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Asian American studies course which I was helping to teach at the University 
of California, Berkeley. Since the course topic for the week was interracial 

couples, I thought the film might generate some good class discussion. ‘The 

blurb on the DVD case characterized the film as a story about a Japanese 
sarariman and an Australian woman who end up falling in love. 

[= writing this essay after previewing a film called Japanese Story for an 

Japanese Story was painful to watch. It portrayed the Japanese sarariman 
as awkward, stiff, and effeminate—exactly the opposite portrayal of white 
males. That wasn’t surprising, though. For as long as there have been mov- 
ies, Asians usually have been portrayed in terms of stereotypes rather than as 
individuals. There has been little character development of Asian roles in the 
mass media beyond the sinister Fu Manchu, the Confucius-quoting Charlie 
Chan, or the martial arts expert for men, and the ruthless and oversexed 

“dragon lady” or the meek and subservient geisha for women. While Asian 
women are sexualized objects, Asian men are characterized as asexual. Even 
now, as popular as Jackie Chan is in the U.S., he almost never gets to kiss a 
woman, much less a white woman, in American movies. 

However, that is not why I am writing this piece. While the portrayal 
of Asians, especially Asian men, disturbs me greatly, something I saw—or 

rather, heard—in Japanese Story went beyond disturbing. In a scene where 

the couple fall in love and begin to have sex (with the white woman astride 
the Japanese man, in the dominant position), the music in the background 

is that of the Okinawan folk song “Tinsagu nu Hana.” And, the song keeps 

popping up thereafter in odd scenes throughout the movie. 

It might be easy to dismiss Japanese Story as yet another movie produced, 
directed, edited, and sold by people who simply do not know any better. 
Perhaps I should just let it slide, like I have done so many times with people 

who comment on how well I speak English, even after I’ve told them I was 

born and raised in Hawai‘i. If] reacted to every instance of cultural ignorance 
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that I encounter, I would be too busy to function in life. Besides, I also have 

my hands full trying to rid myself of my own ignorance of other people who 
are different from me. Maybe I should just follow the sayings I see on those 
stickers they sell tourists in Waikiki—“Hang loose, bruddah!” or “Ain't no 
beeg t'ing, bruddah!” 

However, “Tinsagu nu Hana” runs deep in my heart and soul. Just as I 
cannot help the culturally ignorant, neither can I help but be offended, dis- 

turbed, and angered by having something of great spiritual value to me being 
bought, sold, and desecrated. 

Tinsagu nu Hana ya Dye the tips of your fingernails 
eb Chimisachi ni sumiti With the petals of the tinsagu blossom 
ef, Uyanu yuushi gutu ya Dye the teachings of your parents 

Chimu ni sumiri Onto your heart 

I did not learn to sing this song until I was in my twenties. I had gone 
to Okinawa to study at the University of the Ryukyus and, while there, | 

: pursued a lifelong dream of learning to play the sanshin (a three-stringed 
i musical instrument with a roughly square sound box and long neck). As long 

as I can remember, the sound of the sanshin evoked in me an intriguing com- 

Ng bination of comfort and excitement. Perhaps it was because my mother was 
; i learning Okinawan dance when she was pregnant with me. But, in Okinawa, 

i I was fortunate to learn sanshin from a teacher who had a strong voice. Not 

y only was his singing voice powerful, but also whenever he spoke, it was with 

i, conviction and confidence. 

Initially, I thought that “playing sanshin” meant just making sounds on 
the instrument—that I could leave the singing to somebody else. What I came 
to understand was that singing is the lifeblood of Okinawan culture. Long 

before the sanshin entered Okinawa from China, priestesses (i.e., women) had 

been conveying history, praying to the gods, and praising nature through song. 

Eventually, I realized that while only a few people had the time and resources 
to procure a sanshin and to learn to play it, singing without instrumentation 

was done by almost everyone—women and men, old and young, poor and 
rich—at all occasions. 

In the course of learning the sanshin, I encountered the words and 

music for “Tinsagu nu Hana’ and eventually learned how to play and sing it. 
However, it was not the first time I was exposed to the song. As a child, my 

nisei mother (the second-generation offspring of immigrants born in Hawai‘i) 


