“Tinsagu nu Hana”
The Flower of the Tinsagu Plant
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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.

Iam 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 I reacted to every instance of cultural ignorance
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