 

meanings of disaster politics more broadly. One of the main objectives is to underscore 

the sociological significance of disasters in spurring contestations over the meanings of 

race, nation, and citizenship, and how gender shapes these meanings. This project extends 

beyond scholarship that has already thoroughly documented racial inequality as a factor 

that shapes how different groups of people experience, and recover, from disasters. 

Rather, I argue that because disasters intensify vulnerability, they are key moments for 

defining the boundaries of social and political belonging. Alongside negotiations by 

which state authorities and members of civil society determine how to administer care 

and protections are fundamental questions about whose lives are considered worthy, 

valuable, and precious. Such determinations are not only made in the episodic confines of 

disasters but are, rather, established through existing legal and social structures. How 

states and communities “construct” disasters, therefore, signals how they recognize or 

neglect marginalized groups of people. Disasters are co-constitutive of racial politics. 

The theoretical content on disaster and state racial formation in this project draws 

from the ethnography conducted between 2014 and 2018. By framing their opposition to 

racism as part of post-disaster politics, activists signal their desires to rewrite the 
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exclusionary racialization processes that normally accompany disasters, in Japan and 

elsewhere. Further, the data in this dissertation demonstrates that activists’ attempts to 

pose an alternative racial politics is also inherently gendered. In attempting to construct 

counter protests as an intervention both against extremist politics and state neglect, anti-

racist social movements also reveal urgent questions about gender and sexuality, 

particularly in relation to notions of vulnerability, care, and protection. In particular, anti-

racist activists have often rationalized the necessity of masculinized protesting tactics, 

reifying a binary in which the politics of gender inclusion are subordinate to racial 

inclusion. I show that reconstructions of race and citizenship in the aftermath of 3/11 are 

interwoven with negotiations around gender and sexuality in Japan. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 

 

This chapter reviews literatures on race and disasters to lay the groundwork for 

my theoretical framework of post-disaster citizenship. I make the case for examining 

racial politics in Japan, by arguing for a critical sociology of race that is attentive to the 

fragmentary meanings of race and racism. My approach to race as “fragmented” not only 

resonates with the geographic contours of my study but also highlights existing debates 

about the significance of social conflict in racial formation. Drawing from Lisa Lowe 

(1996) and Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s (1994) racial formation, I consider race 

as a site of legal, social, and cultural contestation. This approach to race offers a frame 

for examining how activists across a wide political spectrum attempt to redefine the 

meanings of race, in relation to the state as well as between communities. 

The second portion of this literature review discusses sociological and 

interdisciplinary approaches to the study of disasters. In describing key debates within 

these fields, I situate my work on disasters within a longer Foucauldian framework of 

biopolitics. In particular, this dissertation takes inspiration from Adriana Petryna’s (2013) 

work on biological citizenship, Alondra Nelson’s (2011) concept of social health, and 

Janet Roitman’s (2013) work on crisis narratives. I use these theories to situate post-

disaster citizenship which describes the processes by which people make use of disasters 

to reconstruct meanings around social membership and citizenship. This discussion 

builds from the introduction of post-disaster citizenship in Chapter 1: Introduction, by 

locating my concept with these theories. 
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Defining Race, Ethnicity, Racism, and Citizenship 

In 2013, I attended a conference for Japanese studies in Tokyo, covering 

academic research across a spectrum of disciplines, including history, literature, and the 

social sciences. One of the sessions I attended focused on Filipinos living in Japan, one of 

the country’s largest ethnic minority groups. Composed predominantly of junior 

qualitative ethnographers from the Philippines, panelists engaged with a range of social 

issues, from labor, parental tensions within multiethnic households, and the complex 

negotiations many Filipino-Japanese children must confront with regard to their 

multiethnic identities. During the Q&A, a white man—a reasonably well-known senior 

scholar in the subfield of social inequality in Japan—offered an intervention by saying 

that it was “impossible” to be “half-Japanese.” He implied that people living in Japan 

exist in a rigid binary; “Japanese” or “foreign.” 

As cultural theorist Yuko Kawai (2015) points out, many Japanese people see 

racism as a “Western” problem. Normative assumptions about the “irrelevance” of race 

in Japan are in many ways distinct from academic critique that Japanese society 

constructs national identity as a binary. Nonetheless, I see collusions in the erasure of 

race within “ordinary” social relations between people living in Japan and some academic 

studies of discrimination and inequality in Japan. Visible in the conference panel I cite 

above is a complication—in which academics’ attempts to critique hegemonic restrictions 

about who may claim “Japanese-ness” sometimes reproduces the very power structures 

that encumber marginalized communities in their attempts to gain political and social 

recognition. The remarks not only reify this binary but also suggest that many of the 

conceptual frameworks for analyzing racial inequality are inappropriate for Japanese 

society. In other words, race is illegible.  
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In this way, a study of racial politics in Japan must begin with adjustment to some 

of the analogies on which many critical race scholars most frequently depend. Much of 

contemporary critical race theory, emerging from the context of the U.S., is predicated on 

historical particularity, including the histories of chattel slavery, racial civil rights 

movements, immigrant and assimilation discourses, and, more recently, post-racial 

politics. While drawing from this rich literature, one motivation for this project lies in 

documenting how cases outside of this American frame might inform our understanding 

of global racial politics. I ask, for instance, what are the stakes of racial politics in a social 

context in which a nation denies that race ever existed? As I will show later in this 

literature review, race and racism are more than simply “missing pieces” in common 

understandings of Japanese social belonging. Rather, it is an erasure enacted through 

historically and geopolitically decisions made by the Japanese state. As Michael Weiner 

(2009; 1989), Lie (2008), and others have argued, the meanings of race and racism as 

they operate today are in part the product of Japan’s transition from a colonial empire to a 

liberal democracy in the twentieth century. The vocabularies for racism and 

discrimination, thus, often seem like a palimpsest—deliberately absented but still 

nonetheless palpable into the contemporary moment.  

What can the field of racial politics in Japan—which is at some moments 

illegible, at others haunting—tell us about global-comparative racial politics? Broadly, 

this project is an endeavor to locate and describe how people living in Japan live with, 

resist, and reproduce conditions of racial inequality. In so doing, it is in some ways a 

response to calls made by numerous sociologists who argue for the importance of 

developing a unified theory of race (Emirbayer and Desmond 2015; Golash-Boza 2016). 

Or, as Rogers Brubaker (2009) puts it, to develop global knowledge of racism amidst 

tendencies to fragment these discussions. Instead, I want to ask, how might it be 
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productive to pay attention to the fragmented, contentious, and illegible politics of race? 

How do fragmentations instead shed light on how conflictual definitions of race shape 

not only academic discourses but also state policies, international governance, and social 

movements—including both “progressive” anti-racist and “reactionary” neo-racist 

movements? How might we better comprehend the historical complexities and ongoing 

transformations of race by attending to its indecipherability and contradiction?  

Steve Fenton (1996) offers a clear description of the colloquial meanings of 

“race” and “ethnicity” which, though often used interchangeably, refer to distinct sources 

of social difference. In his view, race is connected to “physical or visible difference” (3) 

whereas ethnicity signals “cultural difference, where cultural difference is associated 

above all with an actual or commonly perceived shared ancestry, with language markers, 

and with national or regional origin” (4). In clearly marking the differences between race 

and ethnicity within popular usage, Fenton argues that for sociologists, the category of 

“ethnicity” is generally more analytically appropriate because “race” remains too 

interlocked with conceptualizations that have already been discredited (such as the idea 

that race is biological). Although most critical scholars criticize common sense notions 

about race, most tend to locate the concept of race as the product of historical colonial 

encounters between European and non-European powers, which produced scientific 

categories to define racial difference. As Michael Banton (1998) puts it, “[r]acial 

categories are created when beliefs about biological differences are used to exclude 

persons from equal relations” (199). Ethnicity, on the other hand, tends to involve the 

construction of a cultural identity based on similarities such as the ones listed above to 

solidify an idea of the nation.  

This description of the distinctions between race and ethnicity initially supports 

some of the claims that Japan and other East Asian power relations might not accurately 
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be read through Western racial theories. However, that anti-racism activists in Japan have 

adopted the terminology of “race” and “racism” forces us to take another look at this 

assumption. Anti-racism activists in Japan directly describe the ongoing problem of anti-

Korean and anti-foreigner hate speech as “racism,” despite the fact that the meanings of 

what constitute race, as well as the terminology used to describe these phenomena, have 

changed in Japan over time.5 Thus, complementing Kawai’s point about popular 

disinterest, an adherence to Western categorizations of racial difference creates additional 

difficulties for addressing structural racism in Japan. For instance, a common sense 

understanding of race as predicated in physical difference, rooted in Western racial 

formations, presents challenges for analyzing structural racism against Koreans living in 

Japan—given that, in many national contexts, Japanese and Koreans are grouped together 

as belonging to a shared “race.” 

One of the potential approaches to resolving these quandaries emerging out of 

common sense knowledge is to eliminate or reconsider the category of race all together 

(Banton 1998). Banton, however, does not merely criticize popular assumptions about 

race. Rather, he goes a step farther to argue that it is impossible to divorce contemporary 

conceptualizations of race and racism from the scientific history of flawed racial 

categorization. He claims that these serious historical errors have made “race” a 

problematic category for contemporary social scientists—even when theorizing from a 

critical analytical standpoint. Instead, Banton aspires towards a “bottom up theory” that 

can “supersede the use of ‘race’ in the attempt to explain why it is that the outward 

differences between persons, and the cultural characteristics associated with differences 

in national or ethnic origin, appear to cause social and political tension” (196).   

                                                
5 I discuss these patterns in “Race, Disasters, and Social Movements in Japan” in the Introduction, as well 
as later in this chapter. 
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Fenton argues that ethnicity “has a much greater claim to analytical usefulness in 

sociology” (4) because it is, presumably, not connected to the same historical abuse of 

science (scientific racism) nor bogged down by misunderstandings within popular 

culture.6 As Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1993) point out, however, the idea that “ethnicity” 

is somehow less fraught than race is itself a problematic assumption. While discussing 

the trajectory of ethnic studies, they cite how ethnicity is often coupled with discourses of 

assimilation and “often treated as a voluntaristic normative identification process, or as a 

form of culture” (4). Ethnicity can thus operate as a way to normalize difference as 

“cultural” rather than established through power relations.  

A second approach involves a thoughtful reading of race and ethnicity in relation 

to each other. Richard Jenkins (2008) agrees with some of the core distinctions between 

race and ethnicity. He adds that race is broadly determined externally as an “imposition” 

whereas ethnicity is rooted in “group identification” (170). He points out that “[w]ith 

notions of ‘race’ in public and scientific disrepute since 1945, ethnicity has obligingly 

stepped into the gap, becoming a rallying cry in the, often bloody, reorganization of the 

post-Cold-War world.” (10). Within Jenkins’ argument, however, there is space to view 

genealogies of race as an analytical model for unpacking the power dynamics embedded 

within structures of ethnicity. As Jenkins puts it, race is nearly historically unparalleled as 

“an organizing principle of domination” (170). Thus, and in view of its spatial location 

within Asian politics, this project considers the productivity of exposing these moments 

when ethnicity might also operate akin to “race-like” formations.  

Returning to Flora Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis (1993), the authors argue that 

“racisms cannot be understood without considering their interconnections with ethnicity, 

                                                
6 Another salient point is Miles’ (1993) call for scholars to move towards conceptualizing “racism” without 
retaining the problematic concept of “race.” 
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nationalism, class, gender and the state” (Preface). Anthias and Yuval-Davis state that 

although racism cannot be reduced as a “derivative” of ethnic formations, racism is 

nonetheless constructed in relation to the discourses surrounding ethnic identification and 

exclusion. The logics by which race becomes a category of “immutable biological or 

physiognomic difference” (2) operates in tandem with “modes of exclusion, 

inferiorization, subordination and exploitation” (2). Echoing notions of racial formation 

(discussed in greater detail in subsequent sections), they also emphasize that race and 

ethnicity are constructed in specific historical contexts, such as conquest and 

colonization. Racism is inextricably connected to nationalist projects.  

For Andreas Wimmer (2002), nationalism and ethnicity are not simply by-

products of state development but, rather, modern nation-states are constituted through 

ethnic exclusion. As he puts it, “being a part of a sovereign body, and a citizen, became 

synonymous with belonging to a particular ethnic community turned into a nation” (3). 

Moreover, Wimmer points out that ethnic nationalism serves as the foundation for 

making socially tenable many of the political principles central to modern states—

democracy, citizenship, and national self-determination (2). Within Wimmer’s reading, 

ethnicity is crucial for drawing the boundaries around civil, social, and even in some 

cases, political rights.  

Benedict Anderson (2006), on the other hand, separates nationalism and racism. 

As he puts it, “nationalism thinks in terms of historical destinies, while racism dreams of 

ethereal contaminations, transmitted from the origins of time through an endless sequence 

of loathsome copulation” (149). Similarly, Anthony Smith (2010) observes that the 

nation and nationalism are both distinct from the state, “because the concept of the state 

relates to institutional activity, while that of the nation denotes a type of community” 



 30 

(12). Smith echoes Anderson to argue that nations are made through the commonalities of 

“a shared history, a distinct public, and common laws” (132).  

In contrast, Paul Gilroy (2002) argues that race itself draws the boundaries of the 

nation (46). He disagrees with Anderson’s theory that national belonging is predicated in 

shared language is able to override perceived differences of biology and kinship. Gilroy’s 

departure from Anderson and Smith, moreover, is central to his conceptualization of 

contemporary racial politics. Gilroy argues that this belief in an assimilatory nationhood 

exists alongside racial exclusion as “a central achievement of the new racism” (46). Thus, 

from Gilroy’s critique we can situate debates about race and nationalism through notions 

of cultural difference.  

In considering how citizenship fits into such debates about race, ethnicity, and 

nation, T.H. Marshall’s (1964) typology is instructive. Marshall divides citizenship into 

three parts– civil, political, and social. Political rights refer to the right to participate in 

the political process (such as voting); civil rights are the rights involved with freedom, 

such as the right to free speech; and social rights correspond to equal access to social 

participation and welfare.  

McCrone and Kiely (2000) provide a general distinction between nationality and 

citizenship, with the former belonging to the “cultural realm and citizenship to the 

political” (29). While the binary demarcated in this definition strikes me as perhaps 

overly simplistic, McCrone and Kiely nonetheless highlight an important point about the 

potentially different mechanisms underlying expressions of nationalism versus 

citizenship and, similarly, how the two might circulate around different goals. Craig 

Calhoun (1993) argues that nationalism underpins the conceptualization of political 

communities, with this usually divided into two narratives: one, which focuses on ethnic 

similarity and the other on “common citizenship,” which refers back to shared 
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membership in relation to a specific state (388). Still, Calhoun ultimately critiques both 

models for ignoring “the importance of the institutions, networks and movements that 

knit people together across lines of diversity internal to nations and states; they 

underestimate, in other words, the specifically sociological problems of social 

integration” (388).  

This dissertation engages with the above authors as useful starting points for 

understanding different modalities of citizenship. As data in subsequent chapters show, 

distinctions between civil, political, and social citizenship not only offer theoretical 

guidance but map onto the ways by which political actors, such as activists, develop 

strategies for articulating and advocating for rights. Central to the conceit of this project, 

however, is a political commitment to uncovering the stratification of citizenship across 

multiple lines. Citizenship projects, as this dissertation shows, often reiterate exclusions 

based on race and ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and ability. Not infrequently, such 

exclusions can occur even within “progressive” political projects that aim to be expansive 

and inclusive.  

Jürgen Habermas (2002) points out that citizenship offers but one form of social 

integration through political integration (348). Since political and economic power both 

form another major form of social integration and are “elite,” as opposed to citizenship, 

which is “common,” citizenship brushes up against class tensions.  

Lister (2003) raises questions about to what extent citizenship—which she argues 

was historically implemented to exclude women—can be reformulated to include 

women. Further, she questions if such citizenship might be able to include women who 

are repeatedly marginalized based on race, class, sexuality, and ability.   

Nira Yuval-Davis (1997b) offers a gendered reading of citizenship that is salient 

for this project. She writes: 
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Any comparative theory of citizenship, therefore, must include an examination of 

the individual autonomy allowed to citizens (of different gender, ethnicity, region, 

class, stage in the life cycle, etc.) vis-à-vis their families, civil society 

organizations and state agencies (15). 

Yuval-Davis’s (1997a) argues that women are tasked with biologically and 

culturally reproducing the nation. Anne McClintock’s (1995) work on gender, sexuality, 

and colonialism also offers a foundation for this project’s interest in critical concepts that 

engage with bodily materialities of citizenship. Among many manifestations of such 

materiality, this project is particularly inspired by discourses surrounding biological 

citizenship—a theme which this chapter explores in greater detail in later sections.    

Sociologists have not only been interested in differential experiences but also 

formal routes of accessing citizenship (Soysal 1995; Tsutsui and Shin 2008). Somers’ (et 

al 2008) argues that rights are conferred by the nation-state and produced as “a social 

artifact of law, politics, and the public sphere” (387), in contrast with human rights which 

have origins from “nature.” Reading these arguments together reveals the complex 

spatialities underwriting citizenship. Citizenship often is experienced most acutely within 

local and national contexts, yet they are shaped by global politics. Soysal (1995) has 

documented how “human rights” can create a political opportunity for citizen-less groups 

ignored by the state, such as migrant workers. Sociologists Tsutsui and Shin (2008) have 

also written on how “global human rights vocabularies enabled resident Koreans to 

reframe their claims in terms of universal human rights rather than particular citizenship 

rights” (400).  

On the other hand, scholars have argued that human rights frameworks might 

often conceal the many ways that groups of people continue to be written out from 

membership within the state. Hannah Arendt (1979) argues that human rights, although 
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premised on a recognition of humanity, remains wedded to the state. As she puts it, “the 

Rights of Man, supposedly inalienable, proved to be unenforceable… whenever people 

appeared who were no longer citizens of any sovereign state.” Nash (2009) offers an 

empirical example of this problem in writing about the ineffectual practices of 

international human rights when attempting to adjudicate in national legal settings and 

how this may disproportionally harm certain groups. In the case Nash describes, U.S. law 

ultimately superseded in the case of an unlawful deportation of a man whose citizenship 

came under contestation.  

Arguably at the heart of the question of human rights, citizenship, and racism are 

questions over the concept of “universal human rights.” Human rights scholar Donnelly 

(2013) has argued that this universal framework is a necessary step for the 

implementation of human rights on a global scale. However, as Gurminder Bhramba 

(2006) rightly points out, while human rights scholars defend universality over 

particularity, they often conflate racial difference with cultural difference (something 

which Donnelly also does in his analysis). In this way, by shifting difference to the 

“cultural sphere” (rather than engaging with a structural analysis of difference), human 

rights discourses may in fact make it more difficult to formulate a broader critique of the 

ways that social exclusions are institutionalized. Moreover, this might mirror many of the 

forms of cultural boundary-making that scholars such as Lowe (1996) have identified. 

Human rights, in this way, often functions to reify the idea of a “neutral” universal 

human who is in the position of accepting or rejecting forms of racial difference.  
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Conflict, Formation, and Anti-Racism 

Omi and Winant (1994) argue that the concept of “racial formation” can offer an 

explanation of the sociohistorical processes surrounding power relations in the United 

States in a way that analyses of ethnicity, class, and nation on their own cannot. For Omi 

and Winant, the politics of race become everyday practice through racial hegemony, 

enabling the state to “transition from a racial dictatorship to racial democracy” (66). This 

dissertation takes cue not only from the particularities examined in racial formation, but 

also from their attention to the role of conflict within this formation. As they put it, “State 

institutions acquire their racial orientations from the processes of conflict with and 

accommodation to racially based movements” (78). Lowe (1996) invites scholars to 

consider “race as a contradictory site of struggle for cultural, economic, as well as 

political membership” (x). I am similarly inspired by this call to consider the cultural 

politics of race in relation to social conflict. Thus, the fragmentation of race, which the 

previous section considers, can be understood from the conflicts that emerge out of 

“translating” race across diverging geographies, politics, and temporalities. Conflict, 

moreover not only occurs in relation to such theoretical divergences, but also alongside 

more visible political battles—such as in the case of social movements. As the following 

scholars help reveal, racial projects continue over time through reiterated contestations 

about the meanings of racism and anti-racism between state and civil society actors.    

David Theo Goldberg (2009) argues through his concept of the racial state that 

“race is integral to the emergence, development, and transformations (conceptually, 

philosophically, materially) of the modern nation-state.” This flexible concept is able to 

locate racial states across wide swathes of history, including colonialism, transnational 

circulations of labor and chattel slavery, and imperialism. This dissertation also takes 

inspiration from work that has analyzed contemporary anti-racist politics as a product of 
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the political and cultural resolutions around World War II (Melamed 2011; Winant 

2004). As Winant (2004) points out, in capitalizing on the post-war international human 

rights movement to construct the temporal frame of a “racial break,” Western liberal 

democracies narrate themselves as having broken from a racist “past,” reemerging as the 

new vanguards of diversity, multiculturalism, and human rights protections. With shifts 

away from scientific racism, which had been associated with Nazism and fascism, “new” 

forms of racism increasingly began taking up broadly cultural forms (Melamed 2011, 

Winant 2004; Carrington and McDonald 2001; Lowe 1997). 

The concept of racial states is useful not only for examining the mutability of 

racial projects but particularly the technologies through which racial power moves and 

extends. Winant draws from Foucauldian notions of liberalism, power, and surveillance 

(Foucault 2012) to argue that race is a technology for controlling populations and shifting 

power. If race is a technology, analysis of racism must attend not only to discourses 

around race but also to issues of racial materialities. Falguni Sheth (2009), Simone 

Browne (2015), and Jasbir Puar (2017) all offer methods of investigating racialized 

practices of defining certain groups as threatening, unruly, or “out of place.” Sheth 

describes race as a technology that operates in three ways: “instrumental, naturalizing, 

and concealment” (8). In defining these forms of concealment, she writes: 

The third way in which race functions as a technology is by concealing our  

relationship to law and sovereign power as one of vulnerability and violence, such  

that racialized populations stand precariously close to be cast outside the gates of  

the city (8) 

Social movements are another site of these conflicts. Fleming and Morris i2015) 

have offered insights into how anti-racism and ethnoracial resistance movements 

continually shift the meanings of race across the globe. They analyze simultaneously how 
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civil rights movements in the United States drew from transnational nonviolence (or civil 

disobedience) movements and the long-lasting influence of American civil rights on the 

New Left and other movements across the globe. In the United States, Black Lives Matter 

has helped dismantle popular discourses around post-racial progress (Buggs 2017; 

Graham and Smith 2016). Social movements also expand the category of racism to 

include forms of social citizenship such as access to healthcare (Nelson 2011). This 

dissertation considers the dialectics of race, as negotiated between the state and activists, 

as an important starting point for considering racial formations after disaster.  

Racial states possess the authority to define racial progress, moral order, and 

normalness alike. These contestations over the definitions of race, racism, and justice 

occur not only between state actors and “activists,” but also among activists themselves. 

To note, the term “activist” does not specify a location along a political spectrum; 

activists can mobilize around anti-racism, but other activists can also seek to reinforce 

social exclusion and marginalization. The reemergence of reactionary nativistic politics 

across the globe—seen in the likes of the “alt-right,” Tea Party, Golden Dawn (a neo-

Nazi party in Greece), and xenophobic hate speech in Japan—are all instances of activists 

mobilizing around the meanings of race and racism. Thus, in considering the social 

conflicts at the heart of racial definitions, it is critical to consider not only the 

normalization politics (Piven and Cloward 1979) evident within the cooptation of 

diversity politics into racial capitalism (Melamed 2011) but also how these dynamics are 

altered by communities seeking to reiterate modes of racial exclusion.  

Alana Lentin (2004) underscores the consequences of broad cultural shifts about 

race and racism on contemporary racist and xenophobic movements. As she points out, 

neo-racist activists frequently adopt an amalgamation of racist ideological stances and 

existing anti-racist frames. One particularly salient example is the use of “post-racial 
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discourses,” which coopts a critical rejection of biological racism to then argue the 

absence of structural racism. In recent years, social instability across the globe has 

seemingly intensified xenophobic movements and corresponding anti-racist responses. 

Scholars have begun examining these phenomena in the context of xenophobic 

backlashes to refugee and other migrations, the growth of fascist movements, and hate 

speech (Collins 2017; Gemignani and Hernandez-Albujar 2015). Racist, fascist, and 

xenophobic movements, while sometimes using biological arguments about race, more 

frequently rely on culture-based rhetoric, including assimilationist narratives about 

certain groups taking undue advantage of social services, exacerbating political threats, 

and creating economic and cultural strains. Such rhetoric often predicates itself as 

colorblind (Bonilla-Silva 2017), instead positioning anti-racist critique as itself racist for 

drawing attention to long abandoned notions of biological racial difference. The global 

rise of “alt-right” movements has provided scholars with a critical juncture to examine 

the connections between state racism and permission around racist movements. Browne 

(2015) also sheds light on social movement and activist spaces as sites of racialized 

surveillance, wherein racial states rearticulate the boundaries of normative political 

participation and marginalization through their monitoring and punishment of anti-racist 

activists, particularly activists of color.  

Alastair Bonnett’s (2000) work has helped clarify the distinctions between anti-

racism and anti-racialism. Bonnett argues that “anti-racism cannot be adequately 

understood as the inverse of racism” (4). Drawing from Goldberg’s discussion of anti-

racialism, Bonnett marks a distinction between anti-racism (radical politics) versus anti-

racialism (a strategy of control). As he puts it,  

These two camps are engaged in an undeclared conflict over control of anti- 

racism. However, it…is not merely to allude to the frequent co-option of anti- 
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racist radicals by capitalist states. Rather, it is to suggest that the modern state and  

radical anti-racist movements are contradictory entities that are quote capable of  

simultaneously opening up spaces for both radical and conservative, racialising  

and anti-essentialist, anti-racist politics (3).  

Bonnett argues that anti-racism necessitates a “standing up to” not only racism in name, 

but also the conditions of living that underpin and form racial oppression.   

Bonnett’s work offers a useful theoretical framework for a number of scholars to 

analyze the strategies of anti-racist movements across the globe (Hage 2016; O’Brien 

2009; Blee and Twine 2001; Paradies 2016; Kyriakides 2008; Lentin 2004) Hage argues 

that anti-racism has largely been a failure over the past decades especially in comparison 

to the continuation of racism worldwide. He identifies six key functions of anti-racism: 

(1) Reducing the incidence of racist practices; (2) Fostering a non-racist culture; (3) 

Supporting the victims of racism; (4) Empowering racialized subjects; (5) Transforming 

racist relations into better relations; and (6) Fostering an a-racist culture. He then raises 

some of the challenges facing anti-racism, which includes the multiple logics of racism 

(extermination and exploitation), and capitalist accumulation. Among Hage’s arguments, 

one of the most illuminating ideas for this dissertation is the notion that anti-racists have 

“failed” in part because of their use of “logic” to counter racists. Instead, he suggests that 

social relations, emotional exchanges, and forms of reciprocities underlie racism. Thus, 

tensions between discursive and emotional (or affective) negotiations of racism shape 

how activists make strategic decisions in their development of anti-racist collective 

action. Moreover, this dilemma again points to why anti-racists might often choose to 

focus on culturally-driven modes of change rather than on legal or state-centered 

approaches. 
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Yet Bonnett’s binary typology overlooks how intertwined social positions, such 

as gender, shape how activists define racism, anti-racism, and their subsequent strategic 

responses. As Blee and Twine (2001) argue, “While we are aware that the terms 

‘feminism’ and ‘antiracism’ must be problematized as they possess neither a fixed 

meaning nor a unitary history, we also recognize that practices that can be considered 

‘feminist’ and ‘antiracist’ in intent or effect are refashioned and reworked by women to 

serve their interests in particular locales” ((2) As this dissertation shows, these interests 

might not only refer to potential benefits of action but also the range of exacerbated risks 

that women and other gender-marginalized groups encounter in connection with political 

participation. This discussion also shows how gender, which is constitutive of daily 

repetitions of behavior (to borrow from Butler’s notion of performativity), might 

influence how people alternately engage with and distance themselves from “activism.” 

Nozaki (2001) offers the case of Zainichi Korean teachers in Japan, educating their 

students about the history of militarized sexual slavery under Japanese imperialism 

during World War II. Without explicitly identifying as activists or anti-racists, these 

teachers still labored against racism and nationalism.   

Finally, Gilroy’s analysis of anti-racism, anti-fascism, and youth culture in 

London offers a framework for theorizing how political movements form through shared 

cultures and socialities. He argues, 

The process in which anti-fascist and anti-racist activism became a movement  

rather than an aggregate of uneven and disparate local groups significantly had its  

origins outside the realm of politics. It relied for its development on networks of  

culture and communication in which the voice of the left was scarcely discernible  

and it drew its momentum from the informal and organic relationship between  

black and white youth which sprung up in the shadow of 1970s youth culture  
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(120).  

Gilroy’s argument is more than simply a restatement of music as a shared space 

where activists can encounter each other, but a commentary on the significance of 

cultural production on the politics of anti-racism. Punk offered an aesthetic quality that 

matched the tenor of violence and crisis. The “smashing” of anti-fascism mapped onto 

anti-racism constituted a rejection of the status quo of structural racism. These processes 

of movement formation, Gilroy points out, operated in contrast to anti-racist projects that 

used more “traditional options” to mobilize against racism (writing letters, etc.). 

Moreover, in finding resonance between Gilroy’s observations and the data uncovered 

through this dissertation project, another theme emerges. That is, that while such methods 

of activist engagement frequently orbit around “crisis,” such crises are often repeated 

across times and geographies.  

Disasters and Crisis 

Thus far, this literature review has addressed movements as important moments 

and spaces for considering the dialectical aspects of race. Particularly, I have highlighted 

the complex exchanges, appropriations, and amalgamations by which activist camps 

interact with each other and with the state. I suggested that we reconsider the binary that 

neatly splits camps between “progressive” and “reactionary” activists and, instead, 

explore many of the overlaps between different groups. This section adds to this 

discussion by bringing in an attention to disasters and crisis as another form of social 

conflict that shapes the politics of race. As this literature shows, “disaster” and “crisis” 

remain vitally important moments through which communities redefine the meanings of 

race.  
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SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES OF DISASTERS 

Sociological literature on social movements, disasters, and race has grown 

significantly since the landfall of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (Brunsma, Overfelt, and 

Picou 2010). The racial and socioeconomic inequalities that marked Katrina coincided 

with a growing debate within the sociology of disasters that aimed to challenge prior 

theories that had focused on the “leveling” effects of disasters. These oppositional 

theories aimed to instead reframe disasters as events that in fact sharpened inequalities. 

The recent attention to the intersections of social movements within the sociology of 

disasters is particularly interesting given the sub-discipline’s intellectual roots. Research 

on disasters has historically been intertwined with state interests.  

Historically, American sociologists have narrated the social consequences of 

disasters and protests as inverses of each other, associating the latter with polarizing, 

“disorderly” collective behavior. Kathleen Tierney (2007) traces the rise of American 

sociological research on disasters in the mid-twentieth century as a response to 

governmental and military concerns, among them “potential public responses in the event 

of a nuclear war” (504). State-sponsored research, Tierney argues, was integral to the 

development of a core tradition of disaster research wherein scholars such as Quarantelli, 

Dynes, and White worked at the helm of large government-funded research centers and 

approached disasters as an opportunity to study “organizational and collective behavior 

under high-stress conditions” (Quarantelli 1987). This body of scholarship distinguished 

disasters from the “disorder” found in political upheaval which created a “dissensus 

crises” (Quarantelli and Dynes 1977: 23) and “civil unrest” (Tierney 2007: 504). 

Whereas social movements, such as student protests of the 1960s and civil rights 

movements, were perceived as “conflict-containing situations where there are sharply 

contrasting views of the nature of the situation, what brought it about, and what should be 
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done to resolve it” (Quarantelli and Dynes 1977),7 they found that natural disasters had 

the opposite effect. Natural disasters, instead, were able to produce “consensus” because 

different parties could agree on the causes and meanings of the problem (Quarantelli and 

Dynes 1977: 23) and thus, led to perhaps unexpectedly “positive behaviors and 

outcomes” (Tierney 2007: 505). Scholars’ framing of urban uprisings and riots as “anti-

social” reveals some important insights regarding the early tensions between critical race 

studies and disaster scholars within mainstream American sociology. And second, the 

large degree to which critical analyses of racial, gender, and socioeconomic inequalities 

have shifted and complicated contemporary knowledge about the consequences of 

disasters.8  

September 11th has also shifted sociological thinking about disasters by revealing 

their hybridity. Responding to Quarantelli’s binary, Peek and Sutton (2003) argue that 

terrorist attacks evade such neat classification as either “consensus” or “dissensus”-

producing. Similarly, as Brunsma, Overfelt, and Picou’s (2010) observe since September 

11th and Hurricane Katrina, sociologists have been engaged with a “contentious discourse 

on the significance of distinguishing ‘natural’ disasters from ‘technological’ disasters” 

(3). At the same time that sociologists have begun interrogating the hybridity of events, 

they have also rethought the classification of disasters as discrete events. This line of 

inquiry examines how disasters, rather than limited to a specific moment, are often 

ongoing. Brunsma et el (2010) reference Chernobyl and the Exxon Valdez oil spill to 

underscore how “[t]echnological disasters often leave the ‘built’ and ‘modified’ 

environments relatively intact while severely and permanently contaminating the 
                                                
7 Quarantelli and Dynes are drawing from this definition of dissensus crisis which they attribute to Stallings 
1973. 
8 Since these earlier pathways, even well-established scholars such as Quarantelli have rethought the thesis 
of disasters as providing “consensus,” revising and/or rethinking these notions in later volumes. 
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‘biophysical environment’” (4), often causing forced human displacement and/or forced 

abandonment of economic sources necessary for community livelihood. The duration of 

disasters, moreover, is further complicated by ongoing global transformations. 

Environmental pollution and climate change have contributed to global conditions in 

which disasters appear to be regular and increasing in severity.  

For U.S. sociology, Hurricane Katrina has been a landmark disaster that triggered 

scholars to draw parallels between disasters and broader structures of social inequality, 

including racism. In addition to troubling an assumed binary between natural and 

technological disasters, Katrina exposed the significance of racial discrimination in the 

lead up to, construction of, and response to disasters. In particular, Katrina highlighted 

racial and socioeconomic disparities in the ability to evacuate, access resources, and as 

differential experiences of social vulnerability overall (Reid 2013). Katrina underscored 

how anti-black racism functioned in collusion with media representations and state 

policies of surveillance to construct a criminal image of post-Katrina New Orleans, 

thereby justifying both the implementation of what Camp (2009) calls “neoliberal racial 

regimes” and delay in, or withholding governmental assistance to black victims (Giroux 

2006, Gotham and Greenberg 2008).  

Hurricane Katrina has also offered an important record for analyzing how racial 

inequality converges with questions of human rights and grass-roots organizing in post-

disaster settings (Adams 2013; Luft 2009). While raising questions such as victims’ 

rights to return to their homes (Inniss 2007), this research has demonstrated the 

importance of preexisting human rights and civil rights organizations that have 

effectively brought attention to racial disparities in response to and recovery from the 

disaster (Luft 2009). Katrina has also demonstrated the significance of disasters as an 
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opportunity for mobilization, which scholars such as Tang (2011) have explored in the 

context of interracial coalition building. 

At the same time, Nickel and Eikenberry (2007) also use the case of Hurricane 

Katrina to explain how states avoid responsibilities during disasters. In examining the 

conditions of social inequality leading up to “natural disasters,” they argue that the logics 

of neoliberalism make it “voluntary” for states to provide protection and care for 

vulnerable people. This model offers an important critical template for examining why 

grassroots activism and other civil society approaches might appear amplified in the 

aftermath of disasters and to what extent they emerge in lieu of adequate responses from 

the state.  

 

INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO BIOPOLITICS, DISASTER, AND CRISIS 

Anthropology, while sharing many methodological similarities with ethnographic 

sociology, follows a different genealogy in its development of disaster studies. As Barrios 

(2017) points out in his review essay on interdisciplinary disaster studies, anthropologists 

have long been interested in the cultural meanings of disasters.9 In contrast to most 

American sociologists, anthropologists have tended to focus on a Foucauldian framework 

of biopolitics10 (Grove 2014; Neyrat 2016) to analyze disasters, catastrophes, and 

vulnerabilities. Along a similar vein is what Sherry Ortner (2016) refers to as “the turn to 

                                                
9 Disaster narratives are embedded in communities across the globe that have continuously had to deal with 
and find ways of understanding the meaning of these events. As Anthony Oliver-Smith (2012) observes, 
anthropological studies of disasters have been distinct from sociological approaches because they were less 
concerned with “definitional issues” (determining what is a disaster) and instead with focusing on “the 
responses of traditional peoples to specific events” (24). 
10 I follow from Foucault’s distinction between the two terms in which he defines biopolitics as one 
technique of biopower. Biopolitics constitutes the mechanisms by which state powers make determinations 
around life and death through the regulation, disciplining, and organization of populations (Foucault 1978). 
Biopower, on the other hand, is defined as the power that states assume to control large populations.   
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‘dark anthropology’—to theories of ubiquitous power and inequality, and to ethnographic 

studies of economic insecurity (at best) and punitive governmentality” (58).  In this vein, 

the interconnectedness of disasters to violence, toxicity, and other vulnerabilities is not 

merely seen as another symptom of inequality but as a part of a system of state-driven 

biopolitics (Nixon 2011; Pulido 2017; Gilmore 2007). 

It is out of this intellectual tradition that anthropologists, cultural theorists, and 

other scholars have been able to focus on disasters as a roadmap for developing concepts 

such as biological citizenship. In Adriana Petryna’s definition of the concept: “One can 

describe biological citizenship as a massive demand for but selective access to a form of 

social welfare based on medical, scientific, and legal criteria that both acknowledge 

biological injury and compensate for it” (6). Petryna authored the concept of biological 

citizenship through her ethnographic studies of communities living at the epicenter of the 

1987 Chernobyl nuclear disaster and their methods of articulating their right to 

compensation from the Ukrainian state. Petryna offers an important intervention in 

demonstrating not only how responses to disasters happen in the context of state 

governance but also how these modalities of citizenship translate to cultural and political 

shifts. Biological citizenship after Chernobyl is not merely a method by which victims 

claim citizenship but one that reflects how states and communities do so as “part of post-

socialism’s unchartered terrain (6). As Nikolas Rose and Carlos Novas (2004) suggest, 

this attention to the “biologization of politics” offers important insights for understanding 

how biological concepts have historically shaped the formation of “citizenship projects” 

in many national contexts; they give the instance of histories of eugenics as an example. 

Moreover, such frameworks on biologization can also point us towards understanding the 

“transformation and re-territorializing” of citizenship in contemporary times, particularly 

in relation to transnational circulations of labor, capital, and technologies.  
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A number of scholars have shown how biological citizenship offers an important 

way for rethinking citizenship in relationship to race, class, and gender (Nelson 2011; 

Rose and Novas 2005; Fortun 2009; Rudrappa 2015). Alondra Nelson’s work is 

especially useful in highlighting how conceptualizations of body and medical science 

shape the politics of race for people in their daily lives and practices of resistance. 

Nelson’s research on sickle cell anemia and the Black Panther Party has been significant 

in leading a renewed focus on questions of race within biological citizenship. As she 

argues, “The Panther activists apprehended that the provenance of birth was no guarantee 

of citizenship, especially for the poor” (10). Nelson’s concept of “social health” is 

instructive in showing the different tactics anti-racist activists often undertake to make 

their rights legible to the State. Activists involved with the Black Panther Party 

strategically mobilized the category of social health within their broader campaign for 

racial justice. While simultaneously leveraging the concept of health as a human right and 

the fact of racialized health disparities, the Party was able to claim that the state had 

committed health-based genocide against blacks both actively and through neglect.  

Such activism interrogated the idea of how states maintain control over bodies 

through health practices and, thus, what it means for communities and groups to resist 

these practices. Nelson offers a description of how the Party attempted to negotiate these 

contradictions, observing that: “The Party enacted a calculated politics of health and 

race in which theories of human difference were strategically jettisoned and espoused 

toward select ideological ends” (2011: 20). Specifically, the Party tactically framed the 

medical problem of sickle cell anemia as “a genetic disease [that] was an embodied 

vestige of slavery and colonialism” (21). 

Whereas Petryna’s work is situated in the context of a technological, political, and 

environmental disaster, Nelson speaks to the context of a healthcare crisis in the mid-
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twentieth century United States. Although disasters such as Chernobyl appear to 

materialize out of a specific event, reading Petryna and Nelson together reveals how 

crises unfold as part of a broader system of violent inequalities.11 In other words, thinking 

through the temporalities of how disasters and crises are understood allows for a mapping 

of important overlaps rather than distinct demarcations. 

Scholars have also debated the distinctions between disasters and crises. 

Significant within this area is the work of Pálsson and Rabinow (2005) who examine the 

“specific historical, political, and economic conjuncture[s] in which an issue becomes a 

problem” (94). Janet Roitman (2013) makes the argument that narratives about crisis 

serve to normalize exploitative systems of governance and accumulation because they 

allow people to imagine an “otherwise.” She traces the genealogy of “crisis” as a 

teleological concept, rooted in Judeo-Christian and Marxist traditions, that suggests an 

end-point with either a return to a normal or an “improved” state of existence. A parallel 

body of literature, which draws from Naomi Klein’s (2007) disaster capitalism offers 

similar resonance. These discussions focus on disasters as moments in which powerful 

governing bodies and corporations can exploit the “emergency” state of disasters to 

extend the reach of exploitation and accumulation. Applying Roitman’s working of crisis 

to interpret disaster capitalism, we can see how the co-mingling of crisis narratives and 

disasters can generate or reinforce systems of predation. 

In this way, I see parallels in the political project to make the “work of crisis” 

legible with the critical engagement of race in disasters. Cases such as Hurricane Katrina, 

the Haiti Earthquake, and, most recently, Hurricane Maria have provided a clearer 

pathway towards understanding how race in disasters is embedded within aftermaths of 

                                                
11 I find Rob Nixon’s (2011) work on “slow violence” to be another productive way of examining disaster 
and violence. 
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Transatlantic slavery, colonialism, and imperialism. The consequences of disasters are 

exacerbated by these ongoing conditions of violence but also the exceptionalized moment 

of disasters often obscures ongoing conditions of deprivation. As Yarimar Bonilla (2013) 

describes, “crisis and ontological insecurity (ensekirite) have become ordinary in Haiti—

in the sense of being both quotidian and systemic” (155). Anthony Carrigan (2015) also 

offers a postcolonial framework for analyzing disaster. Carrigan thinks through the 

different genealogies of knowledge around disasters between policy-driven sociological 

responses and cultural critique. In offering this interdisciplinary approach, Carrigan 

draws from postcolonial cultural products such as art and literature related to disasters to 

“humanize” the experiences of disasters. In this way, Carrigan, who also writes about 

nuclear testing in the Pacific, draws linkages between disasters and the environmental 

violence embedded in colonialism. Disasters are embedded in racialized notions of 

disposability and exposure. 

As described in the previous chapter (Introduction), the concept of crisis is 

multifaceted—containing at once multiple, competing positions. Berger (2009) points out 

that, “Crises present ruptures, breaks in the norm that provide opportunities to exacerbate 

or overturn existing ideologies and practices” (493). Roitman (2013), on the other hand, 

argues that a crisis can at once reify narratives of progress and obfuscate the 

everydayness of violence. By narrating crisis as “new,” political actors often frequently 

neglect the deep roots of structural inequality. However, the framework of crisis can be 

useful for emphasizing a structural view of disasters (Boin and Hart 2017). As Alexander 

points out, “‘Crisis’ thus undergoes a subtle shift in meaning from sudden cataclysm to 

enduring harmful situation.” (289) In other words, considering crisis frameworks can 

sometimes situate disasters as more than an immediate “natural” problem but as a 

widening condition with social, political, and economic consequences. 
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It is here that I believe post-disaster citizenship offers an important intervention to 

the existing literature. Within this approach, I map how civil actors, themselves, envision 

disasters as paradigm-shifting events and attempt to capitalize on the event to shift the 

trajectory of politics. How do people remake citizenship after disasters, and how are these 

processes racialized? Post-disaster citizenship describes the processes through which 

citizens focus on disaster as a specific event and engage politically with its extended 

duration to rethink their relationship to the state. 

 In the case of Japan, unlike in the case of the Black Panther Party as described by 

Nelson (2011), the pathways to produce an anti-racist politics is not strategically through 

the critiquing of systemic racism, but comes through a focus on the energetic urgency of 

the post-disaster moment. This political focus—on the temporal urgency surrounding 

disasters—is related to the modalities of social closure that sometimes become intensified 

in the aftermath of disasters.  

In Japan, at the same time that some Japanese activists were revaluating their 

relationship to society and the State, they began witnessing a heightening of racial 

conflict, in the form of hate speech. As Nicolas Sternsdorff-Cisterna’s (2015) concept of 

“scientific citizenship” shows, people’s questioning of state authority, in this case 

through their engagement with science, shaped how they understood their political 

subjectivity. 

Such shifts complicated activists’ strategy of using the disaster as a consensus 

moment. While articulating a vision, recuperated out of the disaster, they had to find 

ways to disarm growing trends towards nativist nationalism. As this dissertation shows, 

one strategy by which they negotiated this pressure was to articulate the post-disaster 

nation as multicultural and inclusive.  
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Post-disaster citizenship offers a way to interpret the trajectory wherein Japanese-

led activists emerging out of 3/11 employed unruly tactics of protests to bring attention to 

the issue of hate speech. As subsequent chapters explore, this arc was later complicated 

with the introduction of local-based Zainichi Korean community networks. Here, I find 

Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward (1979) to be useful. In charting political protest 

out of social discontent, Piven and Cloward map out the disruption of these movements 

when activists attempt to appeal to elites and institutionalization.  

Attempts by later groups—such as the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network—to seek out 

normative, legal recognition is reflective of the social inequalities embedded within post-

disaster politics. The risks and vulnerabilities associated with activism are asymmetrical 

for Zainichi Koreans, Japanese men, and women of all backgrounds. The choice for some 

Japanese male activists to cultivate physically contentious protests is in some ways an 

indication of their social privilege. These risks are not only racialized but also gendered, 

compounding vulnerabilities for women both in the space of protests and in the broader 

context of social relations within movements. In other words, my story of post-disaster 

citizenship and the trajectories of protests engendered within these movements is not only 

about how disasters cause people/activists to come to consciousness about certain issues 

but about how inequalities, embedded into these social relations ultimately shape the 

narratives and trajectories by which people make politics. 

The story of post-disaster citizenship is embedded in the negotiations that activists 

undertake to rebuild and redraw the boundaries of social relations after disasters. In this 

vein, post-disaster citizenship connects research on disasters to ongoing debates, 

particularly within anthropology and cultural studies, about the meanings of crisis. 

Following Roitman’s (2013) argument about the narrative work of crisis, activists 

frequently frame disasters as a threshold after which social resolution can occur. In Japan, 
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anti-nuclear and anti-racist have articulated Fukushima as a tipping point for democracy 

and social change. Such discursive strategies are evident throughout Japanese cultural 

responses to nuclear disasters. A similar narrative around crisis is visible in the national 

recuperation of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as a tragedy ultimately 

leading to Japan’s adoption of a “peaceful” identity.  

Roitman’s point that “crisis” is used to conceal the system “functioning as it 

should” is also apparent with the case of post-Fukushima politics, albeit complicated. 

This dissertation shows that activists were not all equally aware of the structural issues 

regarding discrimination and unequal protections of minorities. Rather, many Japanese 

activists developed an awareness of the enduring problems of racism through the dual 

shocks of the disaster and hate speech. These points offer important insights into current 

debates about crisis and disaster—that is, that the adoption of narratives are not 

universally applied across lines of marginality. In other words, whereas for more 

privileged activists, crises might serve as an “awakening” regarding systemic inequalities, 

this is not necessarily the case for marginalized groups already living in conditions of 

inequality. Here, I also take inspiration from the long tradition of literature on differential 

epistemologies for dominant groups versus people of color and/or minorities (Collins 

2002). These differentials in political starting points are not a tertiary concern within the 

formation of these movements. Rather, negotiating these politics is core to how activists 

within this wave of collective action define themselves, wrestle with internal conflicts, 

and determine political strategies. Such complicated narratives about collective 

awareness offer an explanation for why, in the case of Japan, activists can simultaneously 

engage with a broad set of coalitional politics (anti-racism, LGBT rights, labor) at the 

same time that they sometimes struggle to work with well-established Zainichi Korean 

community-based organizations. 
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There are also multiple interpretations of disasters. This dissertation considers 

groups engaged in social justice, but also activists who use disasters to amplify 

discriminatory ideologies. The ways these processes align are not always equally visible. 

Although progressive activists are often committed to drawing the linkage between 3/11 

and anti-racism, the connections between disaster, xenophobic hate speech, harassment, 

and violence are sometimes less clear. Instead, such connections often appear in 

palimpsests. As I discuss later in this chapter, contemporary post-disaster politics in 

Japan are shaped through the country’s history of racial violence, particularly the 

massacre of the 6,000 Koreans in the aftermath of the 1923 Kanto Earthquake. In recent 

years, reactionary activists have sometimes taken the opportunity of disasters to circulate 

racist rumors that are evocative of the massacre.  

Situated in this discussion, post-disaster citizenship entails a conceptualization of 

harm and vulnerabilities that is racialized, gendered, and sexualized. Post-disaster 

citizenship, like biological citizenship, is a political engagement in which communities 

are attempting to articulate injuries. Many of these injuries are materially visible but 

many more remain disputed. In choosing the case of the nuclear disaster’s aftermath, this 

dissertation considers how these invisible effects of disasters have enabled activists to 

articulate an extended period of crisis as well as an “expanded size” of the community 

affected. For many of these activists, the victims of the disaster are not only those 

affected directly in Northeast Japan, the area closest to the nuclear meltdown and the 

tsunami, but also a much larger radius including Tokyo, the nation, and people living in 

Japan. Such negotiations of harm are compounded both by the ambiguous legibility of 

radiation and the broader sense of State indifference to suffering.  

On the other hand, such ambiguities around vulnerabilities, visible and invisible, 

also facilitated a formation of citizenship that sought alternatives to the state. In this way, 
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post-disaster citizenship differs from biological citizenship, which has focused 

predominantly on the processes by which people have sought restitution from the state 

for their injuries. Post-disaster citizenship, by contrast, involves multiple modes of 

engagement. Moreover, this plurality of approaches mirrors the multiple modes of 

belonging made possible through post-disaster citizenship. For instance, the concept of 

the “cloud” (discussed in the Introduction and Chapter 5) shows how the formation of 

communities after disasters is as much about creating spaces for people to belong and 

ways to operate autonomously, unencumbered by traditional hierarchies of membership. 

The hybridity and ambivalence of post-disaster citizenship reflect the particularities of 

life in Japan as well as the complexities of social relations during precarious times of 

living (Allison 2013). 

 In my ethnographic explorations of the ways that post-disaster citizenship can 

describe racial, gender, and sexual politics, this project is also inspired by Anna Tsing’s 

ruminations on precarity. As she puts it, “Precarity is the condition of being vulnerable to 

others” (20). Tsing’s definition resonates with the modes of interaction, community 

building, and alienation within activist communities after the disasters. In addition to 

what Noriko Manabe has importantly laid out about the specifics of how 

music/subculture has shaped the trajectory of disaster activism, this dissertation explores 

how post-disaster activism is constituted through affective spaces. These social 

engagements are shaped by what activists perceive as living through crisis as a “new 

normal.” Crisis-living shifts the intensities and intimacies with which activists often 

share, expose, and sometimes extract themselves. I see this as the connecting thread 

through which activists bond over music and design and how they justify openly taking 

risks and subjecting themselves to potential harm and violence in protesting spaces.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

The previous chapter outlined key theoretical considerations for conducting 

research on racial politics, social movements, and disasters in Japan. In this chapter, I 

make a case for why and how I explored these questions through ethnographic methods. 

In reflecting on my work within the field, I consider ethnography as a process of ongoing 

social and epistemological negotiations. I first conducted my research in Japan over two 

years between the summer of 2014 and spring 2017. I returned in the fall of 2017 and 

continued to live in Japan until the end of July 2018. In total, I spent thirty-six months in 

Japan over the following periods: June to July 2014 (one month); September 2014 to 

March 2015 (six months); September 2015 to March 2016 (eighteen months); and then 

September 2017 to mid-July 2018 (eleven months). My ethnographic methods include a 

mix of participant observation, in-depth interviews, and analysis of social media, news 

media, and other cultural artifacts, such as documentaries.  

I spent six months in West Japan (Osaka, Kyoto, and Kobe) while participating in 

a Japanese language training program between September 2014 and March 2015. 

Although my time in West Japan was valuable in helping me to gain an understanding of 

anti-nuclear and anti-racism movement networks outside of Tokyo, I decided to spend 

most of my time in Tokyo. There are several reasons for this. First, with the complexity 

of anti-nuclear and anti-racism networks within the Tokyo region, I determined that 

shifting field sites multiple times would compromise the depth of my fieldwork. Second, 

from the fall of 2015, the emergence of Zainichi Korean-led networks in Kawasaki (a city 

adjacent to Tokyo) prompted me to spend additional time in the region. Third, during my 

time in West Japan I found both anti-nuclear and counter-racist networks to be, overall, 

smaller and less active than those in the Tokyo region. Finally, I decided that while 
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maintaining Tokyo as a base, I could make periodic visits to West Japan. Most of this 

dissertation focuses on my findings associated with my time in Tokyo. However, I was 

able to make some visits to West Japan and develop a sample of interviews with activists 

there.  

In this chapter, I offer a timeline for how I engaged with the field while also 

reflexively examining my own role in constructing the field itself and knowledge. 

Drawing from a new mobilities paradigm (Sheller and Urry 2006) and Clifford’s (1997a) 

concept of “traveling cultures,” I extend my understanding of social movements to 

consider the diverse implications of movement in ethnographic research. In particular, I 

argue against my research as being multi-sited, and consider movement as a framework 

for following the trajectories of protest and the changing and evolving relationships 

among activists over time. I conclude this chapter with a discussion of positionality in the 

context of my gendered embodiment in the field to highlight the complexities in 

navigating risks as a woman researcher, and particularly as one with past experiences of 

sexual violence. While this form of embodiment can create barriers in my research, I 

believe that it also shapes my awareness of the gendered/sexualized realities that are 

constantly negotiated within the realm of Japanese social movements. 

 

Case Selection: Racial Politics in Japan 

My interest in the crossroads of racial and nuclear politics area grew out of my 

first research project on race, cultural memory, and the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. 

This project explores how competing diplomatic and geopolitical interests ultimately 

shape racial discourses within politicized cultural institutions such as Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial Museum. I conducted ethnographic research at Hiroshima Peace Memorial 
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museum, a state-funded institution dedicated to commemorating the legacy of the city’s 

atomic bombing, where I traced changes to the major redesign of the museum and their 

political implications. I conducted interviews with museum curators and administrators, 

volunteer tour guides, and international tourists. I complemented this primary research 

with discursive analyses of secondary research on solidarity networks between American 

Civil Rights activists and victims from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, along with content 

analysis of primary documents from the U.S. Security Archives during World War II, 

news media from 1945 to the present, and recent tourism review websites.  

Aspects of my process of studying the field of Japanese social movements were 

unpredictable, full of errors, and missed opportunities. I had become interested in nuclear 

politics because my understanding of the atomic bombings was interwoven with my 

identity as an Asian American growing up in the United States. From an early age, I was 

fascinated if not troubled by how questions of race were often excluded from discussions 

of war and violence. When, in elementary school in the mid-1990s, our class was asked 

to write a position essay debating the merits of the atomic bombing, I was struck by a 

sense that the people who had been killed in the explosion looked like me—while my 

classmates did not. I had also grown up knowing that my maternal grandmother was 

killed when my mother was one year’s old, in an aerial raid on Taipei, the city where my 

mother’s family lived. I never learned about this attack and my mother herself had 

limited memory; it was as if this history was ruptured. 

 It was in 2011 that I learned about the triple disaster. I had already received 

funding to visit Hiroshima over the summer but was in the midst of a personal crisis and 

without a home, sleeping at friends’ houses. I remember, one morning, sitting on a 

friend’s couch when her roommate burst into the living room with her laptop. “Oh my 

God!” she shouted, continually. She was showing us the footage of tsunami waves 
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tearing apart houses. For several years she had lived in Sendai, the largest city in 

Northeast Japan (Tohoku), the region hit by the tsunami. Eventually she had left Japan 

out of a fear of dying in a natural disaster. She was crying.  

I had a belated reaction to the tragedy due to my own personal issues. In the 

months after, however, I thought about my own time in Sendai. The city had been my 

base for my first visit to Japan in 2001. I had stayed with two host families in the city, 

often communicating with them through a Japanese-English electronic dictionary. I had 

lost touch with them over the following decade and could not remember their full names. 

As people began posting websites with lists of people missing, I looked through my old 

college e-mail address to see if I could find any information that I might be able to use to 

search for them. 

I knew a few other people living in Japan, but not many. One was a woman from 

college, who was from Sendai. Another was a childhood friend who lived in the city of 

Fukuoka as part of the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Programme. Fukuoka is 

located over 600 miles away from Fukushima. As stories of foreigners evacuating from 

the disaster affected area began circulating the news, my friend described over social 

media that she was “safe.” Foreign media reports were “exaggerated,” she would reassure 

us. I would later come to learn how contested such ideas of safety were then and still 

now. As sociologist Aya Hirata Kimura (2016) points out, “Despite disagreements within 

the scientific community, the Japanese government and international nuclear 

organizations portrayed a monolithic view of radiation risk [as small] and marked it as 

the correct and only permissible interpretation” (41-42). 

I began extending the question of nuclear disaster and cultural memory to 

consider how people might react to Fukushima by rehearsing many of the paradigms of 

loss and trauma associated with the 1945 atomic bombings. As argued by scholars such 
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as Yoneyama (1999), and as evident in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, the politics 

of nuclear disaster were intertwined in the politics of nationalism and racial 

discrimination. Thus, I was curious how Fukushima might reanimate existing discourses 

around nationalism and to what extent modes of social discrimination that followed the 

atomic bombings might “reemerge.”  

I initially conceptualized this current research as a continuation of my 

investigations on the politics of nuclear disasters. In particular, I was guided by the 

research question of how women fit into these mass movements, given that numerous 

news media reported that women were at the frontlines of protests against nuclearization.  

To pursue this research on the triple disaster and gendered organizing, I knew the 

necessity of reaching a certain threshold of linguistic fluency; I would need to be able to 

conduct interviews with informants and to reasonably comprehend different linguistic 

registers used in Japan based on formality, gender, and region. I immersed myself in 

language training, beginning with a two-month residential language program in the 

summer of 2013 in Himeji.  

During our program, we spent a week at Doshisha University, a private Christian 

university in Kyoto. One day after class, I noticed a flyer for an upcoming parade: 

“Osaka Against Racism” on July 14, 2013. I was intrigued.  

The morning of July 14th, I spent my morning picking up garbage around Himeji 

Castle—a prior volunteer to which I had committed as part of the language program. 

Then I hurried to the train to observe the parade. I was late and, without Wi-Fi, 

encumbered in my attempts to figure out the route of the parade.  

I found myself at the parade’s end in a small park. People were milling about with 

yellow balloons. As activists filed in, I noticed many people wearing one or two pieces of 

yellow colored items—clothing, armbands, presumably to indicate solidarity. Though my 
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notes from this early venture into the field are somewhat unrooted, even on this first day I 

noticed some elements that would become predictive of other trends I eventually noticed 

in the field.  

One of them, was the heavy police presence—around ten police officers for the 

approximately sixty marchers. I also noticed people wearing “punk”-oriented clothing, 

such as one man with a Rage Against the Machine tee-shirt. Perhaps more significantly, 

what I learned from this encounter in the field was that despite appearing in public, 

activists’ social communities outside of protests were immediately or readily observable. 

There were no announcements by organizers at the end of the parade for a post-event 

gathering; thus, there were no clear ways to socialize with activists beyond the limited 

space of protests, rallies, and marches. I would need to develop other strategies to meet 

and form relationships with activists. 

Having narrowly focused on anti-nuclear movements, I had managed to miss the 

trend growing that year in 2013—anti-Korean and anti-foreign hate speech 

demonstrations in cities such as Osaka and Tokyo.12 Contrary to what I wanted to study, 

i.e., women’s mobilization in post-3/11 movements disaster, I became intrigued by a 

whole set of new concerns emerging around nuclear disaster. I observed that many 

organizations—most notably the right wing organization Zaitokukai—were engaging in 

intensified harassment of ethnic minorities, and staging hate speech rallies against 

foreigners. They were also harassing activists involved with progressive social 

movements. In response, communities of activists, many of whom were public leaders 

within the anti-nuclear movement, were shifting their attention to the issues of hate 

speech and anti-discrimination. 

                                                
12 At this point in July 2013, the issue of hate speech remained a topic that received minimal attention in 
international news. 



 60 

In June 2014, I arrived in Tokyo for six weeks of preliminary fieldwork. During 

that time, I witnessed my first counter-protest against hate speech in Shin Ōkubo, the 

city’s Koreatown. My memories of my first encounter with a counter-protest is vivid. 

Exiting the train station in Shin Ōkubo, a commercial district overflowing with Korean 

restaurants, K-pop idol stores, and cosmetic shops, I soon came upon a few dozen 

counter-protestors gathered in the parking lot in front of a small flower shop. Many of the 

activists, almost all men, were dressed in black and wearing logoed T-shirts and other 

group paraphernalia. Across the street from these activists were three middle-aged men in 

business suits, who comprised the entirety of the hate speech demonstration. Members of 

the anti-racism group would periodically stalk over towards the hate speech 

demonstrators, in apparent provocation. Police officers on the scene would rush up to 

them and push them back in an attempt to separate the two parties. This cycle repeated 

several times.  

At the same time, I began attending regular Friday night anti-nuclear rallies in 

front of the Prime Minister’s Residence and National Diet Building in Chiyoda, the 

governmental center of Tokyo. These demonstrations had about 1,000 people in numbers 

and were conspicuously orderly. Protesters, most of them appearing to be between their 

fifties and seventies, lined up and down the long continuous sidewalks surrounding the 

two buildings—one line stretching from the corner opposite the Prime Minister’s 

Residence, the other two sides around the corner facing the National Diet. In the areas 

closest to the corners, there were small metal barricades behind which the crowd 

assembled. The density of protesters thinned towards the edges of the block.  

I was struck by the difference in scale and mood in the protests from the anti-

racism and anti-nuclear movements. The protest against hate speech was emotional, and 

largely characterized by anxiety. I was worried that if I got too close to the action I might 
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get injured. The atmosphere felt unpredictable, and I was ambivalent about the possibility 

of witnessing physical violence. Although there were few protestors on the “racist” side, I 

was unsure if my affect and appearance would expose me as a foreigner, making me a 

potential target. There were also only three policemen present.13 By contrast, the large 

scale anti-nuclear demonstrations, i.e. the Friday night rallies were far more orderly, and 

felt far less unstable in mood and tenor. These protests were monitored by thirty or so 

police officers around the area.  

I had little idea of how to make contact with people despite receiving some 

encouraging advice from colleagues and mentors prior to entering the field. I followed 

the group of protesters down the street until we stopped abruptly in the middle of the 

block and then turned around. I scanned the swell of people to find someone friendly-

looking to approach, perhaps a woman. As we returned to the parking lot from where we 

started, I told myself “now or never.” I decided to approach a man and a woman, who 

seemed to be a couple. Breaking the ice, I asked them why we had stopped walking. They 

explained that they we had reached a point where if we had continued farther it might be 

read as provocative; the police were asking us to back off. I used this as segue into telling 

introducing myself as a researcher. I asked them if they often came to the protests and if 

they were part of the Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.). They said that they 

were not part of C.R.A.C.  The man recommended that I talk to one of the main 

organizers, then suggested he could bring him over. He walked away. 

As I stood with the woman, the man returned, unable to find the organizer. We 

continued chatting and then he pointed to a man walking across the lot. That was the 

organizer he had mentioned—Yasumichi Noma. Reluctantly and at the behest of the 
                                                
13 This low number of police officers is not consistent with other anti-racism demonstrations that I have 
witnessed. At larger hate speech demonstrations, there have been hundreds of police officers, including riot 
police and intelligence officers. 
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couple, I followed Noma. He was standing off the lot, smoking a cigarette. I introduced 

myself as a researcher and inquired about the group’s activities outside of these 

demonstrations. He said the best way to follow their activities was to look at their 

Twitter, showing me the account on his phone. We exchanged contact information and 

the interaction quickly ended.  

I returned to the couple to ask them a few more questions. The man told me about 

another weekly anti-racist rally that took place on Mondays at 7:00pm. I soon learned 

that these were organized by Tokyo Action For Anti-Discrimination (TA4AD), a small 

group of approximately twenty core protesters who rallied on a weekly basis to appeal for 

a response by the municipal government to the problem of anti-Korean and anti-foreigner 

hate speech. I began attending these rallies for the remainder of my time in Tokyo that 

summer.  

 

Access to the Community 

Greater access into the field allow for insights into how participants define the 

shape of their communities and their engagements with each other. However, during the 

course of my field I realize that gaining “access” is not a one-time negotiation but a 

process that is ongoing and often shifting relative to activists’ relationships with each 

other.  

I first met Kimura Natsuki, a visual artist and photographer in his mid-forties, in 

July 2014 after a TA4AD rally in front of the Tokyo Governor’s Office. It was my 

second visit to the weekly rally when I mustered up the courage to introduce myself to 

some of its participants. I noticed Natsuki with his large DSLR camera and asked him if 

he was a reporter. As we spoke, and perhaps detecting my own awkwardness in Japanese, 
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Natsuki suddenly switched from Japanese into native-level, American-accented English. 

He had grown up in Chicago and the Pacific Northwest and spent his adult years in 

Tokyo. Over the following years, Natsuki became one of my closest friends in the field, 

someone who frequently took the time to explain the shape of the movement overall as 

well as its more granular complexities.  

Natsuki functioned not only as a key informant but also as a gatekeeper for the 

movement. As he put it, activists within the community are “constantly monitoring” each 

other’s statements and actions. As a native English speaker, Natsuki was easily able to 

check out my writings and professional profiles online. After doing so, he sent a message 

to The Menfolk’s messaging group on LINE. The message said that I was an American 

researcher, I was trustworthy, and please consider letting me interview them. With this 

endorsement, Natsuki also accepted the consequences that he would be held accountable 

for any potential breach of this trust. Natsuki also helped me develop access and rapport 

with key activists, including those who did not regularly attend the Monday night rallies. 

At an early stage in my fieldwork, he invited me to events for The Menfolk and also 

reintroduced me to Noma for an interview.  

This process of bringing people in and being “responsible” for them is not 

isolated to social movements in Japan. Researchers of Japan frequently discuss the 

belabored social politics of insider and outsider groupings in Japan and the implications 

of introducing outsiders into a group (Bestor et al 2003). I see my introduction into the 

field as embedded within this aspect of Japanese culture but also distinct to the politics of 

these particular social movement organizations. As I eventually learned, the counter-

racism movement had endured its share of external backlash and internal scandals. 

Members of this community were often targeted by ultra-rightists who attempted to 

interfere with activists’ personal and professional lives. Gatekeeping was one way to 
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curtail further conflict within the movement as well as to limit potentially negative 

exposure. 

Throughout my time in the field, Natsuki and I periodically meet outside of larger 

events to discuss the movement. Before leaving Japan in the spring of 2017, Natsuki and 

I meet one more time over coffee. We are in Shinjuku, a densely-populated commercial 

district in Tokyo not far from the Governor’s Office. We are about two hours into our 

interview when we begin talking about violence within the anti-racism movement. 

Violence is a topic that is frequently in the background of my conversations with 

activists. Since becoming conspicuous in 2013, the counter movement, a social network 

whose members are predominantly male and ethnic Japanese, has received a strong 

backlash for its use of “violent” tactics as well as its “masculine” image.  

Natsuki has just finished explaining how the activists attempt to manage conflict 

within the movement by screening out “weird people.” Within this process, he tells me, 

the activists are attentive to any potential dissonance. When I ask Natsuki what he means 

by dissonance, he explains it as someone acting in a way that contradicts their claimed 

politics. Within this very definition, the problem of violence is readily apparent:  

Well, let’s say, you know–we’re anti-racism people, right. Let’s say I’m a really 

bad misogynist and I start slapping people around. Takahashi [leader of The 

Menfolk] is gonna kick me out. [laughs] Stuff like that has happened, right?  

As Natsuki’s comment highlights, even activists who had achieved the status of 

becoming “insiders” could be subject to being removed from the movement if they 

engaged in problematic behavior. The inverse is also true, where activists engage in 

intensive yet often “invisible” practices of vetting before letting people access their 

community. From my perspective as an outsider, prior to our conversation, I knew that 

Natsuki had seen my online profile and also that he had vouched for me, but I was not 
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aware of that he explicitly informed the community about me over private social media 

channels. 

In fall 2015, I returned for what would be my longest continuous stretch of 

research, eighteen months. At this point, I was still aiming to “compare” anti-nuclear and 

anti-racism movements. Thus, one of my goals entering into this period was to gain a 

better sense of how anti-nuclear and anti- racism are situated in relation to the broader 

“scene” of social movements in Tokyo. During this time, I mapped out the differences 

between what activists delineate as “old school” and “new school” movement styles.  

Most of the anti-racism groups with whom I worked referred to themselves as a 

new, contemporary approach to movements—distinct from traditional leftist movements 

in Japan. Influenced by their location within a large metropolis, Tokyo-based anti-racism 

activists have typically avoided centralized organizational structures and vertical 

hierarchies. The network of anti-racism activists that I followed is characterized by a 

fluidity of membership, exchange, and collaboration between multiple collectives. 

Eschewing formal categories, activists often drew from street music culture to refer to 

themselves as “crews,” “clouds,” and a range of other metaphors. These practices of 

categorization had methodological consequences. Since most of the collectives within 

this movement did not hold regular meetings, I relied on their social media and my 

relationships with activists for invitations and access to public activities and non-

publicized events. 
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Figure 1. Anti-Nuclear Social Movement Organizations and Collectives 

 

Tokyo 
(Kantō) 

Metropolitan Coalition Against Nukes – a coalitional network that started 
after 3/11 and oversees multiple organizations to plan weekly Friday 
protests and large- scale demonstrations 
 
No Nukes Plaza (Tan Po Po Sya) – an environmentalist anti-nuke 
organization that started in 1989 following Chernobyl 
 
Area for Hope (Kibō Eria) – an informal group of protestors involved with 
weekly Friday protests 
 
Complainants for the Criminal Prosecution of the Fukushima Nuclear 
Disaster Support Network – a network to provide financial and other 
support to complainants involved with a criminal lawsuit against TEPCO 
 
Beautiful Energy – Candles for Peace – an informal group of international 
protestors involved with weekly Friday protests 
 
Network for Laborers Exposed to Radiation (Hibaku Rōdō wo Kangaeru 
Nettowāku) – an organization concerned with the health and safety of 
nuclear power plant and contamination clean-up workers 

Osaka (West 
Japan) 

TwitNoNukesOsaka – Osaka-based counterpart to TwitNoNukes, 
organizer of weekly rallies in front of Kansai Electric Power Company 
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Figure 2. Anti-Racism Social Movement Organizations and Collectives 

 

Tokyo 
(Kantō) 

Counter-Racism Action Collective (C.R.A.C.) – a nationwide 
organization and leader of Japan’s “counter” movement against hate 
speech, established in 2013 
 
Counter-Racism Action Collective Kawasaki (C.R.A.C.K.) – 
Kawasaki branch of C.R.A.C. 
 
Kawasaki Citizen’s Network – a network of community organizations 
and local residents opposed to hate speech in Kawasaki 
 
The Menfolk (Otoko Gumi) – an organization of male activists 
opposed to hate speech 
 
Anti-Racism Project – an anti-racism organization not affiliated with 
the counter movement 
 
Onna Gumi – an organization of female activists opposed to hate 
speech 
 
Tokyo Action Against Discrimination (TA4AD; Sabetsu Hantai 
Tōkyō Akushon) – a weekly rally in front of the Tokyo Governor’s 
Office 
 
Otaku of Antifa (OoA) – a group of otaku (anime and manga 
enthusiasts) against racism 

Osaka (West 
Japan) C.R.A.C. West – Kansai-based branch of C.R.A.C. 

Other Areas 
 

The Menfolk Tohoku (Otoko Gumi Tohoku) – Northeast branch of 
Otoko Gumi 
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Figure 3. Anti-discrimination and human rights NGOs and advocacy groups 

 

Tokyo (Kantō) 

Norikoenet – a media-based network of activists and organizations 
opposing hate 
 
Solidarity Network with Migrants Japan (Ijū Ren) – a network of NGO 
groups working on migrant and refugee issues 
 
Catholic Tokyo International Center Refugee Services (CTIC) – a 
service center for refugees to Japan; Korea NGO – an advocacy and 
service nonprofit for Zainichi Koreans 
 
SAFLAN – a network of lawyers assisting victims of the Fukushima 
disaster 
 
Empowerment of Immigrant Women Affiliated Network (EIWAN) – 
advocacy and service nonprofit for immigrant women living in Tohoku 
(the area directly affected by the tsunami and nuclear disaster) 
Research and Action Institute for Koreans in Japan (RAIK) – research 
and advocacy nonprofit addressing discrimination of Zainichi Koreans 

Osaka (West 
Japan) 

Hu Rights Osaka – human rights organization 
 
Korea NGO (Osaka) – Zainichi Korean community and advocacy 
organization 
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Figure 4. Affiliated social movement organizations 

 

Tokyo (Kantō) 

SEALDs (Students Emergency Action for Liberal Democracy) – a 
nationwide movement led by college students opposing remilitarization 
 
Tokyo Democracy Crew – anti-Abe democracy group 
 
AEQUITAS – an organization focused on labor exploitation and wage 
issues  
 
No-Vox Japan – a democracy activism group 
 
Rainbow Action – an advocacy organization for sexual minorities.  

Osaka (West 
Japan) 

ZENKO – traditional leftist organization (nationwide) 
 
Non Stop Kyoto – anti-Abe democracy group 

 

TERMINOLOGY 

In following the trajectories of anti-racism movements, this dissertation revolves 

around the issue of “hate speech.” However, anti-racist activists whom I followed did not 

limit their discussions of structural racism to discrete speech acts. Rather, hate speech 

was one important node by which activists conceptualized a crisis around racism and 

belonging. Hate speech is also important from a legal standpoint, as it offered a concrete 

framework of action for activists, lawyers, human rights workers, and politicians. For 

many of these people, the topic of hate speech is one that is legible to international and 

national political actors and, thus, offers a direct pathway by which they can elicit 

political responses. 

Collectives and organizations such as the Counter-Racist Action Collective 

(C.R.A.C.), The Menfolk, and Kawasaki Citizen’s Network all comprise a complex 
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terrain of anti-racist collective action. To help simply such discussions, this dissertation 

tends to refer to protesting groups that emerged out of the context of post-3/11 social 

movements as the counter movement and counter-racist activists. This terminology is 

intended to distinguish such entities from the many other human rights organizations that 

existed in Japan prior to the disaster, connecting them to a particular political temporality.  

The term “counter protest” is not exclusive to Japan; what is distinct about how 

Japanese activists’ use of counter (kauntā) is that they often use it as a way to identify 

themselves. For instance, saying, “I am counter” or “we are counter.” Counter is not 

limited to a clearly defined set of collectives. However, I have found that even those 

individuals who may be part of counter yet unaffiliated with groups such as C.R.A.C. and 

The Menfolk still typically refer to the movements that grew out of 3/11. Still, I 

acknowledge that my decision to locate counter within a particular moment and political 

modality might be controversial, both among activists and researchers of Japan.  

When describing the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network, this dissertation uses the term 

anti-discrimination movements. This decision comes from the fact that activists within 

this subfield frequently do not use the terms “race” or “racism” when describing their 

experiences of discrimination. They instead tend to use the term discrimination (sabetsu). 

Rather, racism (reishizumu) and anti-racism (han reishizumu) are more closely associated 

with the counter movement. This dissertation still uses the terms anti-racism and anti-

racist, though typically in a more general context of describing the movement as a whole.  
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Data 

IMMERSION AND OBSERVATIONS 

In my early stages of fieldwork, I worked with a with a large number of anti-

nuclear, anti-racism, and human rights organizations, networks, and collectives 

(visualized in the charts above). These early collaborations were useful in helping me to 

understand the broad landscape of social movements and the distinctions between 

different groups, even those that shared similarities in their interest in particular issues. 

However, the breadth of my engagements made it difficult for me to spend more time 

with and deepen my rapport with any one particular group. Perhaps more importantly, at I 

found myself increasingly frustrated by my repeated Friday night visits to the anti-nuclear 

rallies. While they provided important context in the earlier stages of my research, after 

several months of observations, I felt myself shifting away from these rallies. My new 

focus on the politics of race after disaster appeared to be increasingly disconnected from 

the interests and motivations of most of the activists I met with at this site. 

During this time, I had an institutional affiliation with Sophia University and I 

was regularly attending workshops for junior scholars conducting fieldwork. I 

workshopped my project at once of these meetings and, following the advice from my 

mentor and fellow workshop members, decided to narrow my field to focus on two waves 

of the movement: the community associated with C.R.A.C., The Menfolk, and Shibaki-

tai and the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. Logistically, focusing on these select groups 

meant prioritizing my attendance at their events over other potential events. It also meant 

withdrawing my involvement from other activities, particularly those related to anti-
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nuclear movements, in order to protect my time for data collection and analysis of anti-

racism movements.  

In choosing these three groups on which to focus, however, I also gave myself 

space to pursue work with related groups of anti-racism groups and activists. For 

instance, there were a number of female activists within the field who collaborated with 

C.R.A.C. and The Menfolk. One of these groups was Onna Gumi, a collective of women 

opposed to hate speech. Much smaller in size, they positioned themselves as a 

counterpart to The Menfolk. By the time I came into the field, Onna Gumi was not very 

active in their operations as a distinct unit. However, I encountered those who remained 

active in the field in various organizations. One of them, Nekomura, introduced in 

Chapter 6, is a key member of the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. I filled in this gap by 

interviewing members of this group and making sure that I had had the opportunity to 

speak with women in the movement.  

The Network’s entry onto the scene signaled a shift within anti-racism 

movements, from one of allyship and solidarity to that of a pragmatic politics led by 

minorities directly affected by hate speech. The Kawasaki Citizen’s Network was unique 

within the field of anti-racism movements based in the Tokyo area. Unlike C.R.A.C., 

which actively aimed to build cultural capital through its self-positioning as a group with 

cosmopolitan and artistic members, the Network grew out of local, community-based 

services and politics, and with Zainichi Korean members. Moreover, unlike the masculine 

image of C.R.A.C. and The Menfolk, one of the main spokespeople for the Network is a 

Zainichi Korean woman (Choi Kanija, introduced in Chapters 5 and 6). Although some 

of the Network’s members are involved with C.R.A.C., it follows a markedly different 

style of organizing, holding regular meetings, meeting with governmental policy makers, 

and holding public lectures and town hall meetings.  
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I became part of the Network’s jimukyoku (administrative office) by accident. 

Following an interview with a member of the Solidarity Network with Migrants Japan, I 

was informed about a public forum that the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network was hosting in 

January 2016. There, I was introduced to Yamada Takao, one of the leaders of the 

Network. Yamada added me to a mailing list and I began receiving updates for the 

Network.  

One day, I noticed that one of the Network’s announcements had listed a meeting 

with only a date and no additional details about time or location. Not realizing that this 

event was a jimukyoku meeting, I emailed Yamada about the details for their schedule 

and politely asked if I might be able to participate. When I showed up, I was surprised to 

find a room of approximately eight people. From this accident, I continued to attend 

meetings and have since closely followed the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network in their efforts 

to establish a local hate speech ordinance for the city.  

The Network is currently at the center of debates around hate speech and 

structural discrimination in Japan and the policies coming out of this group have 

ramifications for anti-discrimination policies around the world. I conducted participant 

observation as a volunteer member of the network’s administrative office and 

documented proceedings at internal staff meetings, meetings with city officials, press 

interviews, town-hall meetings, demonstrations, and social gatherings. From this position, 

I have been able to witness first-hand the logistical complexities involved in 

implementing anti-discrimination policy, from determining jurisdiction for hate speech 

incidents occurring on internationally-owned social media to budgetary limitations at the 

city government level.  
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IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

Between 2014 and 2017, I conducted sixty interviews, selecting informants based 

on their roles within the movements, their personal backgrounds, their interests, and their 

experiences with other social movements, including anti-nuclear, anti-war, and labor 

rights. I oversampled by gender, with a quarter of my respondents identifying as women 

or genderqueer. Informants of all genders identified as racial/ethnic minorities (nine) or 

sexual minorities (four). Most of my sample consisted of cis men. The people I 

interviewed come from a variety of occupational backgrounds, including lawyers, 

researchers, NGO workers, artists, designers, carpenters, part-time workers, editors, sex 

workers, students, and retired people.  

I did not specifically ask informants about their class backgrounds, although 

informants sometimes alluded to class in our conversation. Class was frequently encoded 

in discussion of cultural capital—for instance, in the ways that certain people might 

depict themselves as cosmopolitan (“city boys”) in contrast to others, or reference the 

educational attainment of themselves or others.  

Perhaps due to the fact that the number of women in the movement was relatively 

fewer, the women I interviewed tended to have higher profile roles within the movement 

and/or high status professional positions. A number of women who were lawyers, writers, 

and public intellectuals who operated in spaces parallel to street protests. Rather than 

protesting, they instead often used their public authority to critique racism or to advocate 

for legal changes. 

My strategy for recruiting participants for interviews changed significantly over 

the course of my fieldwork. From learning about Japanese culture and from my 

familiarity with ethnography more general, I knew that having introductions from 

gatekeepers would be central in enabling me to recruit informants for interviews. In my 
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first months, I hesitated with cold-calling informants. However, in these early stages I 

also lacked institutional support for introductions. When I began testing the waters to see 

if other Japanese studies researchers might be able to introduce me to activist 

communities, I was cautioned by one mentor to be mindful of the sense of territoriality 

that accompanied fieldwork. These social connections were intellectual capital and, thus, 

I stood at risk of alienating my academic peers by asking for or expecting introductions to 

field contacts.  

I thus shifted my approach during this start up period to simply spending time 

with people—what Geertz (1998) has called “deep hanging out.” During this time, I was 

trying to figure out what people’s roles within the movements were, which activists I 

could form relationships with, who could introduce me to other people, and who I might 

be able to potentially interview. I had the benefit of the fact that anti-nuclear groups met 

regularly, convening every Friday night for their protests in front of the Prime Minister’s 

Office. The anti-racist groups, on the other hand, frequently posted on Twitter.  

I conducted one interview during my preliminary phase of research. At this point, 

I was interested in speaking with people involved in either or both anti-racism and anti-

nuclear movements. The first activist I recruited for an interview was an anti-nuclear 

activist whom I met at the Anti-Nuclear Occupy Tent in front of the Ministry of 

Economy, Trade and Industry (METI). She was among one of the several women who 

was out front handing out snacks and beverages, during the regular Friday night protests. 

At this juncture in time, I was interested in understanding the role of women in the 

movement and particularly in understanding the history surrounding the Women’s Anti-

Nuclear Tent.  

Between fall 2014 and spring 2015, I conducted seven more interviews. By that 

point, I was living in Osaka for six months and making periodic week-long trips to 
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Tokyo. I had decided to save most of my interviews for closer towards the end of my 

research after which I would have a better idea of what types of questions to ask and what 

themes to explore. However, I had not yet received confirmation of my funding and thus 

wanted to ensure that I spoke with some of the key figures in the movement, such as 

activists in C.R.A.C., and The Menfolk. I also made use of my time in Osaka to interview 

researchers and advocates involved with human rights organizations in Osaka, such as 

HuRights Osaka, and Korea NGO Osaka. Simultaneously, I was also conducting research 

with anti-nuclear communities in Osaka and through these activities met members who 

were part of both TwitNoNukes Osaka and C.R.A.C. West. These early interviews helped 

me conceptualize the connections between communities in West Japan and Tokyo.  

The connections I made with the human rights communities in Osaka enabled me 

to access a broader network of anti-discrimination human rights advocacy in Tokyo. 

Korea NGO Osaka is part of a larger Zainichi Korean organization, which has an office 

in Tokyo. I met with the head Korea NGO in Tokyo who introduced me to other 

members of the Solidarity Network with Migrants Japan (Ijū Ren). Between fall 2015 and 

spring 2016, I conducted fourteen more interviews. About half of these were with human 

rights workers, policy makers, and researchers whom I met through the Solidarity 

Network. The other half coincided with my return trip to Osaka. Returning to the area for 

a “reunion” conference at the Japan Foundation Language Institute, I decided to 

maximize my time in West Japan. I reached out to two people I already knew, a Zainichi 

Korean man whom I had befriended in part because of his enthusiasm for food and his 

family connections in Texas, and a Japanese graduate student studying in Kyoto. Both 

agreed to be interviewed and also introduced me to other activists who were involved in 

both anti-nuclear and anti-racism movements in West Japan.  
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I conducted the remainder of my interviews between fall 2016 and spring 2017, a 

total of thirty-seven. By the middle of 2016, I had created a list of approximately 100 

potential people to interview. My strategy for selection was to focus on people who were 

involved in the counter movement and with the Kawasaki Citizen’s Networks. Among 

counter-racism activists, I was especially interested in those who maintained a presence 

in anti-nuclear movements, and those whom I saw primarily at activities related to hate 

speech.  

I used a combination of variation, extreme, and snowball sampling (Howard 

2002). As an example of variation sampling, I focused on informants who had key 

positions within the organizations and collectives I was studying. I also focused on 

people who were “outliers” within these movements, such as women and sexual 

minorities. 

In general, I did not use snowball sampling methods to determine the shape of my 

sample. One exception to this was a series of interviews I conducted in Tokyo in the 

spring of 2015 and in West Japan in the spring of 2016. In the first case, I was still early 

in my fieldwork and thus not entirely familiar with the different significant groups within 

the movement. In the second case, in West Japan, I was interested in interviewing counter 

activists who were also involved with anti-nuclear protests. However, because I had spent 

most of my time in Tokyo, I had less command over social networks in West Japan. 

Instead, I relied on the recommendations of one of my contacts in the area to introduce 

me to people. 

Introductions played a role at all stages of the recruitment process. In most cases, 

I used introductions even after having identified potential people to interview. I asked 

informants with whom I had relatively stronger rapport to introduce me to help me 

establish contact with people I had met through my time in the field. With some people 
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who were relatively higher status in the movement, I leveraged my relationships with 

certain informants to get “reintroduced.” Though I had technically already met some of 

these people, these reintroductions enabled me to receive the endorsements that made 

them more likely to accept being interviewed.  

Scholars of Japan note the necessity of introductions for conducting fieldwork 

among Japanese informants (Bestor et al 2003). This is perhaps true of many 

ethnographic cases, but is also culturally specific. As Bestor et al (2003) points out, 

“introductions involve the standard Japanese cultural practice of borrowing trust from 

other people in order to gain access to a new situation, which carries complex obligations 

to act responsibly and not misuse or damage the trust” (14). This social dynamic was 

apparent in my introductions to various fieldwork environments. As described in the 

previous section, Kimura Natsuki assumed the responsibility for introducing me to the 

counter movement. Yamada Takao, on the other hand, introduced me to the Kawasaki 

Citizen’s Network. Miura Tomohito provided me with group consent to audio record the 

Kawasaki Citizen’s Networks internal meetings and meeting with government officials.  

The majority of activists I spoke with who were involved in the counter protests 

against hate speech had at some point also been involved with anti-nuclear activism. I 

aimed to include participants who were involved in a range of organizations/groups, 

including those in the C.R.A.C., Shibaki-tai, The Menfolk, Onna Gumi, Otaku of Antifa 

(OoA), and the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. I also was interested in developing my 

sample to include a variety of cultural and political approaches to activism. When 

interviewing artists, musicians, and designers, I inquired how they incorporated these 

aesthetic strategies into their activism. I was also interested in people who using legal 

strategies to combat hate speech, and thus conducted interviews with key lawyers and 

politicians.  
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Finally, I wanted to capture the perspectives of women, racial/ethnic minorities, 

and sexual minorities within the movement. I noticed that my earlier interviews were 

heavily skewed male; thus, when I began resuming interviews in the fall of 2016 I 

actively sought women who could describe their experiences of being in the movement. 

Eventually, I also sought out interviews with people involved with movements outside of 

Tokyo and Osaka. In spring 2017, I traveled to Sendai—one of the largest cities in 

Northeast Japan, the area most affected by both the tsunami and the nuclear disaster. 

There, I interviewed an activist who was involved with The Menfolk, sometimes 

traveling to Tokyo to participate in events.    

I approached the interview as a narrative, soliciting responses about how activists 

came to be involved in the movement, in activism more broadly, why they were 

interested in issues of racism and discrimination, and their identities. Outside of this 

interview sample, I engaged in conversations with dozens more activists in various social 

settings. I conducted the vast majority of my research in Japanese. However, with the 

select number of informants who spoke English at an academic or native level, I carried 

out conversations and interviews with them in English.  

I was fortunate to have additional funds available through a research support grant 

during my fellowship year with the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science. I used 

these funds to hire five Japanese undergraduates and professionals who transcribed audio 

recordings of my interviews. They transcribed twenty-two interviews for a total of fifty 

hours. I then translated excerpts from these interviews into English, working with a 

native-level Japanese speaker to check my translations. In expanding this project into a 

publishable monograph, I plan to transcribe portions of these non-transcribed interviews 

as well as to continue analyzing much of the data that has been left out of this 

dissertation. 
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Research Design: Rethinking Movement in Ethnographic Research 

One of the central imperatives for ethnographic research is defining the field. 

Within the ethnographic social sciences, the definition of the field has traditionally been 

conceptualized in contraposition to the ethnographer’s home, increased attention to the 

politics of travel (Clifford 1997a), changing mobilities (Sheller and Urry 2006), 

advancing communication technologies as well as feminist and postcolonial attempts to 

challenge the traditional power dynamic of fieldwork have all challenged this binary. In 

discussing how I “found the field” among social movements in Japan, I have found the 

work of “new mobilities” research to be particularly illuminating. This epistemological 

framework has helped me thinking about what movement means in the study of 

ethnographic study of social movements. As Clifford (1997b) puts it, “Fieldwork thus 

‘takes place’ in worldly, contingent relations of travel, not in controlled sites of research” 

(198). 

To dive into this metaphor, I see movement as a way not only to describe activists’ 

efforts to move society “forward” toward an improved state of culture and politics, but 

also the movements of people between places and in relations to communities that are all 

embedded within these political formations. Movement also describes my own travels as 

an ethnographer, and the multiple roles I occupied within these spaces. The analogy of 

movement also leads into my later discussion about the exclusions and foreclosures 

within these protesting spaces, many of these gendered and racialized, and the ways that 

this shapes the study of this field.  

REFRAMING “COMPARISON” 

When I first arrived in Tokyo in the summer of 2014, my plan was to document 

the differences between anti-nuclear and anti-racism movements, examining the 
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differences between different cities where these movements were occurring. The Tokyo 

metropolitan area (which also includes nearby cities Kawasaki and Yokohama) has 30 

million residents. It is the center of both the national government and home to the Tokyo 

Electric Power Company (TEPCO), the company largely seen as responsible for the 

nuclear disaster. Tokyo is also relatively close to Fukushima. It is the city where protests 

most fully surged after the triple disaster. Osaka, on the other hand, was another place 

that had ongoing anti-nuclear movements but also continues to be home to one of the 

most densely populated communities of Zainichi Koreans in Japan. It shares with Tokyo 

a recent history of virulent incidents of hate speech in predominantly Korean 

neighborhoods.  

These different Korean communities in Tokyo and Osaka were able to reveal 

different types of information because of the distinct histories surrounding their 

formation. Tokyo’s Shin Ōkubo, for instance, is a heavy commercial district well-known 

as a destination for visitors for Korean food and particularly for K-pop, an industry which 

has been seeing a recent global boom. Japanese and Zainichi Korean activists, as well as 

scholars, frequently refer to Shin Ōkubo’s Korean business owners and residents as 

“newcomers.” Osaka’s Tsuruhashi is, by distinction, an older neighborhood with a 

tradition of Zainichi Koreans living there for several generations. This not only 

influenced the neighborhood dynamics and relationships between people but also pointed 

to connections between street protesters involved with C.R.A.C. and more advocates 

from local, community-based organizations.  

While I initially envisioned the multi-sited nature of this project to be able to offer 

an additional depth of explanatory power, I eventually found that there were flaws in this 

approach. As I discovered from my early days of fieldwork and into my first year, a 

comparative approach centered on “subject matter” (for instance, anti-nuclear versus anti-
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racism) or geographic boundaries actually overly presumed ideas about the ways that 

these communities were “actually” formed. There were more similarities between 

organizations such as TwitNoNukes, Metropolitan Coalition Against Nukes, and 

C.R.A.C. than there were with social movement organizations that shared similar issues. 

Both TwitNoNukes and the Counter-Racist Action Collective also had networks in 

different cities, the former having a satellite group in Osaka and the latter having sites in 

Kyoto and Osaka (C.R.A.C. West), Hokkaido (C.R.A.C. North), and other areas. The 

group also continues to maintain social media accounts outside of Japan, including in 

North America and France.  

I have found the asymmetrical “movements” of activists to be an important point 

for understanding the development of these communities. Through their physical travels 

in combination with their use of social media, groups such as C.R.A.C. have been able to 

establish a sense of community and belonging over vast distances. Though partially 

forged in the aftermath of disasters or the crucibles of crisis, these connections also often 

refract preexisting social relations. They include friendship, shared interests (such as 

music), family, and work relationships.  

Activists also use travel to establish new political solidarities and redirect the 

focus of their work; a point particularly salient in anti-racist activists’ increased 

participation in protests against military bases in Okinawa from 2015. A number of 

activists from Tokyo’s anti-racist community began regularly traveling to Okinawa 

during this period. Thinking through the field in this way forces us to think 

simultaneously about the constructions of communities that occur at the intersections of 

different forms of technologies and local politics.  

In other ways, the logic of these movements—with Tokyo as the center from 

which activists move and other places are “satellites”—has also contributed to power 
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differentials within these communities. In the case of C.R.A.C., the formation of the 

movement in Tokyo has led to the movement being predominantly led by ethnic Japanese 

people. Although C.R.A.C. West has a larger proportion of Zainichi Korean members, its 

position as a secondary subgroup not only has general implications for the organizational 

hierarchy of the movement but also for the movement’s conceptualization and framing of 

racial politics. Due to most of its Tokyo-based members being Japanese, C.R.A.C.’s 

strategy of anti-racism has predicated in members of the racial/ethnic “majority” acting 

on behalf of vulnerable populations to protect them. As my discussion in later chapters 

suggest, this example shows how the politics of movements also shape formative 

negotiations of privilege, risk, and marginalization within activist spaces. In this way, I 

see value in thinking against the impulse to conceptualize cities as discrete, comparative 

“sites” but rather as part of a more complicated, overlapping geography that shapes the 

overall construction of activist politics.   

TEMPORALITY: LEAVING/RETURNING 

Movement can also offer a description of the changes to a field over time. In 

general, time is a valued commodity for ethnographic research; a core principle is that 

immersion over a greater period of time enables the researcher to gain deeper insights 

into the community that they are studying. Following on Carrington’s (2016) idea of slow 

ethnography, I find it important to also consider the movement that can occur within 

time. That is, the social dynamics involved in engaging with a community over a period 

of time while sometimes leaving and returning. My project involved roughly thirty-six 

months in total, conducted over the course of four years. These periods of fieldwork 

included a combination of longer periods of intensified research, several months out of 

the field, and repeated returns: June/July 2014 (one month); September 2014 to March 
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2015 (six months); September 2015 to March 2016 (eighteen months); and September 

2017 to July 2018 (ten months).  

For the first long stretch, between September 2014 and March 2015, I spent most 

of this period in Osaka. During this time, I was able to maintain some contact with 

activists in Tokyo, primarily through four week-long visits I made to the city. I found that 

while lacking the constant communication with people in the field, being engaged over 

several years endowed me with the appearance of being deeply invested in the 

community. Activists often noted that I had been “around,” contrasting this to some of 

the researchers or reporters who seemed to dip in more sporadically. Leaving and 

returning may also been useful for allowing also affording participants to have space and 

distance from our engagements. Within social sciences, there is often focus on how 

fieldwork can be draining for the researcher, but perhaps less attention is given to how 

informants also engage in emotional labor. In my case, this emotional labor takes on 

multiple forms, from helping me navigate and interpret information within the field to 

interacting with a non-native level interlocutor on a social level.  

A lengthened ethnographic engagement not only enhances access to information 

in the present and future, but also contextualizes past developments of the movement. 

Many of the stories I write about in this dissertation emerge not only out of my 

witnessing of events in person, but from listening to informants narrate their past 

involvements with activist communities. This attention to time reveals that the field itself 

is unfixed.  

As I outline in Chapter 4: Fukushima and the Ambivalence of Belonging, the 

story of anti-nuclear activists’ transformation into a movement against hate speech is, in 

part, one about how this particular community continually rearticulates itself in a 

permutation of forms. In earlier stages, when I asked about the reasons why certain 
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groups were defunct or in the process of disbanding (“graduating,” as The Menfolk called 

it), I received some vague explanations. One of them being, that Japanese culture has an 

appreciation for ephemerality. Yet I eventually found that there were other reasons, such 

as, that activists often want to maintain their community while distancing themselves 

from previous or ongoing critiques they have incurred. In other contexts, they feel a need 

to adapt to new political and cultural strategies.  

The composition of people within these movements also changes over time. My 

own patterns of “taking breaks” were mirrored by many activists. Many have jobs that 

have made it difficult to continue participating regularly in activism. One well-known 

person quit the movement after his identity was outed and he lost an important job. 

Others suffer from health issues and several people died during the course of my time in 

the field.  

 

Ethics and Knowledge Production 

Here, I want to take loose inspiration from the idea of movement to consider what 

it means to construct a field alongside ongoing negotiations of consent and access. In this 

sense, I consider the point raised by Gupta and Ferguson (1997) in this description of the 

construction of the field: “‘The field’ is a clearing whose deceptive transparency obscures 

the complex processes that go into constructing it” (199). In contrast, the metaphor of 

movement offers a description of how relationships—both mine with activists and 

activists with each other—shift back and forth at different moments. These continual 

shifts suggest that the field is always reconstituting itself, in its shape and content. In my 

view, access does not serve as a single moment of “opening up” or “clearing out” the 
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field for an outside observer to occupy and use. Rather, the field sometimes “grows back” 

and becomes unclear and muddled at times.  

From an early stage within my fieldwork, I began considering the ways that 

constructing knowledge from my work with activists entails an ongoing negotiation of 

consent and participation. In one of my earliest interviews in the spring of 2015, I had a 

long conversation with one activist in a convenient store during which I briefly paused to 

use the restroom. The informant had just told me some information about one of their 

relationships in the movement, offering an important linkage between protesting 

communities in multiple cities. When I returned to our table, I noticed a worried facial 

expression on their face. They asked me to please not write about this relationship as they 

wanted to protect the privacy of people involved in their personal life.  

In the winter of 2016, I had a conversation with Natsuki about how to protect the 

privacy of informants. We had been talking about how one activist, usually a regular at 

demonstrations, had recently been laying low and avoiding rallies. Natsuki pointed out 

that within the movement many people did not know each other’s “real names.” Instead, 

activists often relied on nicknames or pseudonyms for their social movement activities. 

They often adopted these nicknames from their Twitter handles. Natsuki, on other hand, 

was clear that he wanted me to credit him with his real name—and he suspected that this 

would be the case with other highly public figures. Some activists found a middle ground 

between these two approaches, using non-legal names while maintaining a public image. 

For instance, two people I interviewed, Shimazaki Rody, a recent photographer of social 

movements, and Rika Kayama, a clinical psychologist and public intellectual, told me in 

their interviews that their names were both actually “pen names.” In this way, activists 

choose ways to negotiate the boundaries of their privacy even outside the context of my 

own research.  
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My project eschews a “‘one size fits most’” (Reyes 2018: 206) approach with 

regards to issues such as privacy and anonymity in favor of a method of engagement that 

is intentional about intellectual transparency and my ethical accountability to informants. 

As such, I explicitly asked informants what type of name they wanted to use. I 

approached consent as an ongoing process, meaning that I obtained consent at the start of 

interviews but also that I often reconfirm with informants, particularly in cases where 

there are any traces of ambiguity. 

I gave respondents a variety of choices for presenting themselves, using their real 

names, pseudonyms, or nicknames that they had already adopted within the movement. 

Informants varied greatly in their views on privacy. Some activists were concerned about 

hiding their activist involvements from their employers, often using pseudonyms over 

social media. Others, especially those involved in arts and media, preferred to use their 

real names or professional monikers—wanting credit for their words, images, and ideas. I 

chose to honor these requests and to acknowledge the intellectual labor that informants 

contributed in the enterprise of this project. 

Working with informants who also see themselves as active knowledge producers 

complicates my own position in the field. Anti-racists activists are often very deliberate 

in constructing their social movement as one born out of the ruins of disaster. As I 

alluded to in Chapter 1: Introduction, they do this through reconstructing this narrative in 

a range of media, including documentaries, art, and books on this topic. I have thus had to 

contend with how to critically and ethically engage with these narratives. In doing so, I 

have asked to what extent is this project a part of a collaborative process of creating 

knowledge? What are the ethical issues in either aligning or distancing myself from 

activists’ knowledge about their own experiences? What are my different obligations 

academically, politically, and socially in constructing fields of knowledge from others’ 
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experiences? How might my levels of access and relationships with activists shift through 

my process of writing and recording these stories? 

As Melissa Wright points (2010) out on doing research grounded in social justice, 

“scholarship must engage with the ways in which people beyond the academy wrestle 

with the concepts in their daily lives that scholars contemplate, sharpen, and circulate 

through our academic production” (820). I agree with this point regarding the complex 

negotiations between researcher and activists, but also find that in the context of social 

movements some of these lines are further blurred by the fact that many activists see 

themselves as members of an academic community or as knowledge producers. During 

our interviews, some activists did not particularly have interest in the ethics of my role as 

a knowledge producer while others were more direct, asking me how I was going to 

negotiate my position as a foreign researcher in a field in which some members of the 

movement were themselves academics.  

Finally, the ethics and politics of knowledge remain salient in the context of social 

media. Social media is significant in how activists interact with each other, share 

information, and maintain connection. In addition to public-facing social media, such as 

Twitter, activists often use social media in “protected” spaces. These include social media 

platforms such as Facebook and LINE.  

My access to activist chat groups on LINE came relatively late during my time in 

the field. In the spring of 2016, I was added to LINE group for volunteer members of an 

electoral campaign. The group used LINE to share information about when they would 

plan to be at the office, canvassing activities, and other events. A few months later, I met 

with Yanagibashi, the leader of Otaku of Antifa (OoA) in Hiroshima. After our visit, he 

added me to the OoA LINE group. The content of OoA varies, from birthday messages, 

commentary about content on Twitter, and information about events. However, while I 
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am always transparent about being a researcher, I felt that being added by the leader of 

the group was not equivalent to receiving “informed consent” from all members of the 

group. Similarly, because members viewed this as an important social space and given 

the continuous nature of social media interactions, I did not feel comfortable making 

requests that might alter the dynamics of the space. I have thus decided to exclude direct 

citation of content from LINE and other similar private forums in my dissertation. In this 

sense, increased access can actually blur the lines around what information is “available” 

as data. They force me to draw boundaries in determining the scope of my data and what 

is ethical for me to share with readers. 

REFLEXIVITY 

During a conversation, Takahashi Wakagi, an activist and U.S.-trained academic, 

made an observation that struck me about the enterprise of doing fieldwork in Japan as an 

Asian American female researcher with intermediate-to-advanced language skills. 

Wakagi was describing his experiences of alienation by Japanese academics, who 

disapprove of his involvements with social movements. As he put it: 

I believe I'm not personally [annoying], right? But I am structurally annoying—to 

intellectuals. Because maybe they think if someone like me with my type of 

background engages in this time of activism, they are also under pressure to do 

the same—but they cannot do so. Through my involvement in the movement their 

false pretense to be the guardian of social justice is exposed. 

I see Wakagi’s words as unintentionally offering a poetic commentary on what it 

means to be a person entering into community of people to conduct ethnographic 

research. In many ways, ethnographers might also be perceived as “structurally 

annoying” for the people we study. In other ways, this metaphor can also be used to 
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describe how the task of conducting critical feminist research within areas and disciplines 

that have frequently been structure as white and male offers its own kind of “structurally 

annoying” intervention. 

Tomomi Yamaguchi (2007), a Japanese anthropologist based in the U.S., 

describes conducting fieldwork as a process divergent from many of the classical 

anthropological binaries assumed about researcher and informant. As she puts it: 

In today’s world, the distinction between home and field is increasingly blurred, 

and my everyday interaction via the internet, in real time, with people in Japan, 

furthers the everyday-ness and ‘informality’ of the fieldwork. In this situation, the 

distinction between native and other, or home versus field, may no longer be 

accurate. (586) 

I find Yamaguchi’s observations to resonate with my own experiences in the 

field. As an Asian American female researcher, I embody a complex position as an 

ethnographer. In Japan, due to my physical appearance, I do not necessarily “stick out” at 

protests and other public events. My position as a foreigner, however, becomes 

immediately evident once I begin talking to informants based on my various linguistic 

shortages. My varying abilities to “blend in” is context-dependent and in some ways out 

of my own control. There are benefits to “blending in” in particular moments. In other 

instances, appearing phenotypically similar to my informants creates vulnerabilities for 

me as a researcher.  

Sociologist Patricia Steinhoff (2003) has described purposefully distancing herself 

from activists during protests. In recounting her fieldwork on controversial, radical 

movements in Japan, she describes a number of strategies she used to ensure that police 

surveilling these movements did not mistake her as an activist. When conducting 

research, I too use a number of spatial strategies in order to distinguish myself from 
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activists and to avoid the potential risks of getting arrested. Nonetheless, there have been 

a number of times that I have felt vulnerable during protests. On one occasion, which I 

describe in conclusion of this dissertation, I was pushed by a police officer during a 

protest. That protest would eventually turn violent, with a police officer physically 

assaulting three female protesters. 

As Max Farrar (2013) puts it, sociological reflexivity involves “a sociological 

examination of the way in which we produce ourselves, including the affective 

dimensions of our self- production” (1447). My personal feelings about Japan, Asia, and 

histories of violence within these geographies have also shaped my engagements with the 

field. I came to the field not only as someone who was American but also as someone 

who had a familial history of being colonized by Japan. Early on, I was told by white 

researchers of Japan that mentioning this might create discomfort among my informants. 

(I am not very skilled at lying and invariably would mention this background when 

asked.) The coincidental fact that I am Taiwanese, as opposed to Korean or Chinese, 

potentially shaped activists’ perceptions of me. As activists told me, mainstream Japanese 

society tends to view Taiwan as a friendly ally, unique within a geopolitical landscape 

rife with tensions. I typically had smooth interactions with activists and other Japanese 

people on the basis of my ethnic background; people would frequently mention their 

enjoyment of visiting Taiwan and eating Taiwanese food. Perhaps most significantly, 

moreover, is the fact that being Taiwanese shaped how I felt about conducting research 

with Japanese informants. Even while practicing reflexivity around my position as a 

foreign researcher, my age, gender, and genealogy as “formerly colonized” meant that I 

rarely envisioned myself as being in a position of greater power than my Japanese 

informants.  
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Linguistic struggles were central to my fieldwork experience. In the lead-up to 

fieldwork, I invested countless hours to learning Japanese. Although most university-

level Japanese classes do not include a robust curriculum around discrimination and 

related vocabularies, I had the benefit of participating in a language program under the 

auspices of the Japan Foundation that specifically focused on academic research. 

Through this program, I was able to acquire a portion of specialized vocabulary related to 

hate speech. However, I am also inspired by Gunaratnam’s (2011) observations that 

“insecurities of meaning” are critical to the ethnographic process. She brings this up not 

in the context of conducting research in a foreign language but while describing gaps in 

meaning between interviewer and interviewee. In this sense, being a foreign language 

learner provided a natural pathway for asking activists to define ideas, feelings, and 

events that might otherwise appear “basic” to native Japanese speakers. As an 

ethnography, these moments of in situ translation during interviews and other 

conversations was valuable.  

Finally, in developing this project as a feminist ethnography, this project is shaped 

by the political and epistemological productivity of failure. As Kamala Visweswaran 

(1994) observes, “we use our ‘fields’ of failure as a means of pointing up the difficulties 

in our own epistemological assumptions and representational strategies” (98). As the 

following section describes, in some ways I came to Japan embodying the feelings of 

failure due to the weight of the many difficult emotions that preceded my fieldwork. 

What I found was that through deeply sensing and exploring the resonance of this failure, 

I became sensitive to a range of gendered experiences within the field. These 

experiences, revealing themselves as hesitations, conversational sidebars, and as artifacts 

of the movement’s own failures ultimately taught me significant lessons about the 

complex contours of gender within anti-racism politics. 
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Positionality: Gender and Sexual Politics in the Field  

Throughout my fieldwork, I was affiliated with Sophia University in Tokyo. At 

Sophia, I was part of a fieldwork workshop that was inclusive of junior scholars who 

were in Japan at that time conducting research. We would meet as a group on a monthly 

basis and regularly go out for beers afterwards while discussing our project. One time, I 

was talking about how I typically avoid nijikai with informants. Japanese people often 

gather for nomikai (nomi means drinking and kai means meeting), a social endeavor that 

involves drinking several rounds of alcoholic beverages and sharing small plates of food. 

Nijikai refers to the drinking that normally follows the first gathering, when parties move 

to a second location. I mentioned to my colleagues that it is usually in this shuffle, 

between paying my bill and the group migration to the next izakaya (bar) that I would 

usually depart from the scene. One of my male colleagues protested this strategy, saying, 

“But that’s when you get all the good stuff.” 

From my early days in the field, I have been conscious of the fact that my self-

protective decisions might often preclude me from accessing the “good stuff.” In 2017, 

Hanson and Richards published an article on sexual objectification and sexual harassment 

in the field, drawing on interviews with fifty women ethnographers. Their article 

examined how notions of intimacy fit into the androcentric norms around the 

epistemology of ethnography. Although their article does not address how experiences of 

sexual violence outside of the field affect women researchers’ approaches towards risk 

management within the field, I often thought about this problem.14 Though I rarely 

received direct harassment, working within a field that is predominantly male made me 

                                                
14	Thambiah, Chakraborty, and Sarker (2016) also write about the overt sexualization 
they experienced by male gatekeepers while studying female migrant workers. This 
account offers another useful account of how researchers negotiate sexualized risks. 
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feel conspicuously female. In most settings, I made sure to wear “plain” clothes, usually a 

black shirt and dark jeans. As a person with past experiences of sexual violence, I felt a 

hypervigilant compulsion to “protect” myself from potential harm. In my interactions 

with male activists, I found myself attempting to construct a “manageable distance,” an 

appropriate balance between social access and personal safety.  

This conundrum was intensified not only by the stakes of “doing good 

ethnographic research,” but of my position as a non-native speaker of Japanese. In this 

second language, I lacked the linguistic confidence to assert myself in potentially 

vulnerable situations. I was also new to this culture, unsure of what types of behaviors, 

body languages, or words might get misconstrued as sexual availability. On the other 

hand, my language barrier made me more dependent on people with whom I could easily 

communicate. These included not only those who could speak in English but who were 

receptive to me and willing to communicate in my awkward Japanese. Indeed, as my 

language skills improved I began feeling a similar shift in my sense of vulnerabilities.  

Even as I became more comfortable in the field and later in my fieldwork, I found 

myself sometimes turning down opportunities that otherwise might be productive. In the 

fall of 2016, Takahashi Naoko, the leader of The Menfolk, was arrested while protesting 

in Okinawa against the construction of a new military base in Takae. Takahashi was 

detained in Okinawa for six months. Some activists, especially those who were close to 

Takahashi, began taking trips to visit him. In the spring of 2016, I had scheduled an 

interview with Yamaguchi, a writer who was one of the co-founders of The Menfolk. He 

was an interesting person for me to talk to because, unlike many of the anti-racists who I 

worked with, was a self-avowed rightwing nationalist. His opposition to hate speech was, 

in part, on the position of reclaiming national pride not inconsistent with his reverence for 

the Emperor. When I arrived at the sushi restaurant where he had asked me to meet him 
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for an interview, Yamaguchi was there with two men, an older man who was respected as 

a senior figure within the movement and a lawyer. The three had just come back from a 

hearing for a civil case in which Yamaguchi was involved. They had already had several 

rounds of sushi and alcohol.  

I interviewed Yamaguchi, somewhat awkwardly given that the presence of other 

people. Afterwards, we continued to another restaurant within the same building. We told 

the waiter our drinks and the older man ordered some caviar for the table. He mentioned 

that he was going to visit Takahashi in Okinawa later in the month and invited me along. 

I would need to call him to let him know if I would join. He joked that I was not 

interested. I told him I was interested and that I would contact him. The likelihood of 

receiving serious harassment or being assaulted has been questionable based on my 

experiences in the field, but yet I was still deeply anxious about this possibility.  

I never followed up about going to Okinawa. I was both uncomfortable with the 

idea of traveling with a man whom I had only recently met and who appeared to 

emphasize heavy drinking in his social interactions. Takahashi and I had established 

plans to interview prior to arrest, but I had mixed feelings about visiting him while he 

was in detention. I was doubly anxious about the complexities between opportunities and 

vulnerabilities within the field. 

My sense of vulnerability was particular to my biography and despite initially 

focusing on it through my self-oriented lens as a researcher, I eventually found that it also 

shed light onto the gender and sexual dynamics of the field. As I discuss in Chapter 6: 

“Extreme Pressure”: Race, Vulnerability, and Masculinities, in 2016, I began hearing 

more details about incidents of sexual harassment, assault, and stalking that had happened 

within activist communities. Discussion of seku hara (sexual harassment) often occurred 

in parallel conversations. For instance, in the spring of 2016, The Menfolk hosted an 
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event reflecting on the collective which featured several panels. They included one panel 

about sexual harassment and invited several women to speak. The women shared their 

thoughts about the spaces where such incidents usually occurred such as nomikai. At a 

birthday gathering, I mentioned to one male activist that I identified as a feminist. 

Slightly taken aback, he told me that prior to joining the movement he had never thought 

about feminism. But he had learned deeply about these issues through getting to know 

women in the movement. Other activists told me to let them know if I ever “had 

problems” with any other activists, as the perpetrator would be dealt with—sexual 

harassment was no longer tolerated within the movement.  

Despite such overtures, there was a parallel “whisper network,” especially among 

women and genderqueer activists. I began including in my interviews questions about 

sexual harassment. I began noticing the ways that many of the women in the movement 

were doing things similar to what I was already doing—usually leaving the gathering 

early or before the following nijikai; not using their real names; or being cautious about 

giving out their personal information; looking out for other women, particularly those 

they saw as younger or less experienced. 

Ultimately, while my embodiment created certain boundaries in my research, it 

also “triggered” my sensitivities to a range of gender and sexual dynamics that exist 

within the field. Observing this outcome is not to argue tautologically about trauma, 

affect, and the epistemology of ethnography. Perhaps my reserved approach would be 

ineffective in a context in which I had less time to conduct my fieldwork. However, the 

slow pace of my research and my reservations enabled me to unfold a part of my research 

that I might have missed had I been aiming to mimic the androcentric modes of 

socializing dominant within this movement. My own vulnerabilities alerted me to the 
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ways that negotiations of both potential threats and past traumas are significant for many 

of the “marginalized people” who participate in these spaces.  

As I describe further in Chapter 6, these complex negotiations of vulnerabilities 

ultimately informed me to an important component about the gendered and sexualized 

politics that underscore the construction of anti-racism within these movements. To 

follow from my earlier discussion of movements, mobility within the field is not only 

about the ability to move but also difficulties or impossibilities in moving. The analogy 

lends itself to thinking about the gendered exclusions and foreclosures that happen, 

particularly for women, in protesting spaces and the important ways they shape the field. 
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CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF RACE, DISASTERS, 
AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN JAPAN15 

 

Racial Discrimination and Zainichi Korean Social Movements in Japan 

Historians have documented how racism in Japan has fluctuated over time in 

relation to the country’s complicated political, economic, and social issues and in ways 

that normalized the ideology of Japanese as a “superior” race while articulating its 

connection to other non-Japanese ethnic groups in Asia (Weiner 2009, 1989; Lie 2008). 

Racial hegemony emerged both through “common-sense” ideas about difference and 

through racist theories driven by Japanese scholars (Siddle 2011). The Meiji Restoration 

was a pivotal time period for establishing the ideology of Japan as an ethnic nation 

(minzoku) while putting in place the legal and structures of racial exclusion and 

domination.  

As Michael Weiner (2009; 1989) shows in tracing the genealogy of racism in 

Japan, racial nation-building was in part influenced by the development of Western 

schemas of racial categorization in Europe and the United States.16Although racialized 

exclusions and violence in Japan predate this period, particularly in the examples of 

Burakumin and the indigenous Ainu, Weiner and other scholars argue that Western 

scientific racism offered a convenient model for institutionalizing racism during the Meiji 

                                                
15 Portions of this chapter previously appeared in Shaw, Vivian. 2017. “‘We Are Already Living Together’: 
Race, Collective Struggle, and the Reawakened Nation in Post-3/11 Japan.” Precarious Belongings: Affect 
and Nationalism in Asia (2017): 59-76. 
16 Nadia Kim (2008) makes an important intervention in conceptualizing the influence of Western 
racialization in East Asia. Writing in the aftermath of World War II, Kim argues that “the U.S. occupational 
forces and mass media culture are most pivotal in spread American racial ideologies and forging White 
superiority of Koreans and Black Americans simultaneously. This racial triangle of Koreans, White 
Americans, and Black Americans along multiple, unequal lines constitute the imperialist racial formation in 
South Korea” (6).  
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Restoration’s era of Japanese modernization. Social Darwinism played a critical role in 

understanding Japan’s imperial power, and its subjugated immigrants, Japan jockeyed for 

power among modern Western nations structured along whiteness. 

Under its regime of imperialism in the lead up to World War II, the Japanese 

government adopted and promoted an ideology of “imperial multiethnicity” (Lie 2008), 

which gave the empire the framework to annex land and occupy people in the 

Ryūkyū Kingdom, Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines as colonial subjects. Both forced 

and voluntary migration from these territories into Japan also altered the demographic 

make-up of the archipelago. As Lie (2008) puts it, “The development of popular 

nationalism occurred in tandem with the making of multiethnic Japan” (3).  

Following the Japan–Korea Annexation Treaty in 1910, Koreans became citizens 

of the Empire of Japan. In 1951, Japan signed the San Francisco Peace Treaty which 

simultaneously ended the United States’ occupation of the country and forced Japan to 

surrender its colonized territories. This act simultaneously stripped citizenship from 

Koreans living within Japan’s borders at the time; they were Korean once again. In the 

post-war period, nihonjinron emerged as an academic philosophy dedicated to proving 

the exceptionalism and superiority of Japanese people as a race (Kawai 2015, Yoshino 

1992, Siddle 2011). This gave birth to a form of “cultural nationalism” that linked a 

homogenous imagining of Japan as one that linked persons through a shared bloodline, 

culture, and language (Yoshino 1997). 

Within the recent anti-racism movement, both ethnic Japanese and ethnic Korean 

anti-racist activists tend to use the term Zainichi Korean in reference to the minority 

population of ethnic Koreans living in Japan, which is one of the largest in the country as 

well as the primary target of racist hate speech. “Zainichi” is a term that is understood 
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well enough in popular usage that official government agencies, including the Ministry of 

Justice, regularly use it in public media and resources, such as their website.  

“Zainichi Korean,” however, does not easily map onto a legal designation. Within 

the diasporic Korean community there is a range of those who have been naturalized with 

Japanese citizenship and those who have not. Many of those who have not been 

naturalized as citizens are entitled to live in Japan under a Special Permanent Resident 

status, a legal categorization that was formalized in 1991 through an agreement between 

Japan and South Korea in 1991 (Siddle 2011). David Chapman (2007) describes a 

plurality of controversies among scholars, including Zainichi scholars, related to the 

imprecision of the term. Zainichi scholar Jung Yeong-hae (1996), for instance, has raised 

questions about if half-Japanese, half-Zainichi people would also be considered Zainichi. 

In this way, Zainichi Korean does not only refer to bloodlines and shared ethnicity but 

also describes the political and social liminality experienced by people who identify with 

this diasporic community (Ha 2017; Tai 2004; Tai 2006; Chapman 2007).  

The influence of community-based ethnic associations further complicates these 

notions of identity-based diasporic solidarities. Korean ethnic organizations such as 

Chōren-Sōren (pro-North) and Mindan (pro-South), have historically encouraged 

Zainichi Koreans to identify with their “homelands” rather than with their lives in Japan 

(Strausz 2006; Siddle 21011). The result of this approach, Strausz (2006) argues was that 

“the vast majority of Zainichi Koreans did not naturalize but in order to avoid 

discrimination they made efforts to pass as Japanese” (648). The influence of Korean 

ethnic organizations had important implications for the trajectory of the Zainichi Korean 

civil rights movements in Japan. Mindan and Chōren-Sōren’s emphasis on defining 

separate allegiances to North and South Koreas had historically inhibited a sense of 

collective solidarity within the population of Zainichi Koreans as a whole (Siddle 2011; 
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Tsutsui and Shin 2008). Tsutsui and Shin (2008) also argue that it was relatively 

advantageous for Zainichi Koreans to affiliate with Mindan (South Korea) when 

geopolitical tensions between Japan and North Korea worsened throughout the twentieth 

century. The sharpening of these distinctions led to socioeconomic differences between 

pro-North and pro-South Zainichi Koreans, further complicating the potential for 

collective solidarity.  

Within the history of Zainichi mobilization, the Hitachi Trial, which began in 

1970, played a pivotal role in altering the terrain of civil society organizations and 

creating a blueprint for future movements (Tsuchiya 2014; Lie 2008; Chapman 2007; 

Strausz 2006). Park Chong-Seuk was a Zainichi Korean man who had used a Japanese 

alias in his job application to Hitachi, which then rescinded their job offer upon learning 

that he was Korean. Sparking a public outcry, Park’s lawsuit propelled a movement of 

Zainichi Koreans and ethnic Japanese allies to reinstate Park’s job. This lawsuit had long-

lasting effects on Zainichi Korean politics, both in terms of bringing attention to issue of 

racist employment discrimination, and laying the groundwork for future modes of 

mobilization. Neither Mindan nor Chōren-Sōren supported Park as they viewed the 

lawsuit as a move towards Zainichi assimilation into Japanese society (Strausz 2006). In 

turn, the trial opened up the opportunity for new community-based organizations, 

creating a new mode of political participation for Zainichi Koreans. 

A decade later in 1984, Zainichi Koreans began protesting fingerprinting, a 

government practice established under the Alien Registration Law in 1952. The law 

mandated fingerprinting for all foreigners. Over 10,000 foreign residents, approximately 

3%, led by Zainichi Koreans, refused to be fingerprinted (Strausz 2006; Tsutsui and Shin 

2008). The protest eventually led to the elimination of the program in 1993 (Strausz 

2006; Siddle 2011).  
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According to Strausz (2006), the fingerprinting refusal movement took roots in 

the mobilization surrounding the Hitachi lawsuit as well as a mass protests throughout 

Japan against the Vietnam War, the declining influence of Chōren-Sōren and Mindan, 

and the integration of international human rights standards into legal practice in Japan. 

Tsutsui and Shin (2008) provide further context for the effects of the international human 

discourses on Zainichi Korean political identity. They argue that global human rights 

discourses “enabled resident Koreans to see their problems as universal human rights 

issues that affected all of them” (Tsutsui and Shin 2008: 397). Moreover, these discourses 

helped Zainichi Koreans conceptualize their entitlement to rights even as noncitizens 

living in Japan (Tsutsui and Shin 2008). Yet Strausz (2006) argues that the outcomes of 

the fingerprinting protests ultimately stymied future potential for mass civil rights 

mobilization. He suggests that by accepting the Japanese government’s elimination of the 

fingerprinting program as a satisfactory resolution, Zainichi Koreans stopped short of 

advocating for complete civil rights and protections. Included among these were housing 

discrimination, labor discrimination, and voting rights for noncitizens.  

The spread of international human rights norms and Japan’s domestic labor 

shortages in the latter part of the twentieth century intermingle to simultaneously shift 

cultural attitudes about nation, race, and diversity and expand civil rights for minorities as 

a whole. As immigrants from Southeast Asia began migrating to Japan to help fill the 

country’s labor force, municipal governments and other local actors began working both 

to provide services for these newcomers as well as revise the image of Japan as mono-

ethnic (Tai 2004; Kashiwazaki 2013). In this period, they began launching various 

campaigns to promote cultural diversity.  

As Tai argues, this move towards multiculturalism, while aimed towards 

Southeast Asian migrants, also bolstered grassroots activism within Zainichi Korean 
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communities. Zainichi Koreans began to think of ethnicity as distinct from nationality 

(Tai 2004). As the notion of multicultural co-living (tabunka kyðsei) (Tai 2004) grew, 

Zainichi Korean communities began to develop local programs to promote Korean 

culture, including art, music, dance, and food. In parallel with these cultural changes, the 

influence of international human rights standards resulted in significant structural 

changes.  

In 1981, Japan signed the United Nation’s 1951 Convention Relating to the Status 

of Refugees. Following this change, non-citizens living in Japan were granted access to 

national welfare systems under the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. 

Zainichi Koreans for the first time were able to access health care, national pension plans, 

and other welfare services (Tsuchiya 2014; Takao 2003; Tsutsui and Shin 2008).  

Despite this robust history of Zainichi Korean collective organizing—not to 

mention similar civil rights movements led by Burakumin, Ainu, and Okinawans—these 

movements have not necessarily resulted in a unified theory of structural racism in Japan. 

Kawai (2015) offers the concept of “obscured racism” to explain how “[t]he dominant 

Japanese view has been that racism is a foreign, not a domestic issue” (26).  

This stagnation of theorizing race in Japan is in part due to the notion that racial 

difference itself does not exist and instead that differences between groups in Japan are 

based on cultural differences. That is, race is understood as biological difference, and 

because there are ostensibly no biological differences, cultural differentiation and 

derogation are not read as forms of racism. Yamashiro (2013) says that the Japanese 

process of racialization “conflates notions of race, language, citizenship, and culture” 

(150). Yoon (2016) also argues that race is constructed through the host society’s 

“subjective interpretations of a country’s national identity” (75). Whereas critical race 

scholars have typically focused on the visually recognizable markers of race (such as skin 
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color) as a basis for discrimination, the systemic mistreatment of Koreans in Japan and 

Chinese in Korea suggest alternate practices by which race becomes socially encoded on 

minority populations. Taken as a whole, this scholarship offers an important starting 

point for examining structural racism in Japan despite common assumptions that race 

itself is absent from the country. 

Since 2013, ethnic Japanese anti-racism activists within the contemporary 

movement against hate have tended to adopt the term (reishizumu) as well as jinshu 

sabetsu (racial discrimination). According to activists with the Counter-Racist Action 

Collective, this word choice reflects a deliberate strategy of distinguishing the counter 

movement from anti-discrimination politics more typical of traditional left-wing 

movements. While these activists did not disagree substantively with the focus on human 

rights (jinken) within traditional leftist anti-discrimination movements they often see this 

language as ineffective. In their aspirations to build a mass movement, these activists 

seek to create a new vocabulary for anti-discrimination. They settled on the term 

reishizumu, derived from the English language loanword “racism.”17 Their use of the 

term is aimed to rebrand anti-discrimination politics as transnational, and engage with 

anti-racism discourses and movements outside of Japan.  

Although the Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.) is firmly located in 

Japan, the collective has constructed itself as located across the world, with Twitter 

accounts for “satellite” sites in North America and Paris. Among their members are 

people who speak English or who have traveled internationally as academics, researchers, 

and professionals. In contrast, Zainichi Korean activists in the Kawasaki Citizens’ 

Network have often focused on the term sabetsu (discrimination) and sometimes jinshu 

                                                
17 Activists have also used term jinshu sabetsu (racial discrimination), which uses traditional Japanese kanji 
characters. 
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sabetsu (which loosely translates to “racial discrimination”), without always referencing 

racism.  

Reawakening the Nation after Disaster 

On March 11, 2011 Fukushima Prefecture, Japan was hit by an earthquake, which 

resulted in a fifteen-meter tsunami that disabled the power supplies that cooled the 

Fukushima Daiichi reactors, resulting in a nuclear accident. The first anti-nuclear activity 

following the triple disaster appeared just a month later in April 2011 (Hasegawa 2014). 

Since then, an estimated total of 80,000 Japanese citizens have participated in numerous 

forms of anti-nuclear public demonstrations at different points, ranging from marches and 

human chains, and over five million have signed onto a petition asking for the complete 

shut-down of nuclear energy plants in Japan (Aldrich 2013).  

Historical studies of anti-nuclear collective action in Japan have often focused on 

the political dynamics between government actors, nuclear industries, and civil society 

stakeholders in negotiating issues such as the location of plants and the management of 

disasters (Cavasin 2008; Aldrich 2016).18 Scholars have also documented how Japan’s 

history as the first and only country to experience atomic bombings during war has 

imparted a “nuclear allergy” (Aldrich 2013), described as a cultural aversion that has 

made it difficult for some Japanese to separate the idea of nuclear energy from weapons. 

Incidents of toxic disasters in Chernobyl and Bhopal have been important political 

opportunities for anti-nuclear collective action (Cavasin 2008).  

                                                
18 This dissertation does not offer an analysis of the historical roots of the concept of “citizen” (shimin) in 
Japan. Simon Avenell’s (2010) work in this area is instructive in showing how the meanings shimin have 
shifted throughout the period following World War II. As Avenell points out, within these shifts, shimin 
has acquired various connotations regarding ethnicity and nationality. 
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Recent ethnographic research on the 2011 triple disaster has documented the 

precarious living conditions of tsunami victims and evacuees from Fukushima (Allison 

2013; Gill et al. 2013; Kingston 2012), differences in Japanese and foreign media 

coverage (McNeil 2013; Kimura 2016), and repertoires of anti-nuclear protests (Ogawa 

2013a). Such research, however, has yet to position these struggles in relation to anti-

racism social movements, which have recently become conspicuous in this field (Manabe 

2014).  

Research on the Kanto earthquake in 1923 (Schencking 2008; Ryang 2003; 

Weiner 1989) and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Igarashi 2000; 

Yoneyama 1999), offers a historical template for understanding how disasters can 

intensify conditions of discrimination against minority groups; and how, in some cases, 

this has even led to ethnic violence. However, few studies have examined how the 2011 

triple disaster has affected Koreans, Buraku, and other minorities, despite evidence of 

racialized environmental inequality (Shrader-Frechette 2012). The recent rise of anti-

Korean hate speech in Japan (Morris-Suzuki 2013) offers credence to the notion that 

processes of differentiation and discrimination are intensified in the aftermath of disaster. 

The extent to which groups deemed “foreign” might be written out of social contract 

between state and citizen, moreover, imposes limits on how these groups may express 

political demands. 

Disasters have been historically significant moments for alternately reaffirming 

and challenging the boundaries of race, nation, and citizenship in Japan. Contemporary 

anti-Korean discrimination and hate speech is embedded within a long history in which 

racial/ethnic minorities have been targeted as scapegoats during disasters and other times 

of social unease. One of the most notable incidents is that of the 1923 Kanto Earthquake, 

which occurred in the Tokyo area and resulted in the deaths of between 100,000 and 
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140,000 people (Ryang 2003). Among Japanese people, rumors spread that Koreans were 

involved in criminal activities after the earthquake, including poisoning wells and setting 

fire to businesses. Groups of Japanese citizens rioted and killed approximately 6,000 

Koreans in Tokyo and Kanagawa, a neighboring prefecture (Ryang 2003).  

Along with these sorts of “natural” disasters, nuclear disaster has also played an 

important role in entangling Japanese nationalism within the events of World War II, 

specifically the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Both state and civil actors 

capitalized on the suffering from the atomic bombings to construct a new national 

identity built on the notion of collective suffering, opposition to war, and peace. James 

Orr has termed this narrative “victim as hero” (Lim 2010; Orr 2001), which not only 

served to distance the Japanese nation-state from its wartime imperialism, but also 

reinforced modalities of discrimination. This version of nationalism, premised on 

Japanese people’s suffering, excluded the experiences of ethnically non-Japanese groups.  

Many non-Japanese individuals experienced multiple vectors of victimization: 

violence under Japanese imperialism which often included forced migration to Japan, 

exposure to the atomic bombings, restricted access to public welfare and other financial 

restitution, and finally, exclusion from public commemoration of anti-nuclear events 

(Lim 2010, Orr 2001; Igarashi 2000; Yoneyama 1999). At the same time, the political 

specter of the atomic bombings also reveals the persistent troubles around articulating 

nationalism since the post-war period. In particular, institutional commemorations of 

Hiroshima as a city of worldwide peace alongside the global circulations of cultural 

memory have transformed, if not unevenly, the meanings of the atomic bombings from a 

national devastation to a universalized trauma. 

The 1995 Kobe Earthquake, also frequently referred to as the Great Hanshin-

Awaji Earthquake, offers another important context for understanding citizenship and 
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disasters. On January 17, 1995 the cosmopolitan city of Kobe was hit with a 7.2 

earthquake. Though lasting only 11 seconds, the earthquake resulted in massive 

devastation, including the deaths of 6,400 people, 70,000 totally collapsed buildings, and 

what would amount to 7 trillion yen in financial losses and recovery costs (approximately 

$70 billion USD) (Shaw and Goda 2004). At that point in time, the earthquake was the 

largest disaster to hit Japan since the end of World War II.  

The Kobe earthquake was an important turning point in the development of 

volunteerism, nongovernmental organizations, and other civil society activities in Japan 

(Mullins and Nakano 2016; Shaw and Goda 2004; Hasegawa et al 2007; Avenell 2016). 

The 1995 disaster awakened broad concern for vulnerable people, a concern that often 

questioned the ability for the state to respond quickly and adequately to the destruction. 

While the majority of research focuses on normative types of responses, such as NGOs, it 

is important to mention some of the less usual responses. For instance, a number of 

scholars note the active role of Yamaguchi-gumi, a major organized crime syndicate 

(yakuza), in parts of Kobe’s construction industry. Despite negative associations of 

yakuza with violence and crime, these gangs were acknowledged for quickly mobilizing 

and being some of the first providers of grassroots services to people in the city.19 

The growth of these organizational responses did not merely result from the 

disaster but emerged out of broader economic and social changes happening in the lead-

up to the disaster. Shaw and Goda (2004) point out increased engagement with 

philanthropy following the material success associated with Japan’s booming economy in 

the 1980s because people wanted more “spiritual and human satisfaction” (19). The 

earthquake also resulted in structural economic changes that spurred the growth of 

                                                
19 Horwich (2000) describes the gangs as using tactics of violence and intimidation to secure of these 
services for victims of the disaster 
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NGOs. In May 1996, one year after the earthquake, the Hanshin/Awaji Community Fund 

(HACF) was established to appropriate 800 million yen ($8 million USD) to non-profit 

and community development activities. As Mullins and Nakano (2016) observe, the 

development of civil society infrastructures in Kobe ultimately set the stage for the 

outpouring of volunteerism that would come nearly twenty years later, in the aftermath of 

3/11.  

Concurrent with this interest in civil society organizations was a growing 

investment in the welfare of racial minorities and foreigners. As described earlier in this 

chapter in the discussion of multiculturalism, waves of “new” migration in the 1980s—

particularly from Southeast Asian countries—had pushed forward increased 

governmental development of programs for foreigners. Takezawa (2008) argues that this 

broader cultural backdrop laid the foundation for Japanese interest in caring for 

foreigners after the Kobe earthquake. Takezawa argues that, “One of the hot issues that 

emerged out of the disaster was tabunka kyōsei, or “multicultural coexistence,” a concept 

describing the ideal of coexistence of ethnic Japanese and minorities and immigrants as 

equal partners rather than as hosts and guests. The diffusion of the idea was one of the 

outcomes from discussions between volunteers and activists about how to assist “foreign 

survivors” after the Kobe earthquake (32). 

From the early aftermath of the disasters, there was also fear of a backlash against 

racial minorities and foreigners, particularly violence and rumor-mongering as had 

occurred after the 1923 Kanto Earthquake. Although, according to Koreans and Chinese 

activists cited by Takezawa, the anticipated violence ultimately did not occur, concerns 

about the safety and social integration of foreigners helped advance the development of 

NGOs specifically designed to aid non-citizen victims of the earthquake. Initially, within 

the same month of the disaster, victims of the earthquake were provided free medical 
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care; however, after that, foreigners were only eligible for free care dependent on their 

legal residency status (Takezawa 2008). This ultimately led civil society organizations to 

mobilize donations to continue payment for medical care for foreigners. 

Against these efforts towards multiculturalism, however, the Kobe earthquake has 

more recently been perceived as a key moment in Japan’s political shift rightward 

(Nakano 2016; Mullins and Nakano 2016; Mullins 2016; Shibata 2016). Nakano situates 

the earthquake as one node among other historical crises “exploited by the conservative 

political elite” (24). Mullins and Nakano (2016) point out that, similar to 3/11, 1995 was 

a year of compound disasters for Japan. On March 20, 1995, the Tokyo subways were hit 

with a sarin gas attack led by fringe religious group Aum Shinrikyō, killing 12 people and 

severely injuring 50. The combination of these two events led to a crisis in confidence 

about safety and security in Japan, functioning as “precipitating events that led to [a] 

neonationalistic resurgence” (Mullins and Nakano 110).  

Examining these longer histories of disaster helps us to unpack some of the 

complexities surrounding what Reiko Shindo (2014, 135) describes as a “widespread call 

for uniting Japan as ‘one’” after 3/11. Disasters, nuclear in particular, are events that 

encourage deep engagements with the meanings of what is Japan and who are 

legitimately Japanese, leading to negotiations over who belongs or does not belong to the 

nation. On one hand, ultra-nationalists seek to shrink and solidify boundaries of who 

belongs to the nation, stoking many of the same fearful emotions that were used to justify 

violence against minorities in the aftermath of disasters. Anti-nuclear and anti-racism 

activists, on the other hand, are working against these narratives. Within these processes 

of reimagination, activists often focus on disaster to remake Japan as a multicultural 

nation—culturally diverse, yet united through shared struggle and affective 

entanglements. The reliance on this symbolic paradigm on one hand offers new 
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possibilities for creating political spaces, yet also leaves unresolved the accompanying 

contradictions of a reconstructing a nation without reckoning with its past.   

Many of the activists whom I worked with frequently refer to having been 

awakened (mezamerareta) after 3/11, one hand narrating activists’ individual motivations 

for seeking out protesting spaces, awakening is often understood as a collective 

experience—rousing an apathetic populace into political consciousness. As an unending 

and unresolved disaster, 3/11 ignited intense feelings of urgency among even “ordinary” 

Japanese people by dually exposing the myth of safe nuclear energy and the state’s 

failure to protect its own citizens. The state, in this context, includes the Abe 

administration and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), as well as other institutional 

entities viewed as similarly compromised and untrustworthy—from the National Police 

Agency to the Japanese Broadcasting Corporation (NHK). The rebirth of social 

movements, exemplified in the drama of screaming megaphones, thermal energy of 

thousands of bodies squeezed together at city parks and in city streets, and through 

heartbeat-accelerating music of sound trucks, has been referred to as the “hydrangea 

revolution” (ajisai kakumei) (Yang 2012; Slater et al. 2012).  

At regular rallies and large-scale demonstrations alike, in Osaka and Tokyo and 

elsewhere, activists refer to the nation through repeated words and phrases in chants, on 

placards and over social media: nation (kuni and kokumin), children (kodomo), life 

(inochi), and the future (mirai). Children, life, and the future not only constitute how the 

nation reproduces itself, but also encapsulate the matters most severely threatened by the 

disaster and state neglect. More than supplying an interpretative frame for producing 

meaning and articulating political goals (Benford and Snow 2000; Ferree and Merrill 

2000), nation also underwrites how post-3/11 movements are formed affectively. 

Following sociologist James Jasper’s (1998) distinctions between emotion and affect, 
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nation might be understood as the source of many of the “underlying” affects that 

structure social relations within and between social movements in Japan. Affect 

permeates the spatial politics of the protesting crowd, transforming assemblages of 

people gathered together in front of the Prime Minister’s official residence (Shushō 

Kantei) and the National Diet building (Kokkai Gijidō) into a physical representation of 

the new nation. As activists disentangle their nation from the shadow of the state, 

affective structures of obligation and social belonging underwrite the ways that activists 

negotiate dialogical emotions—from love and solidarity to resentment and rage. 

 “Nationalist affects” within social movements are not unique to Japan. Kwai-

Cheung Lo (2017) offers an important pathway towards situating Japanese activism 

within political uprisings throughout East Asia. Writing in the context of Hong Kong’s 

Umbrella Movement, Lo traces how activists assert themselves (the “people”) as the 

nation not simply by hating the state, but through producing alternative sites and 

activities for social engagement, ranging from occupation tents to public artworks. Lo 

underscores how “[b]eing Hong Kong people becomes an object of love,” yet what 

solidifies this love are the affects embedded within quotidian social relations. I see 

parallels in Lo’s theorizing within works in Japanese studies that have explored the 

affective dimensions of social precarity in Japan (Allison 2013). Alongside the navigation 

of disaster and financial marginality, people encounter precarity through ever-widening 

processes of social alienation—the degeneration into a “relationless society” (muen 

shakai) where individuals lack places of belonging (ibasho ga nai). At the same time, this 

narrative of social isolation as emergent vis-à-vis the nation’s past as a “super stable 

society” (chō antei shakai) (Allison 2013: 10) might also overlook the ways in which 

social exclusions have been historically embedded within the structure of Japanese 

society.   
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Further complicating this picture, activists’ attempts to “reawaken” the nation 

arise not only as a response to growing social precarity but as a revision of the 

problematic modes of exclusion that have historically underwritten the meanings of 

national belonging. Namely, after 3/11 activists attempted to recapture the political power 

of “nation” while reconstructing it as an inclusive space. Disaster is especially important, 

moreover, because it has historically troubled the boundaries of who is included in or 

excluded from the nation, a point I develop in the following section. Whereas, previous 

disasters had solidified a myth of a monoethnic nation, with the exception of the Kobe 

earthquake, the new nation after 3/11 seems to look past the criteria of ethnic and cultural 

similarity as the basis for social belonging.  

Activists are explicit about what they see as the new normal. As Chapter 5 visits 

in greater detail, “We are already living together” (Bokura wa mō sude ni issho ni 

ikiteiru) is a slogan activists often place on rainbow-colored placards during protests, 

what they slip into interviews, and insert in promotional materials for events. Such 

language explicitly challenges many of the normative, ostensibly false, assumptions 

about Japan’s singularity that has so far underwritten the idea of nation. Whereas 

previously Japanese-ness had been accepted as politically apathetic (mukanshin) and both 

socially and racially homogenous, the reimagined nation actively breaks away from these 

myths. Within this paradigm, what is seen as the legitimate nation, made clear in the 

aftermath of disaster, is one reimagined as multicultural—accepting of racial/ethnic 

minorities, sexual minorities, and foreigners. 

Similarly, post-3/11 social movements aim to transcend traditional political 

categorizations, specifically turning away from the leftist movements that had historically 

dominated anti-nuclear, anti-discrimination, and other progressive causes. At the same 

time that disaster provides a catalyst for joining movements, the post-disaster nation 
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functions as a social space inclusive of a variety of political and social orientations—

including self-avowed “rightists” as well as individuals typically oriented outside of 

typical left versus right politics (Shibuichi 2016; Amamiya and Beck 2010). Not 

surprisingly, however, this nation-based strategy has come under critique by Japan’s New 

Left, a political contingent that had dominated state-resisting movements since the 1960s 

and 1970s and which continues to reject the nation as illegitimate foundation for 

organizing for social rights.   

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the disaster—as well as activists’ attempts to 

pitch the reawakened nation as multicultural—have posed a significant threat to 

xenophobic, ultra-nationalist ideologies from groups such as the Citizens’ Association to 

Oppose Special Rights for Residents Koreans (Zainichitokken o Yurusanai Shimin no 

Kai, referred to from here as Zaitokukai). While Zaitokukai has become infamous for 

staging abusive hate speech demonstrations against Zainichi Koreans, the group has 

targeted a wide range of victims, including Chinese, refugee seekers, hibakusha 

(survivors of the 1945 atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as well as other 

radiation disasters), and protestors.  

Hate speech groups such as Zaitokukai as well as anti-discrimination 

organizations hate speech groups date back to before 2011; however, the frequency of 

hate speech incidents have risen sharply in the post-disaster period. According to a report 

released in March of 2016, the Ministry of Justice counted 1,152 hate speech rallies 

between April 2012 and September 2015 (Hōmusho 33). Likewise, the main thrust of 

Japan’s nationwide anti-hate speech movement erupted in the post-disaster period.  

At the end of 2014, Japan’s Supreme Court upheld a local ruling holding that 

Zaitokukai was responsible for ¥12 million in damages as punishment for a series of 

incidents in 2009 and 2010 in which the organization visited a Korean elementary school 
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in Kyoto and physically intimidated and verbally abused students (Kyodo 2014; 

Yamaguchi 2013). More recently, in January 2016, the city of Osaka passed Japan’s first 

city-level ordinance against hate speech and a nationwide ban was passed in May 2016. 

Despite these legal and legislative victories, however, hate speech activities continue both 

in physical space and online. 
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CHAPTER 5: FUKUSHIMA AND THE AMBIVALENCE OF 
BELONGING 

 

Introduction 

Surrounded by wooden fences, Kogitsune no Ie (Fox Cub House) faces a shadowy 

bamboo grove, tall-growing and lush green. The house is nestled at the end of a small 

road dotted with crop-bearing fields at a secret location in the suburbs of Tokyo. It was 

donated by a Japanese woman now living in Germany and was recuperated by Shin 

Sugok, the fifty-eight-year old Zainichi Korean woman founder of Norikoenet, an 

advocacy organization for Zainichi Koreans.20 The website of Kogitsune describes it as 

“one of the few places of Tokyo in which a sense of tranquil nature remains,” and lists 

photos and descriptions of the rooms available for guests. Consistent with its unlisted 

address, the purpose of the house is left vague and perhaps discernable only through 

suggestion:  

Before a Zainichi Korean woman said, ‘There are things to help you if you are a 

normal Japanese person, but for us it’s not in reach without difficulty and without 

                                                
20 Shin Sugok and Norikoenet have recently been embroiled in political conspiracies that this dissertation 
is unable to explore in great detail yet nonetheless requires mention. In January 2017, the television 
network Tokyo MXTV aired a segment on political protests against the construction of military bases in 
Okinawa. A guest on the show “News Joshi,” on which the segment appeared, accused Norikoenet, an 
international network to overcome hate speech and racism, of sending funds to “terrorists” to appear as 
protesters and derail construction on the base. These false allegations of terrorism subjected Shin to an 
intense level of abuse over social media. Subsequently, on February 23 2018, there was a shooting incident, 
when a drive-by perpetrator shot the front gate of Chongryon, the de facto North Korean embassy in 
Tokyo. No one was injured, but the incident was especially alarming given the heavy restrictions on, and 
rarity of firearms in Japan. Human rights and Zainichi Korean community organizations denounced the 
shooting as an act of terrorism, escalating feelings of insecurity well beyond those associated with hate 
speech. Shin Sugok announced that she no longer felt safe living in Japan, and in a press conference on 
March 9, 2018, she announced that she was fleeing to Germany for safety reasons. 
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needing to go far.’ It is often said that finding a house to rent is difficult, but more 

than that, I think, for many Zainichi Koreans a calm ‘home’ is out of reach.  

‘Kogitsune no Ie’  

A house of people with different origins talking together 

Little by little, step by step 

The aim of Kogitsune no Ie is to offer a safe space for people living in Japan who 

encounter the most difficulty in finding everyday peace as a result of their marginalized 

statuses. Among them, as activists later tell me, Kogitsune no Ie particularly aims to be a 

resource to support Zainichi Korean women coping with domestic violence and other 

challenging life circumstances.  

By the time I arrive at Kogitsune on October 9th, a volunteer team of anti-racism 

activists have been hard at work for several weeks. They have drawn up the plans to lay 

down a stone path in the backyard and install a wooden awning over the driveway, a new 

gathering place for visitors. The following weekend, the grand opening celebration for 

the house will bring an all-day barbeque and yard-sale fundraiser, with visits from a 

delegation of Japanese German women, the local mayor, an opera singer, and a college-

aged activist turned model. 

The morning of October 9th, our group of volunteers gathers around as one 

activist, a seasoned manual laborer, smoothly brushes a perfectly thin layer of white 

varnish across a long plank of wood that rests between two plastic green chairs. We are 

each given a bucket of white paint. Over the next hour I receive multiple visits at my 

painting station, each time a patient yet firm reminder to be less zealous in the amount of 

varnish I glop onto the beam. I soon notice that Sabako, a woman in her forties with short 

cropped hair, also appears to be a novice in carpentry. She jokingly complains about her 

speed, her slowness relative to others in finishing the boards. During breaks in the 
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house’s small dining room, we snack over bowls of stew and iced tea, brought out by 

another activist, the assistant to a Japanese Communist Party member of the House of 

Councillors. Sabako tells me about her daughter who has recently graduated high school 

and is on a gap year while she prepares for university entrance exams. 

My first time meeting Sabako was several months prior. That spring and early 

summer, the counter activists are helping with a reelection campaign for Arita Yoshifu, a 

Democratic Party member of the National Diet’s House of Councillors. One of Japan’s 

most visible critics of racism, Arita is credited for leading the National Diet’s passage of 

the Hate Speech Act of 2016. Sabako is one of the main organizers of volunteer activities 

and a daily presence at Arita’s campaign headquarters in Itabashi ward. During this time, 

she supervises cycles of activists coming in each day to assemble campaign mailings and 

canvass the neighborhood.  

Sabako has a nervous, self-effacing demeanor. When reading speeches off her 

phone or a piece of a paper at public events her hands are prone to shaking. Yet I see her 

occupying the role of a background leader, a person smoothing out bumps in the 

background and rarely taking on a place in the spotlight. Other members of the moment 

describe Sabako as central in the community’s shift from street protests into what 

activists refer to as “lobbying.” Unlike in the U.S., where lobbying is frequently used as a 

pejorative, Japanese activists speak about lobbying as a sound, strategic shift towards 

movement capacity building. For Sabako, this term translates to her many hours behind 

the scenes, her meetings with local business owners in areas affected by hate speech and 

counter demonstrations, and her collaborations with local government officials in 

Shibuya ward. 

Despite her unique position as one of the few women in the movement, Sabako’s 

story of becoming an activist is familiar. Sabako typifies the journey of many activists in 
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the aftermath of the Fukushima nuclear disaster. Her recollection of becoming involved 

with the movement against hate speech is intermingled with her first experiences of 

activism at anti-nuclear rallies. As she explains in our interview over a meal:  

As you would expect, to start with, the earthquake was of course frightening, and 

my heart ached about the tsunami, but at any rate, because I live in Tokyo, 

fundamentally my sense of crisis was about the nuclear accident. And, because I 

have a child, I had a strong feeling of anxiety about the problem of radiation, I 

wondered what to do. 

In the ensuing panic over the spread of radiation throughout eastern Japan, 

Sabako, her teenaged child, and other family members fled Tokyo for the northern city of 

Sapporo. She stayed there for a month. Sabako signed up for a Twitter account and upon 

her return to Tokyo began regularly attending anti-nuclear rallies and demonstrations. 

She was searching for answers about the risks of radiation for her family, but also, simply 

angry at what she saw as a lack of accountability by Tokyo Electric Power Company 

(TEPCO) and other entities responsible for the nuclear disaster. She dove into a number 

of different activist activities, including the weekly rallies in front of the Prime Minister’s 

official residence. Sabako began attending benkyō kai (group study meetings) to learn 

about radiation and hibakusha (radiation victims) whom had moved to Tokyo from the 

affected areas. As she put it, “There were many mothers. Many mothers with children.” 

As the number of participants at the demonstrations grew, Sabako also became 

familiar with a community of activists who she then followed on Twitter. They included 

among them Yasumichi Noma, a music critic and anti-nuclear activist who would 

eventually take the helm of two anti-racism counter protesting groups, Shibaki-tai and the 

Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.). From different users on Twitter, 

particularly participants from the anti-nuclear movement, Sabako began hearing about 
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these hidoi demo (terrible demonstrations) happening in Shin Ōkubo. Then she saw the 

first call for a counter protest in early February 2013.  

She described her first counter protest as a “dumbfounding” experience. Despite 

growing up in a progressive household and being relatively sensitive to issues of 

discrimination, witnessing hate speech in person was a shock for Sabako. Zaitokukai’s 

signs were worse than they are now, she told me. She recounted Zaitokukai’s now 

infamous slogans: “Beat the Koreans!” “Die!” “Kill!” and calling Koreans “cockroaches” 

and “maggots.”  

“I got angry from the bottom of my heart,” Sabako told me. “Many of us, 

especially the women, talk about feeling shock and fear, but for me—it wasn’t like that; I 

was just pissed off, I wanted to destroy [the hate speech movement]. We absolutely have 

to stop this—is what I thought—I remember this [feeling] clearly.” 

This chapters begins with a description of the material construction of a part of a 

building, intended as a safe haven for Zainichi Koreans, to open into a discussion of how 

ordinary people became activists in the aftermath of the Fukushima disaster. Kogitsune 

no Ie, a product of several years of post-disaster community-building, is one example of 

the many ways that activists have imagined multiple modes of belonging and recovery. 

This chapter describes how these desires to reconstruct community, heightened in the 

context of rising hate speech in 2013 and 2014, reflects a crisis of belonging in the 

aftermath of 3/11. 

Many of the anti-racism activists I interviewed trace their first protesting 

experiences to the mass anti-nuclear demonstrations that erupted after the nuclear reactor 

meltdowns at Fukushima. This crisis produced a sense of political urgency that ultimately 

awakened many of these activists to a wide range of democratic problems at hand, 

including hate speech. In articulating their vision for a renewed nation, many of these 
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activists often framed their protest through affect and emotion (Shaw 2017), applying 

these themes to a range of movements.  

Placards at counter protests frequently bear the word haji (shame), a sentiment 

positioning racism along with other national embarrassments. Activists often reclaimed 

the spirit of ikari (rage) to justify their harnessing of disruptive methods in order to 

“protect” weak people ranging from minorities, children, to hibakusha (victims of nuclear 

bombings and disasters). Anti-racists also maintained social connections and fluidity with 

certain anti-nuclear social movement organizations. This was particularly true for the 

Metropolitan Collective Against Nukes (MCAN), the organizing body for Friday night 

rallies in front of the Prime Minister’s Residence and the National Diet. Activists 

involved with both C.R.A.C. and Shibaki-tai rank among MCAN’s core staff.  The 

repertoires and strategies that became popular among anti-nuclear activists after 3/11 also 

informed anti-racism counter protests. As Manabe (2015) points out, counter protests and 

anti-racism marches adopted the same or similar styles of syncopated chanting and 

incorporation of music that have frequented anti-nuclear demonstrations.  

For many activists, the 2011 disaster ushered in a social crisis that “awakened” a 

community of Japanese people not only to anti-nuclear politics but also to a deeper sense 

of urgency around democracy, exclusion, and social suffering in Japan. Sabako describes 

her early days in activism in terms of her kikikan—her sense of an (impending) crisis. It 

is a sentiment that appears repeatedly in the stories activists tell me over the course of my 

fieldwork. From this starting point, this chapter traces the timeline of the contemporary 

Japanese-led anti-racism movement out of post-3/11 anti-nuclear protests. These linkages 

are not only evident in the actual people who move between movement spaces, but also 

the overlapping philosophies, repertoires, and strategies that guide both anti-nuclear and 

anti-racism politics.  
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This chapter draws out the story of how and why Japanese activists involved in 

the counter movement (defined in Chapter 3: Methodology but also discussed throughout 

this chapter), draw on earlier post-disaster mobilizations to develop a movement against 

hate speech. The stories in this chapter highlight the complexities of belonging within the 

scene of post-disaster politics. Activists not only reacted to Fukushima as a call to action 

but also continue to use the disaster to articulate alternative vision of what they believe 

post-disaster sociality should look like. This vision also shapes the organization of the 

movement itself. Their ideal for social mobilization has often emphasized autonomy and 

flexibility over shared intimacy and membership. This chapter considers how these forms 

of sociality, intended to avoid political conflict, produce ambivalent senses of belonging 

among activists.   

As hate speech became an issue in the years following 3/11, activists—already 

frustrated and impatient from the government’s inadequate response to the problem of 

nuclear power—seized on racism as one more form of proof of the Japanese 

government’s creeping encroachment on democratic values. Racism was not merely 

consistent with a conservative administration which had the tendency to overlook the 

country’s most vulnerable people. Rather, the government’s tolerance of racists and their 

abhorrent words represented the Abe administration’s reactionary shift towards 

militarism and the jingoistic politics of the past.  

Anti-racism activists’ responses to hate speech not only sought to further erode 

the political legitimacy of the government but also aims to supplant jingoistic nationalism 

with a version of multicultural nationalism. These sentiments aim to build on a popular 

mood of recuperation and nationalistic belonging that saw ordinary citizens go into the 

streets as activists in the wake of 3/11. The activists who would eventually “leave” the 

anti-nuclear movement to form split-off anti-racism collectives wanted to build on this 
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momentum and rebrand anti-discrimination as a “new movement” politics. They have 

aimed to make the counter movement not only palatable, but also widely accessible and 

popularly appealing. For this community, becoming an anti-racist activist does not 

require an erudite understanding of structural racism or even a deep commitment to an 

organization. Rather, potentially more potent have been common feelings of shock and 

disgust (at hate speech and racism) and desire and obligation (to protect vulnerable 

people). At the same time, these same activists continue to struggle with ambivalence 

around their desire to embrace alternative politics and the pragmatism of pushing anti-

racism into “normal” Japanese culture. 

This chapter traces the rise of the counter movement, as an opposition to hate 

speech, through its roots in post-3/11 anti-nuclear politics. This timeline offers a 

framework for the various political oppositions and social problems that Japanese anti-

racism activists have encountered (Chapter 6: “Extreme Pressure”: Race, Vulnerability, 

and Masculinities) as well as some of the tactics that Zainichi Korean activists have 

adopted to reassert their political agendas amidst this broader backlash against the 

movement (Chapter 7: Mobilizing Kawasaki). Moreover, this chapter traces activists’ 

emotional narratives, which form a continuum from their post-disaster community 

building to their mobilization against hate speech. Community is not only a symbolic 

organization of a group of people but interwoven with a mix of intellectual and 

sometimes physical responses to crisis. Among these senses, this chapter explores rage, 

regret, illness, shock, and autonomy (cloud). As later parts of the dissertation will 

describe, the discussion of these interwoven elements lays the groundwork for an analysis 

of the gendered and racialized dimensions of these movements.  
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Counter Protests After the Resurgence of Hate Speech in 2013  

Across a broad landscape of organizations, collectives, and crews, the 

contemporary anti-racism movement that has become most visible in Japan in recent 

years has been led predominantly by ethnic Japanese men. The counter movement 

emerged as a direct action response to anti-Korean and anti-foreigner hate speech. This 

section explains the background leading up to this movement’s formation and why it 

initially focused on a highly visible, extreme form of racism (racist hate speech) rather 

than offering a more comprehensive critique of structural racism.  

The most prominent of these counter-racism groups, Shibaki-tai (which would 

eventually morph into C.R.A.C.) and The Menfolk appeared in 2013. This chronology, 

however, is complicated by the fact that number of other lesser-known organizations, 

Sabetsu Haigaishugi ni Hantai Suru Renrakukai (Association Against Discrimination and 

Xenophobia) and Otaku of Antifa (OoA) started several years earlier, in response to 

Zaitokukai’s earlier hate speech demonstrations in 2009. For these reasons, this chapter 

argues that mass anti-nuclear protests after the 2011 disaster played an instrumental role 

in amplifying the movement against hate speech in Japan. In particular, this movement 

gained momentum by capitalizing on existing social networks and modes of protest that 

had been established through the recent anti-nuclear movement. Activists traded on post-

disaster motifs by framing their firm stance against hate speech as part of a larger 

“emergency” response to political crisis.   

Yasumichi Noma is an activist and music enthusiast from Kobe in his early fifties. 

He is frequently cited by activists as a founding figure in both anti-racism and anti-

nuclear movements in Japan. A former editor of Music Magazine, Noma is most often 

credited for his use of social media and his ability to activate music subculture 

communities in the protests that emerged in the aftermath of 2011. Noma was an early 
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member of TwitNoNukes, a Twitter-based collective founded by Hirano Taichi in May 

2011. Hirano created the Twitter account two months after the disaster (Manabe 2015). 

As some activists narrate it, Noma quickly became a valuable source of information over 

Twitter, helping followers to parse through the noise to obtain accurate information about 

how the government and activists were responding to the disaster. As 3/11 ushered in 

widespread doubt in the government, news media, and scientific authorities as either 

untrustworthy or compromised sources of information especially about the dangers of 

radiation in and from Fukushima, activists also became concerned with an apparent 

proliferation of inbōron (conspiracy theories), which had the potential to stoke public 

anxieties and fuel scapegoating and discrimination.21 

The breakdown of public trust in Japanese government and media after 3/11 had 

broad effects beyond the realm of anti-nuclear politics, setting the stage for other political 

movements. In 2013, Noma began leveraging his social influence to establish the next 

phase of activism out of the anti-nuke protests: anti-racism. The activists who eventually 

followed this path were not limited to the Tokyo Metropolitan area, with many of them 

living in Osaka and other cities that would eventually become satellite hubs for counter-

racist collective action.22  

In April 2015, I meet and interview Doodle, a Zainichi Korean activist living in 

Osaka. At that time, Doodle is an active member both in C.R.A.C. West and 

TwitNoNukes Osaka, the latter which would eventually disband by the end of the year. 

                                                
21 Chapter 6 describes some of the dangers associated with post-disaster rumors in the context of Zainichi 
Koreans. 
22 Tokyo has been the primary site for the Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.), a fact related to 
the significance of the city as a center of mass protest after 3/11. However, Osaka has its own rich history 
of human rights organizing and a strong network of human rights NPOs working on both Zainichi Korean 
and Burakumin issues. 
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Doodle credits Noma and other members of the anti-nuclear movement for raising his 

awareness of the breadth of political problems in Japan, including hate speech.  

In Kyoto, before the Tohoku earthquake, there were attacks against a North 

Korean school and Rohto Pharmaceuticals23—a company that makes 

pharmaceuticals. People affiliated with Zaitokukai went there to harass them. 

There was the time before the disaster, there was a trial taking place and Zainichi 

people living in Kyoto demonstrating [in protest], and probably in Nara, too—all 

of these are things I started to learn about recently. But for some reason, basically, 

most of my knowledge [on these topics] came from the great disaster, because the 

anti-nuke activists who started up after the disaster were organizing 

demonstrations and making protest normal. So I realized that it was okay to stand 

up against things that are wrong. Because of people saying that the Prime Minister 

was a mess and certain people protesting in front of his residence. It was in this 

context that I encountered Noma. 

Despite being Zainichi Korean, Doodle explains that he had not known about 

Zaitokukai’s attack of Kyoto Chosen Daiichi Elementary School in 2010. As he puts it: 

For the most part I didn’t know much about the movement and what was going 

on, so as I got to know Noma and see what he was doing [at the anti-nuke 

protests], I started to learn about [Zaitokukai’s] attack on the North Korean 

school. I wasn’t even aware that it had happened. Compared to before [the 

disaster and meeting Noma], there was so much I didn’t know, right? I am not in a 

position to compare the current situation to what was going on before. I noticed 

some of the main things but there was a lot that I wasn’t paying attention to. 
                                                
23 Rohto Pharmaceuticals is a major pharmaceuticals company in Japan. In 2009, they hired Korean actress 
Kim Tae-hee to star in a commercial. Zaitokukai subsequently staged a protest in front of their corporate 
headquarters in Osaka. 
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At the end of January 2013, Noma began making announcements over social 

media that he was recruiting members for a new group aimed at counter-protesting hate 

speech demonstrations in Shin Ōkubo. The group was called Reishisuto wo Shibaki-tai, a 

play on words—tai doubled to mean that members would be part of a “crew” but also is a 

grammatical form indicative of a desire to perform an action. The activists wanted to 

capture and “tie up” (shibaku) the racists (Manabe 2015). Posting on togetter.com, Noma 

announced that the group would debut on February 9, 2013 in Shin Ōkubo and for people 

to email him. A link to his blog, Forces of Oppression, outlines the purpose and vision of 

the group with the following words: 

Before and after their demonstrations, there have been many incidents of 

Zaitokukai spouting abuse and harassing people like shopkeepers and those 

simply walking in the streets in [Shin Ōkubo]. Especially stores run by foreigners. 

There have even been incidents of physical assaults. The purpose of Shibaki-tai is 

to stop [Zaitokukai] in the narrow shopping streets as soon as they start their 

action.  

Noma also immediately made clear certain major conditions of participation: 

women were not allowed. As he put it, “No women. Because they [Zaitokukai] will 

intensively target women, children, and elderly people.” Shibaki-tai’s tactics of 

disruption would ultimately include physical confrontations, particularly while defending 

Korean residents and workers from Zaitokukai during their post-march san po (walk) in 

the streets of Shin Ōkubo. Both their exclusion of women and their confrontational tactics 

generated criticism of Shibaki-tai from multiple arenas, including traditional leftists and 

feminists.   
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In general, the counter movement has been predominantly male and ethnically 

Japanese.24 In the view of many anti-racism activists, the purpose of counter protests was 

not only to disrupt the hate speech demonstrations but to redirect physical and other 

attacks that would otherwise target Zainichi Koreans. By physically standing in for 

Zainichi Koreans, these activists saw themselves as able to redirect attention to 

themselves and away from those victimized by racial animus.  

Activists also sought to popularize anti-racist ideologies by framing racism as a 

problem of and for “the majority.” Embracing their political responsibilities as members 

of Japan’s ethnic majority, they leveraged their racial privilege to generate discussion 

about an oft-ignored social issue. The movement’s gender and racial/ethnic composition 

not only influenced its framing but also potentially shaped members’ ability to adopt 

risky and disruptive styles of protest. The physical tactics these activists follow include a 

broad range, from pushing and cornering Zaitokukai members, to sit-ins, and other 

traditional methods of nonviolent protest. The use of these methods changed over time in 

part in response to backlash and several incidents, including the arrests of protesters, a 

theme which the following chapter explores in greater detail. 

Several other groups began showing up to join the counter protests. Some of these 

groups sought to offer an alternative to Shibaki-tai for women and men uncomfortable 

with physical confrontations. Groups like The Menfolk (Otoko Gumi) adopted a style of 

protest similar to Shibaki-tai. Consistent with their name, The Menfolk embraced 

masculinity not only as a political foundation for their efforts to “protect” and “defend” 

victims of hate speech but as a pathway towards social intimacy with each other. 

                                                
24 C.R.A.C. West, the outpost for the Kansai area, is one exception to this with roughly half of its members 
estimated to be Zainichi Koreans according to activists. 
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As Nakamura Miwa,25 a queer feminist tells me, by the time The Menfolk came 

onto the scene there was a “huge number of just regular people protesting.” One of these 

formations was purakaado tai, a group focused on holding up signs (placards) in protest 

of the hate speech demonstrations. Purakaado tai sought to offer a non-physical 

alternative for activists of all genders who were uncomfortable with engaging physically 

with Zaitokukai. Other groups solicited signatures to develop a law. With these changes 

in the field, Shibaki-tai no longer needed to engage in physical confrontations. As Miwa 

put it, “so that’s when they switched from Shibaki-tai to C.R.A.C. to be more of an all-

inclusive anti-racist group.” Shibaki-tai, no longer needing to rely on physical tactics, 

could shift its focus to cultural and legal approaches to anti-racist protest. It could also 

finally include women in its ranks.  

By the fall of 2013, Shibaki-tai had evolved into the Counter-Racist Action 

Collective (C.R.A.C.). The group, originally based in Tokyo, spread across the nation as 

fellow anti-racists established Twitter accounts and local networks in Kawasaki, Nagoya, 

Kansai, Kyūshū, Hokkaido, and Okinawa. While C.R.A.C. continued to stage counter 

protests against hate speech, they also sought to influence anti-racism in a broader sense. 

As one activist put it, Noma wanted to make racism a wadai, an issue for people to 

become aware about in a society that tended to promoted an apolitical stance (mukanshin) 

among its members.  

C.R.A.C. also sought to make anti-racism, politics, and activism “cool.” Noma 

capitalized on his experience working in music journalism and design to deliberately 

construct a brand for the group. C.R.A.C.’s online store, selling clothing, accessories, and 

albums by activist musicians, became a hallmark of the group. Doubling as designers, 

                                                
25 Miwa’s words and stories feature more prominently in Chapter 6. 
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activists remixed and parodied well-known streetwear brands such as Supreme to create 

T-shirts, parkas, and hats. They enlisted minority men and women—such as Zainichi 

Koreans, multiracial Japanese people, and in some cases, Americans26—to pose for the 

online store as models. Under the banner of CLUB C.R.A.C., the group organized music 

parties at venues along Cat Street in Harajuku and Daikanyama. This shift towards parties 

and other social spaces pointed to the movement’s attempts to sustain itself beyond the 

narrower issue of hate speech and towards a broader sense of multiculturalism.  

A modified approach was particularly important as incidents of hate speech 

eventually became fewer following its height in 2013 and 2014. Yet perhaps also implicit 

within this shift was a recognition of physically contentious protest as a risky and 

potentially divisive method of action. Music and fashion, in contrast, could offer a more 

attractive pathway into mainstream politics.  

Shibaki-tai and eventually C.R.A.C. became the most prominent collectives in the 

field of counter protest. One of their biggest contribution was in making confrontations 

between hate speech demonstrators and counter protestors highly visible. They 

accomplished this in part by cultivating an activist “street style” aesthetics, which not 

only includes their use of clothing but also their invocation of punk, hardcore, and hip 

hop at parties and other events.  

Their efforts earned them attention from national and some international media. 

This public exposure, however, was double-edged with the movement gaining a 

reputation for being violent and unruly. In the fall of 2015, Tōkai Television, a 

broadcasting network serving the local area of Aichi, Gifu, and Mie Prefectures, aired a 

commercial reflecting on Japan’s wartime past. Featuring clips from a hate speech 
                                                
26 I was one of the Americans to model a hat on the website, representing one version of diversity within 
the counter community as a Taiwanese-American, I did not receive financial compensation for this 
participation; however, I was invited to keep the sweatshirt that I am wore during the photoshoot.  
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demonstration and counter protest, the commercial implied that confrontations between 

counter activists and Zaitokukai were a resurrection of this violent past.  

The movement has also suffered from internal controversies, including violent 

confrontations between members, and sexual harassment. C.R.A.C.’s gender 

composition, being predominantly composed by men in their 30s to 50s, and connection 

to hardcore and punk music has also shaped its outward-facing image. The groups’ 

connection to this particular music genre and subculture, has on one hand, created an 

important way for members to maintain connections to each other without the structure of 

an intimately knit, hierarchical organization. On the other hand, being associated with a 

subculture has also made the group a difficult “sell” for mainstream participation.  

C.R.A.C. continues to positions itself as part of a larger fight against what 

activists refer to as fascism, directing their opposition to the Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP) led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. In their analysis, the problem of racism and 

intensified xenophobia is connected to the brand of Japanese nationalism led by Abe. 

They often articulate an intimate if not intentionally concealed relationship between Abe 

and far-right nationalists. For these activists, racism is a key feature among a larger 

erosion of democracy which also include militarization and surveillance. In the wake of 

the Moritomo Gakuen scandal,27 activists began holding Friday night protests in front of 

the National Diet. Breaking with the standard single-issue approach, these rallies blamed 

the Abe administration for a range of social ills, from corruption, hate speech, to the 

construction of military bases in Okinawa.   

C.R.A.C. began focusing on lobbying to shape municipal policymaking. Sabako, 

whom I write about earlier, began working closely with C.R.A.C. to help liaise the 

                                                
27 In January 2017, Akio Abe, the wife of the prime minister, was implicated in a financial scandal 
involving Moritomo Gakuen, an ultra-nationalist educational organization. 
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relationships between local businesses and the counter movement. These developing 

C.R.A.C. and municipal relationships became most apparent in the protestors’ work in 

Ginza, an affluent shopping district and center of global tourism. In recent years, 

Zaitokukai has targeted Ginza, in part to call attention to and criticize increased Chinese 

tourism to the area. At protests, C.R.A.C.’s chief style of organizing had been to drown 

out Zaitokukai, a method that functioned both to physically crowd out and overwhelm the 

hate speech demonstrators, but also to render the content of Zaitokukai’s hate speech 

itself aurally indecipherable.  

Business owners in Ginza had expressed frustrations to counter activists about 

their protests, which they worried potentially drove away customers and tourists. After 

consulting with local shopkeepers in Ginza, C.R.A.C. decided to organize a silent 

demonstration. They conjectured that silence itself would expose the true ugliness of hate 

speech.  

On March 6, 2016, C.R.A.C. held their silent demonstration. At the demo, the 

activists held placards printed with explanations, many in English, explaining the 

problem of hate speech and the purpose of their silent protest. The strategy was generally 

unpopular among activists who felt that it ultimately permitted the hate speech 

demonstrators free air space. Sabako and others who had worked on this campaign, 

however, recognized the event’s importance in improving relationships with between the 

counter movement and local business communities.   

Yet even these apparent strides are complicated. In January 2017, a year after the 

silent protest, Tanaka Iki, a Japanese woman who runs a multiculturalism NPO, 

announced the launching of Ginza No Hate Shop Keeper’s Association (Ginza No Hate 

Shōten). The organization credited counter protesters for their work to advance awareness 

of hate speech while offering an alternative, Still, Tanaka cited a common sentiment 
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among shopkeepers—that counter protests were themselves often disruptive to 

businesses.  

 

A Single Issue  

Anti-nuclear and counter-racist movements have had in common a shared 

philosophy of focusing on a single-issue method of protest.28 Many counter racists 

believe that a singular focus on one shared mission can help “overcome” political 

divisions between competing social movement organizations as well as bypass internal 

group conflict. Through a single issue mode of organizing, activists feel that they are able 

to unite large numbers of people on their shared agreement about a singular political 

position. This would ultimately enable people who might disagree about other issues to 

“overlook” differences, while limiting the scope of desirable political affinity to a more 

temporary space.  

As activist Takahashi Wakagi puts it:  

What I really like about the single-issue anti-racism movement is the fact that we 

are truly inclusive and we include people who are normally excluded. People who 

are unwieldy. Like people who are, ex-Yakuza, people who are sex workers, 

people are you know, Zainichi Koreans, who resist normalization and 

nationalization. Or people who refuse naturalization. You know, people who are 

outside of the bounds of the healthy liberal nationalism. 

                                                
28 From 2014 and particularly after the arrival of the Students Emergency Action for Liberal Democracy 
(SEALDs) in 2015, many activists began placing less emphasis on the organizing principle of “single 
issue” protesting. Activist Takahashi Wakagi conceptualizes this as indicative of the movement’s move 
towards “normalization” and nationalism. He suggests that the normalization of the movement occurred as 
“we started to identify ourselves in the cause of opposition to the current administration Abe.” 
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The single issue approach is key both to conceptualizations of protest itself and to 

the social organization of protesting communities. The single issue approach enables 

people to participate without belonging consistently to an organization. Rather, this 

approach aims to harness the energy of spontaneous, temporalized protests. The use of 

this method corresponds with the notion of protests as comprised of collection of discrete 

individuals rather than “organizations” (discussed later in this chapter as a “cloud” style 

of organizing). 

As Nurarinop explains: 

For example, Noma takes on anti-racism as a single issue, whereas in MCAN, 

people like Toda take on no nukes as a single issue. So with that, in the context of 

demos—in Japan’s case—if you don’t take a single-issue approach, the 

movement can’t make a clear statement, right? So like, TPP, racism, et cetera, it’s 

unfortunate that we can’t protest together. But in these movements, there are 

many different members, members with different feelings—so we discuss [our 

approach]. Today, at the protest in front of the National Diet. And at the protest in 

front of the Prime Minister’s office. On occasions where we often unite our 

efforts, on those times we discuss it a little bit.  

Rather than explicitly attaching the politics of anti-racism to a specific political 

party or orientation, this single-issue strategy brought activists together in mutual 

opposition to hate speech, regardless of party affiliation. The counter-racism movement 

soon evolved into a space inclusive of a variety of political orientations and personal 

lifestyles, where emperor devotees, communists, tattoo enthusiasts, artists, and amateur 

drag queens could mingle and collaborate. While embracing its overlapping with a 

variety of subculture genres, the movement’s praxis was part of a political wave that 

sought to maximize the numbers of people participating in protests and make activism 
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accessible for “normal people.” Similarly, in creating space for individuality and 

engagement on one’s personal terms, the movement envisioned itself (barring some 

exceptions) as non-hierarchal. On multiple fronts, the organization of counter racism 

operated with a similar vocabulary as other post-3/11 movements, negotiating and 

distancing itself from the stigma that had been attached to radical leftist movements of 

the twentieth century. 

On the other hand, core differences between anti-nuclear and anti-racism politics 

produced challenges for activists from both movements to openly work together. Anti-

nuclear sentiments have historically been interwoven with nationalistic feelings, 

reflecting a decades-old “nuclear allergy” that is rooted in the national trauma of the 

atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Anti-racism politics, by contrast, had yet to 

become mainstream. Beyond the controversies around the importance of anti-racism, 

both the image of counter protests and the risks of courting negative attention from 

Zaitokukai shaped how activists navigated their collaborations.  

Misao Redwolf, the leader of the MCAN explains how she became involved with 

the anti-racism movement. After Zaitokukai showed up at her house, she and other 

activists decided that continuing to participate in the counter-racism protests might put 

the anti-nuclear movement at further risk. She says: 

I’ve also gone to [counter demonstrations] before, yeah; as a counter protester, I 

was targeted by the rightwing. Like, they came to the neighborhood near my 

house and demonstrated. So I stopped joining the counter demonstrations. 

Because afterwards, MCAN would be attacked. If I dare say, it would be better 

for me not to go, that was everyone’s opinion. [I didn’t go to counter protests] that 

many times. I guess I went around two times.  
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This quote suggests that there are risks for prominent anti-nuclear activists to also 

belong to the counter movement. As the following chapter describes in further details, 

these risks have been particularly heightened because the counter movement deliberately 

engages with provocative tactics to confront hate speech demonstrators. Risks not only 

have that potential harm individuals like Misao Redwolf, but also the anti-nuclear 

movement as a whole. In the period after 3/11, the anti-nuclear movement has striven to 

be broadly popular, normative, and nationalistic. Thus, associating with a controversial, 

arguably fringe movement could jeopardize this political standing.  

PARTICLES IN A CLOUD / HIERARCHIES OF BELONGING 

Anti-racism activists involved in Shibaki-tai and other groups that grew out of this 

new wave rejected the idea that they belonged to an “organization.” Instead, as Noma put 

it, they were a “crew”— a collective of individual people coming together not on the 

basis of their social affinities and cohesive political agreements but for the targeted goal 

of combatting hate speech.  

One of the metaphors used to describe this model of action was a “cloud.” 

 Activists attribute the notion of the cloud to a number of actors, including Noma 

and Akira the Hustler, an artist whose re-adoption of the concept “we are already living 

together” I describe more fully later in this chapter.   

In the winter of 2016 I meet with Nurarinop, a Kawasaki-based activist. Like 

many others, Nurarinop had previously participated in large-scale anti-nuclear protests 

and anti-Abe democracy protests in Chiyoda, the government center of Tokyo. Nurarinop 

has spent that entire Sunday helping out with a Zainichi Korean heritage festival in 

Sakuramoto, a multicultural neighborhood that was home to a large population of 

Zainichi Koreans and Filipinos as well as leaders from the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. 
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 Nurarinop is a designer. On his smartphone, he has numerous samples of art 

campaigns he has designed. His design aesthetic and interests straddle the line of global 

and local. Soon into our conversation, Nurarinop talks about Kawasaki’s local scene of 

Southeast Asian hip hop artists. Our conversations sometimes shift to the topics of 

Beyoncé, actress Emma Watson, writer Tavi Gevinson, and Bernie Sanders. Nurarinop is 

critical of an approach to art and marketing that privileges Western aesthetics over East 

Asia. This critique is evident in his design. In a pushback against the wide adoption of 

English as a signifier of cultural cool, he is interested in exploring how Japanese 

characters can also be cool. The use of aesthetics to promote anti-racism, in his view, is 

not one that requires importing Western tools but can be reclaimed even from a Japanese 

perspective.  

Following a parade through the neighborhood, Nurarinop and I meet for several 

hours in a nearby kisasten (coffee shop). Nurarinop explains the concept of the cloud-

style protesting:  

So regarding 3/11, people like Noma formed this group called TwitNoNukes 

which isn’t a union or a community. Not community, not union, but “cloud.” In 

other words, one. [A group acting like] one person, participating as a single 

person. So nowadays, things like “Fuck Trump”—it’s the same as that. Just like 

with [Occupy] Wall Street, people participated as a single person. You’re not 

participating because someone else has told you to. With this same sentiment, No 

Nukes—and then No Abe and Tokyo Democracy—this is more or less how we 

organize. And run our demonstrations.   

This adoption of the cloud in favor of strict forms of organization and hierarchy 

reflects, in part, an aversion to traditional leftist social movement organizations in Japan. 

The cloud is also a broader critique of normative patterns of social interaction, collective 
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membership, and obligation in Japanese society more broadly. Activists involved with 

Shibaki-tai and C.R.A.C. often narrated themselves as cosmopolitan Tokyoites. For 

instance, Akira the Hustler refers to himself as a “city boy” who prefers to express his 

politics without the social obligations that might come with being part of an organization.  

Outside of social media and protests, social gatherings are often treated as events 

rather than as regular repertoires of participation. Noma’s disdain for nomi-kai, drinking 

parties that are often routinized as obligatory activities for professionals in Japan, is well-

known. He takes issue both with the expense of nomi-kai themselves and the potential for 

inebriated environments to devolve into careless words, arguments, and sexual 

harassment (particularly towards women).  

There are several contradictions to this self-description of cloud as a way of 

mobilizing without restrictions. Most prominent of these is that are barriers to entry. 

Some of these barriers are explicit, such rules explicitly barring women from joining 

physical confrontations. Beyond these official rules, there exist multiple other ways in 

which activists informally distinguish participants based on status and level of access.  

Wakagi points out that there while the collectives are not organized as an 

“organization” or institution there nonetheless remains informal hierarchical structures. 

As he puts it,  

it’s also true that at least when you’re talking about the core members, we have 

very close connections with each other personally and in terms of commitment the 

cause and social justice. So in a sense you can say we are a closely-knit group. In 

that sense, it will be slightly false if you say we are just a group of, just a bunch of 

individuals who may or may not want to gather when something happens. It’s not 

that dispersed—there’s a closer connection. But as I said, this connection does not 

go beyond this very limited circle of core members. 
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According to Wakagi, there are no more than twenty core members in Tokyo. He 

further explains that what defines being a core member is access to information. Core 

members are constantly informed by other core members of activities and strategies 

within all “corners of the movement.” This is particularly important in relation to what he 

refers to as risks—police, media, and relations with other organizations. 

The ability to use knowledge strategically is also essential. As Wakagi says: 

And your judgment is trusted much more than your actual capacity for, you know, 

action. You know, you may not have time or energy to invest in a certain rally or 

event, because of your work, but your judgment is trusted and your personal 

connections are trusted. That’s what defines you as a core member.  

In his discussion of anti-racist and anti-fascist movements in 1970s and 1980s, 

Gilroy (2002) describes similar processes by which such movements were forged out 

organic social connections, which ultimately grew out of activists’ shared common 

ground in youth culture. These cultural investments ultimately shaped how London 

activists conceptualized anti-racism as a radical punk politics.  

In the case of C.R.A.C., similar aesthetic inclinations in punk and hip hop are also 

evident. In Tokyo, music culture offers a common ground by which activists at multiple 

levels of engagement can share in anti-racist politics. However, as comments like 

Wagaki’s show, beyond shared investments in modes of cultural production core activists 

also establish and deepen relationships based on mutual perceptions of intellectual 

capital.  

My conversations with other activists reveal that intellectual capital also draw 

boundaries between different counter-racist collectives. Despite their apparent 

similarities, disparate notions around intellectual capital separate groups such as 

C.R.A.C. from The Menfolk. In comparison to the latter, C.R.A.C. is often lauded as 
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kashikoi (clever). This ability to leverage politics in a “clever” way” is characteristic of 

post-3/11 social movements. As described in Chapter 1, activists strive to wield their 

aesthetic skills (sensu ga aru) to craft protests and cultural spaces that are visually and 

experientially attractive. In some ways, counter activists’ practices of cultural production 

sometimes lie in tension with the movement’s stated goals of mass inclusion and 

accessibility.  

Both C.R.A.C. and The Menfolk struggles with their cultural and political 

positions relative to mainstream Japanese society. In some ways, The Menfolk has been 

more overt in its embrace of outsider identities. The Menfolk is a group made up of a mix 

of rightwing emperor devotees, working class carpenters, architects, K-pop and anime 

otaku, artists, and former organized crime members (yakuza). Despite its masculine 

name, the group has included one or two women.  

As Miwa puts it, “Takahashi is sort of this ‘everyone’s welcome’ kind of guy—so 

long as you agree with the anti-racism aspect of it, it doesn’t matter if you’re black or 

white or green or yellow—nothing matters to him.” 

At the head of The Menfolk’s embrace of outsider-ness was Takahashi Naoki,29 a 

former member of the yakuza. Although started by Yamaguchi Yujiro, a self-identified 

rightwing writer, The Menfolk was headed by Takahashi Naoki. They referred to the 

leader as kumichō, derived from the linguistic construction of boss or top in Japanese.30 

Nicknamed The Menfolk’s kumichō, Takahashi was in many ways a foil to Noma’s “non-

hierarchal” style of organizing. Charismatic and heavily tattooed, Takahashi guided The 

                                                
29 Chapters 4 and 5 spends significant time discussing Takahashi Naoki, leader of The Menfolk. On May 
26, 2018, activists announced that Takahashi had passed away at age 45 following a period of 
hospitalization. 
30 In Japanese, chō can operate as a suffix describing a superior for a specified space. Examples of this 
include honchō, word that has been exported into English to refer to a top boss, shachō, president of a 
company, and tochō, governor). 
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Menfolk towards socializing as a closely knitted collective of men as likely to battle 

together at demonstrations as they were to drink heavily, tell stories about their multiple 

divorces, and celebrate birthdays. Although reinforcing a hierarchical structure, 

Takahashi cultivated a sense of intimacy and connection among members of The 

Menfolk, offering an appealing alternative for activists who felt alienated by the cloud 

style of organizing.  

Kato is a geological surveyor who lives in Kanagawa, the prefecture in which 

Kawasaki is located. He is one of the people who is drawn to this sense of closeness 

available through The Menfolk. Kato is a man in his thirties with a slight frame and shy 

demeanor. Ever present within the movement, I assume Kato is part of C.R.A.C. until he 

corrects me. No, he is Otoko Gumi.  

Kato initially became involved with activism in the after of the 2011 Fukushima 

disaster. The first protest he joined was an anti-nuclear parade on May 6, 2012 in Kōenji, 

an artsy neighborhood on the outskirts of central Tokyo. Soon, he started attending anti-

nuclear protests held every Friday night in front of the Prime Minister’s Office in the 

center of Tokyo. He saw these demonstrations (kan tei mae kōgi) as accessible and 

convenient for many people, allowing participants to join in after work or school. 

However, he eventually found himself losing interest in attending the rallies: 

In the times when I was participating in the anti-nuclear rallies, I never really 

talked to other protesters.  It was in the anti-racism movement that I was really 

able to talk to people, to make personal comrades.  

For activists like Kato, particularly those who are shy, it is easy to get lost in the 

crowd at anti-nuclear protests. Organizers’ emphasis on assembling like a “cloud” rather 

than as structured groups of people also made it difficult to form close personal 

connections in the space of the movement. 
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As Kato tells me about his initiation into The Menfolk he breaks out into a smile. 

He had been regularly showing up a counter protests and was eventually noticed by The 

Menfolk. Takahashi approached him and asked him to join that March. He started 

making friends with members of the group after that, he tells me. 

These distinctions between movements do not simply reflect broader ambivalence 

about belonging within post-disaster citizenship. The cloud style of organizing is 

intended to offer flexibility for activists and to avoid blatant power structures. Eschewing 

“groups,” activists in this vein often prefer to frame anti-racist protests and events as 

deliberate yet ephemeral spaces. At the same time, many members, such as those in The 

Menfolk, find comfort in more intimate and ongoing connections, even embracing 

organizational hierarchy in that process.  

 

Multicultural nationalism and the emotions of social change 

Social movements need to seize political opportunities for unique, transformative 

moments, but these attempts at seizing opportunities have repercussions. This has been 

particularly evident in the aftermath of 3/11. In the context of anti-hate speech 

movements, ethnic Japanese activist communities recycled the narrative of crisis 

embedded within anti-nuclear protests to similarly label the problem of hate speech as its 

own type of emergency.  

In reacting to this urgency, activists frequently focus on the “ugliness” of hate 

speech and their personal, often somatic reactions. Activists frequently emphasize 

extreme emotions such as shock, rage, disgust, and shame, which provided a broad entry 

point for many other participants. In my fieldwork, it became apparent that many of the 
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Japanese activists who joined the counter movement were not “experts” on anti-

discrimination issues. Instead, they were viscerally moved to action.  

Some activists whom I spoke with reference kōkai, a sense of remorseful 

belatedness, that they used to reconcile their feelings around having been ignorant to 

issues of racism prior to hate speech’s conspicuity as an acute problem. Hada is a sales 

and marketing associate and jazz enthusiast at a music magazine whose first experience 

as an activist was after 3/11. He was a college student in 1987, when the Chernobyl 

Nuclear Power Plant accident happened in Ukraine. Though he had also developed a 

feeling of danger around nuclear power (using the same word as Sabako, kikikan), it was 

not until the Fukushima disaster that he was propelled into action.  

In a coffee shop in Shin Ōkubo, near his apartment, Hada tells me about some of 

his feelings of remorse and how they eventually spurred him to action both in relation to 

anti-nuclear and anti-racism activism. As he recounts his time living in the neighborhood 

since 1999 and his early inaction, he references a feeling of “embarrassment.” In 

Japanese, people often drop pronouns so in the context I am confused to whom Hada is 

referring to. Who is embarrassed. About what? I ask Hada to clarify. It turns out he is 

talking about himself.  

[Embarrassment] about those discriminatory speech incidents. What was 

happening on the internet, the kinds of statements in the media—that’s a human 

problem isn’t it, right. What I mean when saying ‘embarrassment’ is that from a 

long while this was going on but it’s now that I’m paying attention. All of that, 

since around 2009 websites like 2-Channel,31 the types of things that I couldn’t 

stand reading started being said. Of course, we were like ‘Back off!’ about this 

                                                
31 2-Channel is the website predecessor to 4-chan. It recent years, it has been a popular internet destination 
for participants to engage in racist and xenophobic discourses. 
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stuff. And within that period of time people were saying that it was going to stop. 

But ultimately, it didn’t at all. Ultimately, eventually, these demos totally started 

happening. From the internet [the hate] continued to rush out. I had overlooked all 

of that at that time and that’s what I’m talking about when I say regret. It probably 

was the same feeling of regret I had about overlooking the problem of nuclear 

power, right. Similar to the first time that I saw a Zaitokukai demo.    

Interviewer: So for example what were the similarities in these feelings? 

Hada: Since always, I’ve had strong feelings against nuclear power. But I didn’t 

necessarily do much of anything to stop nuclear power. And then, 3/11, the 

accident in Fukushima, and I felt a lot of regret. Of course, at the least I need to 

do something, I thought. With deciding to join the anti-discrimination movement 

too, from the beginning, of course I’ve always liked Korea. Like, I live here, from 

what you can say a long time ago with regards to North Korea there are people 

who express discriminatory ideas (which I knew about), but I was able to get 

involved activities, anti-discrimination activities to put a stop to this, right? All of 

these things I wasn’t able to do, when suddenly these demos started to increase, 

when they started happening in the street in front of my house… As you can 

expect with this, at that time, similar to the anti-nuclear movement, I had regrets 

about having done nothing [before]. It is the same as the anti-nuke movement, it’s 

in the moment of thinking that I have to move and do something, that I started 

doing things like anti-racism and the counter movement.  

With these words, Hada acknowledges his feelings around the 2011 disaster and 

hate speech as interconnected states of emergency that shook him into political action. 

Within this narrative are Hada’s feelings of having acted belatedly. He describes his past 

self as an apathetic beneficiary of discriminatory and exploitative social structures. Like 
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Hada, post-3/11 activists imagine nuclear violence and racism as interconnected social 

problems ignored by mainstream Japanese society.  

Activists’ attempts to “reawaken” Japanese society arise not only as a response to 

the “new” problems emerging from the disaster but as a revision of the problematic 

modes of apathy and exclusion that have historically underwritten the meanings of 

national belonging. In this way, after 3/11, activists have attempted to recuperate the 

political power of “nation” to reconstruct it as an inclusive space. In this context, disaster 

is crucial because historically such events have troubled the boundaries of who is 

included in or excluded from the nation. Whereas, previous disasters had solidified a 

myth of a monoethnic nation, the new nation after 3/11 seems attempts to rewrite “old” 

criteria of ethnic and cultural similarity as the basis for social belonging.  

Within the counter-racism movement, activists frequently use the slogan, “we are 

already living together” (bokura wa sude ni issho ni ikiteiru). The usage of bokura (a 

plural pronoun that is typically though not exclusively used when the primary speaker is 

male) hints at the roots of this expression in Japan’s gay rights movement (especially gay 

men) and the influence of this on the counter movement.  

As Akira the Hustler, a gay artist explained to me, the phrase is the slogan for 

AKTA, a LGBT community center in Tokyo that has historically been involved with HIV 

education and prevention. A former sex worker, Akira has long been involved with HIV 

rights. As counter-racist activists have increasingly attempted to expand the definition of 

“no hate” to include sexual minorities, they have also credited Akira for advancing the 

notion of “living together” within their community. Anti-racists adopt this phrase in 

promotional materials for events, on signs, and in their goods, such as hats and T-shirts.  

Central to this philosophy of living together is the temporality of sude ni, an 

adverb that translates to “already”; combined together, this phrase emphasizes the notion 
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that people are already living together. Embedded within counter-racists’ use of this 

phrase is the implication of people realizing and embracing plurality after having been 

previously ignorant to its already existence. The slogan parallels the common narrative of 

awakening so often adopted among activists after 3/11. For ethnic Japanese activists 

within this new wave, political consciousness is arrived at through the shock of 

witnessing hate speech rather than through direct and longstanding experiences of 

discrimination.  

Akira explains his concept of “living together,” first by talking about the 

problems about embracing an anti-nuclear position after the 2011 disaster. He points out 

commentary from some people, who felt that because they had politically supported the 

Japanese government’s use of nuclear power in the past as well as nuclear-friendly 

politicians, that they were not in the position to oppose this technology—even after the 

disaster. Akira criticizes this as a form of complacence and apathy. Instead, “living 

together” offers an alternative for people living in Japan to feel their connection to a 

different types of people and a range of social conditions.   

There are foreigners, people whose sexualities are different, people who have to 

live with illnesses. People who say they don’t want to live next to a nuclear power 

plant but can’t do anything about it since they’re everywhere in Japan, in 

extremely rural areas—since they are a fifty [power plants] they’re in every place. 

With regards to these things, even while knowing this for whatever reason it’s 

easy to not feel it. To think, ‘there’s no relationship to me.’ That’s not what 

‘Living Together,’ is right? So to understand [social conditions] more personally, 

‘we are living together’ is an action of becoming aware.  

“Living together,” rather than oppositional to nationalism is applicable to 

iterations of progressive nationalism. As it is framed by activists, this concept rejects the 
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values that have popularly been presumed to be typically Japanese—avoidance of 

political discord, individual expressions, and deviations from the social norm. Whereas 

previously Japanese-ness had been accepted as politically apathetic (mukanshin) and 

socially and racially homogenous, the reimagined nation actively breaks away from these 

myths. Within this paradigm, what is seen as the legitimate nation, made clear in the 

aftermath of disaster, is one not entrapped in the violent exclusions of the past, but 

reimagined as plural—accepting of racial/ethnic minorities, sexual minorities, and 

foreigners. 

As I discuss in Chapter 7, tabunka kyōsei (multicultural living) as it is used in the 

case of Kawasaki, on the other hand, refers to diversity not as utopic but as a practical 

reality of Zainichi Koreans’ everyday lived existence. Kawasaki activists frame tabunka 

kyōsei as an intrinsic characteristic of their community which makes it special, affords it 

value, and further justifies its protection from racist attacks. For them, hate speech is not 

simply unjust but, more directly, a threat to their lives and ways of living. The different 

epistemologies by which ethnically Japanese activists and minority activists become 

aware of racism, discrimination, and diversity mirror similar patterns of racialized 

political awareness that scholars have documented in other contexts. Rather than 

experiencing crises such as hate speech as “new,” Zainichi Koreans instead understand 

such incidents as an intensification of existing structures of discrimination and violence. 

 

Conclusions  

In examining the impact of 3/11 on social movements in Japan, scholars have 

faced an analytical imperative of determining to what extent movements that formed 

across multiple sets of political concerns might be considered part of the same wave or as 



 148 

discrete issues. Logistically, this question has been further muddied by the fact that much 

of post-3/11 organizing has adopted a “single issue” strategy for organizing. Activists 

have often concealed the many ongoing social and organizational overlaps between 

different movements, including anti-nuclear and anti-racism. My work shows that 

C.R.A.C. and other counter-racist activist groups have direct and enduring, if not 

complicated, relationships with anti-nuclear movements.  

The ways that counter activists after 3/11 have constructed their politics as 

“accessible” to multiple types of audiences has emerged in tension with the particularities 

of activists’ cultural investments in music subculture. Thus, anti-racism movements are 

sites of social contradiction. As this chapter has suggested, activists have attempted to 

resolve issues of social exclusions by embracing the notion of a new nation after 3/11. 

This chapter does not argue that such notions of nationalism are specific to the counter 

movement; rather, that they are part of the political ethos of social movements after 3/11.  

Nationalist themes have spilled over in counter-racist protesting. For instance, at 

protests, counter racists often articulate hate speech as problematic because it is a source 

of shame (haji) for the nation, which ought to and can do better. Activists’ decisions to 

selectively invoke nationalism is a deliberate strategy for broadening the entry point to 

anti-racist direct action. In other ways, such strategies of making anti-racist politics 

palatable and attractive for mainstream audiences is complicated by a simultaneous desire 

for radical, “unwieldy” politics. The following chapter explores the ways that activists 

negotiate notions of being unwieldy and different from the mainstream amidst pressures 

to normalize. 

The stories featured in subsequent chapters will offer further insights into why 

activists selectively conceal the social connections between anti-nuclear and anti-racism 

movements. Chapter 6 focuses on the range of social and political risks that counter-racist 
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activists confront in the space of protests. These risks are also shaped by these groups’ 

methods of dealing with internal conflict including gender-based harassment, physical 

violence, and financial problems as well as external pressures from police, employers, 

and Zaitokukai. Such risks are, moreover, embedded in these different groups’ political 

orientations which is shaped by class distinctions.  

As this chapter has described, notions of intellectual capital and cultural 

production distinguish the trajectories of groups such as Shibaki-tai, C.R.A.C., and The 

Menfolk. In response to the increased numbers of participants at hate speech rallies as 

well as the backlash they received for their highly physical methods of protest, members 

of Shibaki-tai actively expanded the scope of its activities beyond the space of counter 

protests. With C.R.A.C.’s emergence out of this shift, the counter movement has 

progressively put a greater emphasis on fashion, culture, and art, but also policymaking 

and collaborations with local businesses. The Menfolk have also attempted similar shifts. 

Alongside C.R.A.C., The Menfolk played a pivotal role in supporting Arita Yoshifu’s 

2016 reelection campaign. However, as the following chapter describes, their attempts to 

shake off stigma and controversy has been a fraught process.  

Finally, this current discussion—which has turned back the clock to document 

activists’ accounts of their lives in 2013 and after—draws a pathway to the anti-

discrimination movement today. In Chapter 7, this dissertation will turn to the topic of 

contemporary Zainichi Korean-led activism in Kawasaki. In describing the emergence of 

tōjisha-led movements (movements led by persons directly affected by hate speech) as a 

departure from Japanese-led counter protests, this dissertation continually draws the lines 

between these different models of action.  
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CHAPTER 6: “EXTREME PRESSURE”: RACE, VULNERABILITY, 
AND MASCULINITIES 

 

Introduction 

Jae is a Zainichi Korean in his mid-twenties. He speaks English fluently and has 

dabbled in a handful of Middle Eastern and Turkic languages, though he would be 

unlikely to self-identify as a polyglot. When I run into Jae at social events, I often hear 

about his various plans to travel abroad, some which materialize during the time I know 

him. Jae has a boyish, youthful face, which works to his advantage for the occasions that 

he self-styles in a feminine wig and girl-like clothing. He works part-time as a bartender 

at a gay bar, a job that frustrates him. The night shifts are tiring. But when asking fellow 

activists in one of the LINE32 chat groups common within the anti-racist community for 

advice, he also expresses concerns about how his departure might adversely affect his 

coworkers.  

Jae is a minority not only in Japanese society but also within Tokyo’s counter 

movement, which is predominantly ethnically Japanese. He is one of the younger 

activists whom I meet during my time in the city. As a member of a minority community, 

Jae’s story of becoming part of the counter movement follows a different trajectory from 

most other activists. In 2012, prior to the formation of Shibaki-tai and the counter 

movement, as discussed in the previous chapter, Jae had started hearing about 

Zaitokukai’s hate demonstrations targeting Zainichi Koreans. He went to some of these 

demonstrations in person and began following some responses over social media. Many 

people were sympathetic to Zaitokukai, but others, namely Osaka-based Zainichi Korean 

                                                
32 As introduced in Chapter 3: Methodology, LINE is a social media chat platform that is popular in East 
Asia. 
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activists Lee Shinhae and Bong Lee, were beginning to organize a movement in response. 

Yanagibashi, leader of the group Otaku of Antifa (OoA) and manga artist too had begun 

publicly critiquing the rise of xenophobia since 2009. Jae met with some of these activists 

in person, and from then on became part of the counter movement. 

On March 19, 2017, Jae is over two hours late to our interview. Waiting in front 

of the police box outside the West exit of Shinjuku, I find myself chilly despite the clear 

afternoon sky. When he arrives, he explains that the previous night had been another 

night shift (yakin) at the bar. He had gone to sleep at eight in the morning and it was 

difficult getting out of bed. His eyes look tired. After our short but dense interview Jae 

guides me to the Chinese restaurant where we meet other OoA activists. We talk about 

the risks that anti-racist activists are forced to navigate. For a “normal” Japanese person, 

Jae says, there are considerable risks to participating in protests. For example, activists 

have to worry about being outed to their employers, or their workplaces coming under 

attack online. They may be pressured to quit by disapproving bosses. For Jae, though, 

compared to the “typical” Japanese person, Zainichi Korean activists face greater risks. 

“More dangerous,” he explains.  

The types of risks and their stakes are different. When I ask Jae to explain what 

these risks are, he puts it this way: “There are enough risks that it makes some Zainichi 

Korean people not want to participate [in the protests against hate speech].” Jae himself 

has family members who would prefer for him not to attend the rallies. “Of course, they 

say [things like] that it’s dangerous, that it’s not good emotionally.” They also worry 

about the protests containing an element of violence. Jae confirms that his family is 

sometimes quite direct in their warnings: “You shouldn’t go” and “You are worrying us.” 

I am curious about Jae’s own feelings about the hate speech rallies. Earlier that 

afternoon, there had been a hate speech demonstration and counter protest in Ikebukuro, 
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another heavily trafficked commercial district in the core of Tokyo. In our previous 

Facebook conversations, I had asked Jae if he wanted to meet before or after the 

demonstration and he told me that he “didn’t want to see” the hate rallies. I ask him what 

he meant by this comment. 

“Well, for sure it’s…” Jae begins, struggling for words. He pauses. “Humiliation 

dakara. Humiliation to my nan darō … dignity.” (“Because of humiliation. Humiliation 

to my, what is it… dignity.”) I get the sense that Jae is creating an emphatic moment, 

mixing and translating into English from Japanese. Jae explains that it is this injury to his 

human sense of dignity that he finds most harmful. I ask him if he feels that his Japanese 

allies within the counter movement can understand some of these feelings. 

Jae: Hmm, they can’t understand, you see. 

Interviewer: They can’t understand? 

J: They can’t understand. Even while thinking, ‘I want to try to understand,’ even 

with trying to understand—and I [do] think they are trying to understand; they try, 

but they can’t understand.  

He struggles with words, as he attempts to articulate the differences in 

perspectives between “normal” Japanese people and “non-Japanese” people living in 

Japan. “Yeah, to understand these feelings and such it’s just impossible.” 

This chapter begins with this profile of Jae to consider the ways that racial and 

gender-based marginalities materialize in the Japanese movement against hate speech in 

Tokyo and other large cities. Jae’s story introduces the conceptualizations of 

vulnerabilities and risks that underline how activists from different demographic 

backgrounds come to define their roles within the counter movement and how they apply 

the politics of their own positionalities to define what constitutes racism within 

contemporary Japan.  
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In response to their perceptions of Zainichi Korean social vulnerabilities, many 

counter activists—the majority of whom, in Tokyo, are male and ethnically Japanese, 

adopted masculinized strategies of social organizing and protest. As I outlined in my 

theoretical framework (Chapter 2), the sense of an impending crisis (kikikan) that marks 

post-disaster citizen politics in Japan has led many activists to adopt a political 

philosophy wherein members of the “majority” have the social and political obligation to 

act on behalf of the “more vulnerable.” As this philosophy was initially applied within 

the movement against hate speech, this meant that groups of anti-racist activists often 

associated their biographical status as Japanese (and male) as impetus for their 

participation in anti-racist action. As discussed in Chapter 5: Fukushima and the 

Ambivalence of Belonging, in Tokyo, ethnic Japanese men took charge of the direct 

action against hate speech. They operated under the premise that it is the responsibility of 

“strong” people to defend and act on behalf of more vulnerable people.  

This chapter builds on the above theme to show how renegotiations of 

vulnerabilities are key features of post-disaster citizenship. While describing the 

masculinist counters of the Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.) and The 

Menfolk, this chapter analyzes the gendered frameworks that shape how male activists 

articulate anti-racism as a confrontation of differential social vulnerabilities. The ways 

that Japanese men participate in vulnerability in order to protect “others” and to express 

their own masculinity indicates a process of subject formation characteristic of post-3/11 

politics. Post-disaster citizenship entails a questioning about who is perceived as a 

“affected”33 and how members of civil society might be able to “stand in” lieu of care and 

protection from the state.  

                                                
33 Chapter 6: Mobilizing Kawasaki, explores these questions in greater detail through an exploration of the 
concept of explores the concept of tōjisha. 
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Against this backdrop in which men are front and center, is a story of women 

excluded. While discussing the labor of Sabako, one of the few women involved in the 

counter movement, this dissertation uses the term “background leader.” This term 

encapsulates the complicated labor of some women who, despite being integral to the 

counter movement, rarely center themselves at physical protests. Activists frequently cite 

the physical risks of protest as a reason for why women have been discouraged from 

participating front and center—with these risks being perceived as coming at the hands of 

racist demonstrators. This chapter also traces the social processes within movements that 

often lead to women being excluded or make it difficult for women to engage effectively.  

By eliciting moments from a number of political and social spaces within the 

counter movement, this chapter traces the ways that contemporary anti-racism has been, 

by some groups, constructed as a politics for Japanese men. This chapter demonstrates 

that politicized notions of masculinity and vulnerability are inscribed on social relations 

and, often, onto and through the body—in tattoos, clothing, how people drink, and even 

in drag performance. By attending to the relations between activism and masculinities, 

this discussion attempts to complicate notions of privilege within anti-racist spaces. Many 

Japanese male activists see their privilege as a reason to absorb burdens and risks, which 

they encounter not only in the space of protests but throughout the continuum of their 

activist engagements. Yet the adoption of these burdensome roles is also interwoven with 

experiences of pleasure and the reproduction of new sites of power.  

By describing the counter movement as a male-oriented space, this project 

recognizes the presence of women and women-led groups, such as Onna Gumi within 

protests against hate speech. This chapter briefly describes some of these forms of 

organizing but focuses on masculinist groups such as C.R.A.C. and The Menfolk, which 

have been both far more dominant within the field of protest.  
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Vulnerability Amidst State Neglect and Violence 

This dissertation as a whole situates the emergence of civic responses in relation 

to failed or insufficient governmental responses after disaster. In this chapter, I expand on 

this further to consider how state neglect in legally and socially protecting racial/ethnic 

minorities living in Japan contributes to a gendered understanding of vulnerability and 

responsibility within Tokyo’s counter-racist movement. Specifically, I theorize that 

masculinized relations emerge in part in relation to the absence of state protections for 

vulnerable peoples. The racialized and gendered asymmetries of risk-taking in protest, an 

issue that activists address to varying degrees, are central to my analysis here. 

Scholars offer a number of frameworks for explaining how liberal states continue 

to appropriate the ideals and rhetoric commonly associated with human rights and anti-

racism while simultaneously reproducing racism (Goldberg 2002; Melamed 2011, 

Winant 2004). The self-positioning of liberal democracies as vanguards of diversity, 

multiculturalism, and tolerance (Berman and Paradies 2010) is key for what Lentin 

(2016) refers to as “state-endorsed refutations of racism” (45). Common sense 

assumptions that liberal democracies are both divested from racism and protective of 

their citizens has consequences for social movements. Anti-racists who participate in 

aggressive and confrontational tactics often appear to be violating social norms around 

order and “non-violence,” unlike those who seek out the more “legitimate” avenues of 

policy-based organizing. This is particularly true when activists act in violation of state 

actors and institutions, such as the police. 

Although anti-racism social movements aim to disrupt the status quo (Fleming 

and Morris 2015), it is worthwhile to distinguish this overarching political goal with the 

logistics of disruptive or unruly protest. The negotiation of risks and vulnerabilities are 

central to social movements with long-range consequences for the vitality of movements, 
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their public perceptions, and historical legacies. Decades of research on high-risk 

activism has documented how risks associated with movement participation can yield 

diverse effects. While, on the one hand, high risks might discourage people from joining 

(McAdam 1986; Loveman 1998), they can also create a climate of political urgency and 

attract increased numbers of participants (Bruni 2010). Correa argues that social 

movements theories of state repression have failed to analyze “the state as inherently 

racialized, patriarchal, and capitalist” (84). She further argues that state repression 

influences the longevity of anti-racism movements. Movements such as 

#BlackLivesMatter (Brown et al 2017) have shed light on a much older problem, wherein 

police and other state actors have normalized violence on black people, both within and 

outside the space of protest.   

The issue of state repression of activism is particularly salient when considering 

the racial politics of anti-fascism. Not all counter-racist protests are framed as anti-fascist, 

but the meeting of these two modes of organizing, in Japan and elsewhere, provides an 

important opportunity to consider “how violence works as a saturated site of 

intersectionality” (Collins 2017, 1466). Collins’ observations can be teased apart not only 

to analyze the resurgence of hate speech, but also to consider how aggressive 

confrontations within anti-fascism movements might also lie at the intersections of race 

and gender (see also Crenshaw 1991). While antifa networks may often include space for 

diverse genders and cultural backgrounds, in many geographic contexts such movements 

have articulated their politics using the schema of hegemonic masculinities (Zackariasson 

2009; Meyers 2006; Richet 2016).  

Surveillance becomes crucial when analyzing gendered and racialized risks 

attached to anti-racist protest. The enhanced surveillance of protests operates in tandem 

with the normalized regulation of groups in everyday life. As cultural theorists have 
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convincingly argued, systems of surveillance are central to racial and patriarchal 

domination. Tracing her concept of racializing surveillance to colonial expansion and 

transatlantic slavery, Browne (2015) in particular describes state surveillance 

technologies as the “‘power to define what is in or out of place’” (16). Yet she also 

considers the modes of resistance, alternative practices, and “performances of freedom” 

(8) embodied and experienced by black people within this history. Negotiating such 

risks—created by the state as well as other sources—is an important task for all social 

movements. In the context of Japanese anti-racism, such negotiations ultimately underlie 

the gendered and racialized relations between activist members.   

 

Displacing/Diverting Vulnerabilities 

In Tokyo and its surrounding cities, the counter movement is predominantly male 

and ethnically Japanese. In part, this composition reflects regional demographics. In the 

western part of Japan, which includes Osaka, Kyoto, and Kobe, there is a larger 

concentration of Zainichi Koreans, and a larger proportion of activists who are also 

Zainichi Korean. One of the goals of the counter movement is to encourage the ethnic 

Japanese majority to understand its own complicity in racism. Embedded within this 

reframing is the idea that racism is dysfunctional and harmful for society as a whole and 

thus relevant to Japanese people. Counter-racist activists often seek to intervene in the 

targeting of Zainichi Koreans by offering themselves as alternate targets. They believe 

that expecting Zainichi Koreans to assume the labor of confronting Zaitokukai would be 

an undue burden, compounding the risks and challenges that minorities already have to 

endure by virtue of living in a systematically discriminatory society.   
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The previous chapter discussed some of the distinctions between different 

versions of movement that emerged in 2013. In particular, Shibaki-tai grew out of the 

protest scene from 3/11, with leaders from the anti-nuclear movement later becoming 

leaders of the movement against hate speech. From its early stages, gendered exclusions 

were built into the social order of Shibaki-tai, which explicitly barred women from 

joining their ranks.  

As Yasumichi Noma, the creator of Shibaki-tai and eventually the C.R.A.C. told 

me at a social gathering in March 2017, the reasoning for this rule was that racists are 

also sexist. Noma rationalized that the presence of women at the frontlines of counter 

protests would ultimately require male counter activists to expend effort to protect them 

from physical attacks by hate speech demonstrators. In his view, these redirected efforts 

would ultimately derail the purpose and structure of the direct-action protests.  

Gendered violence at protests has not been limited to attacks by the opposing side 

of hate speech, but has at times has been perpetrated by police. In March 2016, a police 

officer choked and physically restrained three women who were participating at a counter 

protest in Shinjuku.34 Perhaps more common than actively fearing police abuse, however, 

is the view that police are simply unreliable in their protection of counter-racist activists.  

Shibaki-tai and other collectives framed their confrontations as necessary in the 

absence of protections by police and other authorities for victims of hate speech and 

harassment. Although I believe that some male activists found their participating in 

physical protests to be exciting, others express ambivalence in participating in direct 

confrontations. Activist Takahashi Wakagi describes joining these protests as a 

necessary, yet undesirable decision. 

                                                
34 A detailed account of this incident opens my discussion in Chapter 8: Conclusion. 
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[The hate speech] had to be stopped. Like, immediately on the spot. And the only 

way they could be stopped was pressure. What was required was not discourse, or 

analysis or criticism, right? We had that already. But we couldn’t stop them. 

Because they were a force. So we needed to constantly, counter-force. And force 

means violence. We did not punch them, but we had to threaten them, right? On 

the streets. And, I was—I mean, as a man, I do not have to be too worried about 

the physical impact on my body just because they hit me once or twice, so. I just 

thought. And I also lived in Kōenji, which is pretty close to Shin Ōkubo, so I—

that’s why I joined them.  

These metanarratives of masculine durability and female vulnerability echoes in 

the words of activists from all genders. I found during my interview with Sabako, 

experiences of female vulnerability sometimes coalesce with gender identity. Sabako 

explains her aversion to the confrontational styles of protest adopted by many male 

protesters. Raised, as she puts it, as “a typically Japanese woman,” she describes feeling 

uncomfortable using foul language and gestures—a reference to the middle finger gesture 

and slurs (“scum!”) that proliferate at protests.  

When Sabako began counter-protesting in 2013, she joined a separate group of 

allies, purakaado tai (placard crew). This collective of men and women positioned 

themselves adjacent to the direct confrontations between Zaitokukai and Shibaki-tai, 

silently holding up anti-racist signs that they had printed out of support. Rather than 

ancillary to the core of the movement, purakaado tai offered an important alternative for 

people to participate in protests while distancing themselves from more direct physical 

risks.  

Playing with “feminine” notions of respectability, other women created other 

modalities of protest. Onna Gumi (the Woman’s Group) formed in dialogue with the 
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Menfolk.35 They wore their “finest kimonos” to protests, riding alongside hate speech 

demonstrators in taxicabs, while criticizing Zaitokukai activists from their car windows. 

Despite their active role in creating and supporting these alternative sites of 

participation, many women describe a sense of vulnerability to verbal and physical 

harassment at protests. Sabako agrees that Zaitokukai often likes to target women 

because they are “weaker.” In her view, women are highly conspicuous at protests and 

made as “easy targets” by ultranationalist activists. Women like Sabako describe this 

gender-based harassment as ultimately part of the same logic that hate speech 

demonstrators use to attack Zainichi Koreans and other ethnic minorities. As she recites a 

list of slurs thrown at women—most of which focus on denigrating their physical 

appearances, Sabako offers a theory as to why men in Zaitokukai are often so eager to 

attack “weak people.”   

Zaitokukai seeks out women because they want to target weak people and it’s 

easier to target women. They say things like baba (a slur for old women). Minority 

women even more so than minority men—they receive so much abuse. 

At the same time, she and other female activists acknowledge sexism within the 

movement.  

It’s something that’s a little hard to talk about but within the counter movement—

unrelated to the hate demos—despite that they are people opposed to 

discrimination, there’s still the reality that these men are influenced by [the ideas 

of] sexism and misogyny. But these men, because they are participating in things 

like the counter movement, compared to the whole of men in [Japanese] society, 

with sexism, and misogyny, they generally have a greater level of awareness, like 

                                                
35 The Menfolk’s name in Japanese is Otoko Gumi, where “otoko” means man and “gumi” means group. 
Onna Gumi is thus a riff off of the name in Japanese. 
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a feeling of being against that [sexism and misogyny] probably. So there’s that 

possibility [that male activists have this feeling], but—and there will probably be 

backlash from some men, I think—with saying all of that, still, certainly lack of 

awareness, and awareness—there’s both but, there are still people who entirely 

have a discriminatory conception [of gender]. More or less, there are things going 

on that are like sexual harassment. So because there is that, those types of things 

are difficult I think, right? But these are things that are difficult to put into words.  

As Sabako’s observations suggest, activists also recognize the magnified risks 

endured by Zainichi Korean women. These heightened risks are situated in part by the 

proliferation of hate speech abuse online. The few Zainichi Korean women who have 

become prominently visible within anti-racism movements are regularly targeted and 

stalked. Personal information, such as their children’s names and their work addresses, 

are circulated online. Zainichi Korean women whom I have interviewed have described 

feeling like they “stick out.” Yet unlike in other contexts of racial harassment around the 

world this “sticking out” often has less to do with their phenotypical differences than 

their self-identification, their names, and their roles as activists that render them visible 

for attacks. 

Choi Kanija, a Zainichi Korean woman, whose impact on the movement this 

dissertation describes in greater length in the following chapter, echoes some of these 

thoughts. A charismatic community leader whom I often observe cutting the tension of 

serious discussions by injecting jokes, she is also a highly visible activist, frequently 

appearing in news coverage about hate speech, delivering public speeches, and 

collaborating with national and local policymakers. Although Choi actively adopts a 

platform of empowerment and positivity, she also embraces the notion of vulnerability. 

Amidst explaining her thoughts on equality and diversity during our interview in January 
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2017, Choi describes herself as a yowaii hito (weak person). Noticing this, I asked her to 

elaborate. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what you mean by “yowaii hito”? 

Choi: Because my fighting back against hate speech, it’s not something I decided 

to do because I’m “strong.” By nature, I’m someone who isn’t good at being loud 

[rather], it’s because I’ve come to deeply value non-violence. It’s not that because 

I’m strong that I fight. Yeah, if I had to say, I’m weak. I cry immediately. 

Because I’m not good at being loud, fighting back is something I hate. But not 

fighting isn’t an option. I couldn’t stay silent. 

Although Japanese women and Zainichi Korean people of all genders describe 

overlapping feelings of vulnerability and weakness, one of the key differences in their 

treatment by other activists corresponds to attitudes about protection. Male Japanese 

counter-racist activists express a willingness if not a desire to “stand in” and subject 

themselves to abuses and physical dangers on behalf of Zainichi Koreans of all genders, 

openly recognizing that their exposure to hate speech and racial abuse is often 

involuntary.  

In contrast, it is not infrequent for men to express their frustration with the notion 

of expending their energies to protect vulnerable Japanese women who might choose to 

participate in protests. They occasionally air resentment about having to deal with gender 

politics at all. Male activists sometimes describe women as mendōkusai (troublesome or 

“a pain”). These criticisms, which men raise directly in the context of interviews or 

organically in casual conversations, reference the awkwardness many of them feel when 

confronted with contentions of sexism within the movement.  
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Vulnerable Masculinities 

“EXTREME PRESSURE” 

On a cool evening on the cusp of cherry blossom season in March 2015, members 

of The Menfolk gather in a public park in Shinjuku with food and barrels and sake. A few 

hours into the party, I receive a warning from one of the members: “You’re about to see a 

lot of shirts come off.” Takahashi Naoko, leader of The Menfolk, unbuckles his belt. He 

and four other shirtless men pose together. Their upper bodies are covered with large 

tattoos, some snaking wing-like from under their shoulder blades and across their chests. 

Partygoers are cheering and clapping. Crouched on the ground with his camera pointed 

up is Shimazaki Rody, a photographer of the movement. Rody has earned his own 

reputation as a fellow tattoo fan and the crowd wants him to remove his shirt too. They 

repeat his name, swelling into a cheer: “Rody! Rody! Rody!”  

The scene is circulated over Twitter and later reprinted in postcards and a 

photography book that Rody publishes in February 2016. In Rody’s black-and-white 

photo, Takahashi smiles at the center with his arms crossed. To his right, a man flexes his 

bicep. In front of him a man is bent over, face tilted to the side and his body cropped 

except for the top of his heavily tattooed back. While this becomes a symbol of bonding 

and identity for the activists, the imagery is also taken up as “evidence” of the criminality 

of the group. Rightwing bloggers post the photo on their message boards alongside 

similar images of activist men displaying their body art. Images like these are part of the 

collage ultranationalists use to depict activists like The Menfolk as violent and menacing.  

A year later, in 2016, E Il Ha, a Korean documentary maker who had been filming 

The Menfolk releases early cuts which includes interview footage with Takahashi. The 

film is centrally concerned with the question of violence, oscillating between a 
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glamorized portrayal of masculine bravado with a few members somberly reflecting on 

past involvements in crime and the disruptive effects of incarceration on their lives. 

Extreme rightwing nationalists seize on the footage, repurposing clips of the film as 

ostensible evidence. “Shocking! ‘The Menfolk’ were Yakuza!” reports one video posted 

on YouTube. As discussed in Chapter 4, yakuza is the general term referring to a 

syndicate of organized crime; and tattoos are frequently stigmatized for their rumored and 

actual association. The stigma goes so deep that persons with tattoos clearly unrelated to 

yakuza can be denied access to spaces such as public bathhouses. Tattoos therefore carry 

political significance. 

The Menfolk, C.R.A.C, and other male-led activist collectives deliberately play 

with the imagery of toughness, danger, and border-crossing as they position themselves 

as vigilantes working in the name of justice and, when necessary, in spite of the law. In 

fact, this challenge to law emerges out of their position that the law—represented visually 

in the presence of hundreds of riot police deployed at a typical protest—has unjustly 

sided with racists and, through their protective presence, serves to embolden hate speech 

demonstrators.  

C.R.A.C.’s members are deliberate in how they visually signal themselves as a 

crew of tough men, with many drawing from punk aesthetics. Movement designers 

“remix” international brands such as Supreme to create shirts emblazoned with the 

slogans like, “No Pasarán,” “The War Against War,” “Antifa City.” Black pants and 

jeans, leather, and hanging metal chains often complement the look. Clothing becomes a 

way of creating a unified visual look while affectively functioning as “armor” activists 

can don while chasing after “the racists.”  

Takahashi and other members of The Menfolk were not always so eager in 

showing off their tattoos. Rather, Takahashi’s decision to expose his body—and by 
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extension, reveal information about his controversial personal history—was heavily 

influenced by Yamamoto, one of the key designers in The Menfolk. In December of 

2016, I sit down with Yamamoto in a coffee shop in Shinjuku, opposite from the train 

station and a five-minute walk away from a bar where several activists will be gathering 

in about an hour. That evening, a group of friends and comrades are celebrating the return 

of Rody, who had spent the past two months in detention in Okinawa. Rody had been 

arrested in October after appearing alongside an Okinawan resistance movement against 

the construction of a new United States military base in Takae. Takahashi, the leader of 

The Menfolk, had also been arrested and, at that point in the winter, was still being held 

in detention. 

Yamamoto is an architect, a burly man who frequently wears a black pork pie hat. 

He joined The Menfolk in September 2013, following a period of low morale within the 

group. Takahashi had just been arrested for getting into a fist fight at a demonstration. 

This and other scandals triggered an exodus from the group. Noticing some of his 

successes in other contemporaneous movements, Takahashi approached Yamamoto for 

help with “re-branding” The Menfolk. After a night out with “a lot of drinking,” they 

collectively brainstormed.  

Yamamoto came up with some key concepts, foremost of these is a binary of 

“non-violence” versus “extreme pressure.” Under Yamamoto’s new plan, The Menfolk 

would be strictly “non-violent.” They would, instead, continue using physical 

intimidation but under the principle of “extreme pressure.” This was the loop-hole by 

which they would be able to harness their physicality to dissuade Zaitokukai members 

from participating in hate speech demonstrations. 

Prior to Yamamoto’s entrance into the group, Takahashi had hidden his tattoos, 

wearing long sleeves when out at protests. This was, in part, to protect the image of the 
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movement from an image of criminality that is often associated with tattoos. Yamamoto 

had a different idea. He asked Takahashi to display his tattoos proudly. He wanted to 

show the world that even yakuza (members of organized crime) are anti-racist and that 

the group welcomed diverse types of people. Yamamoto’s intentions served multiple, if 

not paradoxical, tactical purposes. On one hand, tattoos and the visual invocations of 

organized crime functioned to intimidate hate speech demonstrators, relying on the 

appearance of strength and unruliness without having to resort to actual uses of physical 

violence. On the other hand, the embracing of multiple types of people—and multiple 

forms of masculinity—offered another political position upon which anti-racist activists 

could demonstrate the moral superiority of their tolerance.  

The image of The Menfolk as tattooed tough guys follows the group through 

rumors on social media and among other activist communities, but also recurrently makes 

visual appearances. In the winter of 2015, former members of The Menfolk show up in 

noticeable numbers at “Rage Against Fascism,” an anti-fascist and anti-racist music party 

in Shin Ōkubo. The basement-level club appears purposefully dilapidated, with thick 

black duct tape affixed at random from the top of one of the stages while a sour smell 

tinges the air. The toilet paper dispenser in the bathroom boasts a large sticker: “The 

Erections,” ostensibly another band, letters written in red and all caps. Down a dark 

hallway and adjacent to a heavy black door that opens into a smaller room at the venue is 

an exhibit of Rody’s black-and-white photographs. They hang underneath a reindeer head 

made of paper with blood coming out of its neck. Most of the photographs come from 

Rody’s collection titled, “TATTOO.” One photo is of a bespectacled man, squinting in 

pain while a tattoo artist sketches outlines on his round belly. Another features a man 

standing in a deserted street. His back to the camera, he is nude except for his fundoshi, a 

thong-like traditional Japanese undergarment. His entire body is covered in tattoos. 
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The aesthetics of aggressiveness, rage, and deviance play an important role in 

constructing the masculine identity of The Menfolk and other counter-racist activists. 

Moreover, such forms of expression do not limit themselves to bodily appearance but 

spill over into their protesting repertoires. In December of 2014, I witnessed for the first 

time the extent to which protests are steeped as much in adrenaline as they are in the 

desire for political change. Several hundred protestors gather in a park adjacent to one of 

Kyoto’s most popular shrines to protest Zaitokukai, who had gathered to commemorate 

their fifth anniversary of an incident where the group had verbally abused elementary 

school students of a Korean school.36  

Holding signs painted with a large middle finger and chanting the phrase, “Kaere! 

Kaere!,” (“[Racists] Go away! Go away!”) counter protesters climb up onto the sloped 

banks surrounding the small street where the nationalists are lined up in preparation for 

the start of the parade. The hate speech demonstrators march down the city’s main street 

and historical commercial district of Gion,37 flanked by police escorts. C.R.A.C. and 

other counter-racist activists, unprotected by guards, chase the nationalists along the 

sidewalks, filling the rail-lined sidewalks to the brim. Squeezing through sidewalk traffic 

in Kyoto’s busiest shopping area, and running through intersections, the mass of counter 

racism protestors is difficult for police to control. Despite police attempts to enforce jay-

walking laws and physically pushing against protestors, C.R.A.C. follows the hate speech 

rally to the river and surrounds Zaitokukai from three angles to prevent them from 

passing through.  

                                                
36 This is the same incident for which they were later ordered to pay compensation to the student victims, 
per court ruling in 2014. 
37 Gion is a neighborhood in Kyoto that has historically been associated with the art of geisha performance. 
It is currently a popular international tourist destination.  
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Several weeks later, at a local anti-racist event in Tokyo, Kimura Natsuki and I 

are reflecting on the demonstration. He asks me if I had seen how C.R.A.C. had 

surrounded the hate speech demonstrators on the bridge. “It was exciting. We never do 

that!” he exclaims. 

Indeed, a sense of nostalgia surrounds these dramatic episodes. Immediately 

preceding their party in the park in March 2015, the group convenes a panel in Naked 

Loft, a smoky bar that frequently hosts activist events. Panelists drink sake and smoke 

cigarettes while joking about The Menfolk’s controversial style of protesting. At a table 

near the door, they are selling packets of black-and-white postcards printed using photos 

from earlier demonstrations. The lead photo for one of these captures a moment where 

police officers are attempting to drag an older man out from a human wall, as he kicks 

and screams angrily. Other photos feature angry activists mid-push as they attempt to 

fight with hate speech demonstrators but are blocked by police officers with shields. 

In many of our conversations, Natsuki makes repeated reference to the copious 

amounts of alcohol consumed when The Menfolk get together. The significance of group 

drinking is particularly evident at the March 2015 party (referenced earlier in this 

chapter) when The Menfolk produce not only a large barrel of sake but also 

commemorative wooden drinking cups with the group’s name imprinted on the side.  

Outside of alcohol, masculine expressions appear through sexual allusions. 

During an interview, one of group’s leaders shows me The Menfolk’s LINE38 chat group, 

which members use to communicate with each other and plan events. As he scrolls down 

through the thread, I glimpse photos of women in bikinis that had been shared among 

group members. Similarly, one day when I inquire about the background of a chef who 

                                                
38 A social media application for mobile devices that is popular in Asia. 
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runs an antifa ramen shop, I hear vague reference to his past as a “bad boy.” E Il Ha’s 

documentary on The Menfolk features a profile of Takahashi, who professes to the 

camera his “love” for women.  

Such forms of sexualized masculinity also operate as a way to verbally attack 

many of the nationalist hate speech demonstrators. Following an anti-Korean rally in 

December, one anti-racism activist posts a photo of a nationalist who was dressed in 

high-waisted pants on social media. The joke in this tweet is that this man is “uncool” 

and, by correlation, that racism is also uncool. 

Members of both The Menfolk and C.R.A.C. express ambivalence about their 

image as masculine vigilantes. Group members and leaders are always quick to set the 

record straight: they are not actually violent.39 In fact, they often appear remorseful that 

they have been criticized as violent, macho, and sexist, believing this to be a 

misinterpretation of their tactics.  

As T, an Osaka-based anti-nuclear and counter-racist activist puts it, although 

counter protesting might appear tactically “crude” or “impolite,” the practices of 

discrimination are what constitute a “crude politics.” T explicitly objects to racism that is 

couched in polite language. Yet throughout their time as a formal group, members of The 

Menfolk frequently ruminate about ways to become more palatable to a wider audience 

and institutional support. One leader, a key strategist in the group, floats around the idea 

of transforming the collective into an NGO. Still, members of The Menfolk seem to 

acknowledge their strange position as people outside of mainstream Japanese politics. In 

October 2015, sitting in a McDonalds after a protest, one member of The Menfolk is 

blunt with me, “Anti-racists are not ‘normal’ Japanese.”  

                                                
39 Here, I am paraphrasing the words from activists on this subject. 
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This notion that anti-racists fit outside normative politics points to ambivalence 

about gendered substance of anti-racist protests. On the one hand, counter-racist activists 

aim to alter normative Japanese society which they often critique as either politically 

apathetic or overtly racist. Within their struggle, they recognize how their placement 

outside of normative politics presents a challenge to gaining popular support and 

momentum. Yet, in many other ways, activists desire to resist these pressures to 

“assimilate” into normal, Japanese society. 

PAIN, VULNERABILITY, AND INTIMACY 

Male activists’ negotiations around racialized and gendered vulnerabilities also 

point to their complex understandings of pain and intimacy. These themes appear in my 

conversation with male activists, often in dissonant ways. Male activists, Japanese and 

Zainichi Korean alike, vacillate between describing pain as an unavoidable feature of 

protest, minimizing their experiences of pain, and imagining their exposure to pain in 

comparison to other people. This section follows several narratives about pain that shape 

how activists understand their masculinity as well as their connections to each other.  

In the spring of 2016, I am in a café in downtown Osaka with Kaoru, a freelance 

events designer. Kaoru is a tall man in his forties, whose signature black beret seems to 

pay homage to revolutionary Marxist Che Guevera. He is a well-known figure within 

West Japan’s counter movement and is also the staff member of TwitsNoNukesOsaka, 

anti-nuclear Twitter protest in Osaka until it disbands at the end of 2015.  

“Your body doesn’t feel good the next day,” Kaoru says. He is talking about the 

physical consequences of counter protesting at hate speech demonstrations. There is 

stress (sutoresu)—a word he repeats a lot. There is physical “damage” incurred from 

shouting at the top of one’s lungs, from going to face-to-face against racists. Kaoru’s face 
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is weary. Counter demonstrations, which from the outside seem high energy, even 

exciting, are draining. “Tanoshiku nai,” he adds (“It’s not fun”).  

Still, Kaoru has trouble putting into words how much more stressful the labor of 

protesting might be for his Zainichi Korean peers. Kaoru is ethnic Japanese. While he 

does not use the word privilege (tokken) explicitly, he is resolute that his experience of 

hate speech as a Japanese person is far less burdensome than that encountered by 

minorities—the actual targets of abuse. I ask him if his Zainichi Koreans friends have 

ever shared these feelings directly. How do they describe their experiences? Oh no, he 

says. They would never complain. Voicing their injuries directly would create the 

unwanted burden of having other people worry on their behalf. 

Muryoko is a Zainichi Korean man in his late forties who grew up in the Shinjuku 

area. He works as a carpenter and has siblings in the restaurant business. When I bring up 

his experiences about being the victim of racial discrimination and harassment, Muryoko 

seems to minimize the idea. I ask him how he feels as a tōjisha, which is the Japanese 

term used in the movement to refer to people directly affected by something, particularly 

a problem. 

Interviewer: But, from the perspective of a tōjisha, what kinds of experiences 

have you had? 

Muryoko: As a tōjisha? Well, me, right? I haven’t had many experiences of 

discrimination. While living in Tokyo, direct [experiences] or something 

particularly… So, in childhood I lived in Shinjuku, and because it’s a pretty big 

city, in general I didn’t get discriminated against. Hmm, well occasionally I 

would hear things like racial slurs. I guess the extent of it is like hearing these 

racial slurs. Like ‘Chon’ or slurs against zainichi chosenjin [Zainichi of North 

Korean descent]. There were things like that. Those types of words, often, often… 
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I would hear them. But for the most part I have not experienced a direct 

experience of discrimination. The most, right, was my current in-laws. Before I 

married my current wife, when I met my wife’s parents… It wasn’t discrimination 

necessarily, but because Zainichi Koreans are viewed in a discriminatory way by 

other people, they seemed to be against the marriage. That’s what I was told. That 

was the most. That was my biggest experience of discrimination, probably.  

Despite being exposed to discriminatory language on a regular basis and enduring 

adverse effects on his close social relations as a result of being Zainichi Korean, 

Muryoko appears reluctant to describe himself as marginalized by discrimination, at least 

in the context of an interview. 

Other activists also reveal such ambiguities related to racialized vulnerabilities. In 

my conversation with Yamamoto, we discuss some of the reasons that Japanese counter-

racist activists believe it is overly risky for Zainichi Koreans to protest in direct 

confrontations. I mention Muryoko, a frequent presence within counter protests and in the 

movement as whole. Yamamoto positions Muryoko as somewhat of an exception to the 

rule. He appears tough, confident, and comfortable at protests. In Yamamoto’s view, 

Muryoko is not easily “noticeable” by Zaitokukai as a minority, and thus, not a 

conspicuous target.  

Yamamoto concludes these thoughts by suggesting that when protesting alongside 

Muryoko, it just feels like he is with another friend who shares in his anger about hate 

speech. He does not feel the obligation to do the emotional labor of “caring” for him. 

Yamamoto and Muryoko’s observations suggest that normative notions of strength and 

masculinity underlie how some activists perceive racial marginalization and the 

appropriateness of marginalized activists participating in confrontational protesting 

spaces.  
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Pain is also a source of intimacy between men in the movement. This is apparent 

in friendships, such as that between Takahashi Wakagi and another activist. As described 

in the previous chapter, activists like Wakagi are critical of attempts to “normalize” 

protest—a process which he feels often leads to the further marginalization often treated 

as “unwieldy” by society and sometimes within the movement. Throughout our 

conversation, he frequently links this analysis to the need for an active inclusion of sex 

workers. Noticing this recurrent theme, and its relative absence in my conversations with 

other activists, I asked Wakagi to explain why the inclusion of sex workers was so central 

to his understanding of anti-racism. 

Wakagi: Uh, yeah. First, in terms of personal friendships one of my closet friends  

is [C-san]. He’s extremely important to me. Like, we are just very close friends. 

Interviewer: How do you know each other? 

Wakagi: Well we met in Shin Ōkubo in 2013 when we were fighting. And at 

some point I was like… this is kind of disgusting—I was vomiting on the street. I 

couldn’t take the hate speeches, it was disgusting. And that on that day, on the counter 

action, I was too exhausted—and how, do you say, too frustrated. And then I found him. 

And, he had the same face. Like he was like, he was like, [makes a groaning noise]… 

And we talked to each other, and we went to a café… and, we just became friends. And 

yeah, we are just close. 

He continues: 

We became supportive of each other and became personally close. So the reason I 

cannot take the exclusion of sex workers is primarily because C-san is a sex 

worker, gay, and he’s like my family. That’s one of the reasons. 

Wakagi’s reference to he and C-san sharing “same face” is especially striking. As 

this example illuminates, pain and vulnerability manifest not only as experiences bringing 
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activists closer together; they also influence how activists understand the substance of 

their politics. 

SEXUALITIES AND SOLIDARITY 

Sexuality further complicates racialized notions of strength, vulnerability, and 

masculinity. Counter-racist activists often narrate themselves as actively welcoming of 

other marginalized groups, especially sexual minorities. This purported inclusion is 

central to the political and temporal origins of the counter movement. As Chapter 5 

outlines, one of the central figures within the post-3/11 movements has been gay artist 

Akira the Hustler.  

As an activist with experiences in a range of movements and communities, 

Akira’s influence on the counter movement is perhaps felt most palpably in the social 

spaces that occur outside of direct action protest. Scenes from the after-party for the “No 

Hate Tokyo” parade, include Akira and other gay men dressed in Marge Simpson-like 

blue wigs and lip-syncing a song for the encircling crowd. At the evening’s climax, 

another drag performer strips to duct-tape pasties and fishnets. Then, leaning back in the 

chair and with Akira’s assistance, the performer begins to pull a long string from their 

crotch. The string eventually reveals a series of small paper flags from around the world. 

“No Hate Under the Rainbow” and “Blend is Beautiful” banners decorate the room.  

Beyond parties, activists find different ways to signal their inclusion of LGBT 

politics within counter-racism. Often, this signaling takes on a visual form. For instance, 

the circular logo for The Menfolk, includes not only a skull and katana swords but also a 

subtle rainbow banner around its perimeter. Eventually, I learn that this rainbow 

placement is deliberate—to communicate the group’s inclusion of sexual minorities.  
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During an interview, visual artist Takekawa Nobuaki, a member of Shibaki-tai 

and C.R.A.C., shows me one of his works, a cosmological painting. A modern adaptation 

of European medieval diagram, in the four corners are faces of drag queens. He also 

shows me some of his sculptures, installations featuring mannequins outfitted with 

NASA astronaut suits, exaggerated make up, and brightly colored wigs. Takekawa’s 

artistic concept, as he explains, is to convey that drag queens “lead the world.” Within 

this framing, drag queens are the visionary heroes who will transform and recuperate 

society.  

At the time that they push the boundaries of how public protests look and feel in 

Japan, organizations such as The Menfolk and C.R.A.C. seem to be trying to redefine the 

social terms of belonging. In focusing on the body as a site for this renegotiation, thus, 

what constitutes an acceptable form of bodily expression also comes up for reevaluation. 

Other activists have pointed out that judgment against tattoos, other forms of bodily 

deviance—such as dyed hair, and past experiences in criminalized labor such as sex work 

constitutes another form of discrimination.  

Other activists reveal tensions within the inclusion of LGBT politics in 

masculinist anti-racist spaces. Nakamura Miwa (introduced in Chapter 5) is a 

genderqueer activist who spent portions of her life growing up in the United States. An 

active part of the movement and an informal “advisor” to The Menfolk, Miwa 

emphasizes the importance for feminists to be present within anti-racist spaces. As she 

puts it, “I think it was more important to be seen as a queer feminist, being part of it, and 

like, being at the forefront and giving these racists the middle finger.” 

Miwa recalls how she reacted to hearing that the anti-racist activists would be 

participating in Tokyo’s annual Rainbow Pride festival: 
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Maybe two years ago? During the Rainbow Pride in Tokyo that was when the 

anti-racist group had its own booth at the Rainbow Pride in Tokyo. I think that 

was the first time. And all of the anti-racist counter people were really excited 

about you know, being part of Rainbow Pride and joining it. And I remember 

feeling very uneasy. Because, to me, Rainbow Pride is a celebration—an occasion 

for queer people to celebrate being themselves. You know, just one day out of the 

year, it was for them. And by these you know counter people coming out, being 

part of Rainbow Pride—I didn’t want any queer people to feel left out or to feel 

marginalized. 

Miwa’s fears ultimately were not realized, perhaps because in the lead up to the 

celebration she began tweeting reminders that Rainbow Pride is a celebration for queer 

people “to remember why you’re there and what you’re there for, things like that.” She 

did not want to “start a verbal war” but social media offered a useful venue for her to 

address misgivings about the potential for the anti-racist men, the majority of whom (in 

this community) do not identify as gay, to dominate space at a queer event. Still, she 

acknowledges that the movement, while embracing of male gay culture, has not made 

comparable gestures towards queer women and transgender people. She does not suggest 

that such exclusions are intentional but nonetheless references queer women and 

transgender people who have been interested in anti-racism, but ultimately have felt 

marginalized by groups such as C.R.A.C. and The Menfolk.  

 

Violence and Sexual Harassment 

Some counter-racist activists have revealed ambivalence about the confrontational 

strategies frequently adopted within the movement. During our meeting in March 2017, 
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Natsuki and I talk about the some of the backlash the activists have incurred over the 

years and he shares his views on the questions of violence. 

Especially the first couple of years there was a lot of violence, right? But that, you 

know, we keep justifying it by saying that, had we not done that we would not 

have gotten the same attention that we did. Um, I don’t know what the final 

judgment is, right?  … I pray to God that we’re right.  

When I ask Natsuki to explain what it would mean for the activists to have been 

wrong about using aggressive methods, he explains:  

Well, I’d be wrong, let’s say—somebody dies. If I stab someone, and, you know, 

every time I go to a demo— I get very close to those guys, right? And, they may 

have a weapon—I may have a weapon, right? It’s very easy, it’s very easy to 

maim another person. And it can happen easily, right? It has not happened yet. 

But, when it does— it’ll be the end of Menfolk. 

Violence takes on multiple forms within the movement—not only as a discussion 

about how activists understand and form their strategy towards racists but also the 

gendered and sexualized conflicts that emerge within the movement.  

The first time I hear the term “second rape” is in August 2016, more than two 

years after the start of my fieldwork in the summer of 2014. I am in a coffee shop in 

Hiroshima with two activists. One of them is Yanagibashi, the leader of Otaku of Antifa 

(OoA), a manga artist with floppy bowl cut hair and glasses. Like most of the activists I 

encounter, he near Tokyo, in a neighboring prefecture. The other activist is Yuto, one of 

Yanagibashi’s friends and allies. Yuto is a marathon enthusiast who has driven up to 

Hiroshima from Kyūshū, the Southern island of Japan. Although the two men live over 

500 miles apart from each other, they frequently communicate as a part of OoA’s LINE 

group chat.  
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Both are in Hiroshima for a few days to witness the annual anniversary 

commemoration ceremonies of the Hiroshima atomic bombing. Since the previous year, 

some activists have begun visiting the city around this anniversary. In recent years, ultra-

rightwing groups—Zaitokukai and others—have intensified their politicization of the 

day, appropriating it as an opportunity to criticize hibakusha, victims of the atomic 

bombing. In a rationalization process similar to their attacks on Zainichi Koreans, the 

protests they stage around the anniversary often accuse hibakusha of exploiting their 

victim status to accrue unearned financial and social advantages. 

That day, I meet with Yanagibashi, Yuto, and Natsuki—who has also come down 

to photograph Zaitokukai’s protest—after the ceremony that morning. We have just 

finished a lunch at a restaurant near Hiroshima Memorial Park and have driven to the 

western section of the city so that the two men can check into their guesthouse. After 

parking their car and visiting the guesthouse, Yanagibashi suggests getting a coffee. At 

some point during this stop, I return from the bathroom to hear Yanagibashi and Yuto 

talking about if they want to remain involved with the counter movement. They are 

unsure what the motivation is anymore and if their actions are effective in resolving the 

problem of structural racism in Japan.  

The two men then begin talking about an incident of sexual harassment that had 

happened in Nagoya. It is here when they use the term, “second rape.” I interrupt to say 

that I do not understand the term ask them to explain. As they explain, second rape refers 

to the victim having to experience a second violation after their (her) identity or personal 

information gets disseminated within the community and over social media. Such 

information might not only include the victim’s identification, but also personal details 

about the incident itself. 
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Ironically, earlier that day, I have spoken about a similar topic with Natsuki. 

Before Natsuki leaves Hiroshima to return to Tokyo, we visit a photography exhibit on 

war and the atomic bombings. As we look at a wall with reproductions of old 

newspapers, I ask Natsuki to tell me more about an activist who had been kicked out of 

the counter movement for allegedly doing “terrible things.” Recently in a conversation 

over Twitter DMs, Natsuki has warned me away from him as a toxic association. Even 

retweeting this person, he cautions me, could result in my alienation from the activist 

community.  

I probe Natsuki, asking if this activist had abused women. “Sexual assault?” 

“Yeah” “Rape?” “Yeah, sort of.”40  Natsuki explains that occasionally people get kicked 

out of the movement and are ostracized for their behavior. As an example, he brings up 

one activist with whom I am friendly. Though, apparently, he does not know the details 

of what this person has done because he tries to stay out of this stuff. I reassure Natsuki 

that I am not solely interested in covering the “scandals.” “Boy, we have a lot of those,” 

he replies.  

The length of time it takes for me to begin hearing concretely about incidents of 

sexual harassment speaks not only to ethnographic questions about ongoing barriers to 

access, but also reveals the complexities of addressing sexual violence within the 

movement. It is rare to hear specific details, yet the tensions surrounding these scandals 

often emerges tangentially. During interviews, for instance, indirect reference to these 

incidents manifest, even when I am unfamiliar with the case. As my conversation with 

Yanagibashi and Yuto reveals, secrecy about sexual violence often aims to protect the 

victim from further exposure and embarrassment. In other ways, however, such tactics 

                                                
40 I later learn from other activists that in addition to sexual assault, this person had been accused of 
embezzling funds for his personal use. 



 180 

operate alongside activists’ attempts to manage the image of the movement, both to 

themselves and to outsiders. At the same time that they deal with these scandals 

internally by confronting and alternately “rehabilitating” or excommunicating offenders, 

the existence of these incidents often feels normalized. 

As I become more aware of this history of sexual violence within the movement, I 

begin attaching greater significance to my observations of interactions within the field. I 

notice, for instance, women leaving early from gatherings, in pairs. I recollect past 

conversations with other women at drinking parties, in which they seemed to warn me to 

take care of myself, giving me a certain look.  

In some ways I am struck by how long it takes for me to find out about the issue 

of sexual violence in the movement. I have previously heard stories about sexual assaults 

within the anti-nuclear movement. I have also seen a panel, at a reunion event for The 

Menfolk in the spring of 2016, wherein the group addressed the issue head on. They 

invited to the stage several women within the movement to discuss sexual harassment 

and their feelings of discomfort at drinking parties and other places. Yet apart from these 

isolated moments, it is primarily through hearing stories directly from women—many 

whom I befriend through the interview process—that I become better able to understand 

that the centrality of this issue within the movement’s gender politics.  

One of the women with whom I discuss sexual harassment is Nekomura. 

Nekomura is an activist in her forties whose nickname is a portmanteau of her surname 

(which ends with “mura”) and the Japanese word for “cat” (neko). I first met her on a 

wintery weekday evening after a Tokyo Action For Anti-Discrimination (TA4AD) rally 

in front of the Governor’s Office. I immediately feel drawn to her mutual affection for 

cats, as she tells me about Onna Gumi, a much smaller, female spin-off to The Menfolk.  
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It is more than a year later when I notice Nekomura again, at a poster session that 

Onna Gumi and other activists have set up in a plaza in front of Mizonokuchi Station in 

Kawasaki city. She is sporting a baseball cap and managing a table about hate speech and 

racism, an exhibit laid out on a large three-folded cardboard display. We eventually come 

to be friends after I begin attending meetings of the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network Against 

Hate Speech, of which she is a core member.  

I have a number of reasons for wanting to interview Nekomura, one of them being 

her participation in multiple movements and her status as one of the few women who 

consistently appears in a range of anti-racist activities. In our interview, Nekomura 

corroborates my impression that women are few in the movement, estimating that around 

70% of the participants are men. About halfway into the interview the topic of sexual 

harassment emerges. I have, by this time, gotten a sense from speaking with multiple 

women, that many of the women within the movement “look out” for each other. I ask 

Nekomura what types of advice she would give to women newly entering the movement. 

She is frank in her response: “Something like being aware/careful of sexual harassment 

by men.”  

I ask Nekomura about the context in which she might give this warning, 

suggesting, for instance, how she might intervene in the context of a social gathering such 

as a drinking party (nomikai) as well as asking what she has observed in the past.  

Before, I have felt that looking out for people is necessary, but I also felt that 

realistically I wasn’t in the position where I could [intervene] myself because I 

didn’t have that kind of relationship with [them]. But there are people who I’m 

close with who do take on that role. For those people who can do it, I leave it to 

them to handle.  
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Like Sabako, Nekomura is aware of sexual harassment as an issue but often finds 

it difficult to address it directly both with male activists and with women whom she 

views as especially vulnerable people, such as young women. Instead, these women often 

navigate the risks by changing their own behavior. Nekomura and I discuss how many 

women are reluctant to join male activists in nijikai, a social gathering that typically 

follows the first “round” of drinking. Nekomura describes one logistical issue in 

participating in nijikai—the risk of missing the last train.41 Men, by contrast, frequently 

use the opportunity of nijikai to stay out for the entire night, not returning until the early 

morning. These asymmetrical attitudes about and approaches to risk, safety, and pleasure 

reflect the everyday negotiations female activists often make within the social spaces of 

the movement. 

Miwa talks about an incident that happened at a birthday party for two people 

involved with the counter movement. One of the members of The Menfolk got drunk and 

groped Miwa. He also made “very sexist” comments to a younger woman. Miwa 

described this man as “too drunk” for a direct confrontation and also assumed he would 

not be able to remember the incident afterwards. Instead, she and another woman decided 

to pull him aside and away from the younger girl. I asked Miwa why she focused on 

protecting the younger woman. She answered, “Oh, because she was underaged!” 

The next day Miwa sent a message to the man who had groped her, explaining 

what happened and that it was not cool. She told him not to repeat this behavior in the 

future and that if he felt there was the possibility this might happen again that he should 

avoid drinking when there are women around. The man was very apologetic and stopped 

coming to mixed gender nomikai (drinking parties). 

                                                
41 Trains in Japan typically finish service every night soon after midnight and do not resume until around 
five in the morning. 
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Persisting Gender-Based Exclusions 

Miwa is simultaneously critically reflexive and relatively tolerant of the highly 

masculinized modes of sociality within the movement. She gives male activists the 

benefit of the doubt and demonstrates patience about their potential learning curves. She 

describes Takahashi, leader of The Menfolk, as a working-class man who, despite not 

finishing high school, is highly intelligent and receptive. Echoing the sentiments of 

others, she reiterates his willingness to learn from his mistakes and credits him for 

encouraging other male counter-racist activists to reform sexist behaviors. 

Miwa formed her opinion of Takahashi through her experiences of confronting 

sexism in the anti-racist community at large. As she puts it, “Well one thing that really 

got on my nerves was there was a bunch of women in the racist marches. And when the 

counter protesters would yell at them, they would yell sexist remarks against them.” Such 

remarks usually centered on using slurs that insulted women based on their appearance. 

Miwa was very vocally critical of what she described as “misogynistic tactics.” As she 

put it, “Because I’ve thought—I’ve always been aware of the intersectionality of racist 

discriminatory actions and not all misogynists are racists, but every single racist is a 

misogynist.” 

Miwa’s experience explaining sexism to Takahashi differed from that with other 

groups. Whereas she received pushback from activists in other groups, she says that, 

following their conversations, “[Takahashi] got it straight away—what misogyny was, 

what sexism was. And so, he personally stopped doing any of that online. And from 

there, I proceeded to talk to these other Otoko Gumi [The Menfolk] kids saying, ‘look at 

Takahashi.’”  

Miwa ultimately felt that by working with The Menfolk it would help the 

movement become more aware of intersectionality. She also saw her role as important for 
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helping to deflect criticism from feminist communities in Tokyo. I asked why she wanted 

to deflect this criticism. Miwa explained, “Because, I felt it was a necessary movement at 

that time towards the fight against racism that was going on.” 

Along similar lines, male activists have also expressed a willingness to learn from 

negative feedback from female and non-binary activists. Through these dialogues, groups 

like The Menfolk began to take a more proactive stance towards operating a no-tolerance 

policy regarding sexual harassment, avoiding use of derogatory and sexist language when 

confronting female Zaitokukai demonstrators, and even reconsidering their practices of 

socializing, such as drinking parties. Few activists of any gender, however, have gone so 

far as to problematize the gendered segregations that have become engrained within the 

movement. 

The general consensus about Takahashi, as an inspirational reformist, was heavily 

damaged in the fall of 2017. In September 2017, a female activist anonymously blogged 

that Takahashi had groped her while the two were in a taxi together. Many of the activists 

were simultaneously outraged yet unwilling to abandon their loyalty towards Takahashi. 

Over Facebook and in group gatherings they expressed remorse for their role in not 

sufficiently fighting against gender discrimination the movement. Yet they wanted to 

resolve these issues not by disowning Takahashi from the group but holding him socially 

accountable as members of a community.  

 

Conclusions 

This chapter describes different conceptualizations of vulnerabilities among 

counter-racist activists, and how these simultaneously reproduce some social exclusions 

while attempting to resolve others. I described the political and social conditions under 
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which anti-racism becomes “masculine” and examine what these consequences are for 

internal gender and racial politics. This masculinization of the movement emerges out of 

the perception of certain bodies as vulnerable as well as a general experience of social 

movement participation as risky and stressful.  

Although the issues of sexual violence and gender-based exclusion reflect patterns 

of gender inequalities in Japan as a whole, such themes are particularly germane to the 

issue of anti-racism. This chapter’s ethnographic exploration of the formation of the 

counter movement as a predominantly male and ethnic Japanese space complement my 

theoretical analysis of an overall lack of protection for vulnerable peoples in Japan.  

One of the deep ironies of the movement is that many of the tactical choices that 

anti-racism activists used to mediate gender and racial vulnerabilities may have 

contributed to making the overall climate a riskier one. A history of volatility and 

sometimes violence has alienated support from many would-be allies, especially within 

leftist movements. Compounding this issue, controversial tactics that anti-racists have 

used at protests have made it easier for rightwing hate speech demonstrators to strike 

back against activists and frame them as threats. Yet the construction of counter-racist 

activists as threatening not only symbolizes a fight between ultranationalists and 

progressives, but also reflects a deeper set of conditions wherein racial states permit and 

reproduce racism while deploying surveillance and other tools of regulation to mark 

groups of people as unruly, troublesome, and out of place.  

Finally, this chapter adds to ongoing debates about intersectionality, showing how 

gender—in connection with the politics of risks and vulnerabilities—shapes how activists 

make sense of racial discrimination. The dominance of members of the Japanese 

racial/ethnic majority within anti-racism movements combined with their 

conceptualizations of vulnerability and protection complicates existing frameworks for 
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understanding racial privilege and marginality. As the following chapter explores, these 

contradictions and complexities set the stage for Zainichi-led community-based 

movement in Kawasaki.  
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CHAPTER 7: MOBILIZING KAWASAKI 

 

Introduction 

It is December 1, 2016 and I am one among a hundred or so people in attendance 

at a public symposium against hate speech in the city of Kawasaki. Choi Kanija has just 

been called to the stage. Since 2016, Choi has become one of the most prominent faces in 

the national fight against hate speech. She is one of the central figures in the Kawasaki 

Citizen’s Network Against Hate Speech, an organization that focuses on community-

based networks within the city of Kawasaki to mobilize against discrimination. Her 

family has lived in Japan for generations, yet Choi, like other Zainichi Korean people, is 

racialized as a foreigner both by the state and civil society.  

Choi said the first time she was verbally attacked by demonstrators was in front of 

a train station. The members of Japanese ultranationalist group Zaitokukai told her to die 

and threatened to kill her, as she grabbed her children and quickly fled. From 2013, hate 

speech demonstrations swelled in numbers in Tokyo and other cities across Japan, but 

Choi avoided these protests until 2015. It was that year when the same group came to her 

hometown of Sakuramoto, a diverse working-class neighborhood in the city of Kawasaki. 

Choi felt she had nowhere to escape and no choice but to become an activist. 

The stage is bathed in soft green lighting; behind Choi is a large screen. She flips 

though her PowerPoint slides, which are filled with photos to show what life in 

Sakuramoto looks like. Slides show Zainichi Korean and South Asian youth at the 

Sakuramoto Fureaikan, a local community center where Choi works as a social worker. 

The teenagers are stenciling in the letters for a protest banner: “Sakuramoto 

Annei/Kawasaki Annei” (Peace in Sakuramoto/Peace in Kawasaki). Another slide shows 
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dozens of people, young and old, standing in the street behind a man with a bullhorn on a 

rainy day. “STOP RACISM,” their signs read, in English. Another slide shows her son, 

then a middle-school aged student, microphone in hand, speaking before a crowd at an 

anti-hate speech counter demonstration.  

Then Choi’s slide presentation shifts from an uplifting portrait of community 

strength to the ugly details of hate speech. Projected at the front of the auditorium is a 

screen grab of when she recently Googled her own name. 759,000 hits come up, the 

majority of them consisting of hateful abuse. Screengrabs from a video, close-ups of her 

face and large captions: “Go home to your home country.” “If you hate it [here], leave 

now.”  

The next image on her slide is especially striking. It is a collage made out of a 

picture of her face. Cut-outs of large, black cockroaches are super-imposed over her 

mouth and around her head. Though much of Choi’s face is obscured by the insects, 

Choi’s eyes are distinctively recognizable. The meaning embedded in this image is 

clear—one of the most common slurs that nativists use to demean Zainichi Koreans is 

“cockroaches.” Choi received this image in a letter mailed to her. Such imagery resonates 

with the rhetoric of anti-Semitism and genocide under Nazi Europe. It is all the more 

charged given that hate speech in Japan often directly invokes the fantasy of ethnic 

“purification” and violence. As Choi talks about harassing phone calls, letters, and 

widespread online stalking, she begins talking about her son. He is a young teenager but 

he has also come under attack, his face and full name revealed online, photos of him 

crying circulated, and mocked on racist websites.  

When we meet later for an interview, Choi tells me about the context of the letter. 

“Ah, the cockroaches? That letter came here. It’s terrible, right?” We are meeting in one 
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of the conference rooms of Sakuramoto Fureaikan. In August, someone had mailed an 

envelope stuffed with print outs of the collage.  

For Choi, abuse first started in January 2016, after her son delivered an emotional 

testimony at the inaugural meeting of the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. Crying, he talked 

about the impact of hate speech on his family. It was after she testified before the 

National Diet, however, that the negative attention intensified. At that point, her story 

became national news. Nativists released her name, address of her workplace, and the 

names of her children on the internet. The community center was bombarded with 

countless harassing phone calls. Choi consulted with the police. They responded by 

patrolling different areas that Choi frequented—her home, her workplace, her children’s 

elementary and junior high schools.  

The constant harassment has caused Choi to worry about what other private 

information on her might become publicly available. In Japan, people must register their 

information at the ward office, a process that enables residents to gain access to health 

insurance and other social services but also logs a record about the residents in the 

household, members of the family, and other personal details. While this information is 

not typically available to the public, Choi was scared. What if someone used deceptive 

tactics to gain her personal information from the ward office?  

Choi enlisted the help of Morōka Yasuko, one of the lawyers in the movement, 

who notified the ward office and police authorities, and initiated documents to protect 

Choi’s information. For Choi, people like Morōka offer legal aid and vital emotional 

support. The lawyer, though extremely busy, often checks on up on Choi, peppering her 

with texts to see if she has eaten, or if she has been sleeping well. As Choi explains, 

“Because of those attacks [on me] on the internet, I’ve become a bit unable to sleep… 

Lately, in order to sleep well, I’ve been taking medicine.” 
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Situated within this context, this chapter expands upon earlier descriptions of 

post-disaster citizenship by focusing on the experiences and viewpoints of Zainichi 

Koreans and community organizers living in Kawasaki. Previous chapters have focused 

predominantly on the strategies and frameworks of Japanese, male-dominated approaches 

to anti-racism—many of which claim to emerge in the aftermath of the 2011 Fukushima 

crisis. Contemporary iterations of anti-discrimination in Kawasaki, as exemplified by the 

Network, complicate this narrative. This chapter discusses the complexities by which the 

movement against hate speech in Kawasaki draws from post-disaster, nationwide 

mobilizations against racism across the country at the same time that it materializes as a 

highly localized movement. I argue that Kawasaki’s mobilization efforts are not only 

distinct due to their locality but that this sense of location also shapes the strategies by 

which activists working within these communities articulate the injuries of discrimination 

and seek political resolution. 

This chapter also offers further analysis of the concept of “living together.” When 

this dissertation first introduced “living together,” it was in the iteration of “we are 

already living together,” an activist slogan which grew out of LGBT and HIV advocacy 

and then applied to post-3/11 movements (discussed in Chapter 5: Fukushima and the 

Ambivalence of Belonging). The activists whom I have followed throughout this 

ethnography have often used this slogan as a narrative description of how many of them 

“came to consciousness” about social problems and the diversity of human experiences 

within Japan through the social and political crisis that ensued after the Fukushima 

disaster.  

The communities described in this chapter use a related, but distinct concept to 

describe multiculturalism—tabunka kyōsei, which can translate to “multicultural living 
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together,” “multicultural coexistence,” and a number of other terms.42 In the local enclave 

of Sakuramoto, the neighborhood in Kawasaki which is at the center of the Kawasaki 

Citizen’s Network, residents have lived with both an awareness and direct experience of 

marginalization and discrimination. They have, moreover, developed community 

networks to strategically invert the negative connotations of exclusion by emphasizing 

their difference from the Japanese mainstream. Within this formation, diversity is both 

distinct to local communities and valued as a source of cultural strength and political 

legitimacy. Kawasaki highlights tensions within post-disaster citizenship by revealing 

that crisis is not simply a temporary or new set of conditions following a discrete event 

but built into the fabric of everyday life and politics for many marginalized communities.  

This chapter also explores the challenges tōjisha navigate while appealing to 

popular and public support. On the one hand, their positions as persons “directly 

affected” by discrimination provide Zainichi Korean activists with a moral authority upon 

which they can articulate the depth of harm caused by hate speech. Such social positions, 

however, are accompanied by vulnerability and precarity. I argue that these positions 

offer one explanation why mobilization in Kawasaki, in contrast to many of the other 

activist communities I have described, has typically avoided “risky” strategies and 

instead has favored legislative strategies of political resolution. 

Previous chapters have focused on the language of anti-racism, reflecting the 

terms used by activists involved in the counter protesting movement (anchi reishizumu, 

han reishizumu). Activists involved in the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network more frequently 

use the term “discrimination” (sabetsu)43 rather than “racism;” thus, this chapter uses the 

                                                
42 For instance, Tai (2004) translates tabunka kyōsei as “multicultural co-living,” whereas Tsuchiya (2014) 
denotes the term as kyōsei and translates it to “living together.” 
43 Activists sometimes also use the term “ethnic discrimination” (minzoku sabetsu) but they frequently 
refer to discrimination without specifying “ethnic.” 
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term anti-discrimination to refer to the broader movements which include both counter 

protestors and the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. 

 

Tōjisha-based Movements in Kawasaki 

Hugging its southern borders, Kawasaki is a city that has often been seen as 

peripheral to the affluent metropolis of Tokyo. When discussing the social and cultural 

contours of Kawasaki today, activists frequently describe the city as a nexus of factories 

and heavy industries. Tsuchiya (2014) points out that Kawasaki was an important center 

of defense in the lead up to and during World War II and that this economic context made 

the city a site of racialized migration. The city became “home to a large number of 

Korean workers and their descendants, who were enlisted by the Japanese government to 

construct military factories” (2014: 10). In the decades following the war, Kawasaki 

maintained its stronghold as an industrial center. These economic and geographic factors 

have historically shaped the landscape of the city, as home to communities of 

racial/ethnic minorities and working class people.  

The formation of community-based activism in Kawasaki highlights the city’s 

distinct history in the advancement of social welfare for minorities living in Japan. In 

tracing this history, Tsuchiya (2014) argues for a view of the concept of “community” as 

more than an aggregate of social relations but as a racialized conceit corresponding to 

uneven access to social welfare. In 1971, the Ministry of Home Affairs launched the 

Model Community Program, an initiative that would establish 83 community centers 

across the nation and provide access to a range of social welfare programs for Japanese 

citizens (Tsuchiya 2014: 49). According to Tsuchiya, the creation of community 

programs relied on the idea of Japanese homogeneity and the exclusion of minorities. She 
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cites one chief administrator in the Ministry of Home Affairs who commented that, 

“[We] as a mono-ethnic people, share similar feelings and our local societies do not have 

conflicts of interest” (58).  

Zainichi Korean activists challenged such notions through activism, initiating 

“struggles to eliminate the nationality clause in their city’s child welfare and public 

housing policies” (145). Tsuchiya locates this step as an important one both for 

expanding the scope of civil citizenship for Zainichi Koreans and for generating social 

movements. This activism, alongside other movements such as the Hitachi lawsuit of 

1970 and mass protests against fingerprinting in the 1980s (discussed in the historical 

overview in Chapter 1) continue to influence contemporary anti-racist movements today.  

The Kawasaki Citizen’s Network grew out of these activist and political roots. 

Sakuramoto Fureaikan, where Choi and several other members of the Kawasaki Citizen’s 

Network work, is one example of a hallmark achievement for Zainichi Koreans that was 

accomplished during this period of activism in the latter decades of the twentieth century. 

As Tsuchiya observes, “Fureaikan came to represent the ‘Kawasaki system’ of welfare, a 

different community vision from the one pursued by the Ministry of Home Affairs” 

(140). 

In the early winter months of 2016, the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network formally 

established itself, convening a large assembly to celebrate the announcement. Citizens in 

Kawasaki, many of whom had been involved with human rights organizing over multiple 

decades, joined with Japanese anti-racism activists to decry hate speech, forming the 

Kawasaki Citizen’s Network. The Network signaled a groundbreaking moment, in part 

because the contemporary anti-racism movement up until that point had been lead 

primarily by ethnic Japanese. Japanese activists had felt it was their responsibility as 
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members of the “majority” to take up the physical and emotional labor of fighting against 

racism and to absorb the negative attention that had been aimed at minorities. 

The Kawasaki Citizen’s Network comprises a network of organizations and 

individuals involved in human rights and ethnic civil rights across the city. The core 

administrative office (jimukyoku) of the Network includes representatives from a number 

of these organizations. Japanese activists are counted among members of the jimukyoku; 

the Network as a whole is unique within contemporary anti-discrimination movements 

because it focuses on the perspectives of tōjisha.  

The term tōjisha refers to people who are directly affected by something or have 

to bear the burden of damages. The complexities of defining tōjisha within the context of 

hate speech reveals ongoing contestations around how activists from various backgrounds 

understand what “damages” result from their hate speech and their distinct obligations 

relative to their social positions. As previous chapters have described, Japanese activists 

involved in the Counter-Racist Action Collective (C.R.A.C.) and other counter-racist 

movements frequently argue that racism must be seen as a problem affecting society as a 

whole. A common refrain for these activists is, “Discrimination is not the problem of 

minorities.”  

As activist Takahashi Wakagi puts it: 

Some people say, some people in the movement think we are trying to be 

ethnically homogenous—or trying to be a movement by Japanese people or ethnic 

majority people, but that’s not really the case. That’s not the accurate way of 

representing our movement because a majority Japanese is not the main feature of 

our subjective formation. It’s not our position. So our philosophy is that, the core 

principle of our movement we are not doing this for someone else, we are doing 

this, each one of us, is doing this for oneself. So I am ethnically Japanese and I am 
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not subject to the type of racial discrimination that Korean people are subject to. 

But it doesn’t change the fact that I am offended by this racial discrimination and 

hate speech. I think it endangers the foundation of society itself. And yeah, that is 

the core principle. But it’s really, really difficult to sell this idea” 

By adopting this philosophy, Japanese activists take ownership of the 

responsibility to deal with the problem of racism. Still, few ethnic Japanese activists with 

whom I spoke adopt the term tōjisha to describe themselves, typically reserving this for 

people who directly experience structural discrimination. 

The Network’s position as one speaking on behalf of tōjisha and the citizens of 

Kawasaki offers a perspective that is perhaps less persuasively conveyed by counter 

protesters. That is, an ability to testify to the depth of injuries and suffering that has 

resulted from hate speech. The Network centers the positions of victims who speak as 

individuals and as a representative of a community of victims. These testimonies are key 

for arguing the point that hate speech causes actual damage and requires legislative 

interventions. As later parts of this chapter show, among these harms are impacts to the 

psychological well-being of a diverse range of Zainichi Korean victims, including elderly 

men and women, parents, and their children.  

The concept of tōjisha, however, points to further complexity when considering 

the geographic context of local versus national movements. In focusing on Kawasaki, this 

chapter considers the role of Zainichi Korean activists like Choi who operate 

simultaneously as representatives for an experience of damage and as individuals 

speaking from their positions rooted to a specific community. Their geographic location 

within Kawasaki more than simply describes where they live and their range of social 

relations. It also hints to notions of subject formation in tōjisha-based activism. 
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For instance, Choi explains why she became involved with the movement against 

hate speech in 2015, rather than in earlier years when demonstrations focused on Shin 

Ōkubo, the Korean neighborhood in Tokyo. As she put it, “Yeah, this problem with hate 

speech is one in which not many tōjisha put themselves out in the open. Because they’re 

at the center of the damage.” The methods that the counter protestors organized were 

another reason. Choi listed a range of groups that she saw involved with these protests—

lawyers, NGOs, and Japanese citizens; yet these groups rarely said that tōjisha should put 

themselves in front of protests. At a more personal scale, Choi noted that she had not 

been asked to help out with the movement going on in Shin Ōkubo.  

For Choi, Shin Ōkubo stands in contrast to the sense of community that is deeply 

rooted in her hometown. As she explains, “Shin Ōkubo is a business town. There are 

stores, shops—it’s not a community of residents. It’s just a place where people working 

in these stores are gathered. This is a place for living, we have a community, it is that 

kind of thing.” In Sakuramoto, Choi says, she is not fighting alone but alongside her 

colleagues and members of the community.  

From its inception the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network has collaborated with the 

community of counter protesters that grew out of post-3/11 movements, which previous 

chapters discuss in greater detail. Japanese counter activists have focused on the task of 

ending hate speech and pushing forward the topic of racial discrimination into 

mainstream awareness.  

Zainichi Koreans activists, in contrast, have tended to use their position to 

advocate for legislative changes. This strategy has arguably entailed a more difficult task. 

In addition to the logistics of implementing legislative changes (explored later in this 

chapter), one of the challenges is that hate speech itself often involves contestations over 

citizenship rights for Zainichi Koreans. Hate speech in Japan often refers to Zainichi 
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Koreans as illegitimate political subjects, with nativists claiming that such communities 

are undeserving of support from the state. Hate speech also often invokes racialized 

rumors about Zainichi Koreans; for instance, accusing them of illegal or seditious 

activities.  

In their attacks on Zainichi Korean rights, nativists have sometimes used disasters 

and other moments of mass social vulnerability to foment hatred. On April 16, 2016, the 

southern prefecture of Kumamoto was hit by a series of major earthquakes and 

aftershocks, seismic events that killed dozens, collapsed homes and national monuments, 

and enormous cracks in national highway roads. Soon afterwards, counter activists began 

cataloguing tweets by internet racists. Many of these tweets painted Koreans as culprits 

behind disasters. They explicitly invoked many of the same motifs used during the 1923 

Kanto Earthquake, an event in the Tokyo area that resulted in the deaths of between 

100,000 and 140,000 people (Ryang 2003).  

One Twitter user warned: “Be careful of North Korean’s uprising in Kumamoto.” 

This language recalled the aftermath of the 1923 earthquake during which time rumors 

spread about Koreans, accusing them of post-disaster criminal activities, including 

poisoning wells and setting fire to businesses. These rumors, as is often the case with 

other forms of racial scapegoating, ultimately formed the basis of the massacre that 

followed, wherein groups of Japanese citizens rioted and killed approximately 6,000 

Koreans in Tokyo and Kanagawa, a neighboring prefecture (Ryang 2003). 

Though extreme, such rumors have not been limited to the domain of online 

racists. In the past several decades, multiple Tokyo politicians have explicitly or 

implicitly endorsed these views. On April 9, 2000, then Tokyo Governor Ishihara 

Shintaro revived this fear of foreigners at a speech for the anniversary celebration of 
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Japan’s Ground Self-Defense Force.44 He stated that, “Atrocious crimes have been 

committed again and again by sangokujin and other foreigners.... We can expect them to 

riot in the event of a disastrous earthquake.” While describing foreigners as a threat, 

Ishihara employed a pejorative term for Chinese and Koreans, “sangokujin” (Flowers 

2012).  

In 2017, current Tokyo Governor Koike Yuriko announced that she would no 

longer send a eulogy for Korean victims of the 1923 Kanto Massacre, a practice that past 

Tokyo governors had followed (including Ishihara). The official statement of the 

governor’s office was: “It was decided not to respond to an individual request since a 

public interest foundation sponsors a memorial service for all the victims killed in the 

earthquake on Sept. 1 (the anniversary of the quake).” When asked to explain her stance 

at a press conference on September 1, 2017, Koike referenced “various views” about the 

historical record about the massacre. Although Koike’s comments were less explicitly 

accusatory in comparison to Ishihara’s, they nonetheless capitulate to Japanese historical 

revisionist discourses which frequently deny or downplay violence against Zainichi 

Koreans, foreigners, and past colonized subjects. 

The reappearance of such rumors over Twitter nearly one-hundred years later 

demonstrates how the specter of violence is used to bully and antagonize Koreans, as 

well as state endorsement of this harassment. Further, such narratives reinforce the 

political construction of Koreans and other foreigners as invalid for support and services 

in the context of emergency. Such incidents, therefore, raise important questions about 

the ways that invocations of spectacular violence online (and in physical spaces) function 

                                                
44 Japan’s constitution currently prohibits from officially maintaining a military; however, it maintains a 
unified “self-defense” force, including ground, maritime, and air service branches. 
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in tandem with more quotidian forms of systemic discrimination and structural 

marginalization in Japan.  

 

Protests in Kawasaki 

On the afternoon of January 31, 2016 a large crowd of approximately 300 people 

gather in Kawasaki to protest a planned hate speech march. Three days earlier, Kawasaki 

Citizen’s Network has just held its first public assembly, addressing several hundred 

members of the community in a large hall, part of a labor union building located around 

the corner from Kawasaki City Hall. On the afternoon of the protest, people have 

gathered in the plaza around Kawasaki train station at 12:30 to hand out flyers about the 

protest. A woman in a red flannel shirt holds two sticks on which four placards are 

pasted: “Kawasaki Against Racism. No Hate Demonstration Stop! Heito Supiichi.” Her 

face is partially obscured by the signs. A group of women stand in a row with their signs, 

“Heito Supiichi Yurusanai” (“Don’t Allow Hate Speech”) and a red heart with “No Hate” 

in white lettering. 

Soon, I begin following people from the station to a small park, where a stand-off 

between activists and Zaitokukai has already started. First in sight are a group of counter 

protesters and reporters, standing on a little hill. A dirt expanse separates the perimeters 

of the park from the section where Zaitokukai has congregated. The park’s hill and trees 

form a natural boundary, but lines of police officers create an additional border between 

counter protestors and hate speech demonstrators. Standing around the edges, the police 

officers prevent the counter protesters from entering into the inner section of the park. 

There are several activists with bullhorns, mostly men. I notice one of them raise a red 

bullhorn to shout towards the hate speech demonstrators. A police officer stands in front 

of him, putting his hand in front of the horn to wave back the instrument. One man is 



 200 

wearing a jacket with the words “Bad Boy Club” printed across the back. He raises his 

middle finger while making direct eye contact with the police officer in front of him.  

Checking the time, I see that it is 13:22, about an hour after the gathering at the 

train station had started. The throng of anti-racist counter protesters are shouting: “Kaere! 

Kaere!” (“Go home! Go home!”) I notice another group of people down the slope. Four 

protesters have stretched open a large white banner: Sakuramoto Annei / Kawasaki Annei 

(Sakuramoto Peace / Kawasaki Peace) has been painted in bold, black letters. There are 

also hand-written messages: “One Love ❤” “Live Together.”  

I notice a woman standing on an orange-colored milk crate with a mic in hand, 

introducing a succession of speakers who take turns in front of the banner. This woman 

turns out to be Choi Kanija. At this point, I had not yet met Choi but recognized her face 

from the Network’s assembly the week before. She introduces politicians, mothers who 

have traveled from Chiba, and other people speaking out on hate speech. At one point her 

son, who had given a speech at the prior week’s assembly, comes to the mic. He makes a 

few short comments and then with a flush, as if overwhelmed, he transitions into leading 

a call and response against hate speech. At the end of the speeches, Choi returns to the 

crate—announcing that we are going to idō (move) shortly. As the crowd begins to shift 

towards the exit of the park, I see Choi talking to her son. Ki wo tsukete (be careful) she 

says to him.  

Soon after, people are spilling into the street. Some of the activists remind 

walkers to watch out for cars. People line up on the side walk—adjacent to the park and 

across the street from it. The demonstrators start a call and I notice a man dancing while 

holding a bullhorn. His voice is loud, nearly screaming. As the tempo of the protest 

begins to quicken, to loud and repeated calls, I notice that we are still collectively 

waiting. I wonder what is happening—if something will be happening soon. Fifteen 
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minutes later, the walking portion of the demonstration begins as Zaitokukai marches out 

of the park. They are escorted by police. The counter protesters who have remained in the 

park until now simultaneously exit.  

At first, the side of the counter protesters are moving in parallel to Zaitokukai. 

There is a triangular space of greenery separating the sidewalk and the pathway leading 

from the park. As we converge at the intersection, however, I get the sense that the two 

groups are going to collide. Suddenly, the police scramble to separate the two groups, 

using their own bodies as physical barriers. I notice one activist, a man in his early 

sixties, leading another activist who is blind. As they enter the street, the two are pushed 

and grabbed by police officers. In the cacophony of sounds it is difficult to hear what it is 

being said, but the first activist appears to be angry.  

The hate speech demonstrators continue their march onto the opposite side of the 

street. In addition to flags of Japan (including imperialist flags used during World War 

II), they carry various signs: “Nihon sō ka demo” (a nonstandard phrase in Japanese that 

translates to “Japan’s purification demonstration”); “Don’t allow discrimination against 

Japanese people.” Signs feature pictures of political figures, Kim Jong Un, Hillary 

Clinton, and other women with print-outs of pig noses pasted onto their faces. Their signs 

cite “reverse discrimination” and complain about unwanted U.N. interventions.  

By this time, around twenty minutes into the demonstration, Zaitokukai are now 

marching in the center of the street. The counter protestors, prevented from entering the 

street, follow them on the sidewalk. A group of activists turn left down a side street, a 

large banner they are carrying flapping behind them. As we reenter the sidewalk, I begin 

hearing chatter about a suwari gumi (sit-in group). I look around but do not see anyone in 

the immediate area sitting. We continue walking. Around ten minutes later, I hear people 

shouting. “U-turn! U-turn!” I see police running back in the opposite direction and the 
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hate speech demonstrators following. From my position in the march I am unable to see 

the cause for this about-face. It is not until I am on social media, later that day, that I see 

the photos of activists lying down in the street. Pressed together, shoulder to shoulder, the 

activists had formed a human blockade that forced Zaitokukai and the police officers to 

retreat.  

 

Hate Speech Laws and the Formation of Kawasaki Citizen’s Network 

The Kawasaki Citizen’s Network’s focus on legislative approaches reflects 

broader shifts within the anti-racism movement as well as structural responses to 

discrimination in Japan. This section describes the organizational structure of the 

Network and also situates its emergence within a series of legislative and policy changes 

around hate speech that occurred during 2013 and 2016. 

In contrast with groups such as C.R.A.C. and The Menfolk, the structure of 

Kawasaki Citizen’s Network is more consistent with more traditional styles of 

organizing. These organizational methods include hosting benkyō kai (events in which 

attendees listen to lectures about specific topics), and town hall meetings. Both the 

Network’s methods of lobbying and their internal hierarchical structure is embedded in 

members’ connections to and placement within local communities in Kawasaki.  

Many of the most prominent members of the Network are long-term residents or 

workers in this neighborhood, with decades of experience in community service. Miura 

Tomohito is the Network’s secretary-general as well as the current director of the 

Sakuramoto Fureaikan, the public community center servicing the area of Sakuramoto. 

Another prominent member is Pei Chun-do, the founder of Sakuramoto Fureaikan. A 

third leader in the Network is Yamada Takao, a university instructor who devoted several 
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decades to working in the human rights division at Kawasaki City Hall before retiring. 

Yamada also has a long history of community organizing in the city. He had moved to 

Kanagawa Prefecture as a university student and eventually became involved in 

supporting Park Chong-Seuk’s employment discrimination lawsuit against Hitachi in the 

1970s.45 

These collective experiences have been instrumental in enabling Kawasaki 

activists to navigate the procedural aspects of advocacy, such as meeting with city hall 

staff, press conferences, and various community events. The Network’s emphasis on 

policy also informs its internal practices of organizing. Network members hold group 

meetings at least once a month, with meetings regularly attended by a committed core of 

ten people. They communicate nearly daily (more than this on certain days) over a 

mailing list where they share information and make a range of decisions such as 

attendance at formal meetings with city officials, logistical planning for events, and 

public statements.  

Upon its formation, the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network entered into a community of 

lawyers and human rights workers in Tokyo and Western Japan who were advocating for 

legal regulations for hate speech. For several years the notion of “free speech” had been 

used to forestall a legal ban on hate speech despite the fact that legalized censorship of 

various forms of media in Japan already existed. Legal scholars involved with the anti-

racism movement, moreover, argue that hate speech constitutes a violation of universal 

human rights and is therefore not protected under free speech.  

In July 2014, the NGO Network for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

Japan (ERD Net), a consortium of NGOs and civic organizations, submitted a report on 

                                                
45 I explain the context of this lawsuit and the Zainichi Korean protest movement that grew out of it in 
Chapter 2. 
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hate speech and racism to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD) (NGO Network for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

Japan 2014). The report drew in part from interviews and surveys with Zainichi Koreans 

affected by hate speech. The following month, the U.N. panel issued a formal statement 

urging the Japanese government to adopt a more proactive stance towards the problem of 

hate speech in order to ensure equal protections under the International Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. CERD’s statement made national 

and international news. Local organizations capitalized on this attention to apply legal 

pressure to establish city ordinances against hate speech.  

At the end of 2014, a high-profile lawsuit marked another victory for victims of 

hate speech. An Osaka High Court ruled Zaitokukai responsible for paying 12 million 

yen in damages to children at a Kyoto No. 1 Korean Elementary School for 

demonstrating at the school and terrorizing the young students. By January 2015, Osaka 

had become the first city to pass a city-wide ordinance against hate speech. 

The Network’s arrival in 2015 coincided with major strides in the legal fight 

against hate speech. At the forefront of this was Choi Kanija, who drew on her 

background of working with minorities at Sakuramoto Fureaikan. Choi’s job 

responsibilities involved interfacing with young people and foreign migrants. She helps 

immigrants who have trouble speaking and understanding Japanese and assisting them as 

they complete official documents and forms. From these professional experiences and 

from her social connectedness to her community, she had developed a deep 

understanding of the psychological damage resulting from hate speech, particularly for 

young people.  

On March 22, 2016 Choi testified before the National Diet to tell her story as a 

victim of hate speech. She introduced herself as a third generation Zainichi Korean who 
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was born and grew up in Kawasaki. She referenced her employment at Sakuramoto’s 

Fureaikan and the institution’s role in serving Japanese people and racial/ethnic 

minorities living in the neighborhood.  

In her testimony, Choi described November 8, 2015 as a turning point for her 

community. Zaitokukai had stormed the neighborhood that day, creating chaos. The 

counter protesters had come out to help support local residents, but she noted, “Certainly, 

our town of Sakuramoto was protected that day. But extremely deep wounds were left.” 

Choi explained to the members of the National Diet her reasons for becoming an 

advocate for Zainichi Koreans in the fight against hate speech: 

Middle school and high school students, young people of our town Sakuramoto, 

were asking why. Despite the fact that people living here said they didn’t want 

[Zaitokukai] to come here and stage a hate demonstration, they did so anyway. 

And so as law-abiding adults we wanted to protect our hometown. And while 

laying bare our deep anger and sadness we also felt a sense of wanting to work 

towards coexistence. We asked [the young people to] trust us adults, and they 

entrusted us to take care of this problem.  

Soon after, Choi and her middle-school aged son appeared in a series of profiles 

filmed by Mainichi Shimbun and other news media outlets. Two months later, on May 

24, the National Diet passed the “Act on the Promotion of Efforts to Eliminate Unfair 

Discriminatory Speech and Behavior against Persons Originating from Outside Japan,” 

the first national law against hate speech. The law went into effect a week later, on June 

3, 2016.  

In early June, several days after the law had been passed, Zaitokukai applied for a 

permit to organize a parade in Kawasaki. They had planned to hold a rally in the vicinity 

of Sakuramoto Fureaikan, at the heart of the city’s Korean enclave. The Kawasaki 
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Citizen’s Network immediately petitioned their request. Soon after, the Yokohama 

District Court determined that Zaitokukai’s plan violated the rights of Zainichi Koreans 

living in the area. The judge refused Zaitokukai their permit and issued an injunction 

against the proposed march. In response, Zaitokukai decided to move their demonstration 

to Peace Park in Musashi-kosugi, a neighborhood in the Nakahara Ward in Kawasaki.  

Several days before the protest, the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network gathered at their 

regular meeting spot, a cramped conference room of a community research center located 

several buildings down the block from Kawasaki City Hall. The twelve or so members 

who were present debated strategies for the morning of the protest. Choi decided to pen a 

letter, which she would deliver by hand to the Zaitokukai member in charge of the 

protest. The night before the protest, she posted the contents of the letter on Facebook: it 

was a request for her adversaries to recognize her dignity as a human being. 

The day of the protest, on June 5, several men escorted Choi to the front of the 

parade so that she could deliver her letter. The men who accompanied Choi included her 

son and several ethnic Japanese activists who had volunteered to protect her as physical 

shields. As they moved through the throng of shouting protesters, they literally carried 

her to the front of the parade. Meanwhile, hundreds of anti-racism activists occupied the 

street in front of the police truck that had been designated to escort Zaitokukai during 

their protest. As tensions flared, the police eventually decided to call off the 

demonstration, deeming it potentially dangerous. By that point, Zaitokukai’s 

demonstration had only advanced 10 meters. The activists were overjoyed. 

Following the successful passage of the national law against hate speech in May 

2016, the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network has made its primary goal the creation of an 

ordinance banning hate speech in the city of Kawasaki. The goal of this ordinance would 

be to implement stricter regulations of hate speech beyond those outlined in the national 
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law. While recognizing the national hate speech law as an important first step, many anti-

racism activists whom I have spoken with have expressed disappointments with the law 

as well as skepticism for its ability to effectively curb incidents of hate speech. One of the 

major shortcomings of the law is its inability to exact legal or financial punishments from 

organizers of hate speech rallies. Rather than criminalizing hate speech, the law simply 

stated that “unfair discriminatory speech and behavior should not exist” and that “it will 

not be tolerated” (The Act on the Promotion of Efforts to Eliminate Unfair 

Discriminatory Speech and Behavior against Persons Originating from Outside Japan 

2016). However, the law laid the groundwork for national and local efforts to educate and 

raise awareness among the general public about discriminatory speech. This provided a 

pathway for the Network to advocate for public support, which would be useful in 

establishing policies to address city-based monitoring of online hate speech, public 

awareness and education programs, and other initiatives.  

As members of the Network and other anti-discrimination activists interpret it, 

lawmakers’ omission of penalties was not an oversight but rather a reflection of their 

ambivalence about penalizing hate speech. While condemning hate speech as immoral, 

many members of the National Diet believed that hate speech qualifies as protected free 

speech under Article 21 of the Japanese constitution. 

A year later, in 2017, the National Policy Agency reported that hate speech rallies 

had decreased by half since the passage of the law. News media reporting on this 

announcement suggested that the law had played a key role in dissuading ultranationalists 

from holding hate speech rallies (Kyodo 2017). Activists with the Kawasaki Citizen’s 

Network and other groups, however, believe that the law is insufficient because it  allows 

any such rallies to exist at all. They also criticize the law for overlooking the significance 

of hate speech occurring over social media and other online fora.  
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Japanese activists frequently cite their admiration of Choi both for her talents as 

an orator and for the depth of her “sacrifice” for the cause. On a snowy day in November 

2016, I meet with Miki Yuzuru, the leader of Sabetsu Haigaishugi ni Hantai Suru 

Renrakukai (Renrakukai), a leftist anti-discrimination association that he established in 

2007. Unlike some of the other collectives described in this dissertation, such as 

C.R.A.C., Renrakukai was established prior to the 2011 disaster and emerged out of a 

tradition of “old school” leftist human rights organizations. 

Miki is one of the men who escorted Choi to the front of the crowd at the June 5 

counter protest in Musashi-kosugi. Through his involvements in human rights organizing, 

he had become acquainted with someone who turned out to be a trusted friend of Choi. 

Miki will give me that person’s name, but he tells me about contacting Choi’s friend 

before the protest to volunteer his protective services. “Sugoi sacrifice,” he says, mixing 

Japanese and English as he explains why he felt compelled to step in that day.  

Many activists have expressed similar sentiments, that Choi has made a lot of 

personal sacrifices in service of the movement. In becoming a face of the anti-

discrimination movement, Choi exposed herself to extensive harassment, especially 

online. In public speeches, interviews, and on her personal Facebook profile, Choi has 

detailed the scale of this unwanted attention. Choi’s name has appeared on hundreds of 

thousands of websites, blog, and message fora and she receives a daily bombardment of 

abusive and threatening messages over social media. Her family members, especially her 

children, also became targets with their real names and faces appearing online. And, as 

described earlier, she received a letter at work which included a digitally manipulated 

image of her face covered with cockroaches. 

Choi’s ambition is to eliminate (konzetsu) discrimination. When I ask her to put 

into words what forms of progress she would find acceptable, she appears frustrated. She 
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finds the idea of compromising on the goal of completely ending racism and other forms 

of discrimination to be missing the point of social movements. 

[I’m opposed to] every kind of discrimination against all people. Everything, 

everything. Because the idea of ‘zero’ means that all forms of discrimination must 

end, ‘this type of discrimination is good,’ or ‘this is OK, but this is a No’—that 

sort of thing is not what it’s about. Everything needs to become ‘zero.’ Because a 

movement that doesn’t have this as a serious goal is pointless. 

She further extends this politics to ally with activists working on LGBTQ 

advocacy. She says, “There are also LGBT issues, Ainu issues; I’m also deeply 

concerned and aware of these issues.”  

Through her direct experiences Choi identifies and advocates against the 

weaknesses in existing legal regulations of hate speech. One of these weaknesses is the 

national law’s inability to respond effectively to hate speech occurring online. At Choi’s 

behest, the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network has focused on adequate protections for minority 

children and online regulations as key priorities in their efforts to advocate for city-wide 

anti-discrimination policies. In working with municipal actors to develop a set of 

guidelines for a local hate speech legislation, the Network has met regularly with the 

Education Committee at Kawasaki City Hall to develop a set of strategies for caring for 

child victims of hate speech, including working with teachers.  

 

Establishing Local Regulations 

In December 2016, the Network holds a press conference following the 

submission of a survey report to the Kawasaki City Council on hate speech. The theme of 

the press conference is the urgency of passing a city-wide hate speech ordinance. 
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Members of the Network acknowledge a host of political factors that put the passing of 

an ordinance at risk, or at least threaten to significantly slow it down.  

When I interview Yamada, a member of the network and a veteran human rights 

worker who worked with the Kawasaki City Council for nearly four decades, he explains 

the wider context to ambivalence about a hate speech ordinance. In Yamada’s view, at all 

levels, the government is still dominated by the Liberal Democratic Party of Japan 

(Jiminto), a conservative political party. Regardless of their sympathy to the Network’s 

cause, raising the question of human rights abuses among these legislators is a process 

rife with controversy that the city council employees must navigate with sensitivity.  

In January 2017, I meet with Miura, a Japanese man in his sixties, one of the 

leaders of the Network, and the current director of Sakuramoto Fureaikan. Miura explains 

some of the frustrations about the slow political response to the Network’s lobbying 

efforts. He explains that the Network’s goal in setting up the press conference was to gain 

media coverage and drum up “local morale.” They are effective to some degree in that 

the mayor of Kawasaki has indicated acknowledgment and support of this citizen’s 

opposition against hate speech. However, Miura is concerned that without establishing an 

actual timeline for executing the ordinance, all of this would be an “empty promise.”  

Kawasaki has the potential to lead the nation in anti-discrimination policy but 

Miura believes that without making concrete steps forward, government officials are “just 

saying nice things.” He is also concerned that ambiguity around the law’s timeline will 

result in waned interest by the local community. The Network frequently draws out 

hundreds of supporters at each town hall meeting. With a waning sense of public urgency 

around hate speech and delayed action on legislation, however, Miura feels unsure about 

such levels of continued support. 



 211 

I ask Miura if he is worried about the possibility that an ordinance against hate 

speech might not pass in the city of Kawasaki.  

I don’t want to create a regulation that is not needed. If this ends up being a like 

the national bill and is insufficient, I will oppose it as we don’t need something 

like that. What is best would be for Kawasaki to take the lead and create a law 

that can offer a way to prevent hate speech before it happens or a penalty 

regulation. A model that can be implemented in various places in the country and 

surmount the national regulations.  

The stakes of a local ordinance extend beyond the boundaries of Kawasaki. Miura 

worries that an “insufficient” bill could have consequences for activists attempting to 

develop anti-discrimination legislation in other parts of Japan. As he puts it, “other local 

governments will see that the bill will be insufficient and decide not to implement 

anything at their local level.” 

AN INABILITY TO HEAL 

The Kawasaki City Council is located about an eight-minute walk away from the 

city’s central train station and divided into four buildings interspersed over the area of a 

few blocks. It is typically at Building 3, one of the larger of these buildings, where the 

meetings between the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network and members of City Council take 

place. The meeting room has an expansive view of the city. The tables in the room are 

divided in an elongated loop shape, where members of the Network are seated on one 

side and City Council employees on the other.   

The first meeting I attend in June 2016 begins with a round of introductions. 

Miura then launches into a presentation representing the “citizens’ side.” Through 

petitions with signatures, Miura, speaking on behalf of local residents poses the question: 
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how are the Network and the anti-hate speech movement and the city government going 

to move forward together?  

Miki, a Japanese lawyer, comments on the problem of police; as described in 

earlier chapters, there have been some instances of police brutality targeting female anti-

racism activists earlier in the year at a demonstration in Shinjuku. Moreover, she is 

concerned that the police have not been cooperative in enforcing the hate speech ban. 

From the view of many activists, the police have historically adopted a “politically 

neutral” stance but this has often resulted in police physically protecting hate speech 

demonstrators. 

Around halfway through the meeting it is Choi’s turn. She has two main points. 

First, she notes that from the perspective of both parents and kids this situation has not 

gotten better; “Kaifuku dekinai,” she says, which conveys that families and children, after 

experiencing the harmful abuse of hate speech are unable to psychologically heal. After 

establishing this emotional terrain, Choi transitions to her next point, which is that hate 

speech is not limited to demonstrations but is also pervasive on the internet. This 

prevalence and ubiquity of abuse is a contributing factor to the inability to heal.  

“It’s not just the time of the hate speech demonstration,” she says, but what 

happens afterward online where she sees pictures of herself and alongside racial slurs. 

“Kaifuku dekinai,” she repeats firmly, her voice once marked with emotion. 

As Choi is making her comment, one of the city council employees who works at 

the education department, jumps in. He is eager to clarify that they do indeed care about 

the issue of hate speech. In fact, he was teaching a class about discrimination the previous 

day. The first and second year high school students had demonstrated a great awareness 

to human rights issues. The city understands the problem, he explains, but there is a limit 

to how much they can do. There are three people on his side of the table and he gestures 



 213 

to the woman sitting next to him as he says this, as if demonstrating the scarcity of labor 

resources available at the city council. Part of the labor issue, moreover, is skill. He 

repeatedly says that the city does not have “much talent” at dealing with internet issues. 

He poses a question, that perhaps such abuses are better handled at the provider level 

(Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube), rather than by the city? At subsequent meetings, he 

regularly brings up the issue of budgetary constraints.  

Choi’s point of the inability for victims to heal points to a paradox within political 

discussions about hate speech. Zainichi Koreans and other racial/ethnic minorities who 

are members of Sakuramoto’s community are repeatedly exposed to the violence of hate 

speech. It no longer encapsulates the “shock” previously articulated by many activists 

(discussed particularly in Chapter 5) but rather has become part of this community’s 

everyday existence. Hate speech’s presence online does not limit its injury but rather 

enables injury to be expansive and repetitive.  

These online repetitions have consequences for victims’ quotidian experiences. 

Choi tells me that she has disconnected the intercom in her home because it is abunai 

(dangerous). In addition to her son, Choi has younger children. She is worried they might 

accidentally push the intercom button, letting someone with malicious intentions come 

into the building. The repeated incidents of harassment and abuse have fundamentally 

altered her relationships with her children. She is no longer able to walk outside with 

them, or to sit on the bus with them. The police have told her that her face is too 

recognizable and that being seen together could potentially endanger her children.  

The injuries of racism, moreover, are not only embedded in the mundaneness of 

every day experiences, but are interwoven into emerging and ongoing crises. As Miura 

notes in our interview, “natural” disasters themselves continue to be moments of 

instability where Zainichi Koreans are at greater risk. The Network is also concerned 
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with ongoing political conflicts, such as those between Japan and North Korea and 

controversies over the issue of “comfort women,” who were women from Korea, China, 

the Philippines, and other colonized areas who were forced to serve the Japanese military 

as sexual slaves during World War II. Such ongoing tensions have the potential not only 

to derail the enactment of hate speech itself but to instigate further nativist attacks on 

Zainichi Koreans. The potentiality of other political factors that compound the problem 

of hate speech itself is thus an issue of concern that shapes how activists perceive the 

urgent need for hate speech regulations. 

Moreover, one of the strategies that Choi and other members of the Network use 

to put pressure on the city is to articulate care as a policy objective. These activists 

deliberately use the language of care—kodomo no kea (care for children) along with the 

notion of an inability to heal, to pressure city government officials to proactively create 

policies to address the problem of discrimination. For these activists, the city is obligated 

to address the suffering experienced by children and other young people who are 

particularly sensitive and vulnerable to long-term trauma related to hate speech. It is 

through framing hate speech in terms of the harm that young people incur that these 

activists are able to legitimize the problem of discrimination for a policymaking 

audience.  

Activists engage with complex processes in translating the harms of hate speech 

into legal responses. The “inability to heal” is one discursive strategy that activists use in 

an attempt to make their injuries legible to city officials. Within this negotiation, activists 

describe how the injuries they experience are simultaneously constant and never-ending, 

yet often not taken seriously as “real.” The reality of harm from online speech is not only 

difficult to recognize, but the technical regulation of social media activities is itself an 

additional barrier.  
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Revisiting “Living Together” 

On a warm Saturday afternoon, March 25, 2017, at the Kawasaki City General 

Assembly Hall, the Japan First Party (Nippon Daiichi Tō) is holding court. Established 

during the 2016 Tokyo gubernatorial election by Sakurai Makoto, a former head of 

Zaitokukai, the Japan First Party has sought to legitimize an overtly xenophobic agenda 

into Japanese electoral politics. Setō Hiroyuki is delivering a lecture for the Japan First 

Party on how hate speech regulations constitute a violation of constitutionally-protected 

free speech rights. Setō is a prominent right-wing blogger and a leader within the Japan 

First Party. Among accusations that Zainichi Koreans surreptitiously send funds to the 

North Korean regime, Setō has also gained notoriety for calling for a celebration of 

Adolph Hitler’s birthday. 

In response to Setō’s lecture, the Network gathers at Core Park opposite the 

Musashi-kosugi Station, with a couple of microphones, a tank of helium, and a thousand 

heart-shaped balloons. The park is a ten-minute walk away from the hall. The 

neighborhood of Musashi-kosugi has become symbolic for producing a critical moment 

within the anti-racism movement on June 5, 2016. As described earlier in this chapter, 

this was the day when anti-racism counter protesters were able to pressure Zaitokukai to 

break up their demonstration.  

Today’s event, however, is designed to not look like a protest. Instead, the event 

is a representation of diversity and multiculturalism as a friendly, pojitebu (positive) way 

of life bringing beauty and color to the community. The balloons that are being given 

away are purple, yellow, pink, green, orange, and blue, and bear a single slogan written in 

hiragana: Sabetsu no Nai Kawasaki (Kawasaki without discrimination). Two men, one of 

them the husband of Choi, pump helium into balloons from a tank. Carrying balloons like 

colorful bouquets, the activists keep a watchful eye for families entering and exiting the 
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station with their weekend shopping. They approach small children and parents pushing 

baby strollers with balloons, asking them to choose a color. Several skeptical parents ask 

if the balloons are free. Women and men, standing by with chirashi (flyers) about 

discrimination in Kawasaki in hand, swoop in as the parents accept the balloons. Two 

young girls race back and forth on the pavement, balloons tied to the handle bars of their 

silver scooters.  

In front of a chain-link fence at the edge of the plaza, people take turns to talk 

about hate speech, discrimination, diversity, and inclusion. Most of the speakers are 

activists but there are a few honored guests among them including Arita Yoshifu, an 

Upper House member (introduced in Chapter 5), and Morōka Yasuko, a constitutional 

lawyer (introduced earlier in this chapter). Both have been at the forefront of advocating 

for legal measures against hate speech. In their remarks they emphasize the urgent 

problem of hate speech, technically made illegal in mid-2016, but going on nearly a year 

later.  

As Tsuchiya (2014) points out, “living together” has operated as a framework for 

activism in Kawasaki throughout the twentieth century. In my fieldwork in Tokyo, I also 

found activists involved with the Kawasaki Citizen’s Network also using this term. 

Kawasaki activists’ use of “living together,” however, differs from that of Japanese 

counter protestor’s described in earlier chapters. Here, some discussion of language is 

useful. The expression, “we are already living together” (sude ni issho ni ikiteiru) which 

has been adopted by protestors who became involved with social movements after 3/11 is 

a verb phrase that grammatically references a continued action. Kawasaki’s activists 

favored phrase, tabunka kyōsei, which can translate to “multicultural living together” or 

“multicultural coexistence” is a noun. As several scholars have noted (Flowers 2012; 

Tsuchiya 2014; Tai 2004), tabunka kyōsei is not only an activist term, but also one that 
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has made its way into official policies. Whereas “we are already living together” is, to a 

certain degree, connected with alternative movements and forms of expression, tabunka 

kyōsei operates within the official language of state-supported community development.  

In this way, tabunka kyōsei is already rooted in a vision of community that seeks 

to “normalize” diversity. Within this process, the approach of the Kawasaki Citizen’s 

Network has been one of emphasizing community-building events rather than physical 

protests. This strategy is reflective both of broader shifts within the larger anti-

discrimination movement to increasingly move away from physical protests and the 

Network’s own priorities. Similar to C.R.A.C.’s use of music, aesthetics, and provocation 

to “sell” anti-racism, the Network draws on the ideal of tabunka kyōsei to promote public 

support of local policies against hate speech. In this view, a positive image of 

multiculturalism is necessary to appeal to “ordinary” Japanese people living in Musashi-

kosugi and other parts of Kawasaki city. 

At the same time that Network activists are deliberate in portraying a happy 

image of tabunka kyōsei, conversations reveal frictions within these conceptualizations of 

community. After Choi refers to herself as a “weak person” (yowaii hito) in our interview 

(referenced in Chapter 6), I ask her to elaborate. She says: 

Honestly, right—I think it would be good if the men of Zainichi society could do 

the fighting. It’s, how can I say it—when we speak out we will get attacked with 

verbal abuse. So first, one thing is I’m a [North Korean] Zainichi person, another 

is I’m a woman. This is a gender problem, I think. 

Choi and I further discuss what she means by a “gender problem.” 

Choi: It’s unfortunate but it’s because it’s Zainichi society. If you’re a man… for 

instance a socially high status person like Kang Sang-jung [a Zainichi Korean 

political scientist and professor in Tokyo], you know him right? Those kind of 
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famous Zainichi Korean men, lawyers or people from ethnic civil rights 

organizations or university professors, people who have social influence, if these 

Zainichi men would fight it would be good I think. As a Zainichi, as a woman… 

[we’re] getting attacked so it would be good if men with social status could do 

something—but they’re not fighting at all.  

Interviewer: What’s the reason for this? 

Choi: I don’t know. But it’s not acceptable, right? I’m a woman and when I’m 

fighting I get harshly attacked—could you help me out? 

Choi’s comments on how the construction of community—in this case, not 

necessarily a local community but a broader Zainichi community—is fraught with 

complications across gender lines. Her comment that “it’s because it’s Zainichi society,” 

points to how female activists must contend with gender inequalities that may make it 

difficult for them to solicit or rely on support from other members of their community.  

Similar to the challenges she faces in making the harms of hate speech legible to 

policymakers, Choi’s comments suggest some difficulties with fostering community 

responses around a problem in which Zainichi Korean women are often front-and-center.  

 

Conclusions 

As this chapter has discussed, Kawasaki Citizen’s Network has chosen an 

organizing model as a tōjisha-centered, community-based organization. This position 

affords the Network an important political position as one able to speak concretely to 

how hate speech and harassment, both online and in “physical” spaces, affects Zainichi 

Korean victims. In particular, tōjisha have emphasized how victims incur ongoing harms 

as a result of hate speech, in part due to the omnipresence of abuse online. This frequency 
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of abuse makes it difficult for victims, particularly children, to recover from abuse 

(“kaifuku dekinai”). Their argument, thus, is that hate speech occurring online is not less 

threatening or distressing than that occurring in physical spaces, but rather more 

expansive and extensive. In focusing on the recovery process, Kawasaki activists are able 

to make legible the harms associated with online abuse. 

At the same time, as Choi’s story shows, participating in this activism has 

significant costs for tōjisha. First, by becoming an activist Choi has exposed herself to 

further scrutiny by nativists who have sought out a number of methods to harass her. This 

harassment has had a significant impact on her life, shaping her everyday practices of 

spending time with her family, forcing her to make changes to her house, and affecting 

her personal health. Second, the expectations for victims to share information about the 

harms they have suffered entails a form of emotional labor, arguably with racialized and 

gendered dimensions. 

In some ways, the Network’s focus on “positive” community-building as a 

supplement to their legislative advocacy suggests some of the ways that tōjisha cope with 

highly stressful activism. A positive, family-friendly vision of tabunka kyōsei—made 

palatable to Japanese people living in Kawasaki—offers an alternative to advocacy based 

on claims of injury. Ultimately, both forms of living together (“we are already living 

together” and tabunka kyōsei) point to desires for activists to create spaces of healing and 

belonging amidst their fight against discrimination.  
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 

 

The evening of March 27, 2016, photos of a physical altercation between a female 

protester and a police officer begin circulating over Twitter. Dressed in plainclothes with 

a navy trench-coat, the officer in the photo is grabbing the neck of a young woman. Her 

neck appears to be bent backwards at an angle that makes the features of her face difficult 

to discern. The woman’s hand, much smaller than the officer’s, grips his wrist as she 

attempts to push him off. Next to her stands a second woman with short reddish hair, also 

pushing the officer. The photo had been taken at the counter protest against a hate speech 

demonstration in Tokyo, capturing the moments immediately following when police had 

broken up a sit-in that the activists had staged in the middle of the street. As news media 

begin to report the incident, they reveal a total of three victims—another woman pushed 

against her chest, a third grabbed by the ankle. With the support of politicians from 

Japan’s Upper House Members Fukushima Mizuho, a woman from the Japanese 

Communist Party, and Arita Yoshifu, a man from the center-left Democratic Party of 

Japan, the three women victims filed an official complaint against the Tokyo 

Metropolitan Police on April 15, 2016.  

I have memories of the protest from that day. I arrive in Shinjuku46 around half 

past two and immediately begin filming on my mobile phone. I am walking away from a 

corner where a number of anti-racism activists have been handing out educational flyers 

about discrimination in Japan and the problem of hate speech. The tenor of the air, just 

ten minutes ago saturated with quiet expectation, has just burst open as Zaitokukai 

protesters turn the corner. Counter-racism activists who have been standing on the 

                                                
46 Shinjuku is a heavily trafficked downtown area of Tokyo adjacent to the Korean neighborhood of Shin 
Ōkubo. 
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sidewalks, flanking the marching hate speech demonstrators, begin shouting and running 

towards the middle of the street. They begin forming a sit-in.  

I continue on the sidewalk, walking towards the end of the block. Aware of police 

around me, I am purposefully neutral and non-threatening in my body language. A police 

officer suddenly appears in front of me. With his arms outstretched, he pushes me away 

from the direction of the street. I consider explaining that I am a researcher and not in the 

demonstration itself, but remember that I am wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with a 

movement logo, “Tokyo Against Racism.”  

I cross into the street, and climb over a railing to make it back onto the sidewalk. I 

hear my name called out. It is Miki Yuzuru, the leader of the leader of Sabetsu 

Haigaishugi ni Hantai Suru Renrakukai (Association Against Discrimination and 

Xenophobia).47 “Vivian, it’s dangerous—be careful,” he says. I take this as a cue to go to 

the end of the corner, several meters away from the sit-in. All of a sudden I hear a siren 

blare in one long, continuous pitch. Streams of activists run past, chasing after the parade. 

As they run into the street, I notice that some of them are grabbed and held back by 

police officers. Activists tussle with police officers who attempt to restrain them and 

block them with their bodies. Absorbed in these noises and movements, I do not witness 

the choking incident that I would later learn occurred only a few meters away from me. 

   Kumi, a labor activist and member of the Counter-Racism Action Collective, is 

one of the three women who has been physically assaulted. Almost a year later, when we 

meet, Kumi tells me about the aftermath of the incident which had left her traumatized. 

She was called to appear alongside the two other women to file a complaint against the 

                                                
47 Miki is introduced in the previous chapter. 
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police officer. Kumi ended up taking several days off of work in order to process and 

recover from being assaulted by the police office. She was eventually fired from her job. 

Interwoven within the narrative of a growing movement against hate speech, 

emerging from anti-nuclear collective is a deeper metanarrative riven with feelings of 

rage and vulnerability, injury and healing, solidarity and isolation. Activists describe the 

ways that their involvements in social movements—which are frequently multiyear 

engagements—have had long-term impacts on their professional and personal lives.  

For some, like Kumi, they end up getting fired, losing business, or facing 

harassment at their workplaces. Others, describe their traumatic experiences of 

discrimination, exclusion, and violence associated with protests. Some men confess to the 

personal costs of activism. At private drinking gatherings and sometimes even public 

events, there are occasionally jokes about wives who have divorced male activists in 

frustration with their many hours diverted to social movements. Activism often requires 

financial resources which can put additional strain on relationships. In their attempts to 

reconstruct social life amidst times of crisis, activists often incur personal losses. 

Exposure to pain and loss is a theme consistent among the activists. However, as this 

dissertation has shown, such vulnerabilities are particularly sharpened for Zainichi 

Koreans, women, and sexual minorities who already contend with conditions of 

marginality and erasure in their everyday lives. 

In developing a concept of post-disaster citizenship, this dissertation has explored 

some of the social connections and fissures that people contend with in the aftermath of 

disasters. This project has focused on why and how disasters trigger renegotiations of 

social membership and citizenship. Disasters amplify vulnerabilities, necessitating 

protection and aid by the state. In the absence of adequate responses, activists across a 

range of political orientations renegotiate their own roles in providing or denying such 
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protections as well as the meanings of political inclusion more broadly. From the 

perspective of many of the “progressive” anti-nuclear and anti-racist activists featured in 

this study, the inadequacy of state and institutional support for victims of disasters and 

racial/ethnic minorities instills senses of urgency and obligation to advocate on their 

behalf. In contrast, and following from Mullins and Nakano (2016) and Avenell (2016), 

disasters also trigger social foreclosures—laying the groundwork for reactionary 

backlashes, including hate speech and other forms of xenophobia. This dissertation 

argues that precisely because disasters unearth such tensions, they operate as key 

moments during which the meanings of race, citizenship, nation (and, as parts of this 

project shows—gender and sexuality) undergo redefinition and renegotiation.  

Rather than being limited to Japan, I see post-disaster citizenship as a concept 

with broad applicability to studies of other disasters across the globe. My project draws 

from the robust, transnational literature on disaster and race to offer a modest 

contribution. That is, that disasters operate not only as periods during which racial 

inequality is reiterated but that they are, precisely, key moments for determining the 

definitions of racial politics. Disasters can be politically generative, unearthing discourses 

around race that may have previously seemed subterranean. Post-disaster citizenship, in 

this way, not only refers to activists’ efforts to secure different ways of accessing civil 

rights but also their attempts to create discursive shifts within broader society. 

In developing the concept of post-disaster citizenship, my project has triangulated 

prior historical case studies; theoretical discussions of race, disaster, and crisis; and my 

own ethnographic data. Japan’s history reveals repeated contestations over race, 

citizenship, and belonging in the aftermath of disasters. This pattern is evident in cases 

ranging from the 1923 Kanto Earthquake, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki at the end of World War II, and the 1995 Kobe Earthquake. 



 224 

As a number of scholars have pointed out (Berger 2009; Boin and Hart 2017; 

Klein 2007), crises produce social and ideological “ruptures”48 that foster debates over 

how politics and society are to proceed forward. This dissertation recognizes distinctions 

between disaster and crisis but nonetheless sees these concepts as interlinked. The 

activists of this ethnography apply many of the meanings embedded within narratives of 

crisis—threat, social reconstruction, and contested temporality in their activism. They 

map these meanings onto the frame of disasters as important moments to reconsider the 

terms of citizenship and inclusion while creating strategies for combatting exclusion and 

violence. For instance, activists’ visions of reconstruction emerge alongside their fear of 

threats. Such premonitions become escalated both because 3/11 remains an unresolved 

disaster and because disasters, themselves, repeatedly occur in Japan. Alongside such 

repetitions, moreover, post-disaster xenophobia and racialized vulnerabilities also recur.  

Post-disaster citizenship offers a method for analyzing social and political 

responses to people’s perceptions of an expanded scope of vulnerability. The social and 

political terrain of 3/11 is particularly salient in this context because the disaster 

exacerbated ambiguities about notions of harm, risks, and vulnerabilities. This 

dissertation has considered how counter-racist activists’ construction of anti-racist 

politics out of nuclear disasters entails a rehearsal of many of these ambiguities. Activists 

engagement with anti-racism movements are underwritten by ambiguities over who is 

harmed, what risks are worth confronting, and which people are obligated to act.  

In other cases, ambiguities revolve around the ways that activists desire to create 

and maintain social relationships. As this dissertation’s discussion of the cloud has 

shown, activists in the aftermath of 3/11 have sought to create flexible modes of 

                                                
48 Here, I am borrowing from Berger’s (2009) metaphor of crisis as rupture.  
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community and participation. These modes simultaneously engender temporary spaces of 

belonging and abstain from hierarchical organization in favor of autonomy. 

This dissertation’s focus on the “post” of disaster is not an argument that disasters 

are solely responsible for radically altering people’s political ways of thinking. It is 

evident that the seeds for this “change” well-preceded Fukushima. As noted in the 

activist-produced documentary Standard (introduced in Chapter 1), activists I spoke with 

describe being involved in a range of political movements, such as protests against the 

Iraq War in 2003.  

It is difficult to discern what types of political thoughts and beliefs people had 

prior to the disaster, but many of my interlocutors frequently employ the narrative that 

their political and social investments of time and emotions changed after 2011. What is 

salient within the context of nuclear disasters is that the interpretation of human and 

environmental vulnerabilities can become especially conflictual around “less visible” 

forms of damage, in this case, radiation. The ability of these activist communities to grow 

in size and depth is connected to how definitional ambiguities about disaster can itself 

expand a sense of mutual vulnerability. The emergence of activism within this context is 

not only an effort to gain political recognition from state authorities in order to “fix” 

injuries. Rather, it also involves the formation of communities that aim to “supplement” 

the State by generating alternatives for expression, belonging, and participation.  

This dissertation has shown that despite the differences in nuclear issues versus 

structural racism, contemporary movements against racism in Japan cannot be 

disentangled from disaster politics. Activists intentionally use post-disaster narratives as a 

tool to broaden their movements. In exploring the theme of urgency, this dissertation has 

considered what it means for a specific moment to “awaken” communities, especially 

predominantly “majority” ones, to racism. Within this awakening process is a tension 
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wherein Japanese anti-racists must contend with their past complicity with structural 

racism.  

This dissertation has also shown that the movement’s philosophy of “living 

together” operates as a temporal intervention. “Living together” simultaneously exposes 

the hidden pluralities of life in Japan at the same time that it acknowledges 3/11 as an 

event that radically changed many people’s sense of responsibility to each other. In 

describing how activists enact their notions of living together, this dissertation has 

explored the affective dimensions of post-disaster citizenship. Urgency is not simply a 

method of classifying the importance of political action. Rather, activists often embody 

these urgencies through emotions and other somatic responses. Moreover, in tracing the 

roots of “living together” in HIV advocacy, this dissertation has considered how post-

disaster citizenship invokes continuities between discrete anti-discrimination movements 

in Japan. 

Chapter 5: Fukushima and the Ambivalence of Belonging examined how counter-

racist activists viewed their transition into anti-racist collective action as a natural 

outgrowth of their political “awakenings” following the 2011 disaster. While considering 

the motivations for activists to frame 3/11 as a paradigm-shifting moment, this chapter 

explored how activists’ attempts to extend nationalist caring towards racially 

marginalized groups can produce awkward and painful moments.  

While sociologists of social movements have written about social movement 

spillover as way that multiple movements might grow from a main catalyst, this work has 

shown the racial and gender tensions underlying some of these extensions. Some 

important questions that emerged within these contexts include how activists negotiate 

for whom action should be taken and how defining subjectivities—such as victims and 

allies—shapes movement structures and tactics. Whereas anti-nuclear activism is 
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predicated in an ideology of shared and converging harms, racism is by definition 

asymmetrical in the injuries it produces. Japanese activists have attempted to create 

continuities between anti-nuclear and anti-racism movements by constructing new modes 

of understanding shared injury. For instance, they have argued both that racism is an 

issue of relevance for all Japanese people because it is socially toxic as well as that it is 

the responsibility of “members of the majority” to defend racial/ethnic minorities.  

Focusing on risks and vulnerabilities, Chapter 6: “Extreme Pressure”: Race, 

Vulnerability, and Masculinities, drew connections between gendered and racialized 

exclusions in Japanese society as a whole and that occurring within the anti-racism 

movement. This chapter showed how male, Japanese anti-racism activists responded to 

the harassment and abuse of Zainichi Koreans through adversarial counter protests. This 

chapter analyzed gender as a key part of how activists understand the meaning and 

substance of anti-racist collective action. Japanese male activists narrate their privilege as 

the impetus for them to “absorb” the burden of hate speech and directly confront risks, 

which they encounter not only in the space of protests but throughout the continuum of 

their activist engagements. However, these dynamics of inclusion and exclusion are made 

further blurry through these activists’ understandings of sexual and gender politics. Anti-

racist activists embrace LGBT sexualities both as allies and as queer men engaging with 

pleasure, self-expression, and performance.  

Chapter 7: Mobilizing Kawasaki focused on the perspectives of local community-

based activists, and particularly, the leadership of Zainichi Korean activists. This chapter 

followed activists from the space of public protests to the terrain of legal negotiations in 

the form of advocacy efforts directed at developing a city-based law, in Kawasaki, to 

prevent and regulate hate speech. The activists argue that hate speech does not just 

happen in face-to-face interactions, but is far more pernicious as it percolates into the 
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ambiguous space of social media. As these activists’ stories suggest, Kawasaki’s activists 

to protest emerged out of a localized, immediate sense of vulnerability. Activists discuss 

harm not as a consequence of discrete events but, rather, as a series of repetitions. These 

perspectives complicate the notion of an “after” or “post” moment to injuries.  

The story of Kawasaki has provided critical nuance for this dissertation’s 

conceptualization of post-disaster citizenship. This case has shown that whereas disasters 

can trigger broad “awareness” about social inequalities, marginalized communities have 

developed their own sets of strategies for understanding social difference and confronting 

social inequality. Although post-disaster landscapes often center on themes of the nation, 

Kawasaki reveals continuities between local and national politics. 

 

Intellectual Contributions 

This project has been guided by two research questions. Why do disasters trigger 

broader social and political contestations about race, social inequality, human rights, and 

political inclusion? In what ways do “post-disaster” politics reiterate, supplement, or 

disrupt existing modalities of racial discrimination and exclusion? 

This dissertation has provided a detailed account of the social and political effects 

of disasters on civic engagement, documenting how progressive activists in Japan 

developed a critical awareness about social inequality and structural discrimination 

through the lens of disaster. This work has analyzed how this new wave of antiracism 

politics simultaneously produced pathways for existing minority-led networks to gain 

wider political recognition at the same time that they inadvertently contributed to the 

political risks faced by ethnic Korean activists, especially women.  
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This research contributes to contemporary understandings of racial and gender 

politics in Japan. Japan is politically and economically significant globally, but also, 

given the increasingly interconnected nature of crises, which range from disasters, forced 

migrations, and racial violence. This project has shown how transnational social 

movement networks alters the very ways in which race and racism are defined in Japan. 

For instance, activists’ adoption of English language terminology such as, “racism” 

(translated to reishizumu, a Japanese linguistic adaptation of the English word); the 

influence of North American and European feminisms, Occupy, and #BlackLivesMatter; 

as well as the invocation of Western popular culture and consumer branding within these 

movements in Japan. Following from the work of Nadia Kim (2008) who has theorized 

racial formation in Korea (cited in my historical discussion in Chapter 4), future 

directions for this project will extend this line of inquiry to consider how such usages do 

not merely reflect a globalization of political solidarities and frameworks, but reveal 

insights as cultural artifacts of U.S. empire and its varied influences on Asia.   

This project is not the first to show that there are overlaps in how activists attempt 

to change simultaneously mainstream culture and the law. However, the level of my 

ethnographic immersion has allowed me to document the particularities of the ways in 

which discrete cultural, legal, and spatial strategies are adopted over time by activists in 

the specific political terrain of contemporary Japan. This project offers a qualitative 

supplement to efforts by the government of Japan and the United Nations to analyze 

racial discrimination. Similarly, this project contributes towards critical digital media 

studies, which shows how internet spaces have emerged as incubators for cyber-racism 

and also to larger theoretical debates about how liberal states continue to appropriate the 

ideals and rhetoric commonly associated with human rights and anti-racism while 

simultaneously “tolerating” racism and inequality (Goldberg 2002; Melamed 2011, 
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Winant 2004). The concept of post-disaster citizenship describes the processes through 

which activists’ understandings of social harms, vulnerabilities, and social connectedness 

change in the aftermath of disasters, ultimately shaping their methods of advocating for 

civil rights. In Japan, post-disaster citizenship has taken the form of social justice 

movements that have attempted to forge a more equal future for all people. 
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