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Making Communities in Kochi: The Tosaben Musical!

Naomi Long

The “Kochi Family”

In Kochi Prefecture, we refer to ourselves as the “Kochi Family”—
a concept which captures the warmth and community that is generated
by the people here. Family membership extends to both those who
reside in Kochi, and those who come to visit. I have often found that
it is the people I engage with who shape the different stages of my
life, and certainly in Kochi, it is the relationships I have made which
have defined and enriched my time on JET. I have been privileged to
be involved in many dimensions of the Kochi Family over my four
years here, and I would like to share with you about one activity in
particular that has helped me feel a part of the community— the “Tosaben
Musical”.

Working as a JET in Kochi

However, I will begin by setting the scene: My initial interest in
Japan stemmed from having Japanese students live with my family
as | grew up— good preparation for grassroots exchange on the JET
Programme! After studying Japanese at university, I came to Kochi
Prefecture as a CIR in August 2015. My initial placement was a
small village on the east side of the prefecture called Kitagawa. My
duties there focused around teaching English at the village schools,
and planning and running cultural events, such as cooking classes
and seasonal parties. Partway through my first year the Prefectural
Office opened applications for a new CIR, and starting my second
year on JET, I was able to move to Kochi City. My responsibilities at
the Prefectural Office centre around translation, some interpretation,
intercultural exchange classes, English classes for groups including
the police, and other “miscellaneous CIR work™ including testing tours
targeted at foreigners. In addition, I provide support for the Kochi JET
community as a PA; running orientations, taking JET consultations,
and managing the emergency disaster response system.

Being a PA has not only given me a strong interest in helping
facilitate exchange between the Japanese and foreign communities, but
also amongst the JET community itself. JET offers more than just an
experience of Japan. As a PA in Kochi, I get to meet around 120 JETs
from 12 countries, and work alongside people of multiple nationalities.
However, with JETs being spread out, culture shock, and language
barriers, it can be easy to forget this great source of community. There
are already certain structures in place to try and support JETs here in
Kochi. We have the “block system” where the prefecture is split into
eight “blocks” each with two designated leaders, who not only manage
responses in the case of a disaster, but run social events within their
respective areas. However, for people who thrive off of regular social
interaction this can still not be enough! When the new JETs first arrive,
we promote an activity that has been a major community tool amongst
the JETs in Kochi since its establishment in 1995, the Tosaben Musical.
The “Tosaben Musical”

The Tosaben Musical typically uses Kochi culture to tell a well
know story in musical form. Previous years have included the “Tosa
Wars” (Star Wars) “Henro Allstars” and “Tosarella” (Cinderella).
Historical Kochi figures such as Sakamoto Ryoma often feature,
Kochi’s mascot Katsuo Ningen dances, and you can count on yosakoi
dance making an appearance at some point! “Tosaben” is the local
Kochi dialect, and as the name suggests, the musical is performed—
often entirely—in tosaben. The production is coordinated by Genki

@ EAREBEEIE T o+ — S /4 | SEPTEMBER 2019 VoL, 359

Seinenkai, a volunteer organisation that is made up predominantly of
JET participants, however participants have included Kochi University
students and teachers, and tosaben instruction is given by local Kochi
residents, or “Tosaben Masters”.

The musical operates with two main incentives; to further
intercultural exchange in Kochi Prefecture, and to fund a scholarship
for local students who wish to study abroad. I have taken part over
three of my four JET years; first as a props team member, and then
as the producer in 2017 and 2018. As the producer, planning begins
in September. The first task is to gather a production team, then work
together to write and translate the script. The producer must also
manage administrative work, including booking venues and printing
posters. Rehearsals run from the end of January, culminating in 7-8
shows in April. After each performance participants collect donations
which are then used for the scholarship.

The musical also has a third, and unofficial incentive; to build
relationships within the JET community. It takes almost six hours to
drive from one end of the prefecture to the other, and thus it can be
hard to meet JETs on the opposite side of the prefecture. Whilst a long
commute into the city is a big commitment over the three months of
weekend rehearsals, for JETs in the rural municipalities who might be
struggling with feelings of isolation, the musical is a great way to form
friendships. Practices will typically begin with warm-up games, and
one weekend is dedicated to a retreat which focuses on team bonding.
At the final after-performance party we all present another member
of the cast with an award for a certain unique contribution. I can
personally testify to the success of this third incentive as I have made
some of my closest friends on JET through taking part in the musical.

The musical is both a challenging, and yet highly rewarding
experience. It takes a lot of time and effort to see the final product
emerge, but it is also an extremely fun activity, During my first year as
producer we awarded a scholarship to a high school student who was
going to study in Finland for ten months. A year later, I was judging
a speech contest and she was one of the prize winners! It can be easy
to be discouraged if few people turn out to see a performance, but
being able to contribute to students’ education, especially to further
international exchange, makes the hard work worthwhile.

Being able to support exchange between the JET community
and Kochi, whether as a CIR, PA, or through the musical, has been
a highlight for me over my time on JET. As Japan continues to see
its foreign population grow, I think the importance of cross-cultural
involvement to foster community within a multicultural society will
only increase. The Tosaben Musical shows that cultural exchange
doesn’t necessarily require large budgets to be effective; rather a
shared love and appreciation of cultures can strengthen and unite
communities.

Profile—

Naomi Long is a fourth year British JET in Kochi Prefecture.
She completed one year as a CIR in Kitagawa Village, and is in her
third year at the Kochi Prefectural Government’s International Affairs
Division. Her interests include yosakoi dance and travelling.
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