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What Predecessors Teach Us About “Racial Justice”

- From the Classroom of Practical English Seminar II -

HONG Sujin *

1. Introduction

In the Practical English Seminar IT (5583255 {# % 11 ) class, students can have opportunities
to discuss gender and racial equality together and talk about why we have to overcome all of the
problems in our society.

According to my experience, this class was offered with the premise that it would be taken
by students from the Hokkaido Public Policy School (HOPS), so as a student at the Graduate
School of Law, I took the class as a cross-disciplinary course. There were ten students in the
class, including not only Japanese students but also Chinese and Korean students, and the
diversity of backgrounds from each student allowed them to share different opinions on the same
question.

The books that the instructor Professor HJ Naomi Chi decided to use in her class were Black
Like Me, written by John H. Griffin, which describes the real life of African American people
who lived in the Deep South in the 1960s, and Yellowface, written by R. F. Kuang, which tells
the story of a promising Asian woman writer and her friend. Essay-style nonfiction and novels
were chosen so that students could read books written in English more easily. Each student is
required to write a simple opinion after every class, and students can choose to write their essay
in Japanese or English, whichever they prefer. To get a semester grade, students are required to
write their own essay twice, following the themes that are given in advance. Students are also
allowed to create their own essays in both languages so they can have the opportunity to write
academic papers in foreign languages.

In the class, professor gives a lecture to enhance students' understanding because the content
of the class is focused on the situation in the U.S. and Northern American cultures. For example,
she introduced the Civil Rights Act in the U.S. before reading Black Like Me. She also provided
information about the racism against Asian people, with examples from famous movies and

dramas made in Northern American countries. Additionally, she prepared a special lecture given

*  Master Course Student at the Graduate School of Law, Hokkaido University.
E mail: sujin.hong.bO@elms.hokudai.ac.jp
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by Dr. Dorota Szelewa, an assistant professor at University College Dublin, who specializes in
gender and politics, in the context of Eastern European countries. In that special lecture, Dr.
Szelewa introduced us to the meaning of “Social Investment Strategy,” so students could discuss
the possibility of applying that concept to the contexts of Far East Asian countries like Japan or
Korea.

I think the flow of “Lecture about the main topic of the book,” “Reading a well-written book,”
“Discussion,” and “Writing papers” in this class is perfect coursework for students who want to
learn more about inequalities and make the world a better place in the future. Students are often
required to read a lot of pages in English, so they must struggle to meet deadlines for not only
their presentations but also their papers during and after class. However, as a student who was
excited to learn about the world during her class, I would highly recommend taking her class,

especially for those who are strongly interested in social inequalities and justice.

2. The books used in this class
2.1 Black Like Me (John H. Griffin)

First, students need to read Black Like Me, which describes racial problems in the southern
area of the U.S., such as racial segregation and sexual harassment against African American
women. The book enabled me to understand how the policy of local governments can shape the
awareness and attitudes of the residents.

One day in the 1950s, Mr. John H. Griffin, a journalist from Texas, spontaneously decided
to disguise himself as an African American man and visit the Deep South states, because “the
southern negro will not tell the white man the truth,” as he said. Despite strong opposition from
his friends and family, he visited the southern states, where he faced racial problems, from
bathroom segregation to lynching and terror against African Americans, such as the Parker lynch
case. He was confused by the fact that the white people in the southern states, who were friendly
and warm to other white Americans, were extremely hostile to African Americans. Through this
discrimination, Mr. Griffin gradually became aware of the social-level inequalities against
African Americans, as well as the strong unity of African Americans in fighting back against the
hate from white people.

There was not only violence against African Americans but also the prejudice white people
held. Mr. Griffin realized that many white people in the southern states believed that African
Americans were not the same as human beings, so it was considered justified to view African
Americans as if they were animals. When he hitchhiked and rode in a stranger's vehicle, white
men who allowed Mr. Griffin to ride in their cars expressed their negative and inferior attitudes,
especially towards the sexual lives of African Americans. Mr. Griffin was sickened at heart by

the overwhelming hate against him from white people.
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In the final chapter of the book, Mr. Griffin finally returned to white society. He determined
to publish his book and share his experience as an African American on the radio and television
to inform Americans of the fact that discrimination and bullying against African Americans still
existed in the Deep South, despite the Emancipation Proclamation issued by Abraham Lincoln.

The context of the book reminded me of the Black Lives Matter movement. In 2020, George
Floyd, an African American man aged forty-six, was murdered by a white police officer while
shouting “I can’t breathe,” even though he did not have any weapons on him at that moment. Of
course, today, there are no visible segregation laws or Alien Land Laws enacted in California,
but racial injustice and prejudice toward racial minorities remain invisible, and many people are
suffering from hate. For example, according to the Federal Bureau of Prisons in the U.S,,
discrimination in the punishment for crimes has been frequently pointed out. Additionally,
according to the United States Census Bureau, Black Americans account for 38.9% of the inmate
population in prisons, though they only constitute 13.7% of the total U.S. population. As the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) has noted on their
website, not only is there a higher percentage of African Americans being sentenced to prison,
but experts are also concerned about the higher rates of illicit drug use among African Americans.

We had the first African American president, and now we have our first female African
American vice president. The fact that we now have great African American leaders is worthy
of being called a huge progress for humanity. However, on the other hand, how can we address
the numerous problems ordinary African Americans still face? Many African American families
remain economically disadvantaged, and they are exposed to high levels of crime and drug use.
African American women are racially and sexually abused, as depicted in a scene from the
movie The Color Purple. Throughout her class, students can learn why African Americans suffer
from these social problems. The experience of reading Black Like Me in this class helps students

become more aware of structural inequalities and enables them to discuss potential solutions.

2.2 Yellowface (Rebecca. F. Kuang)

Secondly, a book named Yellowface was introduced as the second textbook. The book,
written by R.F. Kuang, an American novelist, is a partially autobiographical story of the author
as a Chinese American woman. Athena Liu, a promising Chinese American writer, passed away
due to an unpredictable accident. June Hayward, an unsuccessful novelist and Athena's friend,
suddenly became the only witness to Athena’s death, and June compulsively decided to
plagiarize Athena’s unpublished novel. Her final work is related to Asian immigration history,
especially the story of Chinese American laborers during World War I, so June published
Athena’s work under the name “Juniper Song,” which sounds like an Asian-style pen name.

Athena’s novel, titled Over the Sycamore, became a bestselling book, and June gained national
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fame from its successful sales.

Compared to Black Like Me, Yellowface satirizes contemporary American racism, especially
ignorance toward Asian people. In the book, June does not feel much guilt about her plagiarism.
While some Asian writers, like Adele Sparks-Sato, suspect that Over the Sycamore was
plagiarized, June continues to justify herself. For her, Asian people were invisible.

3

Students understood the difference between “visible discrimination” and “invisible
discrimination” by using these two books about African Americans and Asian Americans. When
it comes to visible discrimination, toward Black people, they often face the danger of physical
violence or sexual harassment. In contrast, invisible discrimination, which affects Asian people,
is mostly expressed through deliberate ignorance, as seen in the story of Athena and June in
Yellowface.

Before reading Yellowface, a lecture was given related to the famous prejudice towards Asian
people in several movies made by North American countries. In Breakfast at Tiffany s, a famous
American romantic comedy film from the 1960s, Mickey Rooney played Mr. Yunioshi, a
stereotypical Japanese male character. In the film, Mr. Yunioshi is primarily portrayed as a man
no one would want to be close to, and who is narrow-minded. Additionally, the characters in the
film frequently referred to Mr. Yunioshi as "Jap," a derogatory abbreviation for Japanese people.
Throughout the lecture, before reading the book, students could understand the history of

"passing" in relation to Asian people.

3. What I learned from this class

There were so many things I learned from this class, but in short, I especially developed my
own worldview as a student who wants to be a researcher and study abroad in the future. I am
currently researching the migration integration policies of Japanese local governments, and the
contents of this class gave me ideas on how racial majorities should build relationships with
people who are racially minorities. Most Far-East Asian countries, such as Japan, South Korea,
and Taiwan, are now seriously considering opening their borders more broadly and accepting
more immigrants as a solution to the problem of the continuously decreasing laborers, especially
in rural areas. For example, in Hokkaido, the largest racial minority is now Vietnamese. This is
because most Vietnamese people obtain visas as Technical Intern Trainees and work at factories
or farms, which are mainly located in rural areas. Not only Vietnamese, but also other Southeast
Asian people, such as Indonesians and Myanmarese, are increasing at an accelerated pace.
Compared to Koreans or Chinese people, who have been the traditional major racial minorities
in Japan for a long time, Southeast Asians tend to be more distinguishable from Japanese people,
especially in terms of their ethnic characteristics such as skin color and traditional culture. This

means that understanding racial issues in North American countries is now meaningful for Asian
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developed countries, which have recently begun to set immigration policies more seriously.
This class gave me a chance to reconsider what racial justice is and what we should do as
the majority in a nearly homogeneous country. Throughout the class, I learned that racial justice
is not only an issue between White people and African Americans, but it can also be a problem
between Far-East Asians and other ethnic minorities in our towns and countries. We must work

together to overcome all these kinds of injustices.

4. Conclusion

As I wrote above, there are reasons to take this class, especially from the perspective of
learning about human rights and racial justice. Not only that, but for every student who may
read this article, this class is very worthwhile for three reasons.

First, Prof. Chi often shared her own experiences as a Korean Canadian woman with the
students, so they could better understand the circumstances and cultures of North American
countries. For example, in the last part of Black Like Me, she briefly explained what the
television program 60 Minutes, made by CBS, is, and this helped students understand the content
better because students had no prior knowledge of it. Hence, the class can also be helpful for
students who want to learn more deeply about North American cultures.

Second, the class requires students to read a lot of pages of the book in English for discussion
during each class, so students can improve their reading speed in English throughout the
semester. Not only are their reading skills enhanced, but also their writing skills are improved
through educational activities in her class. Students who hope to study abroad, such as in the
U.S. or the U.K., might not want to miss any opportunity to enhance their English skills.

Finally, the discussion experience not only enhances students' critical thinking skills, but
also helps form their perspectives on society. In this class, we students could debate with our
classmates and exchange views on racial injustices. As a foreign student who participated in this
class, I would like to say it was my best experience to discuss why we should fight back against
various injustices in our society and the world together.

Despite the diversity of nationalities, many students have a desire for the progress of society
and want to pursue careers that can help people's daily lives, such as becoming a civil servant or a
researcher, in the HOPS and Graduate School of Law at Hokkaido University. Of course, it could
be important to study hard in other subjects, such as constitutional law or policy theories, to pass
the civil service examination. However, I think students who truly hope to create a better world

should deeply reconsider what the concept of justice really is and what we should define as justice.
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