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ANN KANEKO

Cross-Cultural Filmmaking,

[ 7

Japanese Style

In the fall of 1994, I embarked on the research for Overstay, a docgmen—
tary about foreign migrant workers {gaikokujin dekasegi rodosha) in
Japan. I had lived in Japan between 1986 and 1990, and ‘whcn I returned
to visit in 1991, I noticed a marked difference in the ethnic makel}p of
Tokyo. Over the past fifteen years, young men and women from other
part; of Asia and Latin America have been flocking to Japan, the new
Asian promised land. With the rapid growth of the Japanese economy, a
shift to the service sector, and a labor shortage during the late "8os, known
as the bubble years, fewer Japanese are willing to do manual labor —the
“3K” work, that is, kitsus thard), kitanai (dirty), and kiken {dangerous).
Attracted by the strong yen, foreigners, often highly educated, have relo-
cated to fill this labor need, working for substandard wages in urban and
suburban Japan.' - o
I had the good fortune of receiving a Japan Found-anon Arflstsj
Fellowship, which enabled me to finance the first leg of the project in
exorbitantly expensive Japan. I began this project with great trep%datlon
since [ was not current on the situation in Japan and was uncertain as to .
what I would find. Would I successfully find subjects who were part of tl"11§
marginalized segment of Japanese society? Would they be x'vlllmg Fo pamci—
pate in a project like this one? Would I be able to communicare WIth 't'hem.
Would ! find a focus for a film? How would I be viewed by these gat;m?.
Except for spending time during the summer of 1991 with a young‘Iraman
man, who spoke very little English or Japanese and who was most u{ltent
on seducing me, I had had lirtle contact with the people on whom I in-
tended to focus. Having been away from Japan, most of my knowledge of
these new foreign residents came through TV news clips and arricles [ had

read during 1991. I also knew that the tide of foreigners that had caused so

much excitement in the early ‘90s was waning, and with the recession

immigration authorities were cracking down. Many people had already left
voluntarily or been deported.

Irealize my anxieties were natural, given the ever-unfolding process of
documentary filmmaking, yet somehow the stakes seemed higher since [
was making a film in a foreign land about foreign people. Although I am
fluent in Japanese and had already lived in Japan for more than three years,
Fknew that making a film would truly test my ability to arttully navigate
social codes and cultural boundaries.

Given the array of circumstances ! had to deal with, making the film
was a very enriching and challenging process. I have tried to reflect on that
process, shedding light on some of the choices I made and the circum-
stances under which I made them. As I comment on this film, I should
mention that it is still a work-in-progress, so some of my textual analysis
may pertain to sequences that may not be included in the finished film.
Writing about the film while I am stil] ediring it has made me reflect on
some of the initial ideas that ! had when [ came to the project, and it has
been an interesting process looking at how those ideas have evolved and
how I have had to rethink their application in the film

(-
How I Am Perceivad

Although I may feel like the same person in Japan, I am not who I am in
Los Angeles. In a country where categories are particularly important, I am
a gaifin and a woman — which mean different things from what it does
here. In the United States, I cannot escape the features of my face that
make me “Japanese” American, but I am still an American and another
granddaughter of yet another immigrant. Like most Americans, | am a hy-
phenate. In Japan, where the notion of being a gaijin, which literally means
outsider, is quite strong, I am #ikke; amerika-jin, which means the American
of Japanese ancestry, but a gaifin, nonetheless. In a land that claims homo-
geneity, I am a curiosity. At least it is an excuse for my accent and brash be-
havior, which would certainly not be acceptable if I were a “real” Japanese
woman. Of course, these labels exist everywhere whether one pays heed to
them or not. However, because [ was making a documentary, I was more
self-conscious about them; the relationships I formed with subjects would
be based on how they perceived me.

In Japan, I was neither Japanese nor a member of the recently arrived
Immigrant communities, neither a member of the dominant group nor the
underrepresented group. But I like to think of myself as being sympathetic
to the new group of foreign workers in Japan because I had experienced
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Hikari Yagi, Ann Kaneko, and William Higa (left to right). Photo courtesy of the
filmmaker.

what it was to be a gajjin in Japan and because 1 am a grandchild of immii
grants who had left the very country that was now hosfing immigrants. This
was my personal connection. Since I knew only one of my grandparents,

1 can only imagine their experiences coming to the Unite.d States years ago.
But despite the passing of almost a century, somehow 1 felt T could.get to
know my grandparents through these new residents in Japan. I believed
that there were common elements in the immigrant experience that I could
learn about from these contemporary immigtants, bringing me closer to
my grandparents. However, [ was also well aware of the fact that my expe-
rience was quite different from theirs. [ was visiting from a wealthy coun-
try and had chosen to come to Japan, not to work but to pursue intellec-
tu‘al interests. Did these considerations matter in Japan? I did not know

and was curious to find some answers.

>
Choosing Subjects and Establishing Trust

In order to meet possible subjects and get a sense of their working and liv-
ing conditions in Japan, [ began by contacting various nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs} working to better the conditions of foreigners.

ANN EANEEKO
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Making these contacts also facilitated getting the proper introductions, so
important in Japan, to other organizations and individuals, Most of the or-
ganizations were known for serving specific ethnic or religious communi-
ties, but there is much crossover in Japan because of the small sizes of im-
migrant communities. Consequently, all foreigners are lumped into one

big gaijin pot, and 1 found more intermingling among immigrants than I do
in the United States, for example, where the individual communities are
large and autonomous. Despite the vast differences in culture and language
between South Americans and South Asians, Southeast Asians and East
Asians, they all find a common bond in being gafjin in Japan.

As I met more and more people and got a sense of what stories [
wanted to tell, [ had to choose subjects for my film. [ was looking for varia-
tions on the Japan experience. Aside from looking for different nationali-
ties and genders, [ was seeking a range of personalities and people, faced
with different challenges. The subjects all have certain common attributes:
they are young, have come to Japan to work and make money, and have
overstayed their visas.

Under any circumstances, it is difficult to find people to be in a film
because most people are not willing subjects. In fact, it might be safe to sav
that this reticence is even stronger among Asians because they are usually
more concerned with saving face. They want to keep up appearances and
often hide what they really think. Asians do not want to bad-mouth any-
one and are less willing or interested in telling all or confessing than are
Americans, especially if television talk shows are any indication.

The situation of my subjects is even touchier becarise they could face
deportation if someone squeals on them. T have heard of other documen-
tary filmmakers who conduct elaborate searches, similar to casting ses-
sions, videotaping their prospective subjects and testing ont how they ex-
press themselves and come across on camera. But given the undocumented
status of my subjects, I did not feel as if this was an appropriate method;
by pulling out a camera, [ would probably scare away most of my
prospects before asking even one question. Instead, I took a more intuitive
approach. [ knew that to ask people to let me into their lives to film them I

had to get along with them and earn their trust. Consequently, | spent
many hours hanging out with the four sets of subjects in my film. I never
“tested” them on camera before I filmed them. I thought that if [ found
something compelling about them or their stories this would be reflected in
the film. 1 was rewarded with amazing access to the worlds of my subjects,
and [ am not sure whether another approach would have granted me the

same success.

As L edit the film, though, I realize the limitations of my methodology
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in choosing my subjects because there are those who are n.mre ar;l;;l:rteer-
and who have more on-camera presence than others. By Vll‘l’llel o het p
sonalites, the more outgoing subjects speak more freeAly andhc ear zthe
front of the camera, but they have differ»ent conAcemé trotlnht os}f 0' e
more reticent ones. For example, Ashraf, a Pakistani subject v:/jfnf) is 1
the shyer characters in the film and who clearly has the rr;osf ’ i 1::dt);m-
speaking in front of the camera, is in some' ways n?01'e en vearm‘g il
cere because he is able 1o see the positive side ro his éxperlencez s
critical and negative abour his life in Japan and provides ) goo‘ d a/ ;,SO
some of the others. Sally, a Filipina working L}S a hostess in ]a;;(ax; isa -
quite shy and does not clearly articulate details ab(?ut.her wor 1 Aecautsl i
is ashan;ed of it. I hope that her modesty and amb}gulty do noc have th
opposite effect of making her appear tf) be a prostitute. cabed by people
Because [ had found all of my subjects through NQOS staffe dyj)to
with whom they already had existing relationships, [ think thc?f tin e °
trust me more from the outset. They knew whefe my sympathlesA .ay, an o
general T found they were less guarded than their \fulnerable pf)slélgn rmgbc-
suggest they would or should be. Although I S from tbe Utxilllltz a;;;es;‘[ho
ing a gaijin worked in my favor because in their eyes l.w'as s g i Of,
knew somewhere else and was able to see beyond the 1d10§yncz’i>1e .
Japanese society. Perhaps in the same way that ]apa'nese viewe “r:;lz .
riosity, they also were amused by the Japanese-looking woman
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act like a Japanese. Because of the prevalence of contracted second- and
third-generation Japanese Brazilians and Japanese Peruvians working along-
side other immigrant workers ar factéries and clubs, there was also a kind of
understanding of how someone like me could exist. They could identify with
me because they identified with the Japanese Brazilians and Japanese Pery-
vians who possess visas in Japan but are very much in the same class and
vulnerable position as undocumented workers. These elements gave us a ba-

+sis for forming a kind of camaraderie. And precisely because they had been
living in Japan, they understood that there were those whom one could trust
and those whom one could not trust regardless of nationality.

When one engages with the Lives of his or her subjects, one wants ro
be sure that making the documentary is somehow a reciprocal arrange-
ment. Documenting the situation of exploited individuals, I would be very
distressed if power imbalances in their situarion were mirrored in our
filmmaker-subject relationship. Because thev were giving to me, I felt it was
extremely important that I somehow be uble ro reciprocate. This was not
necessarily material or monetary. They were not interested in material
remuneration, because we were friends and they would have been highly
insulted had I tried to pay them, Among non-Westerners, money plays a
different role and does not always settle accounts so definitively between
people as it does in the West. Familial and fraternal ties are much more im-
portant than material pavment, and because I was their friend and their
guest, on many occasions, I had difficuley paying for anything — very differ-
ent from in the West. The fact that [ am a woman also made a big differ-
ence to my male subjects who came from more traditional societies, where
women virtually never pay. Since | am roughly the same age as they are, in
this respect also we were equals. Perhaps if [ were older and richer and
wielded more authority in society, this relationship might have been differ-

ent. However, since Pm not and don’t have any power and they knew it,
they expected no more than my friendship and trust.

In light of the pressures of Japanese life and the isolation in Japanese
society, I think it was enough thar they could find a friend in me who was
always willing to listen. I found that they were emotionally needy, and it
served both of us if thev confided and I listened. They had few close Japa-
nese friends, if any at all, and their closest friends were other immigrants
like themselves who spoke the same language. In the process of shooting
the film, I spent hours listening to their trials and tribulations, clowning
around with them, and becoming their friend. We became quite close.
Because my subjects all work long hours in Japan (often ten to twelve hours
a day and usually six days a week), their leisure time is limited, which also
cut down the available time I could spend with them. Consequently, their
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free time is very special, which privileged the time we did spend together.
Indeed, I remember Mujahid mentioning at a Japanese language speech
contest how everyone in Pakistan always has time to gup shup, or *shoot
the shit,” as they say in America. At the end of his speech, he emphasized
how Japanese are always working and never spend their time hanging out.
Clearly, it was a pleasant change for him and the others to have someone so
willing to gup shup with in a familiar Pakistani manner.

I can imagine how it helped them to share their frustrations with a
disinterested party like me. Because of the closeness of the community, gos-
sip also abounds, and rhat can make immigrants more hesitant to share
anything personal with people from the same country. Consequently, they
are rrapped in a difficult situation, dependent on community members,
against whom they also compete for the same jobs and resources and with
whom they share an insular existence. This was true for Sally. I could tell
that she felt extreme pressure from her Filipina coworkers, who did not
empathize with her distaste for the work. Because the work (entertaining
and serving drinks to male clients and occasionally being felt up by them)
was degrading, it seemed that all of the women had become anesthetized to
the unsavory aspects of the job. But Sally could not forget how the rest of
society viewed her work or accept her everyday world as being the norm.
Therefore, she could not confide in the other Filipina women, who spoke
her language and knew best what she was experiencing, without being
criticized and castigated for being so attached to her self-respect. Perhaps
Sally’s gripes cut too close to home. The other Filipina hostesses only con-
soled her by telling her thar it was “just a job” and that it did not reflect on
her real character. They advised her to go along with the game since she
was in Japan to make money. In time, Sally resigned herself to these atti-
tudes, and [ began hearing her echo the advice she was given.

Although I would eventually like to show this film to the Japanese
audiences for whom it is the most directly relevant, [ anticipate that it will
be shown in the United States and possibly Europe before it reaches Japan.
This is better for my subjects. They were willing to participate in the proj-
ect because they knew that I would be rerurning to the United States to
edit and show the film there. If [ were producing the piece for Japanese
television, I am sure they would have had reservations about participating
and would not have spoken as openly. Everyone in the film talks candidly
about remaining in Japan illegally, and T do not want to jeopardize anyone’s
ability to stay there. Although it is unlikely that immigration officials
would actually track down people in my film, I do not intend to show the
film publicly in Japan until all of the main participants have returned home
or have normalized their status.

ANN KANEKO
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Sally Abolos, a Filipina woman who worked as a hostess at an Ito club. Photo
courtesy of the filmmalker,

»—
Gender Roles

Gender played a distinct role in how I interacted with my subjects. Since
there were both men and women in my film (all heterosexual, as | am), T was
able to see how being a woman influenced my relationships with people of
both genders. With the womenn, [ was like a friend or a confidante, For the
men, [ was a love prospect, and my sexuality seemed to work as an Hmpor-
tant bait.

More than half of the foreigners working in Japan are men. In the
South American, Chinese, Korean, Thai, and Filipino communities, there
are almost equal numbers of women. However, in the Islamic communities
there are practically no women, Especially among these men, arranged
marriages are commonplace, and one of the main attractions of Japan is
the prospect of a love relationship. The reputation of Japan’s sex industry
has also spread to the rest of Asia, and many men had come in search of
f‘free sex.” Consequently, there are many young foreign men on the prowl
in Japan, and the loneliness of their situation also prompts them to seek
women for companionship. Although things have changed radically in
Japan and intermarrying is not frowned on as it had been in the past, it is
only with American or European white men that it is considered moder-
ately acceptable. It is very much an issue influenced by class and status,
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and often dark-skinned Asian men, who come from Third World countries,
have a difficult time finding a date unless they are willing to pay for it.

Under these circumstances, it is no wonder that I was so desirable.

The reputation of American women that preceded me, thanks to Hollywood
and the desirability of my citizenship, also made me a good catch. This cer-
tainly made meeting gaijin men easier, but it complicated the filmmaking
process, to say the least. What in my mind was research for my film was
for them a sexual advance. It did not take me long to realize that I was be-
ing misunderstood, and that because of the peculiarities of the circum-
stances of my subjects I would probably have similar experiences with
whatever male subjects I chose. At one point, I seriously considered pur-
chasing a fake wedding band to ward off some of the would-be suitors, but
I decided that I could not lie to people from whom I expected the truth.

Although [ was up front with everyone that I was not interested in
them as they hoped, | rcalize that the possibility of a potential relationship
seemed to have a great deal of power over them. It was obvious that they
would volunteer information in hopes of getting my approval. Thus my
sexuality did contribute to making me more privileged. No matter how
strongly I tried to avoid manipulating them, [ must acknowledge that I was
taking advantage of the power [ as a woman had over them in order to
make them participate in my film. I do not explicitly portray these dynam-
ics in the film, but Nasir and Mujahid, two Pakistani subjects, very can-
didly express their expectations of finding “girls everywhere” in Japan.
Clearly, this is one of their primary concerns, so I leave room for specula-
tion about how they view me.

With so many suitors, it was important for me to feel “safe,” meaning
that 1 was at least physically in spaces that would discourage my subjects
from having the wrong idea about our relationship. I originally chose three
Pakistani men living together because they also lived with a Brazilian
woman when I met them. Since they lived with a woman, it made the envi-
ronment safer for me, and I thoughrt their living arrangement was unique
to their experience in Japan. I avoided being with any of them alone so as
not to mislead them. I never imagined that they could all get the wrong
impression.

In jest, I often tell people that I could easily have made a woman’s ver-
sion of Sherman’s March (1986). In that documentary, Ross McElwee sets
out to make a film about General William Tecumseh Sherman’s unforget-
table Civil War march — destroying, pillaging, and killing—through the
South, but the film becomes the story of his pursuit of romantic love after a
breakup with a girlfriend. As he roams the South, he uses his camera as a
means of approaching women and questioning them about love, romance,

ANN EANEEO

f.\shraf, Nasir, and Mujahid in their two-room fla. Photo courtesy of the
filimaker. ‘

and his own failures. Almost all of his friends and family members seem
intent on rescuing him from bachelorhood and become his matchmakers,
introducing him to various versions of his “ideal mare.” He gets tips about
his appearance and how to be passionate. He follows the advice of his sister
who suggests that his camera may be a way for him to approach women,
since it is at least “a conversation piece.”

A few parallels can be drawn between our experiences: McElwee was
actively pursuing his women subjects in order to explore questions that he
had about love, and his film was a vehicle for him to do so. People seemed
to think that his marriage was long overdue. In my case, 1 was actively
seeking out immigrant men to hear their stories for my film, and peop'Ie
seemed to think I was a very eligible young woman. A major difference
was, of course, that McElwee was in search of a lover, and I was not.
Whereas McElwee was chasing potential lovers, potential lovers were
chasing me.

For both of us, our films were a means to meet and engage with
people, and it is interesting to consider to what degree sexuality and the
camera influenced these relationships. Each of my encounters seems to have
been interpreted as a sexual advance, and my subjects were clearly more in-

térested in me than in the camera. For Hassan, the Iranian particii:ant in my
film, I think that at times the film became an excuse for him to meet with ‘
me, but it was ultimately I he was interested in and not the film. This does
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not seem to be the case for McElwee. Some people around him who
thought he should be getting married looked at the camera as a tool for
courtship, but [ am not sure to what degree all of the women were inter-
ested in him, and they were probably more interested in him with his cam-
era than in him without it. In McElwee’s case, women either tolerated him
because of the camera or were attracted to the attention it lavished on them.

Traditionally, we are conditioned to believe that in male-female
courtship, the man pursues the more passive female, waiting to be swept
off her feet. According to McFElwee’s friend, Charlene, whom we meet in
Sherman’s March, this element of passion is precisely what he lacks and
what is responsible for his failure with women. Even though I might have
initiated conversation with my male subjects, they were compelled to pur-
sue me, as is traditionally the case. Having come from the West where
courtship is played out differently and dealing mainly with men who come
from more traditional societies, I realize that these factors also have a great
influence over our relationships. However, [ wonder what my experience
would have been if [ were a man. I would most certainly not have had the
same problems avoiding male suitors (or perhaps [ would have if they were
gay), but I wonder if my experience would have been the same with female
subjects. If | were gay or vice versa, how would the dynamic have been dif-
ferent? Would they have interpreted any approach as a sexual advance, es-
pecially in a more traditional society? Or would I have had mixed results,
as McElwee did? A heterosexual Japanese male photographer friend who
was doing a project on the Iranian community in japan mentioned his ex-
periences with several gay Iranian men. It seems that some of his inter-
actions paralleled my own and that the filming process became a means for
his subjects to become closer to him.

Yet 1 also believe that because of isolation and limited contact with
women, my subjects in Japan were more likely to share things with me as
they would have done with their sisters or mothers and not just with their
prospective girlfriends. One of the men in my film had broken up with his
Japanese girlfriend, and he told me very frankly that there were certain
subjects that were easier to talk about with women than with men. He
couldn’t see himself having the same conversations with his male friends
thar he had with me. Certainly, [ will never know whether this was just a
ploy to gain my sympathy or whether he was, indeed, being sincere. But I
would like to give him the benefit of the doubt. Obviously, nothing was
ever very clear-cut, and continuously hearing so many personal stories, [
felt as though I were living a soap opera.

With the women, I did not have these complications; I was just a
friend. Sally was isolated by her peers and her clients, so she really had no

ANN KAHEEO

Hiroaki ‘Yamamoto (soundman), Ashraf {Sunny), Mujahid. Nasir, and Ann Kaneko
(left to right). Photo courtesy of the filmmaker.

one to turn to. Unless she became intimate with one of her clients, it is
highly unlikely that any of them would be very sympathetic or expect her
to play anything but the part of the stereotypic, flirtatious, subservient
Filipinz woman she was hired to be. As [ mentioned earlier, the other
Filipina women did not empathize with her distaste for the work, and even
her cousin, a former hostess, was not sympathetic. Consequently, even
though [ do not speak Tagalog, and her English and Japanese ar.e not great
['sensed that she was able to confide in me more than anvone else in ]apanj
~There is an independently made student documentary called Tsuma
wa fuirfpina {My Wife Is Filipina), which gained notice in 1993 and 1994.
In the film, Yasunori Terada, the Japanese filmmaker, focuses on his rela-
tionship with his wife, Teresa, 2 hostess he met at a Filipina pub. The film-
maker has said that he made the film to counter the media’s sterotypes of
Filipina women. However, the film furthers these stereotypes more than it
destroys them. The perspective is mainly that of the husband/filmmaker,
whereas the wife is quite guarded about sharing her views of Japan. More-
over, Terada never deals with his own obsession with Filipina women or
the question of why Japanese men, in general, have commodified Filipina
women. The film is problematic, and Terada seems to be oblivious to the
politics of his relationship with Teresa. He is the more dominant figure in

both their personal and social relationships, and this power imbalance is
paralleled on camera.
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In contrast, the filmmaker-subject relationship is much more explicit
in The Good Woman of Bangkok (1995), Dennis O’Rourke’s film about a
Thai prostitute in Bangkok. To begin the film, O’Rourke “purchases™ Aof’s
services for 500 baht or about US $20 and directs her to tell the story of
how she began doing this work, her trials and tribulations. O’Rourke is
obviously sympathetic to his subject, vet as a viewer one cannot help but
question his complicity in the system that exploits these women. He slyly
acknowledges that he was no different from the five thousand other men
who had come to Bangkok, only instead of purchasing Aoi’s sexual ser-
vices, he has “bought™ her to make a film. Of course, on one level this is
no different from a producer paying an actress to act in a film, but because
O’Rourke’s is a documentary film and Aoi a prostitute, it does raise ques-
tions about the propriety of his actions.

Hence, O’Rourke’s film is in a sense about his manipulation of the
client-prostitute relationship, and what makes it interesting is the film-
maker’s involvement and acknowledgment of this manipulation, He in-
cludes in the film Aoi's comment about how she cannot help but distrust
him and his motives and how her friends tell her that she is being manipu-
lated. T wonder to what extent she is acting on her own accord or whether
she is again pleasing her client as she must please her other male clients.
She appears to be quite candid and sincere when she talks about her life,
but she speaks less to the filmmaker than to herself. She uses the opportu-
nity to contess that she has “never expressed this except to my tears.” She
is the most articulate and open when she speaks in Thai, which the film-
maker presumably doesn't understand.

The inequities in the relationship are vast, and she acknowledges that
he will ger far more benefit from her participation in the project than she
will. She accepts these inequities but views the arrangement as being recip-
rocal. He no doubt is tipping her generously and promises to buy her a rice
farm, which he does under the condition that she stop prostituting herself.
In the epilogue of the film, he states that he returned to Bangkok a year
later only to find her working in a sleazy massage parlor. She said that it
was her fate to work there.

O’Rourke’s blatant manipulation of the situation makes his film dis-
tasteful to me, but | credit his clarity in portraying the sordid, twisted na-
ture of these relationships between men and female prostitutes. He also
gives a voice to Aot in his film at the same time as acknowledging his hav-
ing taken advantage of her. In both Terada’s and O’Rourke’s films, their re-
lationships with the women subjects are very much influenced by the inher-
ent power inequities of being men interacting and filming women who are
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exploited by men. When a woman tilmmaker directs women subjects, the
power configuration is intrinsically different.

It is interesting to note that O’Rourke spends a grear deal of screen
time showing the women, including Ao, at work, writhing, naked and dis-
interestedly, to disco music. In my film, you never see Sally at the club in-
teracting with the men and serving drinks. I show her cleaning the club and
gerting ready to go to work, but I do not show her hostessing. | went to the
club with two other crew members to try to record sound and take soine
stills, but I recorded nothing of her, Knowing that most club owners are
aligned with the yakusza, the Japanese mafia, I did not wanr to risk her los-
ing her job or cause her trouble. Perhaps viewers will wish for scenes ex-
plicitly showing her hostess work, but [ will probably leave it to the imagi-
nation unless I insert footage from another club.

Sally is obviously embarrassed about her job, so | don’t think she
would have liked to have been documented working in a club. Since it
wasn't a possibility, I never really broached the subject, but it does pose in-
teresting questions about respecting the wishes of the subject and fulfilling
the needs of the filmmaker. If there had been a possibility to film her and [
had asked her for permission, she may not have objected, but it would
have been because she could nor say no to a friend. In Asia, one is more
sensitive to those unspoken boundaries of what is acceptable, and getting
her participation already seemed like so much. I don’t imagine thar Aoj
liked to be filmed working either, but she probably never had a choice.
There is an interesting moment when O'Rourke films her in bed, wrapped
in a towel. She is extremely vulnerable and covers her legs with a sheet,
which would suggest that she felt uncomfortable.

»\

Language

When I first went to Japan and was learning the language, many Japanese
asked me whether | thought in English or Japanese. They think the true
measure of fluency is whether 2 person actually thinks in the other lan-
guage instead of going through a mental translation process. It is incon-
cetvable to them that one may be able to formulate thoughts in a nonnative
l%mguage. It is true that when one begins to learn a language, that transla-
tton process is very conscious, However, as a person becomes more fluent,
one learns to express him- or herself with his or her limited vocabulary,
and it simply becomes too slow to go back to the referential native lan-
guage. People learn how to break down their ideas into stmpler terms that
they can express with the vocabulary they possess.
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Language is also closely tied to culture so that our perception of the
world is molded by the language we speak. When we speak another lan-
guage, we adopt a little of that culture as well as bring a little of our own
to the way we express ourselves in the foreign tongue. In short, we are con-
stantly working through many filters when we communicate in other lan-
guages, and especially when we are communicating with people who are
engaging in the same process,

For precisely these reasons, language played a pivotal role in our
relationships. Although all of my subjects are conversational and spoke
Japanese well enough to get along in daily life and at work, none of them is
completely fluent in the language or can read or wrire it. All had learned
the language by ear, using it at work. Those who do speak the language
more fluently had been employed at the same small company for many
vears and have had long-term relationships with their emplovers and
coworkers, which is verv important in learning and practicing a language.

They also watch many hours of television, which gives them immense
amounts of language comprehension practice.

All of us are nonnative Japanese speakers, yet for the most part our
common language is Japanese (or English, in the case of Sally). Except for
the Peruvian couple, I was unable to communicate with any of them in
their native language, and even in Spanish my limitations probably created
more misunderstandings than I realized. Because of these language compli-
cations, there were always challenges in expressing ideas in terms we could
both understand. Since I read and write Japanese, I occasionally nsed vo-
cabulary that they did not know. They often did not comprehend what I
could communicate by telephone to fluent Japanese or English speakers.
They needed not only to hear my words bur to see my body language. Con-
sequently, I had to meet face-to-face with them regularly to keep abreast of
their lives.

In documentaries, interviews are often one of the main ways of con-
veying information, and having people speak in English (if it is for an
English-speaking audience) is usually most desirable. Although I hope that
one of the audiences for this film will be English speaking, I do not want to
cater solely to this audience. Actually, the main languages in the film are
Japanese, Urdu, Spanish, Farsi, and Tagalog, and English only plays a mi-
nor role. For English-speaking audiences, almost the entire film will be sub-
titled. However, becausc of the number of languages in the film, I would
also like to de-emphasize the spoken word and let actions speak more
loudly.

I'had to choose what language to conduct interviews in. Since I com-
municated with them in Japanese, Japanese would have been a logical
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%‘hoice. A Japanese audience also would be able to understand more of the
film without subtitles. Yer [ decided to let them speak in their native lan-
guages because [ thought they would be more comfortable and could ex-
press themselves freely and fully, Moreover, I wanted the audience to hear
another language and experience what the immigrants must have experi-
enced when they first came 1o Japan (although the experience is necessarily
different, since the audience will be reading subritles). This transfers the ‘
power of expression to them so that they do not need 1o compromise their
expression in a foreign rongue.
A Another choice I made was not to show the translation process explic-
itly or involve viewers in it as Shoahk (1985) so brilliantly did. When
Claude Lanzmann revisits the Polish sites of the Holoca;lst and interviews
local residents who recall the past, he speaks through an interpreter who
tr‘anslates what the Polish speakers say to Lanzmann, Lanzmann then asks
his questions in French, and these questions are again translated. For an
English—speaking audience only the French is subtitled, and the viewer
must experience the laborious translation process along with Lanzmann.
My system had its limitations. My subjects roughly translated what
they had said, but I was not able to understand exactly what they were
sa}"ing at that moment. Consequently, I could not question them ’on specific
points nor could I engage them in 4 conversation to make them more ar
case. Essentially, I could not direct them. This was a gamble because I am
supposed to be in control of the film. T was relinquishing my power in fa-

For Hassan, this system was clearly limited. Having had his dialogue
Franslated, T'have found that he was extremely incoherent, He continually
Interrupts himself, trying desperately to sound educated and never finding
the appropriate words, Fortunately with ediring, I have made him coher-
ent, but I cannot show him on camera because of the numerous cuts, He
also comes across as being very dry. Because he was nervous, [ am not sure
what I could have done ar the time of the interview, If I could speak Farsi
however, | might have been able to coach him betrer, making him more at’
ease. Still, if Hassan had been asked to speak Japanese, he would not have
been able o convey his more complex intellectua] ideas. I don’t think I had

lim.itations in Japanese clearly curtailed his ability to express himself
which would have made interviewing him in Japanese a less viable option
As Ledit and see how the film will take shape and how my viewers wil
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experience it, [ realize that language defines context. Since I know them in
Japanese, [ almost feel as though I do not know them when they speak in
their own languages. Hearing them struggle in Japanese creates a filter that
makes me more sympathetic to them regardless of the limitations of their
remarks or the ambiguity of what they mean. When they speak in their
own language, this filter is gone, and they become outsiders to Japan and
that experience.

[have been cditing the film with various friends who speak the native
languages of my subjects. From this process, [ get a glimpse of how the
subjects are viewed by their countrymen and women. Nothing that they
say surprises me, but the speed at which my friends are able to pick up on
their personality types does amaze me. What took me a few meetings to
figure out is immediately apparent to those who undersrand the spoken
languages. Class, educational background, and personality are instantly re-
vealed. Realizing that my audience will not necessarily speak rhe languages
in the film, [ am concerned about how apparent these details will be to
them or whether they will be lost. The translations in the subtitles will be
very important and will probably be one of the only ways to convey the
subtle differences in the usage of language as well as when subjects are

“speaking in Japanese or in their native language.

F

Interviews

One of the great challenges of interviewing is getting people to reveal what
they think and feel on camera. Often, subjects are willing to share many of
their insecurities and problems with you off-camera, but the minute the
camera goes on, they fall silent. The person they “hated” a minute ago be-
comes someone with whom they “share differences.” It is amazing how
diplomatic they become. In contrast, some subjects get so caught up in per-
forming for the camera or using it as a means of catharsis, that what they
say does not ring true. For dramatic purposes, the juicy, candid, “true” con-
fession is the pavoff we look for, but it is rare that people are so revealing.
Getting to know someone is to know the sum of his or her actions and
words. Because of time constraints, interviews, voice-over, and narration are
technically more efficient means of revealing and structuring information.
For the most part, they are taken at face value —what is said is the “truch.”
However, people often tell a director what they believe she or he wants to
hear and not what they really think or feel. Therefore, there are variations
of this truth, and it often lies somewhere in the gray area between what they
say, what they do, and what they think given the circumstances.
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[ decided to try to incorporate these considerations into my inter-

revealing their innermost secrets. Still, T could tell by their body language
thar they were expressing the same ideas, in much more seriou's terms, that
Tusually heard them joke about.

However, since | wasn’t exactly sure what they were saying (because
of the language difference) or how it was coming across in that language, T
felt uneasy; on the other hand, I actually liked the tension that was created

all along. Now that [ have had their interviews translated, I find many of
their responses quite truthful at the same time as being diplomatic. Si;1ce
Tknow them well, T realize what is not being said, and that there i almost
more conveyed in their silences and in the ways they have expressed their

tain as to whether I will be able to convey such subtleties in limited time
and space.

One example of this occurred when [ asked Sally on camera whether
she feels close to her cousin. In fact, [ already knew the answer: that al-
though she got along with her cousin, she did not feel particularly close to
her. She avoided my question, saving face, choaosing not t0 say arivthing
bad about her cousin. In the film interview, I also asked Sa Uv'if sf{c could
marry a Japanese, and she emphatically answered that she gould never
marry a Japanese. In this indirect way, she expressed what she thinks about
her cousin, who married a Japanese client.

T\vo of my other subjects also have difficulty with their status, since
one of them s really 5 political refugee and the other s in Japan using an
alias. T asked Hikari to comment on her countrymen and women who must
purchase false documents o work in Japan and I asked Hassan to give his
views on political exiles. Although Hikari never admits that she did the
Same, nor does Hassan admit to his situation, discerning viewers will prob-
ably understand that they are talking about themselves.

My video interview with Sally took place upon her arrival at the
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apartment where she would be living to work at a new hostessing job in
Yokohama. She talks abour her utter hatred of the job and the men, anFi )
on. I do nor ask questions, and she volunteers her comments berwee{n ciga-
rette puffs. The silences are long and tense. She is very Eiiffereyr on film as
opposed to tape, and she contradicts herself in the two interviews. On
video, she says that she has never rold her family about what she does, and
on film she says that she keeps no secrets from her family. I realize that her
responses could vary because they were shor at differenF rimés and. that she
might have disclosed more to her family after the first video m'rervmw and
before the film interview. I find this contradiction very interesting and
meaningful. It points to a truth that is dependent on the circumstances. 1
am sure she has reservations sharing her experiences with her family be- '
cause she does not want them to be ashamed of hez, but at the same time in
the formal interview she does not want to say that she has kepr secrets
from her family, particularly her mother. Because it will possibly confuse
the audience, however, [ will probably not include this in the film.

With my two women subjects, I conducted video interviews as well as
film interviews, and I found them to be much more candid and animated on
video. Without a film crew and the large 16-mm film camera, they felt much
more at ease. In each case, it was just the two of us and we were speaking
the same language. These interviews were more like conversations.

With the Pakistani guys, I did a group session but did not conduct any
individual interviews on video. Although the intimacy might have made for
some juicier footage, I didn’t feel safe alone with them and a camera.. Itis
interesting to note that both McElwee and O’Rourke documented without
a crew (although O’Rourke credits a few Thai soundpeople at the end). It
is probably the intimacy of filming one-on-one that made their films more
candid.

»—

The Video Diary

When I began researching this project, I was determined to not overshoot.
Contrary to the notion that docs are made entirely in the cutting room, I be-
lieve rha't many decisions and choices are made in the conceptualization of

a project. I wanted to limit the amount of footage that 1 ShoF so that I would
spend less time cutting. Therefore, I gave myself plenty of time r(? think
about what it was that | wanted to say and how I wanted to say it. How-
ever, after [ had chosen my subjects, I realized that their lives evolved,
whether I shot them or not, and that in this form of documentary, there are
no second shooting chances. Consequently, 1 began shooting a kind of video
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diary. I was not always sure what would be useful or pertinent until later, so
Ishot everything I found vaguely interesting, I accumulated hours of
footage and realized that it Was not going to be easy to limit it. In rerro-
spect, I realize that it would have been ideal to do the interviews earlier SO
that I could strucrure the piece around them, but I was forced to work back-
ward because of the constraines on the availability of 16 mm equipment,

Shooting on Hi-8 was ideal for many reasons. It was cheap, small, and
portable. Since I did not have the luxury of a crew, 1 could carry my equip-
ment on public transportation (albeir with very sore shoulders) and shoot
on my own. People also tend to be more accustomed ro camcorders, which
allowed me to be less obtrusive, and they saw the camera as my appendage.
Subjects were much less self-conscious in front of a small camera. As a
home videographer, I found thar MY camera was often a participant in the
activities—people ignored the camera and would carry on conversations
with me despite its presence. This is different from the way most news pho-
tography is shot because the cameraperson is supposed to be invisible.

Asa cameraperson, I realized that my footage was very messy. Things
were not very well composed, There tended to be a lot of movement be-
cause of the light weight of the camera, and [ was not very disciplined in
the way I shot many events because I was not sure what I would be using,
Sound quality also was not good because I did not have 3 separate sound-
person. [ depended heavily on the videocamera's ability to shoot under
low-light conditions, and much of the footage is not flattering or well lir,
Usually, I could hardly concentrate on shooting when I was as much a part
of whar was happening as the people in my film. But I trusted that the
footage would be read as 4 reflection of the way things unfolded and of my
relationships with the subjects and would not be judged technically. in fact,
my subjects do appear very natural and unaware of the camera, and in
many ways, this footage is more candid and revealing.

Since video does not compare in resolution ro film, I aim ro use the
juxtaposition of the rwo types of footage to help make 5 formal distinction.
Hopetully, this will resonare with the distinction between how people be-
have and what they do or don’t reveal in front of each respective camera. I
am experimenting with intercurting between film interviews and video ver-
ité scenes to contrast the formality and the candidness of the two shooting
formats. Although Hassan is stiff in his interview, he becomes much more

differences may not be so apparent in the final cut, because much of the
interview material has become a voice-over with the video footage, but “
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hopefully the spirit of juxtaposing these formal statements with their acrions
will still exist.

Honne To Tatemae

When Western students of Japanese culture are indoctrinated with irs mys-
teriousness, they are introduced 1o the concept of honne 1o tatemae. This
term describes the contradiction between hone, which is what people
really think or feel, and tatemae. which is the rule and whar people say. It
literally means “to stand in front.™ Of course, these kinds of contradicrions
exist to varying degrees everywhere. But in the so-called land of ambiguiry,
this contradiction has become integral 1o the culture. The notion is fairly
universal throughout Asia, and Westerners generally find this behavior ro
be perplexing and duplicirous.

T'am trying to apply this idea of bonne to tatemae o my film on sev-
eral levels: in terms of public policy and practice, what Japanese society
openly says but really thinks about gaijin; and what the subjects, them-
selves, say and do. As in the United States so in Japan the contradictions
between public policy and practice are great, especially with regard to an
issue like immigration. For example, the police are part of the Ministry of
Justice and are supposed to enforce immigration policy, but they rarely de-
portanyone unless they suspect him or her of some other crime. Although
all of my subjects (except William, Hikari’s sikkei Peruvian boyfriend) are
without visas and therefore ar risk of deportation, they boldly lie about
their status to police and apologize profusely if stopped, and they get away
with it every time. The police generally know who is overstaying his or her
visa, but if the person acts like a “good” gaijin, is respectful, and does not
embarrass the police, they will let him or her go.

Probably the clearest example in my film of this kind of contradiction
between public policy and its application is when the police appear at a
gathering of Iranians (most of whom have no visa) to report a hit-and-run
accident in which one of theny was involved. The police arrive at a raucous
(by Japanese standards) party of Iranians o discuss the matter with the Je-
gal owners of the vehicle, the Japanese employers of two Iranian brothers.
When the Iranians begin dancing, the police leave, surprisingly, withour
checking anyone’s documentation. Everyone knew that only a week before,
more than twenty people had been deported from that town, and that offi-
cially the police are supposed to report anyone who is undocumented o

the immigration authoriries, Bur the policy is not enforced, and although
immigration officials do not publicly condone people overstaying their
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generally do not want 1o function as ferching boys for immigration author-
ities, because they must maintain relations with the community. Arresting
and deporring foreign employees would be unpopular with small-secror
businesses that employ foreigners, Instead, the police closely survey where
all foreigners work and dwell so that they can Guickly locate a person if
someone falls out of line,

Lalso juxtapose Sunny’s honne to thar of his employers, (Sunny is
Ashrafs nickname. ) Sunny’s boss frankly tells me that he is sure thar Sunny
has suffered 4 great deal but thar Sunny would never complain to him be-
Cause Sunny would not want to jeopardize his posirion by making waves,
His boss acknowledges the boundaries of their relationship and knows that
Sunny s silenced because of his vulnerable position in Japanese society, thar
is, having no visa. In Sunny’s interview, he admirs that he has had 1o strug-
gle over the years bur thar he has had no choice, because he was there to
make money, Consequently, hoth acknowledge the difficulty of Sunny’s po-
sition in Japan, a fact that neither would admir to each other tace-to-face.

Mujahid conrradicrs what he says abour his boss, so we ger a sense of
his relationship to his employers. In his formal interview on film, Mujahid

In the above situation | was shooting video, so f hope that the tell-jr-
like-it-is video footage (honne) juxtaposed against the film foorage
(tatemae) tormally underscores the differences between honne and tatemae.
Another example of this contradiction occurs ig Sally’s interview, when she
smiles and says that her work is just a job and thar Japanese men are no
worse than men anywhere else. Yer in the video interview, it is clear from
her body language how much she detests her work as a hostess and her re-

dicting themselves, contradicting what other foreigners say, whar Japanese
say abour them; Japanese authorities contradicring their own policies;
Japanese contradicting foreigners, and s0 on. 1 do not mean to show how
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duplicitous and chaotic Japanese society is bur, rather, how complex this
svstem of boundaries and protocols can be.

As I continue to view and shoot documentary films directed by other
people, I always wonder about the intrinsic differences between my process
and theirs. Recently, I was shooting second-unit camera on a documentary
pilot about relationships. T had been hired because they wanred a mixed-
gender crew. They anticipated that women subjects would not feel com-
fortable baring their souls to a room full of men. (How perceptive!} We in-
terviewed ten couples. The director was a man, and I kept thinking what
different questions T would ask and how differently [ would ask them. The
sound mixer {who also was a man) made a passing remark about how
the director should be 3 woman because “she would know how to ask the
quesrions better.” { don’t completely agree with him, because it also de-
pends on the individual, but | couldn’t help thinking that most woinen |
know would have had 2 very different approach to interviewing the cou-
ples. The director’s concept of relationships seemed almost foreign to me,
and his questions heavily reflected his own biases. He did not seem very
respectful of certain emotiona] boundaries. For example, he kept asking
a reforming alcoholic, “Why not drink if you hide it so well?” and to the
lover of someone with AIDS, “What will you do when he is dead?” He
was extremely manipulative psychologically, almost abusing his power as
filmmaker/therapist “Dr. Love.” For me, this experience confirmed that
there definitely are differences in a feminist approach to documentary,
When I began this project, I never anticipated dealing with the range
of issues and situations that T have been forced to face. In a sense, the fin-
ished film will be only a glance ar the many bridges that had 1o be crossed
in order to produce this film. Since the film still has not been completed, I
leave viewers the chance to speculate on how the ideas outlined above have
been incorporated into the film and what significance they have in the con-
text of the finished piece. It has been very challenging to write about the
process of making a film that is still evolving. I have found that editing is
about making clear the application of the ideas that had been incubating
throughout the process of making the film, and because of the pure me-
chanics of conveying information 1o audiences sometimes these ideas must
be abandoned. However, 1 hope that my experiences with the twists and
turns caused by culture, language, and the gender of filmmakers and sub-
jects provide insight and an opportunity to reflect on documentary process
in comparative contexts.

ANN KANERO

Japan has changed since the bulk of this es-
Sqy was written. Japan's economy has been
reeling from the effects of the Asiam eco-
nomic crisis, and the situation of foreign mi-

NOTE

- 1 might note that the economic climate in

grant workers has ajso changed. Now they
e more vulnerable than ever and the gray-
ity of thejr experiences is even more appar-
ent, making many of the issues that this film
raises extremely relevant,
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