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Every so often, 33-year-old Masaki Kitakoga slips into
a tiny booth with a desk and a chair and belts out
karaoke tunes for 90 minutes-completely on his own.

Kitakoga is part of a growing trend in Japan favoring solo
activities that is now so widespread it has its own name:
“ohitorisama” or “on your own.” Analysts say that Japan’s
demographic make-up-more than one third of households
contain just one person-makes it perfect for the solo mar-
ket, with many also craving “me time” in a fast-paced,
interconnected and workaholic society. Karaoke, in many
ways the archetypal social activity, is a case in point.

Six years ago, the Koshidaka karaoke chain realized
that some 30 percent of its customers in certain locations
came on their own, so it set up “1Kara”, tiny booths for
solo singers. Now the firm runs a network of eight special-
ity karaoke parlors that each sees “tens of thousands” of
crooners flock to its solo booths, according to Daiki
Yamatani, a spokesman for the chain. “It’s a truly liberating
experience,” said Kitakoga. “I like to sing. But beyond that,
this lets me shake off stress.” As demand for such services
grows, the stigma of doing activities alone has decreased,
added Kitakoga, who also sings karaoke occasionally with
friends. Many lone karaoke singers say they like singing
just the songs they want to, without bowing to peer pres-
sure for sing-along classics that everyone else knows.

‘Super solo society’ 
Signs of the “ohitorisama” are everywhere in Japan,

from cinemas offering seats with partitions to theme parks
that let singles jump the queue at certain rides. Grocery
stores sell condiments and vegetables for single diners
while travel agents design itineraries aimed at the solo
voyager. The “super solo society” has become a buzzword

among social scientists and marketing gurus. “Businesses
are offering various goods and services to meet the trend
of people enjoying solo activities,” said Motoko
Matsushita, senior consultant with Nomura Research
Institute.

“The depth and range of such services reflect the
expanding nature of the consumer trend,” she said. The
growing phenomenon is also helping to liberate individuals
from feeling like they have to conform to peer pressure,
added Matsushita. Surveys show Japanese consumers-
especially younger ones-rate quality time alone above
hours spent with family and friends. Official data show the
ratio of households with parents and children is gradually
shrinking as fewer adults form relationships.

In 1980 in Japan, only one in 50 men had never been
married by the age of 50 and one in 22 women. That ratio
is now one in four and one in seven respectively. The

demographic shift comes as Japan also grapples with a
rapidly ageing population, with nearly 28 percent of
Japanese people over the age of 65. And the pace of mod-
ern life with ubiquitous social media is also pushing this
trend, experts say, as fatigued people seek relief from
round-the-clock contact. “Our data show sociable individ-
uals tend to... seek solo activities,” said Matsushita, a mar-
ried mother-of-two, who says she too is partial to a spot
of solo karaoke.

‘Personal space’ 
Restaurants are also cashing in. At the “Ichiran” ramen

noodle chain, it is possible to enjoy a meal with barely any
human interaction whatsoever. Customers order from
vending machines and then sit in a partitioned booth to
slurp down their noodles, unlike the experience at many
ramen joints, where orders are shouted by teams of chefs

behind greasy counters. “We were doing this even before
the solo activities trend started. This ‘personal space’ con-
cept has been well received in foreign markets too” said
Satomi Nozaki, spokeswoman at the popular chain, which
also has outlets overseas.

Karaoke fan Kitakoga also enjoys solo travel, taking
himself off alone to a remote island in southern Japan last
year. “Sure, it would have been fun to travel with friends
too. But I knew what I wanted to do there and it was fan-
tastic because I was able to do everything I wanted to do
at the pace I wanted to do it,” he said. — AFP

Masaki Kitakoga sings alone in a tiny booth at a karaoke parlour in Tokyo.
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Mavado (center), Jamaican dancehall star, joined in the street festivities
in Roseau.

(From left) Christopher Dangleben, brass musician with Dominican band
First Serenade; Wayne ‘Benji’ Benjamin, lead vocalist with Dominica’s
Triple Kay band; and Nigerian afro-pop singer Yemi Alade.

Dominican group Muzik a Nou on stage at the national stadium, Roseau, in Roseau, Dominica. — AFP photos Revelers pose during the World Music Creole Festival.

Derek Peters plays the drum during the World Music Creole Festival.

Going solo: ‘Ohitorisama’ or the Japanese art of doing it alone

Amid the kaleidoscope of colors of Dominica’s capital
Roseau, the streets pulsated with the sounds of African
drums and steelpans, bamboo “boom pipes” and accordions.

Impromptu parties sprung up on roadsides and beaches for the
weekend of revelry that is the World Creole Music Festival, a
chance to showcase the origins of the now global but intrinsically
Caribbean sound. The 20th edition of the festival brought thou-
sands from across the Caribbean to the tiny island nation and sent
a message that Dominica has moved on from Hurricane Maria,
which last year claimed dozens of lives here as it obliterated homes
and livelihoods.

Creole music has its roots in Africa, from which most of the
region’s slave populations originated.  Today, both feet are firmly in
the Caribbean and the music comprises a rich potpourri of buoyant
beats, catchy melodies and uplifting lyrics. Headline acts for the
festival in late October included Grammy-nominated Jamaican reg-
gae singer Chronixx, Trinidadian soca star Machel Montano and
former Haitian president and musician Michel Martelly, who per-
formed under his stage name Sweet Micky in a lively set laced with
humor and political commentary.

First Serenade, an 11-piece Dominican band that started off
playing in a church in the 1980s, reunited for the festival after los-
ing their instruments in the hurricane, which ravaged much of the
Caribbean. “I love the fusion of the music and the way it’s evolved
over the years. These days, we use drums, keyboards, trumpets,
trombones and sax,” trombonist Christopher Dangleben said.
“Creole music is our national identity and our lyrics promote
peace, humanity and our island.”

Age-old styles, global audience 
Like the Caribbean, Creole music is diverse. The sounds of the

islands have increasingly spread around the world-most notably
reggae and soca, but also bachata and reggaeton, taken to wide
audiences through immigrant communities and the force of the
internet. In Dominica, Creole music still uses age-old instruments
such as conch horns; a large tambourine known as a tambal; the
gwaj, which consists of a stick rubbed against a steel grater, and
maracas-style shak-shak, typically crafted from coconut shells and
beads.

First Serenade plays bouyon-which roughly translates as “melt-
ing pot.” It’s a blend of a traditional folk style known as jing ping
with bele, reminiscent of African fertility dances, as well as reggae
and soca. Veteran musician Derek Peters, who is credited with cre-
ating the style-says it honors both genre-spanning sounds and
Dominica’s diverse people, whose ancestors include Amerindian
Caribs, African slaves and French and British colonizers. “The rea-
son it has stayed popular is because it includes wider music now
like dancehall, R&B and hip-hop,” Peters said.

‘Each island has its own Creole’ 
The World Creole Music Festival was first staged in the late

1990s as a means of showcasing Dominica’s local music and cul-
ture-and wooing more tourists to the island, which is only home to
about 70,000 people. This year was all the more important as it

came in the run-up to the 40th anniversary of independence on
November 3. Thousands attended each night of the three-day
event, festival organizer Marva Williams said. “We still have a lot of
work to do in helping the world understand what Creole means.
Creole is a way of life and each island has its own Creole based on
its history and culture-how they eat, sleep, dress and communi-
cate,” she said.

Caribbean Creole languages were born in the region’s slavery-
era plantation fields as a means of communicating without slave
masters overhearing.  Dominica’s indigenous broken French is
today woven into its musical fabric, providing commentary on
everything from relationships and sex to food and politics. “Putting
the festival together this year was a challenge with lots of hotel
rooms not available” because of ongoing repair work in the wake
of Maria, Williams admitted.  “But we did a major clean-up so peo-
ple were not constantly reminded about the hurricane; we invited
the world to join us and the atmosphere has been better than ever.”

That sentiment of optimism and bacchanalia-in such stark con-
trast to the havoc unleashed in September 2017 — was embodied
among the throngs of partygoers on the streets. “We came out to
enjoy life to the max,” taxi driver Earl Archibald said. “It’s been a
big reunion with so many family and friends coming home. I’ve
seen people I haven’t seen since high school.” Gregory Antoine,
who was attending the festival for the 15th time, said: “This one is
like no other; we have more artists, lots of big names and I have
never seen so many people.” For Colin Piper, CEO of the country’s
tourism authority, “it brings in revenue but we also needed it as a
time to relax and exhale while sending the message that Dominica
is moving on.” — AFP

In storm-hit Dominica,
Creole music offers uplift
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