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The Longue Durée of White Supremacy

Worlds are burning, but that, too, is becoming normalized.1 Liberal forms of 
recognition that drove the discourse of human rights during much of the last 
century have revealed themselves to be useless, even as a political tactic.2 Entire 
communities are left to die without any true claim to life, and this is consid-
ered a necessary condition for the continued prosperity and self-actualization 
of others. That mass racialized killings are the result of nothing but the obvious, 
predictable, and devastating manifestation of historically rooted, layered, and 
complex modes, structures, and relations of the logics of capital, colonialism, 
and white supremacy is an uncomfortable truth. However, this truth is infre-
quently taken seriously as a problem that implicates all of us. The inability to 
connect mass death and genocide over there with the modes of sociality and 
kinship that must be honored over here is a product of modes of rationaliza-
tion and extraction that persist through the ongoing, relentless erasures of the 
knowledges, arts, and ways of life of those people deemed expendable in each 
site, though differently.3

As Lisa Yoneyama teaches us, to insist on a humanism that gained its place 
as liberal apologia through the denial of the longue durée of white supremacy and 
its accomplices gets us nowhere close to abolishing the foundations of our 
daily violence. Abolishing these foundations requires that we understand both 
the way that liberal humanism blunts the political demands of those whose 
lives are torn apart through ongoing colonial violence, particularly in its heter-
opatriarchal forms, and, crucially, the way that people refuse these conditions 
through their rejection of the politics of inclusion in the rights-based regime.4 
Different weapons have to be sharpened to destroy what Alexander Weheliye 
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calls, in Habeas Viscus, “our extremely uneven global power structures defined 
by the intersections of neoliberal capitalism, racism, settler colonialism, immi-
gration and imperialism.”5 These structures render regimes of state-mediated 
killing—by medicine, law, surveillance, flooding, industrial pollution, language, 
the barrel of a gun, or a signature on a sheet of paper—natural and therefore 
not prosecutable. In addition to making these scenes visible, a more capacious 
ability to apprehend, and therefore learn from, moments when political com-
munities coalesce to draw blood from their oppressors is needed.

Historical narratives crafted by scholars of bourgeois and Marxist persua-
sions alike that pursue narrative closure through their belief in the possibility 
of archival mastery reinforce rather than free us from murderous structures, 
processes, and grammars. This is not least because closure is closely tied to 
(social) scientific assumptions about historical transformation that fail to 
reckon with the implications of narrating change over time in ways that, as 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot explained over fifty years ago, are circumscribed by the 
positivism-constructivism dichotomy.6 The inability of historical narrativiza-
tion to unsettle this moment of mass global death is related to the fact that 
dominant conventions of academic history writing, broken into fiefdoms and 
subdisciplines, have not seriously reckoned with the logics and structures of 
white supremacy that implicate us all—even those of us whose institutional 
homes orient us to the so-called non-West.7 Black radical intellectual gene-
alogies offer a comprehensive critique and guide against structural, willful 
ignorance.

The main theoretical problem that animates the current project, Waiting for 
the Cool Moon, is informed by these critiques. I ask, what of Walter Benjamin’s 
historical materialism can remain intact if we accept as theory, thought, and 
praxis that anti-Blackness is inextricably linked to the way that we concep-
tualize relations between pasts and presents?8 Christina Sharpe’s In the Wake 
teaches me that the suture of the world brought forth by the Middle Passage 
is an epochal and ongoing event that poses an unbearable challenge to the dis-
cipline of history, in all its versions, including historical materialist ones. The 
method and project of historical materialism I problematize here is defined by 
Benjamin in “Theses on the Philosophy of History”:

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the “state of emergency” 
in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a 
conception of history that is keeping with this insight. Then we shall 
clearly realize that it is our task to bring about a real state of emergency, 
and this will improve our position in the strugg le against Fascism. One 
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reason why Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress its op-
ponents treat it as a historical norm. The current amazement that the 
things we are experiencing are “still” possible in the twentieth century is 
not philosophical. This amazement is not the beginning of knowledge—
unless it is the knowledge that the view of history which gives rise to it 
is untenable.9

Sharpe’s formulation poses a challenge. It insists that for those who grapple 
with the world-shifting implications of the Middle Passage, the ongoing state 
of emergency—fascism—that Benjamin calls the norm under modernity is not 
the only or most important condition of oppression for everyone. In fact, what 
Benjamin recognized as a state of emergency might be better understood as 
an enduring condition since slavers, accountants, navigators, kings, planters, 
priests, and philosophers set out to conquer distant lands—much earlier than 
he acknowledges and continuing still today. Sharpe insists that recognizing 
an epochal break in the fifteenth century must take precedence over debates on 
shifts, for example, to the organic composition of capital, or even of processes 
that led to the revolutionary overthrow of regimes. That break continues to 
overwhelm, structure, and shape our present—in other words, anti-Blackness 
remains the weather.10 Put more concretely, the “we” who accept Benjamin’s 
exhaustion with people who continue to be surprised that atrocities are “ ‘still’ 
possible in the twentieth century” have to contend with our own ignorance 
about how the conditions that made the Middle Passage thinkable in the first 
place are the yet-to-be-broken grounds upon which contemporary fascisms, 
colonialisms, imperialisms, and genocides (as well as our understandings of 
them) continue to thrive.11 Studies of the politics of knowledge production in 
modern Japan have to contend with anti-Blackness, as well as anti-Indigeneity, 
not as additive context but as the very grounds on which our understandings 
of imperialism, colonialism, and total war must stand.12

In order to trace the ways that units of analyses that Marx identified as 
building blocks for his critique of political economy, including surplus value, 
the commodity, and labor power, are imbricated in knowledge structures, pro-
duction regimes, and discursive representations of the human that are reified 
through the erasure of their embeddedness and indebtedness to capital’s bloody 
encounters with noncapitalist worlds and relations, I draw on a rich tradition 
of scholarship that has theorized capital’s use and production of racialized and 
gendered regimes of accumulation in its ceaseless drive to overcome its own 
limits. Sylvia Wynter’s writings on the pieza conceptual frame are indispens-
able for understanding the ways that colonial and metropolitan disavowals 
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of Blackness as a category that was forged during the Middle Passage infused 
categories of work that Japanese thinkers and policy makers invoked to differ-
entiate themselves from their early modern predecessors and Asian neighbors 
from the late nineteenth century. I discuss this in detail in the first chapter.

This project is also indebted to the scholarship of Saidiya Hartman, Shona 
Jackson, Denise Ferreira da Silva, and Lisa Lowe, who have shown how the 
building blocks of bourgeois and Marxist categories of analysis like land, capital, 
and labor are always already burdened by assumptions about place, wealth, and 
people that efface the dehumanizing violence wrought through the enslavement 
of people of African descent through the Middle Passage. Jackson’s linking of 
the specific relations among the genocide of Indigenous peoples, the labor per-
formed by enslaved and indentured people in extractive industries, and settler 
claims on land and nation as a condition of “nineteenth-century economic 
humanism” is particularly important for my understanding of the way that the 
first generation of Japanese settler scholars’ disavowal of the state’s coloniza-
tion of Ainu Mosir and the Ryūkyū Kingdom was the foundation upon which 
they authorized genocidal practices in the Pacific Islands.13 Situating the for-
mation of the Japanese nation-state qua empire as part of this shared context 
of nineteenth-century economic humanism opens up lines of inquiry that can 
aid in unearthing the tangled roots of our monstrous presents.

Waiting for the Cool Moon asks why coevalness has yet to figure meaningfully 
in analyses of Japanese capitalism qua imperialism even though the histori-
cal record is replete with trenchant critiques and militant action against the 
consequences of imperialism for and by racialized, gendered, and colonized 
people in the Japanese empire.14 This is not a problem of paucity of evidence, 
but rather, as Yoneyama argues, an indication of the need to clarify “through 
what structural access, and under what personal, social, and historical condi-
tions” we understand and assign value to particular narratives of the past.15

Japanese Grammar and the Social Sciences

Harry Harootunian argued in Marx after Marx that Japanese Marxists of the 
1920s and 1930s did take seriously the inability of Marxism to fully capture the 
meaning of dizzying transformations to social and economic life that were un-
folding before them. They did not, however, respond to the interwar spectacle 
of unharnessed development on the one hand and the persistence of forms of 
extra-economic compulsion on the other by proposing fundamental rework-
ings of the genealogy of bourgeois revolution to center the Haitian Revolution, 
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as C. L. R. James did in Black Jacobins. Nor did they link the establishment of 
the Japanese nation-state to a chronology that highlighted the interconnect-
edness of Spanish genocide of Indigenous peoples, capitalist encroachment in 
Latin America, and the consolidation of Peru as a modern nation-state offered 
by José Carlos Mariátegui in Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality.

Uno Kōzō, Inomata Tsunao, Yamada Moritarō, and other Marxist thinkers 
did grapple with the dilemma of how to reconcile paths to revolution imagin-
able in what they called “latecomers” to capitalist development, such as Japan, 
through faithful readings of Marxist theory available to them at the time. They 
filtered their reading practices through their understandings of Japanese reali-
ties, which, they believed, took some of those strategies off the table, at least for 
the time being.16 However, their focus on debates over what constituted empiri-
cally sound diagnoses of the present conjuncture that relied on state-produced 
data sets made them unable to see what Cedric Robinson called revolutionary 
attacks on culture that were taking place before their eyes.17 Their collective 
inability to see the anticolonial, anti-imperialist, and feminist critiques within 
and outside of organized labor and peasant strugg les that people were waging 
in the heart of empire was tied to a shared conceptual limit: their belief that the 
Japanese worker and his vanguard was ultimately the protagonist of revolution-
ary strugg le. In other words, their understandings of what constituted reliable 
empirical data were informed by and reinforced a methodological nationalism 
whose clearest and most enduring consequence was colonial studies scholars’ 
disavowal of the colonialism at the roots of Japanese nation-state formation.

Labor, Subjectification, and Colonial Commonsense

Dionne Brand’s writings play an indispensable role in the way I understand 
colonial violence, its erasure, and my own task as a witness to these realities. 
Brand’s work shows that there are many ways to communicate what Wynter 
also explicated theoretically—that colonial violence is embedded in the narra-
tive structures of texts, in language, and in the velocities of imperial time that 
cohere as commonsense.18 K’eguro Macharia’s explication of the concept of so-
ciogeny, as articulated by Frantz Fanon and Wynter, allows them to examine 
the way that heteropatriarchal anti-Blackness grounds commonsense notions 
of the self in modernity. Macharia emphasizes that the concept, which “di-
rects how family, society, and nation are experienced,” exposes the difficulty of 
uprooting structures of racial and colonial domination precisely because they 
take hold as commonsense:



6  •  Introduction

The commonsense experience of whiteness is as a generic human while 
the commonsense experience of blackness is as defect in relation to white-
ness, which is, then, defect in relation to humanness. Commonsense is 
not only intellectual . . . ​but also the whole ensemble of how the senses 
experience the world, especially how ideas and experiences of pleasure 
and unpleasure, beauty and ugliness, good and bad, are framed.19

As aesthetic experience, Macharia explains, commonsense is “marked by the 
fractures created by colonial modernity.”20 In the context of modern Japan, 
commonsense as aesthetic experience, expressed through print, philosophy, 
art, literature, history, surveyors, soldiers, and storytellers, naturalized the 
state’s denial of its genocidal beginnings and shaped peoples’ understandings 
of who was fully human and who was not.21 This, as much as conditions we 
understand as structural, has to be accounted for in our examinations of the 
entrenched nature of white supremacy and its accomplices as they took hold 
in the heart of Japan’s empire.

It is not surprising, given the thickness of colonial commonsense, that 
the strugg les of groups like the Suiheisha fighting for buraku liberation, the 
Japanese branch of the Korean feminist organization Kinyūkai/Kŭnuhoe, and 
a group of activists in Okinawa affiliated with the Labor Farmer Party, who all 
fought to dismantle grammars of social analysis that legitimated their oppres-
sion, went largely unrecognized by radical intellectuals who were brought up 
in the imperial university system and saw the colonies and colonial strugg le as 
qualitatively different from antagonisms in the metropole. The conceptual gulf 
was even wider in their analyses of the agrarian question, where they treated 
colonial and national spheres as separate due to their acceptance of the bound
aries that state authorities drew and tirelessly adjusted between “Japan proper” 
and places like Taiwan, Korea, northern China, and the Pacific Islands.22 Assump-
tions of territorial fixity that accompanied Japanese Marxists’ acceptance of 
the concept of the imperial division of labor structured their delimitation 
of agrarian strugg le to Japanese small farmers in the metropole. Japan studies 
scholars have yet to fundamentally challenge these assumptions.23

Franco Barchiesi and Shona Jackson’s introduction to a special issue of In-
ternational Labor and Working Class History addressing “Blackness and Labor in 
the Afterlives of Racial Slavery” offers a starting point for thinking about the 
relationship between colonial erasure and the valorization of certain kinds of 
strugg les against capital. Their essay problematizes how labor historians, in 
their placement of “changes in the status of work at the core of the very mean-
ing of captivity and freedom, their epochal watersheds, and institutionalized 



Introduction  •  7

or unintended overlaps” unwittingly serve as apologists for colonialism.24 
Barchiesi and Jackson argue that rather than accepting the establishment 
of waged labor relations as evidence of a step that a society has taken on the 
path to freedom, labor historians would do well to contend with the “funda-
mental antiblackness of labor itself, its categories, and its forward motion in his-
tory.”25 That recognition allows for an interrogation of the field’s valorization 
of organized, working-class resistance over refusal, escape, play, or waiting, 
which are considered passive acts that ultimately do not produce the class an-
tagonism required for transformation to a higher stage of capital. Barchiesi and 
Jackson’s critique of political economy’s bestowal of “ontological prominence 
on work as the terrain from which something globally essential, not just situ-
ationally contingent, can be enunciated about the meaning of freedom, indeed 
on the very definition of the human”—resonant with Lisa Lowe’s assertion in 
The Intimacies of Four Continents that “the social inequalities of our time are a 
legacy of these processes through which ‘the human’ is ‘freed’ by liberal forms, 
while other subjects, practices, and geographies are placed at a distance from 
‘the human’ ”—helps me understand why an analysis of how anti-Blackness 
and anti-Indigeneity are inscribed and reproduced in the grammar of Japanese 
political economic critique is indispensable to making sense of the way that 
trenchant critiques of colonialism, racism, and patriarchy issued by the afore-
mentioned organizations and others failed to register in the minds of most 
Japanese intellectuals and activists as indispensable to their own strugg les.26

The Post–World War I Agrarian Question

The state, in contrast, understood the destabilizing force of interwar anti-
imperialist strugg les organized through alliances between tenant farmer 
unions and radical labor unions, especially those with feminist or anticolonial 
divisions. The Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce (after 1925, the Ministry 
of Agriculture) worked with the Home Ministry to combine policy with physi-
cal repression to bring order to an empire in crisis. A central component of 
the former’s counterrevolutionary project was its promotion of protectionist 
policies whose primary objective was to transform the head of the small farm 
household into a conquistador humanist—a figure who successfully overcame 
a lowly position in the chronically undercapitalized agricultural department 
through training, hard work, and the ability to manage other peoples’ labor 
time.27 The ministry’s enthusiasm for this project makes clear that, by the 
1920s, policies that relied solely on inculcating a pioneering spirit in the hearts 
of embattled and heavily indebted Japanese small farmers could not resolve the 
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structural and spiritual problems of agrarian crisis. It had to dig deeper into 
the organizational form of the small farm household and enact policies that 
political theorist Angela Mitropoulos calls oikonomic—those that promote the 
actualization of unequal household relations as the fulfillment of a primordial, 
authentic relationship that “made the extraction of surplus labor possible by 
the affective registers and architecture that legitimated the implied contractu-
alism of the oikos [household] . . . ​as species of unbreakable covenant.”28 Within 
the ministry’s ideal small farm household, surplus labor was to be offered freely 
by members of the family—especially women—as “obligation, indebtedness, 
and gift.”29

Writings by Black radical thinkers alert us to the way that feminist critiques 
of state oikonomic policies need also to attend to the fact that major trans-
formations to notions of family as they are tied to nation are always already 
racialized. This analysis in turn alerts us to how normative categories of the 
family work to reinforce white supremacist norms as commonsense. Angela 
Davis, for example, exposes an irreconcilability between the kind of woman 
and family form assumed to be the object of strugg le and the protagonist of a 
revolution-to-come in Women, Race and Class. Pointing to the enduring effects 
of the history of enslavement to explicate the way that Black families’ gender 
dynamics were not comparable to those of white families, Davis writes, “As a 
direct consequence of their outside work [during slavery] . . . ​housework has 
never been the central focus of Black women’s lives. They have largely escaped 
the psychological damage industrial capitalism inflicted on white middle-class 
housewives, whose alleged virtues were feminine weakness and wifely sub-
missiveness.”30 Hortense Spillers explores the consequences of this history in 
“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” arguing that feminist analyses that do not rec-
ognize that (white) womanhood and the (white) family are predicated on the 
denial of womanhood to Black, Indigenous, and colonized peoples reproduces 
a universal woman whose primary purpose is to uphold the logic of domina-
tion that Wynter calls “Man-as-human.”31 In short, the abstract category of 
woman, as well as hegemonic definitions of family, exist in antagonistic rela-
tion to, and are maintained by, the labors and lives of people who are excluded 
from theorizations of this purportedly universal category.32

Also illuminating are works by historians such as Jennifer Morgan, who ar-
gues in Laboring Women that the reproductive labor of enslaved women was 
central to profit calculations of slaveowners in the early English colonies that 
shaped both men’s and women’s experiences of enslavement and understand-
ings of kinship, family, and distinctions between private and public spheres. 
Additionally, Sarah Haley argues in No Mercy Here that late nineteenth and 
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early twentieth-century formations of the “gendered-racial-sexual order” were 
shaped by white supremacist ideas about “white feminine sexual vulnerability” 
and associations of imprisoned Black women with “sexual antinormativity.”33 
The calcification of the gendered-racial-sexual order in the New South was 
inextricably linked, argues Haley, to societal fears in the United States around 
white women’s entry into the wage labor market.34 One question beyond the 
scope of this project that emerges from these works is how the entry of a larger 
number of migrant workers from various Asian countries (including Japan) to 
the United States and to areas that Southern plantation owners also sought 
fortunes in globally (thinking with Gerald Horne’s The White Pacific, for exam-
ple) impacted the dynamics that Haley traces. As chapters 6 and 7 will show, 
sociopolitical configurations into which Okinawan migrant workers entered 
starting in the first decade of the twentieth century significantly altered the 
way that Okinawans abroad and at home were positioned within the Japanese 
empire’s gendered-racial-sexual order.

This project is indebted to these scholars, who have given me the depth of 
perspective required to understand the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture and 
Commerce’s interwar oikonomic policies as more than just a shoring up of 
small farm households suffering the effects of chronic recessionary conditions 
after World War I. I trace the hardening of new boundaries between commu-
nities within the agrarian village who were deemed worthy of protection and 
those classified as expendable and think about how the categories of the small 
farm household came to operate in service of Japanese supremacist ideas. That 
is, I tie state protectionist policies toward these units to the entrenchment of 
colonial commonsense in the metropole’s agrarian villages. This perspective 
helps me make sense of my findings in chapters 2 and 3, that consensus, not 
state policy, drove the expulsion of racialized burakumin households from 
their village communities. In later chapters, I trace how this commonsense 
that small farm households honed at home helped to legitimate genocide, in-
cluding military sexual slavery throughout Asia and the Pacific. In clarifying 
the relation between the ministry’s oikonomic policies at home and Indigenous 
genocide on an ever-expanding scale, which coincided with the securing of the 
borders and financial foundations of the early Meiji regime and were rooted in 
(settler) colonialism and its disavowal, I expose the Japanese empire’s side of 
what Haunani-Kay Trask, in “Setters of Color and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony,” 
described as the denial of Japanese settler ascendancy in Hawaiʻi, “made possi
ble by the continued national oppression of Hawaiians” through the ideology 
of the “local nation” after statehood.35
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Japanese Humanity and Anti-archival Praxis

In addition to clarifying the relationship between the state’s enactment of 
oikonomic policies in the metropolitan countryside and its dispatch of con-
quistador humanists to the Pacific islands, Waiting for the Cool Moon makes vis
ible multiple forms of strugg le that people who were rendered disposable in 
new ways after World War I waged. Despite their violent expulsion from the 
body politic, which was authorized by the law, enabled by sensibility, and en-
acted through consensus, the people and organizations whose stories I share 
here insisted on radically different relations that rejected their expulsion from 
village community but did not pin their political hopes or desires on state rec-
ognition.36 Their most devastating critique—that “Japan” is a fantasy shored 
up through the disavowal of colonial relations at the heart of empire—continues 
to be politically relevant today, not least because the field of Japan studies con-
tinues to operate as though it is a stable unit of analysis. In other words, their 
critiques shed light on our complicity as scholars who have not managed to 
obliterate the fantasy of Japan as only temporarily and uncharacteristically a 
perpetrator of colonial genocide.37

Strugg les against concrete processes and logics of enclosure that were tools 
of racialized and gendered expulsions took the form of strikes, petitions, and 
other recognizable actions, but they also appear in more amorphous, hard-to-
trace moments of world making like refusal, play, flight, and waiting.38 I view 
each instance as a revolutionary attack on the state’s cultivation of the national 
subject’s fascistic interiority, packaged in a grammar refined from the Middle 
Passage, its acquisition celebrated as a hallmark of successful transformation 
into a protagonist in the forward march of Japanese history. While collective 
strugg les for freedom rarely make their appearance in the vast archives of im-
perialism, their traces are nevertheless abundant.39

As Lisa Lowe illuminates in The Intimacies of Four Continents, seeing and at-
tributing what states do not want us to see takes creativity, as archives tuck 
away and classify challenges to the unholy triad of capital, nation, and family 
in ways that occlude interconnections between numerous, often small, but 
meticulously organized wars against colonial barbarism across nations and 
empires.40 I also recognize, however (as Lowe does), that illuminating the 
structures and enactments of a dominating Japanese social grammar through 
a promiscuous reading of and across state archives is inadequate for under-
standing the power of these experiences of world making and refusal. Without 
attending to the violence of our own imperial gaze, we risk reinforcing colonial 
logics that inform archival production and excavation.
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Brand’s The Blue Clerk: Ars Poetica in 59 Versos guides my skepticism toward 
freedom dreams that scholars locate in archives of strugg le.41 Her proposal for 
opacity, multifocality, and flux, which I expand on in chapter 7, cautions us 
from devoting too much of our energies to describing liberatory projects, as 
they are always at risk of being co-opted by ever-accommodating imperial proj
ects.42 Secrets, Brand’s blue clerk suggests, have to be guarded in order for acts 
of world making that lie beyond the reach of the logic of European Man-as-
human to cohere, evade reabsorption, and sharpen their blades. Brand’s clerk 
is constantly preparing, making room for, waiting, guarding, and resuscitating 
the bales of papers that contain secrets (and green aphids) still very much alive. 
They demand acknowledgment, emitting the “the sharp, poisonous odour of 
time.” 43 Careful readers will notice that the blue clerk is multiple women who 
make appearances in photographs, diary entries, and the clerk’s memories—
subject and safekeeper of the continually shifting line that separates the car-
go’s right- and left-hand pages.

I approach the women (and some men) who appear in the archives I read 
as keepers of secrets who cannot rest even in death because vultures are con-
stantly circling, and acknowledge that neither right- nor left-hand ledgers are 
mine to excavate, collect, claim, or consume. What is visible to me as a reader 
of texts to which I have varying degrees of proximity limit and shape the form 
and content of this text.

The Refusal of Representational Violence

The methodological and ethical challenge I came up against repeatedly while 
writing about acts of refusal against colonial commonsense concerned repre
sentational violence. I wanted to avoid making the named and unnamed buraku, 
Korean, and Okinawan people who appear in the text into what Sharpe calls a 
metaphor: a figure that “appears only to be made to disappear.”44 While neither 
the place from which I write nor the people about whom I write are the same 
as Sharpe and her interlocutors in In the Wake, the communities I write about 
also appear in some studies simply to move forward a narrative of suffering or 
resistance or to clarify the character of the Japanese imperial formation. That 
is, they are made to appear without any apparent authorial commitment to 
dismantling those violent structures or grammars.

In the Wake is concerned with breaking this commonplace, anti-Black repre
sentational logic that cannot apprehend the suffering of a young Black woman, 
Aereile Jackson, who appears in a 2010 film by Allan Sekula and Noel Burch, 
The Forgotten Space, in its specificity.45 Linking Jackson’s erasure to the structure 
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of a world that places Black people as its constitutive outside, Sharpe reiter-
ates the importance of writers, poets, and artists who have taken up the task 
of bringing people with “no bones to recover” to the surface for air.46 Sharpe 
proposes that, while the logic of anti-Blackness is all-encompassing, there is 
something that haunts the screens, the texts, and the photographs where rec-
ognition takes place, but only between those who are engulfed by the ecologi-
cal terrain in ways that are legible to each other. Sharpe writes, this time upon 
encountering a photograph of a little girl with the word ship on her forehead 
in a collection of materials following the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, “I had to 
take care.”47

In untangling the logics that made actually existing strugg les waged by 
Okinawan, Korean, and buraku women unseeable in different ways to colonial 
intellectuals and activists, my own place in the world sets limits on my ability 
to share the stories of ordinary women in the archives of Japanese imperialism 
who haunt and shape the text. I write about what I am meant to see, what my 
own position in the world demands that I see.

My paternal great-grandmother, Tamashiro Kama, is from Haebaru, Oki-
nawa, and her daughter, my grandmother Hideko Matsumura, was born in 
Wakasa, Naha, where her father was the head priest at a Buddhist temple. I was 
not aware of even the faint outlines of this family history until I accessed my 
grandmother’s fbi file from the US National Archives while researching the 
reasons for my father’s repatriation to Japan from Honolulu as a small child in 
1943. It has been a strange experience doing academic work on Okinawa before 
and after this knowledge, a condition I know will continue to bring me waves 
of discomfort and joy. My alienation cuts deeper the more that archival rec
ords illuminate all of the things I was never privy to as family stories. The main 
proposition I laid out in my first monograph, The Limits of Okinawa—that trac-
ing the complex and antagonistic relations that accompanied the emergence of 
a reified category, Okinawa, is a necessary part of honoring the intense battles 
over living labor that took place as the former region became a site of capitalist 
extraction and exploitation—stands. Still, I often think about how much that 
line of argumentation contributed to, or obstructed, ongoing strugg les for free-
dom in Okinawa. That is, I wonder how much of the analysis I offered there 
unwittingly naturalized colonial commonsense, including the silences that 
run through my own family’s histories. I continue to position myself primarily 
as a researcher from the United States—a country that continues to exercise 
colonial rule in Okinawa and one that is responsible for massacres carried out 
in the name of democracy throughout territories the Japanese state and capital 
ruled until surrender—whose work can easily become extractive and mobilized 
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to violent ends even as I try to operate from a place of solidarity. Still, I remain 
untethered by this new knowledge. Reading the transcript of a conversation 
between R.  A. Judy and Fred Moten published in boundary 2 over the ques-
tion of the relationship between the “I” and the “we,” I ask myself, Where is 
the ensemble, or the collective, that I hold myself accountable to, and that 
shapes and holds me? Still in the process of arriving at a satisfying answer to 
this question, I work unsteadily with what I am certain about: since academic 
work does not have to be directly funded by the Department of Defense to be 
an effective tool of counterinsurgency, when in doubt, restraint is preferable to 
narrative abundance.48

Structure

Waiting for the Cool Moon is divided informally into four parts. Read together, 
they invite the reader to see the depths of the colonial violence and strugg les 
to live otherwise at the heart of an empire in crisis. The first part, chapter 1, 
examines the relationship between Wynter’s pieza conceptual frame—which 
refers to the mode of domination composed of philosophies, logics, and prac-
tices that made the unit of the pieza possible as a standard of exchange for 
enslaved peoples from the fifteenth-century slave trade onward—and concepts 
such as laboring capacity (rōdō nōryoku) and labor efficiency index (rōdō nōritsu) 
that emerged in Japan in the early 1920s as additional tools for the violent ab-
straction of labor and were utilized by the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture 
and Commerce.49 While I do not trace a straight line between these concepts, 
Wynter’s pieza conceptual frame helps me think through how understand-
ings of the human embedded in the conceptual building blocks formed in the 
wake of the Middle Passage were baked into categories like those that enabled 
Japanese thinkers and policy makers on all sides of the political spectrum to 
understand the economic calculations they were making about wages, labor 
power, and productivity as entirely separate from compulsion. The second half 
of the chapter introduces an apparatus developed by the Ministry of Agricul-
ture and Commerce called the Nōka Keizai Chōsa (Farm Household Survey), 
which many social scientists, then and now, have unquestioningly used as a 
reliable data set for understanding class differentiation in the countryside. I 
argue, in contrast, that through its differentiated use of laboring capacity and 
labor efficiency to ascribe values to labor performed in the farm household, the 
survey actively produced participating small farm households as conquistador 
humanists in ways that establish a genealogical relationship between the pieza 
as an instrument of dehumanizing accounting during the slave trade, the 
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imposition of colonial rule over territories that became Hokkaido and Oki-
nawa, and the remaking of small farm households into apparatuses through 
which fascism instantiated itself in the body politic of Japan.

The second part comprises chapters 2 and 3, which examine how conflicts 
that erupted between burakumin and ippanmin communities following the 
state’s enactment of a new round of enclosures produced and reinforced co-
lonial sensibilities in the Ise region of Mie prefecture. While these new enclo-
sures destabilized many agrarian communities through the contraction and 
privatization of vast tracts of communally held and managed lands, they also 
produced new distinctions between racialized farm households. Chapter 3 ar-
gues that when buraku communities and organizations refused to accept their 
collective erasure, they were not simply or even primarily fighting for inclu-
sion in the rights-based system of common lands (iriaiken) but were refusing a 
sensibility that figured them collectively as a threat to the nation.

The third part, chapters 4 and 5, illuminates the relationship between the 
housewifization of Japanese women in small farm households, the employ-
ment of Korean migrant workers who were denied the resources to guarantee 
the reproduction of their own families, and the erasure of non-wage-earning 
Korean women from the Japanese economy altogether. Chapter 4 argues that 
despite their small numbers, Korean men and women agriculturalists were indis-
pensable for the self-actualization of the Japanese small farmer as conquistador 
humanist in the metropole. Chapter 5 traces the imperial fertilizer circuit of 
Taki Seihi, one of the country’s leading fertilizer companies whose product 
aided in the transformation of Okayama’s small farmers into fruit producers. 
Korean workers that the company recruited to expand its operations created 
spaces of solidarity throughout the very same imperial circuit that rendered 
them disposable.

The fourth part, chapters  6 and 7, considers the consequences that the 
mode of the Ryūkyū Kingdom’s incorporation into the Japanese empire as a 
prefecture had upon the people of the region. It takes as emblematic of these 
violent processes the recruitment of Okinawan workers into the phosphate 
industry in the Pacific prior to the Japanese state’s colonization of the north-
ern Mariana, Marshall, and Caroline islands. By starting with the over three 
hundred workers from Okinawa who were transported to Banaba Island be-
tween 1908 and 1910 to toil as semi-skilled workers for the Pacific Phosphate 
Company (ppc), chapter  6 rejects prevailing understandings of mainland 
Japanese and Okinawan workers as merely differentially privileged agents of 
settler colonialism in the Pacific.50 Highlighting the latter’s historical role as 
a disposable, colonial workforce allows me to read the extension of the Farm 
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Household Survey project to Okinawa in 1930 as an instrument of colonial 
rule rather than as evidence of national inclusion. Chapter 7 directly engages 
Brand’s work and reads the colonial ledgers as repositories of contestation and 
refusal rather than faithful assimilation. In this chapter, as in the rest of the 
book, I pay close attention to the importance of what people withheld from the 
colonial gaze as a necessary part of building spaces of retreat, sites of mourn-
ing, and repositories of joy while living through counterrevolutionary terror.
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