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Note on the Translation and Transliteration

of Japanese Names and Words

In this book, the names of Japanese persons are written with the family names
first, followed by the given names. For the names of Japanese immigrants and
their American-born children, I adopt the customary Western form (the given
names first, followed by the family names), because it was the way they trans-
literated their names in their daily lives. The macrons for long vowel Japanese
sounds are not provided in the main text in order to preserve readability. The
notes and bibliography offer the complete forms of Japanese names and words
with macrons for the benefit of researchers. All translations from Japanese-
language sources are mine unless otherwise noted.
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Introduction

Immigrant Transnationalism between Two Empires

“East is West and West is East,” wrote Jizaemon Tateishi, a Japanese immigrant
student at the University of Southern California in 1912, criticizing the bipo-
larities of the Orient and the Occident. “By this I do not mean that the outward
manifestations of the two are similar,” he continued. “I mean if you go deep
into the very heart of the people of Japan, the inner life in which we live, and
move, and have our being, is essentially Anglo-Saxon.”1 Riichiro Hoashi, an-
other USC student, challenged the same “too broad generalizations” that failed
people like Tateishi and him:

Born in Japan and educated in America, we are neither Japanese nor
Americans but are Cosmopolitans; and as Cosmopolitans we may be al-
lowed to express our opinions, freely and frankly, for nothing but Cos-
mopolitanism can be our ideal since we have transcended the narrow
bound of nationality and race.2

Thought-provoking and even postmodern as these statements may sound, nei-
ther Tateishi nor Hoashi became a famous intellectual or a leader in the Jap-
anese immigrant community; indeed, their lives in America are scarcely known.
But their personal trajectories are not as important as what their utterances
signified in the context of their time and place. In the early twentieth century,
whether they lived as merchants and store clerks in the urban ghettoes of “Little
Tokyos,” as farmers and field hands in the remote valleys of California, or as



I N T R O D U C T I O N

4

railroad and mine workers in the rugged mountains of the Sierra Nevada,
immigrants from Japan formed a group of “aliens ineligible for citizenship,”
and they were collectively under pressure to justify their presence in the United
States. As college students, Tateishi and Hoashi happened to have an ability to
present their shared quandary intelligibly in the public discourse and ask for
reconsideration of the terms in which their American existence was understood.

Their lives form the story of how Japanese immigrants (Issei) generally
made sense of the dilemma of living across the purported East-West divide and
related binaries. Not only did the disavowal of bounded national and racial
categories by the two students crystallize the heterodox attributes of the Issei
under the established orders of the American and Japanese states, but their
“cosmopolitanism” is also akin to what scholars have recently celebrated as
“transnationalism.” Despite the claim to transcend the confines of nation and
race, the Issei’s transnational thinking was nonetheless constantly counter-
checked by orthodoxy that was closely linked to nation-building and the dom-
inant racial politics. The psychic and political engagements that these Japanese
had with white America and imperial Japan complicate the meaning of trans-
nationalism, which necessitates a new paradigm of analysis and approach to the
usual saga of immigrant struggle.

From the viewpoint of America’s racial doctrine, the “Orientals” were sit-
uated beyond the pale of nationhood, as enshrined in the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882 and the U.S. Supreme Court ruling against Japanese naturalization
four decades later. Accusations of Japanese immigrant communities being “out-
posts of [the Japanese] empire” were not uncommon in the public discourse.
In 1938, a popular travelogue writer contended that even though the Issei had
lived in California for years and their sons and daughters (Nisei) were born as
U.S. citizens, “there is something that persists in the Japanese heart” that al-
legedly made them forever loyal to Japan—and, by implication, hostile to
America. The blind allegiance that the two generations of Japanese Americans
owed to the “Divine Emperor . . . has been there [in their racial heart] for more
than two millenniums,” the writer asserted, “and it will not be stamped out in
a few generations.”3 In much the same way, on the other side of the Pacific,
the foreign minister of Japan declared proprietary rights to the Nisei according
to that nation’s own racial ideology: “I hold their Japanese blood dear and
essential. . . . To preserve their racial strength, the Japanese government must
exert itself the best it can.”4 The hegemonic constructions of racial and national
belonging or nonbelonging, emanating from both states, posed fundamental
challenges to the Issei (and Nisei) in terms of how they defined their relation-
ships to, and actually engaged with, both their adopted country and their native
land.

This book examines the development of transnational ideas, practices, and
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politics among Japanese immigrants in the American West prior to the Pacific
War. Specialists in European immigration history and African American history
have already produced an array of such works that have led to the development
of “transatlantic studies” and “African diaspora studies.” In the early 1990s,
historian Sucheng Chan issued a call to Asian American scholars for a new
international paradigm, but it is still uncommon in historical studies of the
Asian American experience.5 To date, most scholars have kept Japanese Amer-
ican history within the confines of the American domestic narrative, treating
the subject only as a national(ist) story and disregarding significant parts of the
Japanese American experience, which actually extended beyond the boundaries
of a single polity.6 In order to truly appreciate the Issei’s insistence on cosmo-
politanism, historians need to confront the bounded meanings of nation and
race through close analysis of the discursive strategies and everyday practices
that the immigrants adopted and deployed relative to the different hegemonic
powers.

To present a more complete picture of the Issei’s transnational past, I em-
ploy what can be termed “an inter-National perspective”—one that stresses the
interstitial (not transcendental) nature of their lives between the two nation-
states. The findings of this study reveal that Japanese immigrants generally
accepted the legitimacy of the meanings and categories upheld by the dominant
ideologies of both the United States and Japan. The Issei operated under the
tight grips and the clashing influences of these state powers, each of which
promoted its respective project of nation-building, racial supremacy, and colo-
nial expansion. Although they constantly traversed, often blurred, and fre-
quently disrupted the varied definitions of race, nation, and culture, Issei were
able neither to act as free-floating cosmopolitans nor to enjoy a postmodern
condition above and beyond the hegemonic structures of state control. Their
strategies of assimilation, adaptation, and ethnic survival took shape through
the (re)interpretation, but not repudiation, of the bounded identity constructs
that had their origins in the ideological imperatives of each state.7 My analysis
primarily focuses on the basic integrity and potency of the two national he-
gemonies and modernities, which jointly helped to mold the perceptions of
Japanese immigrants, as well as the range of their social practices, in their daily
lives.

Though a version of the transnational approach, the inter-National per-
spective is not limited to viewing the Japanese American experience as one
extending across the two nation-states, societies, and cultures. Like other the-
oretical formulations, transnationalism has acquired different definitions and
orientations.8 Culturalist-oriented transnationalism tends to highlight the heter-
ogeneity, hybridity, and creolization of cultural objects and meanings in the
context of a diaspora.9 Its advocates, such as cultural theorists and postcolonial
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literary critics, stress the constant movements of “transmigrants,” the fluidity
and multiplicity of their identities, and their simultaneous positioning in a
politicocultural sphere inclusive of two or more nation-states. Influenced by
Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems perspective, structural-based transnation-
alism focuses more on the process by which migrants emerge out of contradic-
tions in international capitalism, and how they move, work, and construct new
forms of social relationships within the network of a global economic system.10

These sets of transnational contexts constitute equally important components
of this study’s conceptual framework, but in light of the interstitial nature of
Japanese immigrant experience, the term transnational—when casually used—
can be quite misleading, for it may connote something “deterritorialized” or
someone “denationalized.” In order to avoid such inferences, I specifically define
my approach as inter-National.

Since the consciousness of Japanese immigrants was wedged firmly between
the established categories of Japan and the United States, the relationships that
they developed and maintained in the interstices were ambivalent, unsettled,
and elusive. Because they were always faced with the need to reconcile simul-
taneous national belongings as citizen-subjects of one state and yet resident-
members (denizens) of another, the Issei refused to make a unilateral choice,
electing instead to take an eclectic approach to the presumed contradiction
between things Japanese and American. Japanese immigrant identities, too,
moved across and between the bounded meanings and binaries of race and
nation that each regime imposed upon them, rejecting exclusive judgments by
either. As such, their ideas and practices were situational, elastic, and even
inconsistent at times, but always dualistic at the core. The analysis of Japanese
immigrant eclecticism illuminates the intricate agency of these historical actors,
who selectively took in and fused elements of nationalist arguments, modernist
assumptions, and racist thinking from both imperial Japan and white America.11

This is the process by which the Issei tried to transform themselves into quasi
whites, despite their ancestry, in an effort to present themselves as quintessential
Americans.

Notwithstanding its transnational framework, this study highlights the em-
beddedness of Japanese immigrants within one national order, and hence the
limits of their cosmopolitanism. Despite the dynamic interactions that the im-
migrants and their descendants had with Japan and the United States, their
daily physical existence was under the sovereign power of the latter. In other
words, while they were caught between the conflicting ideological and often
repressive apparatuses of the two nation-states, their bodies were anchored in
America, their interests rooted in its socioeconomic structure, and their activities
disciplined by its politicolegal system. Giving primacy to the actual physical
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location of Japanese immigrants, this study pays special attention to the do-
mestic aspect of the otherwise transnational subject.

In considering Japanese immigrant transnationalism, it is essential to ask
why and how Japan really mattered. It was in the realms of knowledge pro-
duction, and of the social practices which the ideas accompanied, that Japan
mattered most to the Issei. Their native country—another hegemonic power
to which they continued to belong due to the denial of naturalization rights in
the United States—strove to control them from afar, but it had fewer appa-
ratuses to achieve that goal. In negotiating their relationships with the home-
land, Japanese immigrants were afforded a smaller degree of material nexus than
with American society. Ironically, this distance allowed many Issei to use “Ja-
pan” as a resource to fight the challenges surrounding their racial standing in
the United States and as a point of reference to make sense of their restricted
existence there. The command that Japan and the United States exercised over
the Issei, albeit unevenly, as well as the mooring of their everyday lives to the
American political economy that defined the terms of their engagement with
the homeland, form twin themes of the inter-National paradigm.12

In dissecting and narrating the transnational history of Japanese immi-
grants, this book’s domestic focus carefully considers the processes of racial
formation, by which the combined effects of structural and representational
control homogenize the experience of members of a minority group in a given
“racial project.”13 The case of Japanese immigrants offers no exception. In terms
of class background, the Issei population was diverse, ranging from wealthy
entrepreneurs to migrant laborers, educated urbanites to rural farmers, but their
racial position and image in American society were so undifferentiated that
varied classes of Japanese immigrants came to share a similar, if not identical,
collective racial experience. Inasmuch as Issei came to be treated like pariahs in
American society, class diversity among them was effectively inconsequential.14

While race was central to structuring and representing their overall social
world, gender also played a role in the processes of racial formation for the
Issei. In Japanese immigrant history, the intersectionality of race and gender
was manifested in ways that attached gendered meanings and nuances to the
prevailing condition of the Issei’s subordination to white America, as well as
their reactions to it.15 In the United States, race inscribed “inferiority” in the
identity and positionality of all Japanese, but because it was so cardinal and
arbitrary, Issei were quick to learn the politics of manipulating and transforming
race for the purpose of their survival in the American West. In this general
context of racial formation and transformation, gender ubiquitously prescribed
the sexual division of labor and societal roles. In Japanese America, immigrant
women concentrated on the construction of ideal domesticity commensurate
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with the middle-class white model, while their husbands tackled the more pub-
lic dimension of racial politics, like propaganda, court battles, and economic
struggles. By analyzing the interplay of race, class, and gender in Issei lives, this
study elucidates the essentially American underpinning of Japanese immigrant
transnationalism.

The Issei’s embeddedness in the political economy of the United States
does not mean that they lived a homogeneous American experience, however.
This book often examines the local context—the patterns of social relations
and practices within varied regional confines—as opposed to a uniform national
context. Recently, the question of the local versus the global has attracted much
interest from theorists of transnationalism, who attempt to understand the am-
biguous positioning of the Asian American subject in society, economy, nation,
culture, and history. This study emphasizes the preponderance of everyday ex-
periences and reality in the immediate surroundings, interpreting identity for-
mation and behavior as “a matter not of ethnic destiny, but of political choice”
in the microlevel entanglements of power.16 As much as Japanese immigrants
were situated in the transnational space as a result of their crisscrossing the
Pacific Ocean, they also negotiated their in-betweenness through politics that
grounded their concerns and agendas in the welfare of each local community
dotting the American West. Against the context of international, domestic, and
local social locations, Japanese immigrants projected manifold, regionally di-
vergent identities upon their collective self as an American minority that was,
at the same time, part of the Japanese nation-state.

This study holds the Issei accountable for their actions and inaction, their
choices and judgments, and their complicity and resistance. It scrupulously
considers the multiplicity of social positions, which helped to mold habits of
mind and behavior among Japanese immigrants.17 Because intraethnic, inter-
ethnic, and international social relations prescribed how they understood and
lived their lives, Issei always vied with one another for power within each local
Japanese community, clashed with other minority groups for survival under
white ascendancy, and tried to rival their homeland compatriots in nationalist
contributions. And when reevaluated in this context, Tateishi’s reworking of
Rudyard Kipling’s binarism and Hoashi’s rejection of the “narrow bound of
nationality and race” reveal more than just academic critiquing. Despite their
college educations, the two men probably lived among their countrymen and
women of more humble backgrounds in an ethnic ghetto. And like other Issei,
Tateishi and Hoashi were accused of posing a threat to the white civilization
even though they came to this land to embrace it. Drawing from such real-life
experiences, which all “Orientals” shared in early twentieth-century America,
their pronouncements of Japanese-white likeness, East-West parallelism, and
immigrant cosmopolitanism constituted a radical act of social maneuvering.
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Their formulations not only contested the norms of American race relations
that kept the Issei socially subordinate but also attempted to debunk the “Yellow
Peril” fear, which alienated them from the society in which they wished to
claim a place. The idea of cosmopolitanism sought to redefine their relation-
ships with the two nation-states to which they were connected as the conse-
quence of their migration. “East is West, West is East” is an intriguing prop-
osition, indeed, but a full appreciation of its layered meanings requires an
analysis of the convoluted immigrant world that developed in the interstices of
the divided spheres of civilizations, nation-states, and races. Only by measuring
the Issei’s agency against the multifaceted relations, interests, and struggles in a
transnational space that linked the two sides of the Pacific Ocean can we truly
understand the totality of Japanese immigrant experience, which was moved by
complex motives and desires, some of which were contradictory and nonsensical
at times.18

Focusing on the American West, this book chronicles the Japanese immigrant
experience from 1885 to 1941. Scholars have divided the prewar history of Jap-
anese Americans into two major phases: the migration of the first generation
and the transition to the emergence of all-American Nisei patriots. According
to this scheme, Japanese immigration between 1885 and 1908 ushered in the
influx of single male laborers—“birds of passage”—who intended to “sojourn”
in Hawaii and the continental United States, a practice commonly known as
dekasegi. Then, around 1908, with the rise of anti-Japanese agitation, the Gen-
tlemen’s Agreement between Tokyo and Washington abruptly put a halt to
labor migration across the Pacific. Since bona fide residents could still bring
their family members from Japan to the United States, immigrants after the
bilateral agreement were predominantly women—mostly wives of male Issei
residents—whose arrival accelerated the formation of Japanese families and the
increase of American-born Nisei in the American West. Meanwhile, the peril
of institutionalized racism continued to haunt Japanese immigrants, stripping
them of various politicoeconomic rights and relegating them to the status of
perpetual foreigners. In 1924, the enactment of the National Origins Act, which
prohibited the entry of immigrants from Japan altogether, ended the first mi-
gration phase. In the historical literature on this phase, racism and labor have
been the two central analytical themes for understanding the Japanese in the
United States.19

This study incorporates the consequences of nation-building and imperi-
alism into the analysis of the Issei’s migration experience and adaptation to
American society between the 1880s and the 1910s. Understanding Japanese
immigrant history from the inter-National perspective requires close attention
to the timing of their departure from Japan and entry into the United States.
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Their premigrant experiences were shaped, first, by the emergence of a modern
nation-state on the Japanese archipelago that rudely invaded their familiar social
world, and, second, by the rise of the two major expansionistic powers in the
Pacific.

Though a majority were of working-class origin, Japanese emigrants were
still very diverse in their social and intellectual backgrounds.20 Corresponding
to the process of nation/empire-building in Japan, the convoluted nature of
Japanese emigration chiefly mirrored how inconsistently various segments of
the Issei population were nationalized or “modernized.” Because distinct classes
of emigrants identified with the Japanese state in different ways, tensions, rather
than congruencies, characterized the relationships of Issei with their native
country. While the Japanese state attempted to fit the emigrants into the mold
of the ideal imperial subject, many Issei interpreted preconceived national cat-
egories differently, often blending them with hegemonic “American” meanings
posed by white exclusionists and deploying them in defense of their diasporic
community.

The American West constituted a borderland where America’s westward
expansionism met Japanese imperialism around the question of immigration
from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries.21 It was also where
different national ideals and ideologies clashed, became intertwined, and fused
through the interplay of the nativist push for racial exclusion and the immigrant
struggle against it. The turn of the twentieth century marked the consolidation
of a Euro-American regime on the “frontier,” in which a rigid racial hierarchy
was established over the growing “alien” populations of Asian and Mexican
origins.22 Not only did the geopolitical context of the borderland fashion the
form of exclusionist and assimilationist politics there, but it also promoted the
appropriation of Japanese and American colonial thinking by many Issei, as
they fought the Orientalist charges of unassimilability and justified their rightful
place in the frontier land. As advocates of the new Western history show, the
American West has always been a meeting place of various ideas, interests, and
powers; Japanese at this site of cross-cultural mixing must likewise be seen as
players in an entanglement and contestation across multiple national spaces.23

Adopting the concept of the borderland, this book tackles the interconnect-
edness of the colonialism, migration, and racial struggle that unfolded in the
complex social space of the American West.

This book commences by placing Issei migration and their settlement in
the contexts of Japan’s transpacific expansion and America’s continuous con-
quest of the frontier at the turn of the twentieth century. The massive exodus
of labor migrants from Japan, coinciding with the empire’s inception, paralleled
the development of a major branch of Japanese imperialist thought—“eastward
expansionism”—that viewed the Western Hemisphere as its own “frontier.”
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This impulse was confronted by the westward manifest destiny of white Amer-
ica—one that effected the acquisition of Hawaii, the Philippines, and Guam
in 1898. Unearthing this neglected imperialist rivalry, chapter 1 explores Japan’s
major discourses on emigration, which helped to produce heterogeneous groups
of Issei. As various forms of expansionist thought clashed with the pragmatism
of dekasegi laborers, ethnic solidarity or common identity barely existed among
Japanese immigrants at the outset. The first chapter sets the stage for the tu-
multuous beginning of Issei society and its history in America.

Chapters 2 and 3 trace the contentious processes of community formation.
From the turn of the century through the 1910s, a unified leadership of elite
immigrants took shape in tandem with the rise of anti-Japanese agitation in
California. In partnership with members of the Japanese diplomatic corps, self-
proclaimed Issei leaders—mostly urban, entrepreneurial, and educated—insti-
tutionalized an immigrant control mechanism in the form of the Japanese as-
sociation network that crisscrossed the American West. Envisioned as a key
solution to racial exclusion, the apparatus of social disciplining sought to trans-
form the masses of laboring men and women into imperial subjects, who could
simultaneously partake fully of American life and citizenship. Akin to the main-
stream Progressive movement, this project of racial uplift attempted to inscribe
onto ordinary Issei a bourgeois middle-class understanding of civility, morality,
and womanhood, which underscored the “whiteness” of Japanese immigrants
in the language of universal modernity. Central to immigrant moral reform
were modernist assumptions of race and nationhood that subsumed classist and
gendered expectations. Not only embraced by Japan’s elite and immigrant lead-
ers but also vociferously propagated by California exclusionists—albeit against
Japanese—in their vision of a Eurocentric America, those assumptions formed
a field of accommodation between incoming Japanese and receiving whites in
the early twentieth century. Chapter 2 therefore looks at the curious conver-
gence of ideas and practices relative to respective nation-building among the
educated elements of Issei men and women, Tokyo’s diplomats, and white
Californians. The chapter also sheds light on their divergence from ordinary
Japanese immigrants, who never seriously heeded the elite vision of ideal citizen-
subjects.

Another force, however, simultaneously served to construct the collectivity
of a “race” out of Japanese immigrants of all classes and all ideological persua-
sions on the borderland. Instead of racial uplift, racial subordination was the
organizing grammar of this social formation. Chapter 3 deals with the over-
arching impact on the Issei of American racism, which contributed to the
development of a distinct racial identity among them in relation to other bor-
derland residents as well as the people of Japan. This process occurred at the
level of their daily struggle as a racial(ized) minority—self-consciously identified
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as “the Japanese in America [zaibei doho]”—on the basis of shared interests in
and concerns with power relations in the American West. Examining the critical
linkages between white exclusionist politics and immigrant counterstruggles,
this chapter explores the grassroots level of community formation, which co-
incided with the partial consolidation of immigrant leadership during the first
two decades of the century.

Situated between the heavily studied subjects of the Japanese exclusion
movement and wartime incarceration, the interwar period (1924–1941) is a
largely forgotten phase of Japanese American history. The orthodox historical
narrative treated the decades of the 1920s and the 1930s as a mere transitional
moment in the evolution of two generations of Japanese Americans from “for-
eign” immigrants to full-fledged Americans. What can be termed the “immi-
grant paradigm” of Japanese American history has helped to buoy the myth of
American exceptionalism, which celebrates the incorporation of foreigners as
symbolizing the promise and triumph of American democracy.24 A part of lib-
eral assimilationist ideology, the paradigm dismisses the Old World traits of
immigrants as a major roadblock to national inclusion. As the first generation
symbolizes “foreign” in that scheme, the second generation represents the “mar-
ginal man,” estranged from both the immigrant past and American society. In
Japanese American history, the interwar years, especially the 1930s, are generally
posited as the time when the Nisei began to grapple, under the obstinate in-
fluences of their Issei parents, with the challenges that all marginal men were
supposed to encounter along the universal path to becoming Americans.25 In
recent years, revisionist scholarship has complicated that master narrative, in-
stead highlighting the unique “bicultural” or “dual” nature of Japanese Amer-
ican history before the Pacific War.26 The new studies remind us of the fallacy
of seeing Japanese American lives from the standpoint of polarized national/
cultural identities and allegiances—the Japan-versus-America binary that has
obfuscated the nuanced experiences of Issei and Nisei in a transnational poli-
ticocultural space. Japanese Americans’ politics of dualism indeed provides a
crucial context for a more sensible understanding of the internment years, al-
though this book only suggests certain aspects of the continuities and discon-
tinuities between prewar and wartime Japanese America.27

In the five chapters dedicated to the interwar period, this book systemat-
ically revisits the historical omissions that have rendered Japanese immigrants
as perpetual foreigners in our historical knowledge. Instead of a natural pro-
gression or historical inevitability, a politics of social negotiation played a prin-
cipal role in Japanese Americans’ adaptation to the exigencies of the new reality
after racial exclusion in the American West. The interwar chapters, like the
earlier chapters, draw upon a wide range of primary source documents in both
English and Japanese. Because this book probes the interstices of hegemonic
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meanings and categories wherein the Issei lived and struggled, it is imperative,
first and foremost, to apprehend their interpretation and appropriation of or-
thodox ideas, as well as their motives for the actions and inaction that stemmed
from them. In an effort to salvage the unarticulated voices and mundane be-
haviors of Japanese immigrants, this study examines rarely consulted personal
and organizational papers, vernacular newspapers, immigrant publications, state
records, and government reports scattered in both the United States and Ja-
pan.28

Chapters 4 through 6 explicate the new thinking and practice that emerged
in the community of “the Japanese in America.” Bringing together the histories
of migration, popular culture, and historiography, the fourth chapter shows
how Japanese immigrants placed their collective past within narratives of the
American frontier and Japanese expansionism in their relentless pursuit of na-
tional inclusion. Between 1924 and 1941, Issei historians writing for a popular
audience borrowed from Japanese and American ideologies to draw a parallel
between Euro-American frontier settlers and Issei “pioneers,” while creating
internal aliens among the working-class bachelors unfit for that image. Setting
apart dekasegi laborers from Japanese American citizen-subjects, this historical
vision enabled Issei family men to proclaim themselves archetypal Americans
by virtue of their Japanese traits despite their unnaturalizable status. During the
1930s, immigrant leaders and parents also engaged in projects of social engi-
neering on the basis of their dual national identity. The making of an ideal
racial future for the Nisei involved manipulating their vocational preferences
and demographics, advocating the “Japanese spirit” and moral lifestyle, and
participating in transnational educational programs that took thousands of the
American-born generation to their ancestral land. While expressed in the lan-
guage of progress, national authenticity, and racial uplift, the visions and prac-
tices of Issei transnationalism that those projects embodied reified their overall
marginality in American society, as well as added to the pressure experienced
by this minority group, which had to constantly defend even the diminutive
“ethnic” space it was allowed to hold.

Chapters 7 and 8 examine the intricate meanings of Japanese immigrant
nationalism. Uniting ostensibly incommensurate ideas and acts—like their
homeland ties and Americanism—is an indispensable step toward gaining a
sense of how the world actually looked in the eyes of these immigrant Amer-
icans. In the context of racial subordination, the culture of Issei nationalism
did not simply assert ethnic pride, cultural superiority, or aspiration toward
collective liberation or ascent. Under the spell of nationalist consciousness, Jap-
anese immigrants actually sought peaceful relations with propertied whites for
stability and survival. At the same time, without the constraints of hierarchical
imperatives in the interethnic relations, Issei nationalism precipitated confron-
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tations with their Asian competitors just as imperial Japan fought and con-
quered their countries of origin. Finally, this form of nationalism suppressed
internal diversity, thrusting heterodox lives, acts, and ideas into the rubric of
middle-class citizenry that it strove to construct in the ethnic collectivity. Rather
than repelling white supremacy with nationalist indignation, leading immigrants
forged an identity of being “honorary whites” around the notion of proper
“Japanese” thinking and conduct, and they successfully persuaded the rest
of the community to acquiesce to it. Thus, even in the pro-Japan activities
of the Issei can be seen a deep-seated desire for inclusion in America. Viewed
from this standpoint, the idea of divided loyalties, which the immigrant para-
digm presupposes in the problem of immigrant nationalism, simply does not
hold up.

This study raises questions and unravels assumptions about race, nation,
migration, and history that have misled many scholars into thinking in terms
of bounded definitions and essentialized categories. Much of human experience
resists being framed into the confines of national histories, and that is most
true of immigrants—including Japanese—whose lives unfold somewhere long
before they actually immigrate. Although challenging national histories and
nationalist historiographies from the Issei’s transnational perspective, this study
nevertheless does not conclude with an emancipatory vision of escape from, or
an inspiring story of opposition to, the tyranny of the national.29 The most
prevalent version of Japanese immigrant transnationalism articulated their pro-
found anxieties about being excluded from white America, being marginalized
in the society in which they lived, and being subordinated as the consequence
of racist legislation. Unlike black “double consciousness,” for example, the Issei’s
politics of dualism did not stem from ambivalence about the singular nationality
of a racist regime and a diasporic self-understanding that aspired to transcend
it.30 Transnationalism instead allowed Japanese immigrants to strategize new
terms of national belonging through their claims to their imperial Japanese
heritage. Rather than seeking to overcome the constraints of the American state
with cosmopolitanism, the Issei spun the meanings of racial authenticity and
cultural respectability only to the extent that they did not subvert the integrity
of the nation or disrupt the racial order of U.S. society. This paradox—the
potency of the national in transnationalism—is the central theme of Japanese
immigrant history before the Pacific War.



Part I

Multiple Beginnings
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1
Mercantilists, Colonialists, and Laborers

Heterogeneous Origins of Japanese America

Emigrants (imin) and colonialists (shokumin), just like the phenomena of
emigration (imin) and colonization (shokumin), are often confounded. . . .
Colonialists embark as imperial subjects with a pioneer spirit under the
aegis of our national flag for state territorial expansion; emigrants act
merely on an individual basis, leaving homeland as a matter of personal
choice without the backing of sovereign power.1

In 1910, a Japanese immigrant (Issei) journalist commented on the prevailing
“confusion” over those conceptual categories. Not only were the people of Japan
guilty of this, the writer asserted, but his compatriots in California also erro-
neously identified themselves as “colonialists” not “immigrants.”2 This confu-
sion characterized the historical trajectory of Japanese emigration to the United
States, as well as the heterogeneous nature of the early Issei society. Specifically,
the weaving of colonialism into labor migration, or vice versa, formed a crucial
backdrop against which thorny relations developed among Issei, between them
and white residents, and between the expatriate Japanese community and their
home state. The transnational history of Japanese immigrants in the American
West therefore must begin with an analysis of the ideas and practices that
underlay those confusions and contradictions.

Popularized after the Meiji Restoration of 1868, “emigration” and “colo-
nization” were new concepts borrowed from the West, which the Japanese
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political elite and intellectual class came to use interchangeably in their discus-
sion of the most pressing national tasks: national formation and expansion.3

The dissemination of these ideas to the emergent citizenry through the press,
political organizations, and academia was central in the making of a modern
empire in Japan. The very notion of emigration or colonization had not even
existed under the closed-door policy of the Tokugawa feudal regime. The ex-
odus of various classes of Japanese for Hawaii and the mainland United States
after the 1880s prompted the intelligentsia for the first time to seriously con-
template the meaning of popular emigration in tandem with the nascent ideas
of national expansion.

In order to explain the nature of early Japanese expansionism with which
the practice of emigration was tightly intertwined, it is necessary to delve into
three interrelated contexts: geopolitics in the Asia-Pacific region, Japan’s incor-
poration into the international network of capitalist economies, and the for-
mation of the modern nation-state. First, Meiji Japan’s entry into modernity
coincided with the era in which Western powers had been engaged in fierce
colonialist competitions in East Asia and the Pacific Basin. During the 1880s,
a new style of imperialism became the vogue as the West sought direct control
of overseas territories, replacing the emphasis on hegemonic control in trade to
link the metropolis and its colonies. In Southeast Asia, the French took over
Indochina, and the British established footholds in Burma, while both powers
scrambled for Africa. The Pacific and northeastern Asia subsequently emerged
as another sphere of imperialist competition. During and after the Spanish-
American War of 1898, the United States acquired Hawaii, the Philippines, and
Guam, while the Germans took over the hitherto-neglected Spanish possessions
of Pacific island chains in Micronesia and Melanesia. In the meantime, since
the mid-1800s, China had become a major battlefield for Christian missionaries
and merchants from Europe and the United States.

Meiji Japan, a latecomer, joined this international scramble for new terri-
tories and export markets, not only because its leaders felt that the “civilized”
had to accept manifest destiny to partake in the practice of colonization, but
also because they believed that proactive expansionist endeavors would be im-
perative in defense of Japan’s fragile security.4 The nation had been on the
receiving end of Western imperialism, when it had been forced to open to
international commerce in 1854 by U.S. warships under Commodore Matthew
Perry, but Japan had diverged from other Asian nations because of its quick
“success” in acclimating to the geopolitical environment. No sooner had Em-
peror Meiji formed a new government in 1868 than imperial expansionism
began internally and externally, resulting in the colonization of Hokkaido (1869)
and Okinawa (1879); the seizures of Taiwan (1894), south Sakhalin (1905), and
Kwantung Province (1905) in northern China; and then the annexation of
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Korea (1910). In the meantime, the country fought two successful foreign wars,
first with China in 1894–1895 and then with Russia in 1904–1905.5

Migration constituted a pivotal part of these state endeavors, both in policy
and in practice. Hokkaido, the first colonialist project, was brought under na-
tional control by settling with a domestic population. Before the restoration of
the emperor’s rule, the Tokugawa warrior regime had only loosely incorporated
Japan’s northern island, but with increasing threats from Russia, the Meiji state
embarked on the official colonization of Hokkaido in 1869, modeling it after
the conquest of the North American “frontier” by the United States.6 While
building a basic infrastructure and industrial facilities, the government encour-
aged displaced former samurai and peasants in the main islands to immigrate
to the new frontier, where the transplanted could farm in peacetime and defend
the northern borders in wartime. When the state permitted the departure of
common laborers in 1885 for Hawaii and, later, for the U.S. mainland, many
officials and educated Japanese viewed their migration in terms similar to the
contemporaneous movement of surplus populations to Hokkaido and other
new territories.7

Japan’s late adoption of a capitalist economy further contributed to the
blurring of the boundaries between emigration and colonization. Although the
nation turned itself from a feudal society into a major military power within
the span of a few decades, the development compounded the integration of
Japan into the international capitalist network, rendering it perpetually de-
pendent for markets and capital on more advanced industrial economies, par-
ticularly the United States. Given its relative underdevelopment, Japan often
served as a source of cheap workers for the more advanced economies, trans-
ferring manual labor to Hawaii, the American West, and to a lesser degree,
various European colonies in Southeast Asia and the plantation economies of
Latin America.8 Insofar as it also enhanced the competitiveness of imperial
Japan’s economy, the cheapness of domestic labor dovetailed with Japan’s own
colonialist projects, leading to significant overlap in socioeconomic character-
istics between Japanese immigrants in other countries and colonial settlers
within the empire.9 Although the movement of Japanese across the Pacific
transpired between the sphere of Japan’s sovereign control and that of another
nation-state, it was this overlap that caused U.S.–bound emigrants to be often
confounded with colonialists who moved and lived “under the aegis of our
national flag.”

Tokyo’s effort to consolidate state control over its populace provided the
third context in which expansionism and emigration were interlocked. Aside
from setting up formal state apparatuses and a unified capitalist economy, Meiji
nation-building sought to make imperial subjects out of village-bound peasants,
who would act voluntarily for the benefit of the emperor and the national
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collectivity.10 In accordance with this mandate, as the Meiji elite often stressed,
emigrants were expected to obey the call of their nation as citizen-subjects. Just
as the state dictated that the obligations of every imperial subject included such
acts as paying taxes from meager income, working fourteen hours a day under
hazardous conditions, and dying while fighting a foreign war, so Meiji leaders
defined emigration as a patriotic duty in support of Japan’s expansionist cause,
whether commercial, political, or territorial. The colonialist discourse therefore
usually assigned a nationalist meaning to the act of emigration on the premise
that the masses shared the same dedication to the state’s collective purpose.
Importantly, while it created another point of intersection between colonialism
and emigration, the nationalist presumption blinded the elite to the fact that
most emigrants of rural origin viewed their endeavors from the standpoint of
personal interest without much regard to the purported duties of the imperial
subject. Subsuming popular individualism under nascent nationalism, the elite
vision of emigration-led expansionism contradicted the logic of most ordinary
emigrants and planted the seeds for discord, which would later grow among
Japanese residents in the American West.

During the years between 1885 and 1907, when most male emigrants left
for Hawaii and the United States, the ideological terrain of Meiji Japan was
indeed a diverse one, with competing ideas developing in tandem with the
political process of nationalizing the Japanese people. There were three major
currents of emigration thought that directly affected the early development of
Japanese America. Roughly corresponding with the class origins and mental
worlds of the Issei, they were mercantilist expansionism, Japanese-style manifest
destiny, and an ideology of striving and success. The heterogeneity of the Jap-
anese emigrant population also provided a background for contentious relations
and identities within their communities, based on how individuals, with varied
degrees of national consciousness, understood their ties to the homeland, as
well as their role and place in their adopted country.

Mercantilist expansionism helped form what was to become the core of
urban Issei leadership in the Pacific Coast states. Rather than seizing colonial
territories by military force, proponents of this position aspired to establish
footholds of international trade at foreign locations, to which Japan could send
its export goods while exercising indirect forms of economic domination. The
leading advocate was Fukuzawa Yukichi, who took the lead in the learning of
things Western and the development of entrepreneurial culture in Meiji Japan.
In 1884, dreaming of British-style commercial hegemony in the Pacific, Fuku-
zawa promoted Japanese export business by the way of entrepreneurial migra-
tion to the United States. Through his private Keio academy and commercial
newspaper, this foremost scholar of “Western studies” sought to impress his
ideas upon the emerging urban bourgeoisie in Tokyo.11
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Fukuzawa believed that there was an imminent need to shore up the Meiji
policy of “enrich the nation, strengthen the military.” With a weak industrial
base and a small domestic market, Japan in the mid-1880s badly needed to
increase its exports to develop foreign exchange holdings. While propagating
trade as essential to solidifying the fiscal basis of the state and its military,
Fukuzawa defined emigration as a cardinal means of promoting commerce with
the United States. Specifically, he anticipated that Japanese immigrants in key
American trade ports would serve as a “commercial linkage between their home-
land and their new country of residence.”12 In a commentary entitled “Leave
Your Homeland at Once,” Fukuzawa justified his advocacy of entrepreneurial
emigration in terms of the British success:

In considering the long-term interest of the country, the wealth that [En-
glish traders abroad] have garnered individually has become part of En-
gland’s national assets. The land they reclaimed has turned into regional
centers of English trade, if not its formal colonial territories. This is how
Great Britain has become what she is today. In a similar vein, [a Japa-
nese emigrant] shall be regarded as a loyal subject. For while sacrificing
himself at the time of national crisis is a direct way of showing loyalty,
engaging in various enterprises abroad is an indirect way of discharging
patriotism. . . . When examining the example of Englishmen, no one
would fail to see [that emigration] shall lead to the enrichment of Japan
as well.13

Not everyone, however, was capable of taking up such an endeavor, in
Fukuzawa’s opinion. He restricted the practitioners of entrepreneurial migration
to the United States to a narrow range of educated, middle-class Japanese, for
the national “enrichment of Japan” was contingent upon whether or not em-
igrants possessed the dispositions with which to remain loyal imperial subjects
even on foreign soil. Fukuzawa believed that such individuals should be given
an opportunity to leave for “the land of boundless opportunities,” because he
felt that their intellect, talent, and “superior racial qualities” would ensure their
ascendancy in American society. Focusing on people of warrior background,
Fukuzawa’s emigration discourse offered no room for common people of rural
origin, whom he frequently ridiculed as lacking national consciousness and
modern sensibilities.14

Despite, or perhaps because of, such exclusive elitism, Fukuzawa’s mercan-
tilist expansionism had a profound impact on the early Issei community in the
American West. Understandably, the business-minded, educated youth were
most susceptible to his ideas. Disseminated in Keio classrooms, at public lec-
tures, and through newspaper editorials, Fukuzawa’s call for entrepreneurial
emigration motivated a number of his early students and others to jump into
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export-import businesses between Japan and the United States. Some went to
New York City to pioneer in the silk trade with Japan as early as 1876, while
others rushed to West Coast cities for other opportunities.15 After the estab-
lishment of San Francisco’s first Issei import business by one of Fukuzawa’s
disciples around 1880, a number of individuals followed suit in the ensuing
decades and formed a small but pivotal merchant class in early Japanese Amer-
ica.16 According to one observer, “[T]he many successful Japanese immigrants
whom I met during my 1907 trip . . . told me that [Fukuzawa’s] extolment of
emigration had inspired them to come to the United States.”17 Another source
reported that more than 1,000 Keio graduates had emigrated to the United
States by 1906, noting the presence of Keio alumni associations in San Francisco
and Seattle.18 As their mentor had taught them, these Issei businesspeople
tended to view the significance of their ventures as much in terms of Japan’s
national interest as in terms of their own personal achievement. Many subse-
quently returned home to pursue distinguished careers in the Japanese corporate
world, but those who remained in the United States formed the core of Japanese
immigrant leadership, backed by their wealth and close ties to Japanese diplo-
mats and the social elite in Tokyo.19

A more colonialist discourse on emigration overtook mercantilist expan-
sionism from the 1890s on, when the international scramble for colonies reached
its nadir in the Asia-Pacific region. The main theme of the new position re-
volved around the control of a foreign land through mass migration.20 Historian
Akira Iriye aptly summarizes this Japanese-style manifest destiny:

The line between emigration and colonization was rather tenuous. Most
authors, advocating massive overseas emigration, were visualizing the cre-
ation of Japanese communities overseas as centers of economic and social
activities closely linked to the mother country. . . . Though the outright
use of force was not envisaged, such a situation would be much closer to
colonization than to mere emigration—like the massive English coloniza-
tion of the North American continent. Thus, “peaceful expansionism”
did not simply mean the passive emigration of individual Japanese, but
could imply a government-sponsored, active program of overseas settle-
ment and positive activities to tie distant lands closer to Japan.21

Called “a new Japan,” “a second Japan,” “a new home,” or “an imperial
beginning,” the American West attracted keen attention from a group of Issei
intellectuals and students in the late nineteenth century. They took part in the
larger current of public discourse that set forth three different directions for
expansion. Advocates of northward expansion represented imperialistic ambi-
tions on the Asian continent. Influencing army strategists, it paved the way to
the two major wars with China and the Russian Far East and the subsequent
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influx of Japanese migrants into Manchuria. A harbinger of Japanese naval
operations during the First World War, southward expansionism derived from
an interest in extending maritime trade into the southwestern Pacific, especially
Micronesia. Unlike these two ideas that soon merged into the official state
colonialist projects, transpacific eastward expansionism focused on emigration-
led colonization without the support of military forces, envisioning the conquest
of the overseas hinterland through the transplantation of Japanese masses. The
imaginary map of this colonialist vision included Hawaii, the Pacific Coast
regions of the United States and Canada, and Central and South America.22

Published in 1887, one of the earliest guides to “going to America” con-
tended that North America should be as much a frontier to the Japanese as it
had been to the Europeans. “The United States,” the Issei authors noted, “is a
land for new development, which awaits the coming of ambitious youth. Come,
our brethren of 3,700,000! . . . When you come to the United States, you must
have the determination to create the second, new Japan there, which also helps
enhance the interest and prestige of the imperial government and our nation.”23

Yet, contrary to other Japanese who harbored naked territorial ambitions over
other parts of the New World, Issei advocates of Japanese manifest destiny were
generally compelled to practice their belief within the confines of existing Amer-
ican power relations. When they rushed across the Pacific in the late nineteenth
century, the rigid racialized hierarchy between the white ruling class and cheap
labor from Asia had already taken hold on the Western land as the result of
Chinese exclusion, and the commanding power of American westward expan-
sionism was about to swallow up Hawaii and other Pacific islands. With no
possibility of Japanese ascendancy in the game of mastering the Western fron-
tier, the Issei’s Americanized rendition of peaceful expansionism primarily
sought to carve out semiautonomous spheres through the building of a collec-
tive economic base, the control of farmlands, and the construction of Japanese
settlement “colonies,” under the established order of the white racial regime.24

Toward the late 1890s, a clear pattern of domestic entrepreneurship emerged
from the expansionistic Issei intelligentsia. Seeking capital consolidation and
ethnic mobilization, many looked to integrate common Japanese laborers, who
had hitherto lived in a separate world. In San Francisco, Seattle, and Portland,
as well as in smaller regional towns, this ushered in the formation of a class of
professional Issei labor contractors. Not only did they promote the influx of
additional laborers from Japan, but they also played a major role in increasing
landed Japanese communities by facilitating settlement farming in rural dis-
tricts.25 In this way, Issei expansionists were being incorporated into the agri-
cultural economy of the American West, conveniently filling the labor vacuum
created by Chinese exclusion, as suppliers of farm hands and tillers of unde-
veloped land.
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Based in Portland, Oregon, Shinzaburo Ban was one of the most influential
labor contractors. A former diplomat who came to the United States in 1891,
Ban explained to his expansionist friends in Japan that he decided to resign his
government position and migrate so as “to help [ordinary workers] obtain farm-
land for the goal of planting the seeds of large-scale settlements.” Calling it
“suiting the hundred-year scheme of Japan,” he elaborated upon his vision of
colonization in the Western frontier:

One has to earn money initially as a common laborer, while learning
sentiments, mores, and language [of the host society] to shape the
unique character of an immigrant resident. To put it another way, he is
going to be hired as a laborer at first given the dearth of capital; as time
passes by, he will accrue his earnings to invest in land and build a house,
making him an independent landholding farmer. Naturally, he will wish
to send for family members from the homeland and settle down [in
America] permanently.26

Like Ban, a number of expansionistic Issei entrepreneurs took it upon
themselves to build “second Japans” as agricultural colonists or as facilitators
for others of lesser means, which resulted in the increased landholdings of
Japanese in the West. Combined with the business of labor contracting, their
“colonialist” practice unfolded without disturbing the existing framework of
social relations, and yet many intellectual Issei still interpreted their endeavors
in the language of national expansion, or “Japanese development,” in America.
Such efforts included the formations of the Japanese Village in Dundee (340
acres) and the Nippon Colony in Santa Ana (230 acres) in 1905, as well as of
the Yamato Colony (3,200 acres) in Livingston, California, in the following
year.27 Farmers of much smaller scale, too, often understood their meager en-
terprises in similar terms, characterizing them as part of peaceful expansionism.
In 1901, one laboring Issei organized a partnership to pool resources for the
acquisition of a five-acre “colony” in southern California—a venture by which
to, in his words, “emulate the example of the British [Anglo-Saxons] in march-
ing forward in this world of fierce competition.”28 These landed colonial set-
tlements—large or small—were emblematic of modified peaceful expansionism
in early Japanese America, which funneled the resources of colonial-minded
Issei into the cause of Japanese development in Western agriculture.

Unlike the ideas of emigration tied to trade and colonization, the third
current of emigration thought, an ideology of striving and success, fit into the
mental world of many common emigrants. From the mid-1890s through the
following decade, what contemporaries observed as a popular “success boom”
swept Japanese society, and emigration to the United States was central to this
new social phenomenon. As the print media exalted the American Dream, mass-
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produced magazines popularized stories of self-made white men, such as An-
drew Carnegie, Theodore Roosevelt, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and John D. Rocke-
feller. Because “America” became synonymous with boundless opportunities in
the Japanese vocabulary of the time, many unprivileged but ambitious youth
projected onto these role models their own future trajectories.29 Portraying em-
igration to the United States as a crucial step, the success ideology catered to
the aspirations of the indigent students to work their way through school in
the American West and the desire of the rural farming class to make a quick
fortune through manual labor there.

Targeting the first group as their audience, Katayama Sen and Shimanuki
Hyodayu played major roles in disseminating the ideal of work-and-study in
America. Around the turn of the century, these self-proclaimed champions of
the struggling urban students incorporated emigration into their respective so-
cial reform programs. Buried in the Kremlin as an Asian revolutionary, Kata-
yama began his colorful political career modestly as a reform-minded Christian
socialist. His interest in emigration was as personal as it was political, for he
had earlier struggled as a student-laborer in the United States. While attending
high school in the San Francisco Bay area, Katayama worked as a houseboy,
cook, and handyman. Eventually he attended Yale Divinity School, where the
ideas of Progressive reformers captivated him.30 After returning to Japan,
Katayama was recruited to head an American-sponsored settlement house in
Tokyo, from which he promoted emigration as a solution to the lack of edu-
cational opportunities for urban adolescents. Also a Christian reformist, Shi-
manuki during his sojourn on the West Coast was similarly impressed by the
possibility of work-and-study in America as an alternative to aimless struggle
in Tokyo.31 Instead of clinging to the distant hope of “making it” in dire
poverty, these two social workers encouraged ambitious youth to leave for the
United States for schooling by publishing emigration guidebooks and maga-
zines.32

When addressed to student-emigrants, the ideology of striving and success
was not divorced from the prevailing concern with the national whole that
educated Japanese generally shared. Since it was urban literati, like Katayama
and Shimanuki, who articulated the meaning of going to America, the success
ideology was often worded in the familiar language of “extending national
power.”33 Shimanuki resembled a typical expansionist when he argued that it
was the inherent “nature” of the Japanese people to go past their national
boundaries in all directions, in particular, east across the Pacific, to “plant new
homelands.”34 Despite an internationalist outlook, Katayama was likewise “first
and foremost a patriotic Japanese citizen,” who compared one’s “loyalty to the
emperor and love of country” with “defying the waves of the wide ocean,
entering another country, and establishing one’s livelihood.”35 Influenced by



M U L T I P L E B E G I N N I N G S

26

such an ideology, which subsumed self-interest under nationalism, it was not
uncommon for many student-emigrants to merge into the earlier group of
expansionist entrepreneurs once they arrived in the American West. Indeed, in
the first two decades of the twentieth century, many immigrant farmers, busi-
ness owners, and regional community leaders emerged from this population.36

The ideology of success had another keen audience: Japan’s rural masses.
Unlike students, dekasegi emigrants of rural origin were mostly indifferent to
the valorization of emigration beyond personal or family concerns. For example,
a dekasegi returnee ascribed her family’s emigration decision solely to the “rumor
that [it] would pay off handsomely,” while another sought to acquire land in
his home village and build a “tile-roofed house”—a symbol of wealth in rural
Japan.37 Upon his return from California, a migrant worker admitted that he
had acted on the words of former migrant workers that one could “make a
bundle of money in America.” Despite his advanced age and family objections,
the fifty-three-year-old took the journey to the unknown land, because he knew
he could not have enjoyed “his fill of sweet sake” had he stayed put as a poor
farmer in Japan.38 These accounts demonstrate no trace of concern for the state,
or even for their village communities.

From the standpoint of the government elite and urban intelligentsia, rural
Japanese were indeed a great trouble. When a large number of laborers crossed
the Pacific for work, the process of molding them into imperial subjects had
barely begun at home. Starting in the early 1870s, the Meiji state strove hard
to integrate Japan’s periphery into its centralized state apparatuses, while in-
culcating national identity in the population of feudalized peasants. This process
entailed the development of suitable ideologies, such as state Shintoism, legally
sanctioned patriarchy, and the orthodoxy of emperor worship, as well as the
construction of corresponding institutions, including compulsory education and
military service. The making of imperial subjects in rural areas was nonetheless
uneven and incomplete due partially to the often-strained relationships between
the central elite and grassroots leaders. Not until after the Russo-Japanese War
of 1904–1905 did the state achieve any notable integration of village Japanese.39

Confined to the realm of his immediate surroundings, the consciousness
of a typical Japanese migrant was predicated on what was good for him and
his immediate family. As historian Carol Gluck observes, this “alternative social
ideology to the official one of collective cooperation . . . enjoined not cooper-
ative community spirit but personal striving and brandished the language not
of social harmony but of the Darwinian struggle for survival.”40 This heresy,
which placed the individual over the nation-state, could easily clash with state
orthodoxy. Yet, as long as one acted within the preexisting framework or on
behalf of one’s family and village community, which provided the backbone of
the Meiji body politic, the line between the self-effacing imperial subject and
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the self-serving individual blurred. Indeed, only after an excess of materialism
began to overwhelm the social elite in the early 1900s did Tokyo finally begin
to treat the ideology of striving and success as a menace.41 Labor emigration
was part and parcel of this diachronic process, in which the popular logic of
success increasingly overrode the national imperative within that ideology.

The departure of dekasegi laborers for Hawaii and the United States be-
tween 1885 and 1908 signified the zenith of popular pragmatism among ordinary
Japanese. In the context of the nation’s incorporation into the international
network of capitalist economies, the decade of the 1880s ushered in a drastic
reconfiguration of its rural economy. What helped to encourage the farming
population to emigrate was the overarching effect of commercial agriculture,
which alienated so many villagers from their chief means of production, the
farmland. These displaced peasants formed a pool of working-class people in
need of wage labor. At the same time, the intrusion of market forces into villages
opened up the world view of rural residents, allowing some to dream of upward
mobility beyond what they could have had under the feudal regime. Depending
on varying economic, political, and social circumstances, these developments
made some groups of rural Japanese more receptive than others to the idea of
going abroad as a way to material fulfillment. The resultant emigrants divide
into two major types: distressed contract laborers and entrepreneurial laborers.

Known initially as “government-contract emigrants” (1885–1894) and later
as “private-contract emigrants” (1894–1899), distressed contract laborers consisted
mainly of individuals of “landless or small landowning farming households,”
who looked to earn American dollars through contract labor in Hawaii.42 Trans-
portation to Hawaii and other initial expenses were paid for by the employer.
In the two phases, there were 29,069 and 40,230 such emigrants, respectively,
who were recruited to work on sugar plantations on three-year contracts.43

When the Japanese government was in charge of recruitment, until 1894, the
effort concentrated in a few prefectures in southwestern Japan, such as Hiro-
shima, Yamaguchi, Fukuoka, and Kumamoto, in accordance with the wishes
of government and business leaders.44 Beneath this political favoritism none-
theless lay a socioeconomic undercurrent that made the ideology of success and
striving more influential in some regions than others. The original locations of
early contract laborers tended to have undergone a significant transformation
from conventional rice farming to the cultivation of commercial crops, like
cotton and indigo, as well as the rise of semimechanized cottage industries,
since the 1870s.45

In order to understand the impact of market forces upon rural emigration,
it is crucial to take into account when the fortunes of the landed family farmers
declined in such economic circumstances rather than noting merely a state of
displacement or want. A typical contract emigrant from Hiroshima was either
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a household head, his younger brother, or his oldest son, as well as his wife,
who sought to work off debts or supplement shrinking family income by three
years of hard labor abroad. Such an early emigrant household was among the
recent casualties of rapid commercialization in agriculture and Tokyo’s defla-
tionary policy. Even though contract laborers tended to be destitute or bankrupt
at the time of their embarkation, most had been economically better off prior
to the 1880s.46 In rural Japan, the initial economic change had taken place with
the institution of a national tax system in 1873. Levying 3 percent of the assessed
land value on all of the landed households, this tax did not reflect fluctuations
in the prices of crops nor the value of the currency. When agricultural prices
ascended steadily in accordance with the high inflation of the 1870s, it did not
affect most farmers, since their growing income could minimize the monetary
burden of taxation in relative terms. However, the drastic deflationary measures
of the early 1880s not only shrank agricultural prices by half, but they also
greatly increased the tax burden in terms of the deflated currency, sending into
default many small family farmers who had spearheaded the early growth of
commercial agriculture by borrowing and investing. The crisis that these pillars
of village communities suddenly faced explains their rising interest in dekasegi
work for economic rehabilitation, as well as Tokyo’s decision to lift its ban on
labor migration in 1885 for popular appeasement.47

Motivated by the vivid memory of better days in the recent past, rural
Japanese formerly of the middle strata were most inclined to jump at what the
system of contract-labor emigration promised: a quick recovery from sudden
impoverishment without the requirement of personal financial resources or bur-
den. Rural Japanese of other classes were less likely to take the chance even if
information on emigration were available. To the most socially deprived, who
had been consistently resourceless, the formula looked less realistic. Having lived
without hope since the feudal era, they had accepted their socioeconomic stand-
ing as a given and had few aspirations beyond daily survival. Further, their
chances of being allowed to leave for Hawaii or elsewhere were slim to nil due
to the prevailing official bias against them.48 Meanwhile, very few members of
the upper strata would be likely to leave their villages, since they were less
willing to risk their familiar lifestyles in Japan by going abroad for temporary
work than were those who were financially threatened and desperate. Instead,
collaborating with the state, the village upper class often encouraged and facil-
itated the departure of the fallen middle class in hopes that the scheme of self-
help would pacify agitated residents and refocus their energy on local economic
development.49 Official reports indeed attested to the relative success of the
contract-labor scheme. According to an 1889 Hiroshima report, “[M]any [re-
turnees] acquired houses and farms, while others used their earnings to start
industrial and commercial enterprises” in their communities.50 Likewise, offi-
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cials of Okayama and Wakayama prefectures noted that some returnees were
even pondering the possibility of growing sugar cane and starting sugar-refining
businesses in their home districts.51

Critically, these observations also underscore the changing nature of labor
emigration, which became increasingly noticeable in the ensuing decades. A
growing number of rural Japanese considered it to be a lucrative area of in-
vestment. In the regions where many contract laborers originated, their success
convinced other villagers of similar or higher strata to follow suit, thus triggering
chain migration to Hawaii and the United States. One-time contract laborers,
too, often apportioned their earnings for second trips across the Pacific. To his
Hiroshima village, for example, a dekasegi emigrant brought back more than
$350 after three years of toiling on a Hawaiian sugar plantation. Out of that
money, his family not only paid off debts and set aside some savings, but also
laid out $135 on farmlands and a house, $20 on furniture, and $100 on another
dekasegi term abroad.52 When these people paid their own way and embarked
on their second transpacific journeys, they were no longer contract laborers
bound by specific—and often inferior—terms of employment. Their better
economic conditions allowed them to act like the “rational peasant,” who was
inclined to “make long-term as well as short-term investments” in emigration,
rather than the risk-averse “moral peasant” mainly in search of subsistence
alternatives.53 Called free emigrants, these rural pragmatists put their own re-
sources into dekasegi work abroad for higher returns, often heedless of official
mandates or guidelines—a change that increasingly troubled the social elite of
Japan.

Between 1895 and 1908, more than 130,000 Japanese—the majority of them
entrepreneurial laborers—left for the continental United States and Hawaii.54

The typical emigrant of this group originated from a better-off rural household,
and he preferred to go to the continental United States without his wife.55 An
average immigrant in California could earn twice as much as a field hand in
Hawaii. Given that even a plantation worker was paid four to six times more
than a common laborer in Hiroshima, the benefits of choosing labor on the
U.S. mainland far exceeded that of going elsewhere and was well worth the
initial expenses, which amounted to at least $100.56 For the same reason, many
Japanese laborers in Hawaii, “liberated” from three-year contracts as a result of
U.S. annexation, opted to go to the Pacific Coast states after 1900 instead of
continuing to work on sugarcane fields or returning home. From 1902 to 1907,
there were reportedly about 38,000 Japanese remigrants from Hawaii to the
American West.57

Unlike the contract labor scheme, the new pattern of labor emigration
soon came into conflict with the diplomatic agenda of the Japanese state. The
massive influx of common laborers from Japan incited anti-“Oriental” agitation
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among white Californians, who had excluded Chinese immigrants on the pre-
text of their economic, cultural, and racial danger. Quickly gathering political
momentum, the anti-Japanese movement in the West became such a liability
to Tokyo that the Foreign Ministry was compelled to stop the departure of
Japanese for the U.S. mainland altogether in August 1900. A partial relaxation
of the ban was effected in June 1902, but it excluded “laborers” categorically
from the right of passage.58 Following this change in emigration policy, when
rural Japanese applied for passports, many farmers posed as “businessmen,”
“merchants,” or even “industrialists”—a practice that continued until 1908 with
some degree of success.59 Others went to Mexico and Canada, from which they
entered the continental United States.60 Stringent administrative restrictions
only led to widespread popular defiance. Viewed from the perspective of offi-
cials, such fraudulent passport applications presented a challenge not only to
the diplomatic affairs of the state but also to the very authority of the central
government.

Military service formed another notable area of popular defiance by entre-
preneurial emigrants. Since the 1870s, rural Japanese had resisted conscription
in a variety of ways ranging from mass protests to feigned illness. Dekasegi
emigration offered many youths a safer means to avoid giving up several years
of their lives for something other than their personal benefit and family inter-
ests. By virtue of their sojourns abroad, emigrant laborers were able to enjoy
annual draft deferments; but in exchange they would be subject to mandatory
induction into the army upon their return to Japan without a chance of ob-
taining reserve status. Yet even this restriction could not match the genius of
many emigrants, who simply overstayed in the United States until after their
eligibility for active duty expired at the age of thirty-two. The Japanese gov-
ernment was particularly concerned with this problem in the early 1900s, for
officials considered it to be not only embarrassing but also inimical to national
security. During the crisis of the Russo-Japanese War, Tokyo was compelled to
order local offices to scrutinize passport applications from dekasegi laborers and
crack down on draft evasions, noting that “more and more adolescents due to
be draftable in 1905 and 1906 have been attempting to go abroad.” Popular
individualism seriously challenged the elite/national mandate, producing rebel-
lious rural folks who hardly fit the image of the self-effacing imperial subject.61

The Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907–1908 between Washington and Tokyo
was a logical culmination of the struggle between the state and rural emigrants.
It primarily addressed the problem of anti-Japanese agitation in San Francisco,
which demanded immigration exclusion, but also offered the Tokyo elite a
solution to the uncontrollable proliferation of the success ideology among labor
emigrants. Under the bilateral agreement, the entry routes from Mexico, Can-
ada, and Hawaii into the U.S. mainland were shut down under an executive
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order of President Theodore Roosevelt, and Tokyo limited the issuance of
America-bound passports to specific classes of individuals. Aside from interna-
tional merchants and students of higher education, the qualified emigrants in-
cluded only spouses and minor children of bona fide U.S. residents. Until the
total exclusion of Japanese in 1924, a smaller scale of labor migration continued
in the form of family chain migration, including the so-called picture brides,
but after 1908 the control of rural emigrants posed far fewer challenges to the
central government.

Thereafter, the main stage of struggle between the commanding state and
the defiant emigrant shifted from the domestic sphere of Japan to the society
of Japanese immigrants. In the American West, Tokyo’s diplomatic agents and
the local Issei elite, including expansionistic mercantilists, colonialists, and pa-
triotic students, formed a coalition to keep the immigrant masses in line, while
ordinary laboring men and women remained largely oblivious to the imposition
of nationalist dictates. And behind this tug-of-war stood white Americans, who,
as the chief force of political intervention, inadvertently furnished the frame-
work for the intraethnic contestation and ensuing community-building efforts
in early Japanese America.
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Part II

Convergences and Divergences
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2
Re-Forming the Immigrant Masses

The Transnational Construction of a Moral Citizenry

Japanese prostitutes in the overseas are a disgrace to our nation. But they
are unaware of that. . . . It is useless to reprove those who are ignorant,
for it prompts no response. It is those who understand that must be ad-
dressed. Who are those people? They are Japan’s literati and the govern-
ment.1

In 1894, a Japanese student-immigrant in San Francisco penned these words
for a Tokyo political journal. His message resonated with early Issei leaders,
who disdained the likes of prostitutes and itinerant laborers for tarnishing the
national reputation. Until the 1920s, the question of how to control the be-
havior of “the poor,” both in a moral and material sense, was among the most
important agendas of the Japanese immigrant community. Self-proclaimed Issei
leaders, including mercantilists, colonialists, and nationalist students, attributed
the development of anti-Japanese sentiments in the American West to the con-
tempt felt by the white population for these “ignorant” Japanese. The Issei
literati moreover shared this attitude with members of the Japanese diplomatic
corps and opinion leaders in Tokyo, leading toward their collaborative efforts
to “re-form” the immigrant masses according to common visions of progress
and civilization. Forged in a slow, laborious process from the 1890s to the 1910s,
the transnational elite partnership devoted its energy to producing a self-
governing imperial subject and an acceptable member of the American citizenry
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out of an apathetic immigrant through the institutional channels of moral
discipline and suasion. This chapter examines how the regulation of popular
behavior and the mind was interwoven into the construction of a transnational
community of Japanese citizen-subjects from above.

As early as 1889, the Japanese consul in San Francisco expressed his concern
about the “deplorable” state of the city’s Issei settlement. Many of the 3,000
residents, in his opinion, were destitute laborers who barely eked out a daily
living. Even worse were “ex-seamen” who had jumped ship. Having brought
women with them illegally, many lived by gambling and by forcing their female
companions into prostitution.2 The situation was similar in the Pacific North-
west. According to an 1891 report, the vast majority of the 300 Japanese in
Seattle were prostitutes, pimps, brothel owners, and gamblers, who congregated
at Japanese-run gambling dens day and night. Thirty to forty habitual gamblers
and pimps reigned over a small minority of “legitimate residents.” In 1891,
Seattle had twenty-five Japanese brothel owners, who controlled seventy-two
prostitutes; Portland had nine and seventeen, respectively.3 In their reports for
Tokyo, diplomats stressed a need for resolute government action against the
undesirables, but once immigrants set foot on American soil, the officials had
neither legal power nor the bureaucratic means to discipline them. Diplomats
instead chose to empower the “legitimate” elements among the resident Japa-
nese in hopes that they would be able to create an overseas community that
would properly represent modern Japan. San Francisco offered the best chance,
since it had a significant number of well-educated students and politically
minded expatriates who shared nationalist concerns, as expressed by the Issei
contributor to a Tokyo magazine. Before the 1920s, the city provided a key site
for Japanese immigrants of community-building, which was constantly manip-
ulated by certain agents and ideologies.

THE FORMATION OF JAPANESE IMMIGRANT
LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY

The forging of a cohesive Issei leadership was a gradual and contentious pro-
cess—one that dovetailed with the development of the anti-Japanese exclusion
movement in California.4 During the last decade of the nineteenth century, the
Japanese community of San Francisco experienced a rapid escalation of white
antagonism, a problem that targeted not just Japanese prostitutes but common
laborers as well. In May 1892, a local immigration officer declared a number of
newcomers from Japan to be illegal “contract laborers,” thereby refusing them
entry. Concurrent with the political effort to extend the Chinese Exclusion Act
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of 1882 for another ten years, anti-Asia advocates, like union leader Denis Kear-
ney, began to attack the Japanese as another “Oriental menace.” With the
negative effects of the 1882 law on United States–China relations fresh in mind,
Japanese consular officials were afraid that, if Japanese exclusion were legalized
similarly, it would become a major setback for Japan’s diplomacy in light of its
quest for equality with the West. Local Issei leaders would experience additional
and more imminent consequences; racial exclusion would threaten their welfare
and livelihood. Fears rose as local English-language newspapers published one
report after another against the Japanese “invasion,” using sensationalized head-
lines and expressions. The San Francisco Bulletin printed “The Japs: Another
Rising Tide of Immigration” on May 4, 1892.

Like the Chinese, they are here for the purpose of acquiring enough
money to enable them to end their days in leisure in their native land,
and they have no intention of settling down here and making this place
their home. In another respect they are like the Chinese, and that is that
few of them in this country are married. The [Japanese] women here are
of the lowest class, and like the Chinese women, are imported only to
lead a life of shame.5

Ironically, both diplomats and the immigrant elite agreed with the exclu-
sionists on the key point that the “inferior” quality of Japanese laborers and
prostitutes paralleled the excluded Chinese. Fundamentally, this convergence
stemmed from the contradiction between their self-image of the Japanese as
the civilized and the prevailing notion of the Chinese as the uncivilized.6 Mired
in a hopeless “Asia” that was still stuck in the feudal era, this elite imperial
ideology reasoned, Chinese lacked “modern” appearance and “civilized” con-
duct, offending not only white Americans but also the sensibilities of “educated
Japanese.” As white citizens of San Francisco had criticized, the city’s leading
Japanese concurred in the notions that the Chinese living quarters were “filthy,”
that their persons “stank,” that their clothing looked “wretched,” and that the
men were tong criminals and the women prostitutes.7 In the midst of the 1892
anti-Japanese agitation, the Aikoku, the organ of the Japanese Patriotic League
of San Francisco, explained how the types of Japanese with whom the leading
Issei associated stood completely apart from the Chinese:

How do the Japanese in America and the Chinese in America differ?
First, the Chinese in America represent the lower class of the Chinese
race, and the Japanese in America the upper-class of the Japanese race.
Second, the Chinese are so backward and stubborn that they refuse the
American way. The Japanese, on the other hand, are so progressive and
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competent as to fit right into the American way of life. . . . In no way do
we, energetic and brilliant Japanese men, stand below those lowly Chi-
nese.8

With Orientalist views of their own, the Japanese elite in San Francisco natu-
rally expected to receive due respect from white Americans—their presumed
friends in the modern world—in spite of the unequivocal expression of Amer-
ican racism that lumped the two groups together as the “Yellow Peril.”

Distinguishing between the Japanese and the Chinese based on their dif-
fering cultural levels, Issei leaders and Japanese diplomats also drew a distinction
between themselves and their compatriots from rural Japan, whom the former
despised as a “degenerated class,” “dirt peasants,” and “ignorant fools.” To elite
eyes, immigrant laborers registered as a group of backward gumin, or ignorant
masses, who, like Chinese, “prowl about the city with only shabby clothes and
straw sandals,” oblivious to American customs and etiquette with no command
of English.9 In their opinion, a flock of gumin did not constitute what they
considered to be representative elements of the Japanese—whether in America or
back home.10 Prostitutes were just as bad, if not worse. Not only did they often
embarrass themselves in the public eye by “marching in shoals unashamedly
with signature hats on in broad daylight,” but they also debauched lowly la-
borers and, even worse, infected them with venereal diseases.11 The root of the
divergence between immigrant literati and dekasegi laborers allegedly rested in
their moral qualities, intellectual capacities, and behavioral norms. Although
the diplomatic agenda of the Japanese state frequently found itself on a collision
course with the practical interests of the expatriate society in America, the
Chinese question helped to compound grounds for an enduring partnership
between officials and immigrant leaders for the transformation of ordinary Issei
from the “Sinified” Japanese to the “truly” Japanese fit for modern life.

Just as the production of Sino-Japanese difference hinged on the transpa-
cific exchange of ideas between the educated Japanese, the “Sinification” of
gumin was part and parcel of a highly racialized notion of nationhood in prewar
Japan. Intellectuals there generally separated the underclass from the rest of the
nation, construing their material conditions as manifesting an “alien,” not pure
Japanese, nature.12 Likewise, the Sinification of dekasegi laborers and prostitutes
on American soil derived from their presupposed dearth of bourgeois civilities
and moralities that sustained the basic fabric of the modern Japanese (or Amer-
ican) nation-state.13 Frequently described in racial terms, such difference offered
a standard against which to measure one’s worth as a member of the national
community and of the modern world at large, creating a bifurcation of a people
into the upper (civilized, Japanese/white) and the lower (uncivilized, gumin/
Chinese). This entailed class-based racial formation processes, which fabricated
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the dual cultural affinities between the elite Japanese and the white American
middle-class, and between the lowly gumin and the excluded Chinese.14

Because Sinification took place in tandem with the rise of California racial
politics that homogenized the two Asian groups, the Issei leaders were greatly
affected by white Progressive thinking about racial uplift, which sought to tackle
the “Oriental problem” indiscriminately. In lieu of immigrant exclusion, some
Christian reformers and liberal Americanizers, like Sidney Gulick, considered
that the Orientals in their midst could be transformed into being morally ca-
pable of governing their lives as citizen-subjects through a rigorous assimilation
process.15 With the rhetoric of unassimilability, however, mainstream California
Progressives, like Hiram Johnson, James D. Phelan, and Chester Rowell, led
political assaults against the Japanese by drawing the color line between Asians
and whites—the two races that “could not mix.”16 It was in this complication
of Progressive politics over the question of race that Japanese immigrant leaders
confronted the problem of Sinification within their community. As historian
George Sánchez contends, the ideological tenets of the “progressive impulse,”
which celebrated white middle-class cultural norms as the model, often found
eager recipients in the upper echelons of many immigrant groups.17 Issei elite,
too, shared the same impulse, and their appropriation of Progressive thinking
valorized the meaning of cultural assimilation over that of racial (biological)
differences, upon which California exclusionists insisted. The convergence of
cultural assumptions between Issei leaders and moderate Progressives induced
the former to adopt the project of the latter—moral reform and Americani-
zation—in order to refute the misidentification of the Japanese with the Chi-
nese in American public discourse and politics.

Due to rampant factionalism within the Japanese immigrant population,
it took elite Issei nearly a full decade to unite as a reform-oriented leadership.
In the spring of 1900, the leading Issei of San Francisco formed the first en-
during coalition against Sinification with the blessing of Japanese consular of-
ficials. The catalyst was an incident in which Japanese residents, along with
their Chinese neighbors, were singled out for compulsory inoculation for bu-
bonic plague by the San Francisco Board of Health.18 No longer was the prob-
lem restricted to the low-class dekasegi laborers, for Issei were summarily Sinified
in this instance. For the immigrant elite, their worst fear had come true, and
this bitter realization accompanied physical pain and humiliation: they “were
forcibly detained, violently pushed around and held down tight like an animal
to get a needle stuck in the groin.” Declaring that “[w]e are not the people of
a fallen nation,” an angry Issei writer thus posed a rhetorical question in a local
Japanese newspaper: “How come we the Japanese have to suffer this when the
scourge claimed a few Chinese—the people we have no business with?” The
Chinese should be held accountable for the epidemic, he argued, but “the
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subjects of the Great Japanese Empire” should have been treated with dignity
and respect.19

What came out of this collective elite rage against ethnic conflation was
the Japanese Deliberative Council of America which had the dual goal of “ex-
panding the rights of imperial subjects in America and preserving Japan’s na-
tional prestige.” Despite the involvement of 3,000 Japanese in its inception, the
council admitted only the propertied class into its core leadership structure.
When it quickly achieved its immediate goal of obtaining a court injunction
staying the inoculation order, its leaders shifted their focus to a more funda-
mental problem: the ever-growing presence and geographic spread of Sinified
Issei in the American West.20

Whereas sporadic past efforts to “improve social conditions” of Japanese
residents concentrated on the urban centers where most undesirables congre-
gated, the council found it necessary to extend its reaches to outlying areas
after the turn of the twentieth century. Since the previous decade, Japanese
laborers had moved away from the coast for seasonal farm work, railroad main-
tenance, and mining and lumber work. As early as 1895, the agricultural regions
of Vacaville and Fresno already had relatively stable populations of 450 and 220
Japanese field hands, respectively; at the peak of summer harvest, their numbers
reportedly approximated 1,000.21 This transient life and a gender imbalance
among the manual laborers were fertile ground for “immoral” activities to pros-
per in rural districts. The San Francisco consul, for example, observed a 50
percent reduction in Japanese prostitutes in the city between October 1897 and
August 1898, which was offset by the comparable increase of such women out-
side the Bay Area.22 The vernacular press also frequently reported the eloping
of farmers’ wives with laborers, as well as cases of “wife stealing” in rural set-
tlements.

Issei leaders believed that the transgression of marital order and patriarchal
authority by lawless men was not unrelated to the increase of unchaste women.
A story of a prostitute named Tama is a case in point. Though already married
to another man, she absconded with a shiftless Japanese gambler whom she
had met in Stockton. After finding a hideout in a farm town, Tama plied her
trade in a Chinese-owned building, while her companion operated a small pool
hall nearby. A few months later, after unsuccessfully trying to make off with
her, another vagrant shot Tama’s panderer to death in revenge.23 Typified in
this episode, the proliferation of Sinified individuals agonized the elite Issei.

In order to help organize regional chapters for social control at the grass-
roots level, the founders of the Japanese Deliberative Council dispatched rep-
resentatives to rural settlements. The first group visited Sacramento, Vacaville,
and Winters, where they conferred with the “like-minded” local leaders. The
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second and third contingents went to San Jose, Fresno, and Stockton. They
appealed to the concerns that small numbers of educated rural immigrants
shared with respect to the deplorable state of itinerant laborers and immoral
women. The ensuing years saw the formation of a regional council of affiliates,
marking the first instance in which some of the rural Issei residents came under
the direct influence of a unified urban leadership.24

The intensified American demand for Japanese exclusion induced the new
network of immigrant control to funnel its moral reform directives effectively
into rural settlements after initial complications. In 1905, a renewed attempt to
Sinify the Japanese occurred in California politics as, buoyed by the Hearst
press, labor unions and other agitators called for the termination of immigration
from Japan. Comparing the prior Chinese “menace” to the present Japanese
“invasion,” the rationale for racial exclusion included unfair economic compe-
tition, cultural deficiency, and racial incompatibility. This organized political
movement culminated in the segregation of Japanese students in San Francisco
public schools.25 At first, except for a few Issei who filed a lawsuit at a federal
court on their own volition, immigrant leaders chose to stand aside, because
Tokyo insisted that it would settle the matter in direct negotiation with Wash-
ington on grounds of treaty violations.26 Having observed the military victory
of Japan over Russia, the Roosevelt administration turned out to be unwilling
to offend its new contender in the Pacific. Thus, between 1907 and 1908, the
United States and Japan reached a diplomatic compromise known as the Gen-
tlemen’s Agreement, whereby the two governments concertedly put a halt to
the further influx of dekasegi migrants into the continental United States.

This bilateral agreement resulted in discord between many Issei leaders and
Japanese officials, setting a stage for the heavy-handed intervention of Japanese
diplomats in the construction of a more rationalized immigrant leadership struc-
ture. The Issei elite, especially expansionist labor contractors, interpreted the
diplomatic solution as a “face-saving” act at the expense of their vested interest
in labor migration.27 As much as educated Issei despised dekasegi laborers, their
livelihood depended on the steady influx of new immigrants into the American
West as workers and clients, and thus they feared the impact of Tokyo’s com-
promise on their economic welfare. In February 1907, when President Roosevelt
issued an executive order to prohibit the remigration of Japanese laborers from
Hawaii to the mainland, a storm of protest broke out from within Issei society,
demanding that the Japanese government fight the American ban and push for
more direct migration to the United States. From Seattle and Portland to San
Francisco and Sacramento, Issei residents expressed their frustrations and anger
at mass meetings.28 Not only did the question of how to have their voices heard
by the government and public at home strain the relations between the im-
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migrant society and the Japanese diplomatic corps, but it also fragmented the
nascent Issei leadership built on the loose network of the Japanese Deliberative
Council of America.

Some leaders of Seattle and northern California Japanese communities de-
cided to dispatch representatives to appeal to Japan’s social and political figures
in opposition, who were as eager to gain advantage from governmental “failure”
as were the Issei to find support for their agenda at home. Three Issei from
Seattle first visited Japan in the summer of 1907, but the Japanese government
immediately placed the Issei delegation under close police surveillance as a
threat to the volatile balance of power in Japan.29 In California, the question
of whether or not to directly appeal to the home public caused great com-
motion, which corroded the power of the Japanese Deliberative Council as the
central governing body. Fearing the ramifications for United States–Japan re-
lations, the San Francisco consul wasted no time in urging the leaders of the
organization “not to take any extreme action.”30 Deliberative Council president
Kyutaro Abiko accepted the consul’s “advice” as a policy directive, although
hot-headed residents in pursuit of direct action had already forced the council
to commence a fundraising drive for an official California delegation. For Abiko
and moderate leaders, the consul’s plea was a welcome pretext to abandon such
an extreme measure, but they still encountered intense resistance, particularly
from the Sacramento affiliate and segments of the San Francisco community.
In order to curb the opposition, Abiko tried to stall the process until cooler
heads could prevail. In the spring of 1907, he announced that the delegation
would not leave for Tokyo until October, while the Nichibei Shimbun news-
paper, owned by Abiko, engaged in an extensive publicity campaign to portray
the delegation plan as a bad idea.31

Sensing the San Francisco leaders’ duplicity, many Issei residents continued
to press for the delegation to leave in the fall. An association of Japanese laundry
owners in the Bay Area—some of whom were council leaders—came forward
to publicly castigate Abiko and his inner circle as “irresponsible.” Meanwhile,
between June and September, the Sacramento affiliate sent its leaders twice to
San Francisco in order to obtain a written guarantee for the October dispatch.
But as the deadline approached, the Japanese Deliberative Council formally
announced the cancellation of the delegation plan—an action that immediately
created a schism within the San Francisco leadership and between the council’s
central body and many of its local affiliates. In the Bay Area, more than fifty
Japanese residents united to establish a breakaway organization, the Japanese
Association of San Francisco. The Sacramento council branch severed its ties
with San Francisco and carried out the delegation plan on its own, sending its
president to beseech Tokyo to renegotiate immigration matters with Washing-
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ton.32 The Japanese Deliberative Council of America quickly lost its grip on
Issei society.

Japanese diplomats decided to restore command over the immigrants by
working with a new group of Issei untainted by the recent scandal. Paradoxi-
cally, the Gentlemen’s Agreement gave Tokyo’s agents the upper hand over
grassroots Issei leaders. From 1908, Japan’s Foreign Ministry issued no passports
to new dekasegi laborers, but the spouses and children of the immigrants who
had hitherto resided in America were still able to travel across the Pacific Ocean.
The officials were faced with the practical question of how to determine who
was eligible for a passport and who was not. A new administrative mechanism
was necessary to certify if an applicant were related to a bona fide resident of
the United States. In addition, Japan’s new conscription law required that every
immigrant without military service records obtain a certificate of overseas res-
idence for annual draft deferment. The handling of various certification appli-
cations became such an onerous task for the Japanese consulates that they opted
to delegate certain bureaucratic functions to leading immigrant organizations.
To set up this new scheme of governance, the Foreign Ministry elevated the
San Francisco consulate to a consulate-general and put at the helm an experi-
enced diplomat named Koike Chozo.33

Given the disintegration of the Japanese Deliberative Council, Koike had
to find an alternative way to meet his new administrative responsibilities while
quelling immigrant dissension. Rather than reviving the existing central body,
he chose to create a new one with more manageable leadership. To spearhead
this endeavor, he named Kinji Ushijima and Taro Hozumi, neither of whom
had been involved in the council. Known as “Potato King George Shima,”
Ushijima was arguably the wealthiest Japanese immigrant in the United States,
and he had distanced himself from politics until this time. The San Francisco
branch manager of Yokohama Specie Bank, Hozumi was more a temporary
business expatriate on assignment than a typical immigrant/resident. While
Ushijima could help heal the in-fighting and conflicts within the existing im-
migrant leadership, Hozumi would lead a new organization in accord with the
dictates of Japan’s national interests rather than with the “parochial,” “selfish”
ones of the immigrants. By the end of January 1908, these men successfully
brought the fragmented leadership together, inducing both the Japanese Delib-
erative Council and the Japanese Association of San Francisco to disband vol-
untarily. Then on February 4, members of the immigrant elite and San Fran-
cisco representatives of major Japanese trading firms formed the Japanese
Association of America, which served as a virtual arm of the Japanese govern-
ment.34

To establish social control over Japanese residents throughout California,
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the new central organization administered what were called “endorsement
rights,” which consisted of verifying certificate applications, processing them,
and issuing official certifications as the proxy of the Japanese consulate.35 Under
the umbrella of the Japanese Association of America, the endorsement rights
were redistributed to its local affiliates, which played identical roles in their
given locales. This scheme allowed Japanese diplomats to keep key immigrant
leaders in both urban and rural areas under their command, because they could
now arbitrarily decide which local organization would provide these vital serv-
ices to Japanese residents. Association leaders were reluctant to contradict To-
kyo’s agents for fear of losing their delegated “rights”—a situation that made
less likely the recurrence of open defiance. At the same time, the state-approved
authority to issue certificates provided an incentive for rural Issei leaders to set
aside internal strife and cooperate with one another in setting up their own
associations, since they would otherwise be forced to travel outside their com-
munity to obtain this paperwork. The steady income from certificate fees for
local leadership created organizational stability, too, which alleviated the finan-
cial shortages that plagued rural Japanese associations.

Koike’s approach, embodied in the scheme of endorsement rights, was far
more effective than sole reliance on a nationalist sense of mission in the mo-
bilization of like-minded immigrant leaders. Indeed, the Japanese Association
of America rapidly incorporated remote settlement communities into its in-
stitutional fold while grooming a circle of manageable rural elite. Within two
years of its founding, the San Francisco headquarters increased local affiliates
from twenty-two to thirty-two. In 1916, when the establishment of the Japa-
nese consulate in Los Angeles resulted in the transfer of southern California
and Arizona affiliates to the new Central Japanese Association of Southern
California, the Japanese Association of America still had thirty-nine locals un-
der its umbrella, which covered the rest of California, Colorado, Utah, and
Nevada.36 The Japanese Association of Oregon in Portland (1911) and the
Northwest American Japanese Association in Seattle (1913), other regional
headquarters, worked hand in hand with the local Japanese consulates in much
the same way.

At the juncture, Koike and other diplomats sought the extragovernmental
control mechanisms for another, more imminent political need in addition to
the long-standing goal of immigrant reform. Within the power vacuum in
Japanese immigrant society following the Gentlemen’s Agreement emerged an
especially dangerous type of Issei: leftists hostile to Japanese officials and their
sympathizers. With the suppression of the nascent socialist movement in Japan,
San Francisco had become a refuge for exiled socialists and anarchists, and
Tokyo was determined to crack down on these political defiants who increas-
ingly posed threats from overseas. In 1906, a group organized the Socialist
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Revolutionary party (SRP) in the Bay Area, and on the imperial birthday the
following year, it placed leaflets around the Japanese consulate that blasphemed
Emperor Meiji and threatened to assassinate him. Diplomats first attempted to
dispose of the culprits with the help of the American authorities, but to no
avail. Unable to take legal action against these men outside its sovereign power,
the Foreign and Home ministries of Japan agreed to prosecute immigrant so-
cialists when they returned home, ordering the consuls to compile blacklists.
Koike purposefully used the Japanese association network, recruiting some local
leaders for clandestine information gathering. The president of the Fresno af-
filiate was specifically ordered to report on the activities of the Fresno Labor
League, a leftist organization founded by SRP members.37

Whereas the Fresno group quickly fell victim to community-wide disci-
plining, the remaining Issei radicals in northern California tested the ability of
the Japanese associations to serve as unofficial policing agencies—the hurdle to
overcome before taking on the project of reform-based community building.
Effective in October 1909, Tokyo instituted a new policy of compulsory reg-
istration for overseas Japanese. In the United States, all Issei had to register at
their nearest consular offices through the agency of the Japanese associations.
To ensure their prompt registrations, the San Francisco consul ordered that no
certificates be issued unless residents filed the paperwork at the local associations
by September 1910. Because the new registration system was mandatory, the
Japanese Association of America viewed this additional delegated authority as
an opportunity to fatten its coffers. Although Tokyo stipulated no fee for the
new bureaucratic function, Issei leaders announced that they would charge an
annual fee of $2 to every Japanese resident for the registration service and the
maintenance of the registry. While notifying the local affiliates that they would
receive a portion of the money, the Japanese Association of America requested
that the consul make an exception for charging the registration fees despite the
contrary government guideline.38 No one voiced dissension until Issei socialists
in Berkeley criticized this arbitrary bending of the rule.

Immigrant radicals mobilized against the registration plan, first within the
Japanese Association of Berkeley. On February 9, 1910, they successfully orga-
nized a sizable opposition within its rank and file and managed to pass a formal
dissenting resolution. Characterizing the proposed annual fee as a form of “poll
tax,” the Berkeley resolution maintained that the Japanese Association of Amer-
ica, which it called “a mere private organization,” had no right to monopolize
such an administrative role. Its attempt would constitute not only the “usur-
pation of the equal rights that every citizen should enjoy,” but also a sinister
act of “establishing a separate government within the territory of another sov-
ereign state.” Clearly, socialists linked the fee issue to the larger and fundamental
question of the Japanese association as Tokyo’s proxy. So objectionable was this
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resolution to immigrant nationalists, however, that most old leaders in Berkeley,
including the vice president, the secretary, and twelve board members, resigned
their positions while thirty lay members also withdrew. Socialists dominated
the vacated offices, and in order to extend the anti–Japanese association move-
ment beyond Berkeley, they distributed copies of the resolution to other re-
gional affiliates, immigrant newspapers, and organizations throughout Califor-
nia. In Los Angeles, their position found considerable support, not so much
because Issei residents agreed with the political ideology of the radicals, but
because many disliked the idea of giving up two dollars every year to an or-
ganization in which they had no part.39

Encountering the first real challenge to its authority, the Japanese Associ-
ation of America attempted to alienate the core group of dissidents from the
rest of the Japanese community. On March 9, the San Francisco consul sug-
gested the unacceptability of Berkeley’s socialist leadership as the recipient of
the endorsement rights. Immigrant elites promptly responded to this veiled
directive by severing ties with Berkeley at once. The following day, the central
body began to refuse certificate applications from Berkeley on the grounds that
the local Japanese association could no longer process the documents. The
Japanese of Berkeley had to go to the inconvenient Oakland affiliate to take
care of their certificate needs, which quickly turned the area’s residents against
the radical leaders. Then, following the advice of the consul, San Francisco
decided to appease the public by repealing the mandatory registration fee. In-
stead, residents were “encouraged” to donate fifty cents every time they used
the services of the local Japanese association. Moreover, the rule was altered in
such a way that registration was necessary only when relocating to the jurisdic-
tion of another Japanese consulate.40 While this nullified the financial advantage
of the registration system, it robbed the Berkeley radicals of an issue around
which to rally the public against the transnational elite partnership.

After these counterassaults, the decline of the anti–Japanese association
movement was quick and thorough. By the end of March 1910, the socialists
were almost completely purged from the Japanese Association of Berkeley. A
new conservative leadership was swiftly formed in the organization, which re-
stored formal affiliation with the Japanese Association of America. The dissi-
dents could no longer effectively threaten either the central position of the
Japanese associations in the immigrant society or the official-immigrant nexus
that they embodied.41 Now, based on the rationalized network that could chan-
nel central directives and programs to the further reaches of Issei society, the
Japanese associations were finally ready to undertake their twin goals of popular
moral reform and fighting American racism in a concerted manner.
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MORAL REFORM UNDER RACIAL EXCLUSION

Supported by Tokyo’s policy of extraterritorial nation-building, the apparatuses
of immigrant control allowed a relatively cohesive ethnic collectivity to emerge
in the American West during the 1910s. To that end, the Japanese Association
of America, as well as its counterparts in Los Angeles, Portland, and Seattle,
defined basic objectives and goals and coordinated reformist programs, while
the Japanese government and opinion leaders furnished funds, personnel, and
general guidelines from across the Pacific. The actual work fell largely on the
shoulders of each Japanese association affiliate, which adapted the central man-
date to local conditions. The transnational collaboration between urban im-
migrant leaders and a circle of social and political figures in Japan set the basic
parameters, focuses, and directions of the effort to re-form the Issei masses and
construct a respectable community of Japanese citizen-subjects in the American
West.

Moral reform was also a site where Japan’s nationalizing impulse, appro-
priated by Issei literati, came into contact with the domestic project of Amer-
icanization. Unlike the white Progressive goal of severing the immigrant from
Japanese culture, the Issei reformists aimed to turn ordinary residents into ac-
ceptable members of the two nation-states, not just to Americanize them. Hav-
ing been implored to assimilate by both Japan and the United States, immigrant
leaders inevitably understood their position and identity in dualistic, rather than
binary, terms. Thus, in January 1911, when inaugurating the first statewide moral
reform campaign, Kinji Ushijima, president of the Japanese Association of
America, declared before assembled California Issei representatives:

Like a bridge between the two countries, we, the Japanese in America,
occupy the most important place, representative of the Japanese national
interests. Not only must we refrain from irresponsible and careless behav-
ior, but we are also obliged to elevate our individual character and mor-
alize our community. We must endeavor to get [whites] to recognize that
the civilization of our nation is worthy of utmost respect. . . . Regrettably,
in spite of recent improvements within our society, many of the back-
ward customs still stay with us. The most serious ill is the epidemic of
Chinese gambling that has poisoned our general populace in America.
The solution rests with all of us here—our leadership is essential.42

That “Chinese gambling” was singled out as a particular menace was not
accidental. Throughout the 1910s, gambling was a chief object of Issei reformist
politics, because it was seen as corrupting the basic moral fabric of Japanese
immigrant society. Although gambling always held a special place in the male
culture of Western frontier society, Issei leaders attributed Chineseness to it.43
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Most gambling establishments that Japanese frequented were Chinese-owned,
and the Chinese lottery called baahk gap piu and fantan were particularly pop-
ular, because these games were simple and language differences were no obstacle
to playing.44 Yet, at the root of the gambling problem was its indiscriminate
appeal to the immigrants who wished to achieve their American Dream quickly.
Chinese gambling could lure into its trap of Sinification Japanese of any class,
not just dekasegi laborers but also local residents and even “respectable” entre-
preneurs. Its deleterious effects, as the Issei elite worried, ranged from bringing
financial ruin to ordinary immigrants to producing new groups of degenerate
Japanese. Chinese gambling was blamed especially for the increase of the so-
called shakkotai, or shiftless vagrants, who habitually gambled and cadged
money off law-abiding residents. Although there is no way to know the exact
number of shakkotai, a Japanese diplomat estimated 8,000 to 15,000 in 1909,
or 10 to 20 percent of the working-class Issei in the West, and their number
was increasing each year.45 Consequently, the Japanese associations devoted a
large part of their moral reform effort to the gambling problem among rural
residents and migratory laborers, who they felt were most helplessly addicted
to it.

In 1912, the Japanese Association of America staged its first orchestrated
campaign against Chinese gambling. In April, it invited representatives from
local affiliates to form a special Committee for the Eradication of Gambling,
which resorted to a combination of punishment and education. Each associa-
tion would compile a blacklist of gamblers, publish in the vernacular press
personal information on those who continued gambling despite warnings, no-
tify their families in Japan of their antisocial behavior, and refuse to issue cer-
tificates and then inform the Japanese consulate of the fact. The associations
also distributed handouts and leaflets and sponsored lectures on the harm of
Chinese gambling and the need for a moral lifestyle. Upon request from local
affiliates, the San Francisco central committee dispatched a special task force
to rural communities for assistance in their popular “enlightenment” program.46

These efforts were repeated annually throughout the 1910s.
One of the key community projects during that decade, the antigambling

crusade provides a glimpse into how the Japanese association system in rural
California facilitated leadership formation and community-building concur-
rently. What transpired in a farm settlement of Walnut Grove, California, ex-
emplified such processes. Situated in the agricultural heartland of the Sacra-
mento River delta, Walnut Grove was known for its slumlike conditions and
the prevalence of Chinese gambling.47 Both the Chinese and the Japanese lived
in a crowded “Oriental district” completely separate from the white district
across the Sacramento River. Japanese diplomats and urban Issei literati had
constantly admonished Walnut Grove residents for their shamefully Sinified
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state. In 1908, for example, one official depicted what he witnessed there in
disgust: “[L]ewd women and lazy men loiter around day and night disgracing
the reputation of the Japanese people and the nation.” In his opinion, almost
all Chinese establishments were gambling dens, where “the Chinese fattened
themselves by squeezing dumb Japanese laborers.”48

Established in August 1910, the Japanese Association of Walnut Grove,
which consisted of local merchants and leading farmers, had two specific reform
goals: self-segregation from the Chinese community and a direct assault on
Chinese gambling. In October 1915, the first goal was furthered by a devastating
fire, which reduced much of the Oriental district to ashes. A need for a genuine
Japanese town as a deterrent to the Issei’s Sinified behavior had been on the
community agenda, but financial and other practical hurdles had proved too
difficult to overcome. Yet, at this tragedy-turned-opportunity, the fire victims
unambiguously declared their intention for self-segregation at a mass rally
shortly after the disaster. Characterizing the residents’ resolve as a testament to
their collective “atonement for their past disgraced life,” the Japanese Associa-
tion of Walnut Grove appealed for support for the reconstruction to the San
Francisco headquarters, which subsequently dispatched delegations of legal spe-
cialists and financial advisers.49

Within two months, a new Japanese residential/commercial district separate
from Chinatown arose in Walnut Grove.50 Residents continued their efforts to
keep their town free from “corrupting” Chinese influence by passing resolutions
to prohibit gamblers and other undesirables from entering the Japanese section.
Whenever there was a renegade, they made an example of him. The first such
case involved a Japanese barber, who opened a shop in nearby Locke China-
town. The Japanese association dropped all relations with his family and re-
solved to inform his home village in Japan of the “traitorous” deed. Not until
the barber made a public apology and suffered intense humiliation did the
community lift these sanctions. This effectively inhibited other potential ren-
egades, and in ensuing years, Japanese residents remained in their own quarter.51

During the last years of the 1910s, the crusade against Chinese gambling
in Walnut Grove, as elsewhere in California, became especially zealous and
effective. In the delta region, if self-segregation symbolized a unity of purpose
among local settler-residents under the auspices of the Japanese association, the
subsequent reformist endeavor was an attempt to stretch the boundaries of the
new community by reaching out to laborers on the social margins. The option
now was that either they would join the association or they would be outcasts
with no place in the local collectivity. The 1918 antigambling campaign unfolded
just that way. Meeting with Japanese association secretaries from Fresno, Stock-
ton, and Sacramento, Walnut Grove residents discussed the state of gambling
in each community and countermeasures. Resolving to resort to social ostra-
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cism, the local leaders formed an antigambling committee, which adopted
guidelines similar to the 1912 San Francisco model. Gamblers would be turned
over to the local police, their deeds reported to other affiliates, and their names
and photographs published in immigrant newspapers. Boardinghouses in the
Japanese town were ordered not to accommodate gamblers, and all stores were
to prohibit informal gambling on their premises.52 These strong-arm tactics
achieved a considerable, albeit impermanent, success. Many habitual gamblers
left Walnut Grove, while others were prevented from wasting their hard-earned
wages on the empty dream of quick riches.53 Until the mid-1920s, when the
triumph of the white exclusionist movement made fighting Chinese gambling
less important on the general Issei agenda, the Japanese associations exerted
themselves to turn the working-class Issei into an integral part of their moral
ethnic community.

Tangential to the popular habit of gambling, the Issei elite also felt that
the problem of Sinification had to do with the general attitude of ordinary
immigrants toward American society. This interpretation led them to look in-
ward even more for a solution as if exclusion was of their own making. Rather
than chalking the racist politics up to injustice, the ethnic leadership placed a
major blame on the popular Issei disregard for American culture, social customs,
and lifestyle.54 In 1915, the Japanese Association of America officially adopted
cultural assimilation as a priority on its general moral reform guidelines. But
unlike the white formulation of the linear progression from “Japanese” to
“American,” Issei leaders embraced a heretical notion of acculturation, envi-
sioning a dual process of nationalization relative to the two worlds to which
Japanese immigrants stayed connected. This is because the ideal of East-West
parallelism enabled the immigrant elite to imagine the retention of Japanese
identity despite, or because of, assimilation.

By distinguishing the external and internal dimensions of assimilation, Jap-
anese association leaders argued that all residents first needed to conform their
persons and environment to American middle-class norms, but this external
assimilation was not incongruous with the modern ways which Japan’s state
elite had imposed on the populace in their native land. The Japanese upper
class had long favored and promoted the use of Western clothing as a symbol
of modernization, for instance, and during the 1910s, the Japanese Association
of America similarly encouraged immigrant women to switch from the Japanese
kimono to Western dress as soon as they landed in San Francisco. Neither did
the Issei’s internal assimilation deviate from Tokyo’s general endeavor to mod-
ernize the ordinary Japanese mind, insofar as it aimed to produce a civilized,
self-governing individual agreeable to modern societies, including white Amer-
ica.55 While it was a means of racial uplift in the American domestic context,
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assimilation also offered Japanese immigrants the way to achieve national au-
thenticity in the transnational context.

For this reason the Issei assimilation project featured intellectuals who could
articulate the likenesses of the two cultures in lieu of simply slighting the old.
To inaugurate its statewide “campaign of education,” the Japanese Association
of America invited Ebina Danjo, a well-known scholar and Christian leader
who celebrated the ideal of immigrant assimilation as part of Japan’s general
aspiration for modernization. Touring California from August to September
1915, he gave fifty-five lectures to 7,525 audience members, while his wife spoke
exclusively to Issei women on eighteen separate occasions.56 Other public lec-
turers were recruited from within the educated circle of Issei, including Stanford
University professor Yamato Ichihashi, whose speech at Walnut Grove stressed
learning English and the customs of white America, acquiring good homemak-
ing skills, and avoiding gambling.57 In southern California, informal gatherings
for the farming population were held “in every locality about twice a week”
with regional leaders as instructors.58

During the First World War, the mainstream reformist movement engulfed
minority communities, including Japanese, in the coercive “100 Per Cent Amer-
ican” campaign, which added momentum to the ongoing assimilation project
within Issei society. This situation differed from the concurrent experience in
California of Mexican immigrants, who were reportedly caught between the
polarizing forces of Anglo conformity and the “Mexicanization” efforts by their
home government.59 In contrast, Japanese immigrant moral reform was piggy-
backed on the white Progressive platform, appropriating its Americanizing
thrust as its own. In the eyes of Issei leaders, playing along with the white
nationalist cause could serve the interests of both Japanese immigrant society
and the Japanese state—an idea that Japan’s officials and social leaders en-
thusiastically supported. Americanizing the laboring Issei masses continued to
parallel the making of imperial subjects in the United States.

An example in the Pacific Northwest throws light on the harmony between
Issei nationalistic reform and the goal of becoming “100 Per Cent American.”
Joining forces with state and municipal social agencies, local Issei incorporated
government-backed educational films into their program. Not only did such
films as Home Improvement and Childhood of Abraham Lincoln “stir the Amer-
ican spirit in children and women,” they made perfect companions for didactic
lectures foisted upon Japanese residents. The inclusion of white reformists into
the ethnic community programs also helped to foster the Issei’s sense of con-
nection and agreement with a larger “American” agenda. In addition to lecture
meetings held at Japanese halls, churches, and schools, the educational cam-
paign sponsored “community services” at private households, both white and
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Japanese, which offered a relaxed atmosphere of interracial friendship and mu-
tual learning. In May 1921, a total of thirteen such meetings were held in Seattle
and its vicinity, attended by more than 400 Japanese and white residents, who
together sang “The Star-Spangled Banner,” watched Americanization films, and
listened to reformist preachers while enjoying tea and snacks. White reformists
and Issei lecturers also traveled to sawmills and railroad labor camps in remote
areas.60

A product of transnational collaboration among educated Japanese, moral
reform was also deeply integrated into the diplomacy of the Japanese state.
With a shared faith in Japanese assimilability, both diplomats and immigrant
elites believed that racial oppression would disappear as soon as Americans at
large became cognizant of who “real” Japanese were.61 Hence, moral reform
would not suffice without public relations activity. In order to shift the white
gaze from the morally deprived working class to the culturally refined bour-
geoisie, Tokyo instituted a division of labor, assigning the project of immigrant
assimilation to the Issei leadership and a propaganda mission to the consular
agents and selected English-speaking immigrant literati. In 1914, Numano Ya-
sutaro, San Francisco consul, devised the plan and recruited as chief publicist
Kiyoshi Kawakami, also known as K. K. Kawakami, who held a master’s degree
from the University of Iowa and had previously served as the general secretary
of the Japanese Association of America. With funds from Tokyo, Kawakami
established the Pacific Press Bureau, which supplied pro-Japanese English-
language materials to the American print media under the guise of an inde-
pendent news agency.62 Additional propagandists were recruited subsequently,
including Harvey H. Guy, a professor at the Pacific School of Religion and
president of the Japan Society; Kiyosue Inui, one-time secretary of the Japanese
Association of America; and, occasionally, Yamato Ichihashi. While arguing that
this “publicity” program and the existing Issei reform campaigns “would con-
stitute indispensable halves for each other,” Numano defined the former as
belonging to the domain of governmental affairs and the latter as noblesse
oblige for the immigrant elite.63

Between 1914 and 1920, Issei leaders accepted this scheme of divided roles,
and it afforded the Japanese Association of America a lucrative partnership with
Japan’s leading entrepreneur, Shibusawa Eiichi. Founder of the Tokyo Chamber
of Commerce and head of his own financial-industrial conglomerate, Shibusawa
knew that Japan’s economy was dependent on exports to the United States,
and he feared that California’s exclusionist movement would affect bilateral
trade relations badly. Allowing San Francisco Issei leaders to use his personal
office as their Japan headquarters, Shibusawa lent his full support to the Jap-
anese Association of America.64 While serving as a powerful advocate for Jap-
anese residents in America and a reliable go-between for Tokyo bureaucrats and
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corporate heads, the business tycoon held all Issei accountable for their self-
improvement and assimilation.

In reaction to the 1913 Alien Land Law of California, which deprived Jap-
anese immigrants of land ownership and restricted their tenancy to three years,
Shibusawa sent two of his protégés to the United States with messages of
reconciliation to white exclusionists and of self-reflection to Issei residents.65

While in California, these men admonished the immigrants to “maintain the
attitude of a civilized nation and avoid [further] provoking Americans to crit-
icize the Japanese as an inferior race.” Yet, what Shibusawa’s messengers saw in
California did not make them optimistic. They found that “the old undesirable
customs of the Japanese peasantry” still prevailed in the Japanese immigrant
community. Their dwellings generally fell far short of their white American
counterparts and needed better sanitation. The men also emphasized, “The
Japanese pattern of living in segregation [from whites] or near the Chinese and
frequenting Chinese gambling houses must be stopped.”66 Such a critical ob-
servation of Japanese lives in America pushed Shibusawa to get even more
involved in the Issei reform program from across the Pacific.

Shibusawa contrived to launch his own campaign for moral education
through a brand-new organization in Tokyo, which he envisioned as spear-
heading the cause of “civilizing imperial subjects abroad” in collaboration with
his immigrant allies in San Francisco.67 With an eye to better preparing new
rural emigrants for an “orderly” and “civilized” life in the United States, Shi-
busawa’s Japan Emigration Society set up a center for emigrant training in the
port city of Yokohama in February 1914. With an annual subsidy from the
Foreign Ministry and an endowment from wealthy businesspeople, the center
offered an intensive educational program that supplemented the efforts of the
Japanese Association of America. At no cost, individuals bound for the United
States and other countries could learn basic Western etiquette and values (six
hours); practical English (six hours); living conditions in a foreign land (six
hours); vital domestic skills (six hours); household management (six hours);
public sanitation and feminine hygiene (three hours); and child rearing (two
hours). This thirty-five-hour program was repeated every week.68

Many subjects specifically addressed women’s needs, since a large number
of attendees were “picture brides” summoned by Issei men. Mindful of the
critical role that immigrant wives (and mothers) would play in household mat-
ters and child care, the Japanese Association of America worked closely with
the Japan Emigration Society. Indeed, Yokohama’s curriculum mirrored the
specific concerns raised by San Francisco Issei leaders. In 1916, they compiled
a woman’s guide to the United States for use as a textbook at the Yokohama
institute and for wider distribution, which laid out gendered expectations along
with the familiar nationalistic admonition that they were “obliged to demon-
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FIGURE 2.1. A Taste of American Life for “Picture Brides” at the Yokohama Emigrant
Training Center, ca. 1916
These women of rural origin received lectures on American life before their disembarka-
tion for America. Notice a contrast between the two male instructors in western attire and
the women in traditional Japanese kimono. The women were expected to adapt to Ameri-
can material life quickly so that they could properly represent Japanese modernity in the
United States. But for most emigrant women, it was the first time to see and touch west-
ern utensils, kitchenware, and home furniture. Courtesy of Nihon Rikkōkai.

strate the true virtue of Japanese women and compel [white] Americans to
admit them as first-rate women in the world.” Their primary goal, the guide
stressed, was to “create an ideal household in America” to offer their husbands
“comfort” and “a place of relaxation.” As mothers, immigrant women were
expected to discourage “unsavory conduct and foul speech” and purge “gam-
bling, drinking, and smoking,” which second-generation children might mimic.
To keep her husband and children from harmful activities, each Issei wife was
expected to turn her household into a bastion of moral living.69

Other topics of the guide specifically aimed to develop an Issei womanhood
suitable for American life. As a majority of female migrants originated from
rural Japan and had mostly lived in a traditional way, they were taught the
basics of being a modern woman, such as how to wear Western dresses, how
to use Western-style toilets and bathtubs, how to walk like a “lady” without
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FIGURE 2.2. English Class for Issei Women at the Japanese YWCA in San Francisco,
ca. 1916
As a part of the general reform campaign, educated urban Issei women played a central
role in instilling middleclass values, teaching white American culture, and promoting mod-
ern Japanese womanhood among “picture brides.” Unlike emigrant women in Yokohama,
the women in this classroom were dressed “appropriately,” having traded their Japanese
kimono for western clothes. Other aspects of “Americanization” than such a superficial
change nonetheless proved to be much more daunting for them. Reprinted from the SF
Japanese YWCA, Kaiko nijūnen.

tottering on Western shoes, and how to prepare meals with Western kitchen
utensils. Cooking “fetid” dishes would offend white neighbors, they were told,
so it should be avoided. Breast feeding in public would transgress the American
sense of decency and be seen as disgraceful. Indeed, “[white] Americans tend
to find Japanese life style and customs strange, unpleasant, and even reprehen-
sible,” the women were cautioned, “which often leads to the unfortunate mis-
conception that Japanese are unable to Americanize, undesirable, and such.”
Negative references to Chinese—the example not to follow—were always part
of reformist pedagogy, thus: “[O]ne of the reasons why the Chinese have been
discriminated against more than the Japanese is their stubborn adherence to
Chinese life style and Chinese clothing despite their long-term residence in the
United States.”70

The increasing need for the cultural development of immigrant wives dur-
ing the 1910s prompted the formation of female-centered organizations in the
ethnic community, to which Issei male leaders delegated much of the day-to-
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day reform operations. One such organization was the Japanese Young Women’s
Christian Association (YWCA) in San Francisco, which played a significant role
in the adjustment of picture brides to American life beginning in 1912. Like
their husbands, the city’s leading Issei women had long taken exception to being
“grouped together with Japanese prostitutes” and unchaste, selfish elopers, pro-
testing the perception that “among Japanese women living on the American
West Coast there were none who were of good conduct or who were not
shameful.”71 Equating the cultivation of the newcomers’ moral regimes for self-
governance with the defense of stable marriages and family relations in immi-
grant society, the female elite felt it indispensable to normalize Issei womanhood
to the standards of middle-class white America and modern Japan. Against this
backdrop, the transnational venture of female reformers began in June 1915 by
following the pattern of the partnership between Shibusawa and the male im-
migrant elite.

In collaboration with Issei YWCA leaders in San Francisco, Kawai Michi,
a Bryn Mawr College graduate and head of Japan’s YWCA, took the lead in
developing a female-centered program. Though she was well informed of the
denigration of picture brides by anti-Japanese advocates, Kawai wanted to see
the living conditions of Japanese women in the United States for herself. In
March 1915, she traveled to California, where she encountered mostly “uned-
ucated” brides.72 The pathetic sight of her countrywomen detained for inspec-
tion on Angel Island upset this Westernized intellectual profoundly. “The brides
were mostly from country communities and looked queer,” wrote Kawai in
English, “for no one had told them that . . . their efforts to beautify themselves
with an excessive use of powder resulted only in giving an impression of un-
cleanness.”73 The problem ran much deeper than the appearance of these rural
women, however. In her subsequent encounters with Issei wives and mothers
in California farm communities, Kawai found that they were also utterly ig-
norant of the basic concepts of sanitation, neglectful of child rearing, and care-
less about public decency. In her opinion, most Japanese immigrant women
“lagged in their intellect and morality” behind their rural Japanese sisters, much
less their urban middle-class counterparts. What terrified her most was that
they were inculcating these “inferior” behavioral norms in their American-born
children.74 This problem would eventually doom the Japanese community in
America unless it were resolutely checked, she decried.

With institutional ties to her like-minded Issei sisters in California, Kawai
felt it possible for the Yokohama YWCA to play a significant role in tackling
issues facing Japanese emigrant women. Because more brides were leaving for
the United States each day, providing them with the proper knowledge and
skills prior to their departure would render the women better prepared for their
new lives in America. While in San Francisco, Kawai discussed her idea with
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local Issei YWCA leaders, who were delighted with the support and promised
to work together. Soon, the Yokohama YWCA developed its program faithfully
around the agendas and pedagogical principles of the Issei women reformers.
On the two sides of the Pacific, the coalition of female Japanese literati fur-
nished rural brides with predeparture education and postarrival reinforcement
in an integrated manner.75

Under the guidance of Kawai, who returned from California, reform work-
ers in Yokohama compiled two instructional handbooks. In terms of its content,
the first booklet resembled the guide published by the Japanese Association of
America; the second gave immigrant brides information about the moral reform
programs in California and where to get additional help within the ethnic
community.76 Armed with these documents, the Yokohama YWCA staff regu-
larly visited the steamships in port, as well as the emigrant inns where picture
brides stayed until they passed stringent medical examinations. While distrib-
uting handouts, the reform workers explained to each woman why she was
supposed to keep her appearance neat and tidy without exposing bare legs,
refrain from using a men’s toilet on board, and “maintain such a chaste and
noble demeanor that would invite no contempt from foreigners even when she
has to travel in third-class steerage.”77 After 1917, Kawai successfully convinced
steamship companies to place Japanese “matrons” to chaperon the picture brides
on the voyage.78

Once the newcomers arrived in the United States, the local Christian as-
sociations and other immigrant organizations met their needs, offering lessons
in American housekeeping methods, child care, and English conversation. In
this endeavor, based on the shared Progressive impulse, Issei woman leaders
united forces with white churchwomen in San Francisco to organize the Society
of American Friends of Japanese Women (Yu Ai Kai). Many of the key white
reform workers were former and future missionaries to Asia, who saw their
work not so much as the making of Japanese “Americans” in the domestic
context of racial uplift, but as part of the larger international project to Chris-
tianize “heathen Orientals.”79 Despite the different goals, their Issei partners
proved to be indispensable for their missionary work on this side of the Pacific.
Sarah Ellis, a former colleague of Kawai and immigration secretary for Yu Ai
Kai, was regularly stationed on Angel Island—which was off-limits to non-U.S.
citizens—where she assisted incoming picture brides “with advice and intro-
ductions to Christian women, Japanese or American, in the places to which
they [were] going.” Helen Topping of the YWCA Field Committee did “the
follow-up work of calling on the newly arrived Japanese brides” up and down
California in cooperation with local Japanese pastors and female leaders. As
translators and guides, her Issei assistants often accompanied Topping to rural
districts for slide shows and lectures.80
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During the latter half of the 1910s, many local Issei women, especially
educated Christians, aided the grassroots reformist crusade within their own
communities.81 In a farming settlement of Hood River, Oregon, the wife of a
leading entrepreneur compiled a list of “requests to Japanese ladies.” She argued,
“We, Japanese wives, are the ‘diplomats’ who represent all Japanese women,
and you have greater influence [on the white perception of Japanese women]
than [do] the Japanese government officials.”82 Criticizing their sojourner men-
tality, this college-educated woman—perhaps the only such female in Hood
River—urged the others to commit themselves to permanent settlement in
America. She preached the centrality of homemaking in their lives, and warned
Issei mothers not to leave their children unattended while working on the farm.
This woman also took the initiative in putting together an “informal orientation
center,” which taught incoming brides “American table manners, how to en-
tertain [white] guests, child care methods, and other American customs.” In
this way, during a decade of massive female immigration, a viable Issei female
leadership was forged in various parts of the West—a leadership that sought to
shape a womanhood and motherhood suitable for the emergent community of
assimilable Japanese in America.83

As the work of the Japan Emigration Society and the YWCAs exemplified, Issei
leaders, Japanese officials, and the social elite fashioned out of their transna-
tional partnerships the institutional mechanisms for immigrant moral reform,
in the service both of Issei society and of Japan’s diplomacy and nation-building.
Their reformist endeavors also dovetailed with the white Progressive project of
Americanization, creating a movement even larger than an intraethnic one.
Despite the powerful system of elite collaboration, however, the divisions be-
tween the educated and the laboring masses among the Japanese in America
remained significant enough to continue disappointing diplomats. By the late
1910s, many diplomats actually conceded that immigrant moral reform was “a
disastrous failure.” In 1917, the San Francisco consul criticized the policy of
divided responsibilities, disparaging Issei leaders for their “inability” to influence
a large portion of ordinary residents. He proposed that the diplomats take back
the primary role of re-forming the immigrants in addition to the propaganda
work.84 Two years later, his successor repeated: “No [notable] outcomes have
been generated thus far, and many residents remain the same as before in their
behavior and character—a situation that feeds the exclusionist politics with
tangible and incontestable evidence.”85

One of the major reasons for such an unimpressive result was that the
Japanese association network, despite its ability to mobilize leading rural resi-
dents, fell short of infiltrating the furthest reaches of Japanese immigrant society.
In May 1909, when the control mechanism was still in an early stage, a Japanese
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consul calculated that approximately 2,000 Issei men in the Pacific Coast states
formed the educated core leadership, encompassing professionals, literati, and
other social leaders. An additional 8,000 belonged to the class of “small-scale
settler-entrepreneurs and agriculturists,” who purportedly had the potential to
become the “pillars” of Japanese society in America—the kind of rural leaders
that emerged during the 1910s. These 10,000 male residents were expected to
participate in the operation of the Japanese associations, with the core elite
responsible for the central bodies and the rest responsible for the rural affiliates.
Most of the remaining 78,000 Japanese immigrants were laborers of one sort
or another, who seldom heeded the Japanese associations, except when they
needed specific services or certificates. By 1916, the situation had improved, as
the official membership of the associations in central and northern California
alone reached about half of the 23,442 adult Japanese males there.86 Yet,
thousands of ordinary Issei, especially single migratory laborers, still lived on
the periphery of the ethnic community.

Class differences continued to pose a formidable barrier to the elite attempt
to forge national consciousness based on the discourse of civilization. The ma-
terial conditions of Japanese farm laborers made no significant progress, insofar
as they functioned primarily as a source of cheap, expendable labor for the
agricultural industry of the American West. In 1919, a vernacular newspaper
criticized the unchanging, Sinified state of the working-class Issei in terms of
their lack of concern for basic hygiene: “Japanese fieldhands in Walnut Grove
nonchalantly stay in dirty labor camps where bedbugs have continuously
swarmed since the Chinese lived there fifty years ago.” In their 1920 report,
California state inspectors concurred that the rural Japanese camps were poorly
equipped with only “open toilets, open drains from the kitchen sink, un-
screened dining and cooking quarters, and living quarters generally littered with
boxes, bags, etc.”87

Another factor that mitigated the elite project was the increase of shakkotai
at the grassroots level. Immigrant gangsters expanded their realm of influence
during the latter half of the 1910s despite the reformist activities. In 1916, an
organized Issei crime ring was born in Los Angeles, where hardcore gamblers
in Little Tokyo merged into a Yamato Club. Renamed the Tokyo Club, it
controlled numerous gambling dens in California until the late 1930s.88 In Se-
attle, there was a similar crime ring known as the Toyo Club, which extended
its own network of gambling halls throughout the Pacific Northwest. By de-
priving the Chinese of the monopoly in the ownership of the business, the Issei
gangsters literally turned the racial connotation of gambling from Chinese to
Japanese—a situation that ran counter to the elite goal. Furthermore, in the
eyes of many residents, the outlaws effectively had established themselves as an
alternative to the elitist Japanese associations, providing vital social services,
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including generous donations and loans, free meals for the poor and elderly,
and the enforcement of unwritten law and order within the immigrant society.89

Often, the crime syndicates placed Japanese association affiliates under their
thumb, as they habitually manipulated association leaders with money and the
threat of violence.90

However, moral reform was ultimately doomed for another reason: the
subsiding of the organized anti-Japanese movement. During the early 1920s,
the U.S. Supreme Court categorically ruled the Japanese to be an inadmissible
race that deserved neither citizenship, land ownership, nor agricultural ten-
ancy.91 By classifying the Japanese as racial pariahs along with the Chinese and
other Asians in no uncertain terms, the court thus nullified the foundations of
the Issei’s reformist endeavors. So different were the Japanese from the white
race that no moral uplift or cultural assimilation could overcome the chasm.
Although elite Issei did not discard their sense of superiority to the Chinese
and compatibility with the whites, the American judicial system declared the
Sinified state of the Japanese to be simply a matter of their “Mongolian” ori-
gin—one that could neither be discarded nor covered by cultural changes or
assimilation. Symbolizing the decisive triumph of racial exclusion, the National
Origins Act of 1924 dealt the coup de grace to transnational collaboration in
immigrant control, since its ban on immigration from Japan deprived the Jap-
anese associations of their delegated administrative functions and state-
authorized disciplining power. Then, in April 1926, with the formal severance
of their relations with Japanese diplomats, the Japanese associations found their
control network and their influence collapsing rapidly within the ethnic com-
munity.92

Yet, convergences and divergences among Japanese in the United States,
and between them and people of Japan, were more complicated than the re-
lations revolving merely around the networks of the Japanese associations and
the questions of immigrant moral reform and assimilation. Institutionalized
racism provided another crucial context, in which a different kind of social
formation transpired within the American West and between the two empires
during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Unlike the re-form of
the immigrant masses, which aimed to construct a community of civilized
citizen-subjects according to a modernizationist hierarchy of class and culture,
the simultaneous development represented the making of new relations of
power in terms of the wholly different logic among three racial(ized) groups—
America’s Japanese minority, American whites, and imperial Japanese—in a
transnational space.
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3
Zaibei Doho

Racial Exclusion and the Making of an American Minority

One week before the National Origins Act of 1924 effected the complete ban
on Japanese immigration, the Nichibei Shimbun of San Francisco elucidated
how Japanese residents in the American West had come to form a group distinct
from their compatriots in Japan. In response to a call for returning to the bosom
of the caring homeland from the anti-Japanese attitude of the United States,
an Issei writer hinted at a collective world view that was taking shape in Jap-
anese America: “One sympathetic poet in the motherland . . . urges [us] to
come back home quietly, as [the people of Japan] are ready to embrace us with
open arms and provide for [us] by sharing and sharing alike.” While stressing
how grateful Issei were for their “sincere sympathy,” the editorial added, “But
you see, the Japanese in America have reasons not to leave this place, and that
is what we want the people of Japan to understand.”1

As shown by such statements, the first two decades of the twentieth century
ushered in the emergence of a community of “the Japanese in America” (zaibei
doho). That diasporic community evolved around a unique identity, which not
only transcended class and intellectual differences among the immigrants but
also broke with the Japanese back home. Unlike the collaboration between state
officials and Issei elites, this nascent identity did not hinge on the orthodox
notion of Japaneseness that was meant to serve the project of modern nation-
building on both sides of the Pacific. Instead, what bound diverse groups of
Issei was their shared experience of being a racial Other in America, which
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revealed the futility of the modernist belief that the Japanese should be able
to become honorary whites through acculturation. Whereas moral reform
could only precipitate a limited degree of community formation among lead-
ing Issei, the collective racial experience of Japanese immigrants conjoined
them beyond other kinds of differences. By 1924, zaibei doho forged a genuine
awareness of their restricted lives in the United States, on the one hand, and
their emigrant perspective and interests vis-à-vis those in imperial Japan, on
the other. Tracing the developments in racial subordination to white America
and of the Issei’s parting from their homeland, this chapter delineates the mak-
ing of an American minority, who engaged but never fully belonged to either
racial empire.

THE ANTI-JAPANESE MOVEMENT AND RACIAL
SUBORDINATION

In the historiography of Japanese immigrant history, the first quarter of the
twentieth century is generally narrated according to the “politics of prejudice,”
in which a call for Japanese exclusion grew from an agenda of organized labor
and its allies in California to a major issue of contention on Capitol Hill.
Having fought hostilities, discriminatory practices, and racist laws exhaustively
but unsuccessfully, Japanese immigrants of the mid-1920s knew all too well that
they were subject inextricably to the regime of institutionalized racism regardless
of differences in age, social background, gender, occupation, and wealth. While
the laws prescribed the universal definitions of the Issei’s hegemonized state in
America, the varied dynamics of local political economies produced diversified
patterns of Japanese-white relations that were nonetheless hierarchically defined.
In particular, landless Issei farmers and members of the working class faced
intensified dependency, and propertied rural immigrants and urban residents
were placed under the forces of racial containment during the decades of Jap-
anese exclusion.

Japanese dependency was the most common pattern of racial subordina-
tion, especially in rural districts of the West, where a majority of Issei engaged
in agricultural pursuits. Prior to 1941, the nature of relations between Issei and
whites was often predicated on a shifting mode of farming and land tenure. In
California, as in other Western states, most Japanese agricultural landholdings
were leased or contracted farms, but types of tenancy underwent constant
change in the white-controlled agricultural economy. Between 1907 and 1923,
the percentage of farm tenancy seldom fell below 80 percent. From the first
decade of the 1900s, cash tenancy was dominant, and it peaked in 1920 with
an aggregate 192,150 acres. Three years later, the combined total of cash and
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Table 3.1. Japanese Agricultural Landholdings in California, 1905–1929

Year
Owned
(acres) Cash Lease Combined Share Lease

Cropping
Contract Foremen Total

1905 2,442 35,258 19,573 4,775 62,048
1907 13,815 56,889 48,228 13,359 132,291
1909 16,449 80,232 57,001 42,276 195,958
1913 26,707 155,488 50,495 48,997 281,687
1918 30,306 336,721 23,608 390,635
1920 74,769 192,150 121,000 70,137 458,056
1922 51,000 152,000 145,000 349,000
1923 62,773 131,991 109,756 304,520
1929 57,028 166,762 104,560 328,350

Notes. For some years, total figures have been adjusted to correct errors in the original
sources. Fractions have been omitted. One special category, “sublease” (4,323 acres), is not
included in the 1923 total.

Sources. Nichibei Shimbunsha, Nichibei nenkan, vols. 4, 6, 10, 12; Zaibei Nihonjin jinmei
jiten, 38; Gaimushō Tsūshōkyoku Iminka, Kashū oyobi Kashū Tochihō shiso keika gaiyō, 27;
Zaibei Nihonjinkai, Zaibei Nihonjinshi, 174–175, 187, 192.

share leases plummeted to 131,991 acres, while the farms under “cropping con-
tracts” jumped to 109,756 acres. Then, in 1929, these three forms of tenancy
accounted for only 166,762 acres combined, while the land under the cultivation
of salaried “foremen” reached a total of 104,560 acres.2 These shifts in Japanese
tenancy resulted from the enforcement of the alien land laws, whose restrictions
on their land leases concomitantly helped to reconfigure the pattern of inter-
actions between Issei farmers and white land owners. From the outset, their
relations unfolded vertically rather than horizontally within the preexisting racial
order of the West, but Issei could still negotiate or challenge the system until
state and federal governments completed legalized Japanese exclusion from
Western agriculture. By the mid-1920s, however, interracial relations were un-
contestable to the point of nearly total Japanese dependency on propertied
whites, who could arbitrarily dictate the use of a few loopholes for their Issei
tenants.

The interracial situation in Walnut Grove, California, exemplified what
transpired in many other Japanese farm settlements during that period. Solely
consisting of tenant farmers, the community had the most common pattern of
Japanese immigrant agriculture. Situated in the Sacramento River delta, Walnut
Grove includes a vast acreage of reclaimed peat fields where a handful of Eu-
ropean Americans monopolized land and power once the United States gained
control of the area. Beginning in the early 1890s, Japanese entered the region
as farm hands, supplanting the Chinese population after their exclusion. Most
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rural Japanese farmers came from the ranks of enterprising dekasegi migrants,
who worked on farms and invested portions of their earnings as a stepping-
stone to tenant farming—a main path toward upward mobility in the Western
economy. As they accumulated capital and learned farming methods, Japanese
tenant farmers appeared increasingly in the delta, as in many parts of the West,
by the first decade of the twentieth century.3 While the numbers of Issei share-
croppers and cash tenants there jumped from 254 and 102 to 360 and 198,
respectively, the aggregate acreage under Japanese cultivation more than tripled
from 2,100 to 7,124 acres between 1904 and 1905, with the especially conspic-
uous rise of the cash-tenancy ratio from 12 to 27 percent.4 The white domi-
nation of resources, combined with the exorbitant prices of farmland, none-
theless thwarted Issei land ownership in Walnut Grove.

The quick growth of an Issei farming class in the delta coincided with the
cultivation of asparagus. Issei discoveries of niche crops that white farmers
tended to neglect—such as asparagus, berries, celery, onions, potatoes, and
cantaloupes—enabled them to dominate the production of those crops
throughout the Western states. In Walnut Grove, the success of Kamajiro Hotta
at cultivating this cash crop led to him being dubbed the Japanese “asparagus
king” and induced other Issei to follow.5 When Hotta settled in the delta in
1904, no Japanese was reported to have raised the crop; within five years, Issei
asparagus farms increased to 5,549 acres, or half of the aggregate Japanese acreage
in Walnut Grove.6

Despite these impressive statistics, Japanese tenant farmers worked under
the rigid control of white landlords and other business interests, who hand-
somely benefited from their relationship to the immigrants. The Pacific Rural
Press described how the largest land owner in the delta region, Alex Brown,
managed his asparagus farms under Japanese cultivation:

The Brown acreage is leased to tenants who occupy nineteen different
camps and each with 100 to 175 acres; though 100 acres is about as
much as one camp can handle rightly. Tenants furnish labor only, and
get 60 per cent of the crop. They sublet the cutting to [Issei] contractors
at about $1.20 per cwt. . . . Cutting requires about 20 men per 100 acres.
Hauling, washing, culling, and cutting to proper lengths requires five
men more per 100 acres.7

After cutting asparagus, the Issei farmers delivered the crop to a packing shed
operated by Brown, from which the land owner shipped it to the New York
market and to a nearby cannery.8 This system worked so well for Brown that
it brought net profits of $40 to $50 per acre. Since he had nearly 2,700 acres
under asparagus cultivation around 1918, his annual net profit could reach as
high as $135,000. This land owner–tenant nexus made Brown one of the most
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successful “farmers” in the region, while his Issei sharecroppers actually cleared,
planted, tilled, and harvested the asparagus fields.

Against this backdrop Japanese dependency gradually took hold. Propelled
by concerns over the unchecked expansion of the Japanese in agriculture, state
governments intervened on behalf of wary white farmers and residents with an
eye to circumscribing the modes of Japanese land tenure. In general, land own-
ers preferred share tenancy to cash leasing because of its larger profits, as ex-
emplified in Brown’s case. Under sharecropping agreements, the land owners
controlled every aspect of farm operations in exchange for supplying land, farm-
ing necessities, and financial assistance. Cash leases, many landlords found, gave
lessees too much autonomy, allowing workers like Hotta to keep too large a
share of the profits.9

Enacted in 1913, California’s first Alien Land Law produced a socioeco-
nomic condition that unilaterally favored white landlords. In keeping with the
euphemism “aliens ineligible for citizenship,” the law limited Issei land leases
to three years in addition to banning their land ownership, which facilitated
rapid conversion of Issei farming to “cropping contracts,” a variation of share
tenancy. A cropping contract gave no legal rights over the land and was an
employment agreement, simply entitling a Japanese cultivator to a designated
share of the crops as his “salary.” Identical to a sharecropping lease in substance,
this mode of farming served propertied whites well, while exempting their
Japanese “employees”—not “lessees” in legal terms—from the regulations of
the 1913 law.10 In the ensuing nine years, the Japanese acreage under cropping
contracts in the Golden State almost tripled, from about 17 percent to 42
percent.11 All Issei farmers of Walnut Grove except Hotta were compelled to
adopt this method of sharecropping-in-disguise by the early 1920s—a system
particularly suited to the cultivation of asparagus and orchard fruit, which re-
quire a long-term commitment.12

The 1913 Alien Land Law left conflicting legacies. On the whole, the prev-
alence of share tenancy, including cropping contracts, accelerated the degree to
which Japanese farmers were shackled to propertied whites. It also made tenants
more vulnerable to their landlords by forcing the Japanese to count on the
whites’ willingness to assist in their evasion of the law. In this respect, Japanese
dependency intensified in both economic and social terms after 1913, but it did
not become so manifest until 1920. Combined with a wartime boom in the
U.S. farm economy, the legal ambiguity of the cropping contract minimized
the immediate effects of Japanese exclusion from agriculture, which the law was
designed to achieve. Despite its impact on land tenure, the legislation failed to
hamper Issei farm operations in the short term. Like their fellow Issei tenant
farmers elsewhere, the Japanese of Walnut Grove continued to expand their
acreage during the latter half of the 1910s. As the aggregate figures of Japanese
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leases in California more than doubled from 179,509 acres in 1909 to 360,329
acres in 1918, so too did the land cultivated by the delta Issei increase from
9,445 acres to 16,541 acres.13 And during the First World War, as figure 3.1
shows, the Japanese share in the production of the niche crops exceeded the
80 percent mark. Economic empowerment helped to offset racial dependency,
which progressed less visibly.

Landed whites and agribusiness interests began to fear a possible change in
the status quo in California agriculture and racial order in light of the steady
Japanese economic ascent. Through the 1910s, what they characterized as the
Japanese “invasion” took various forms in the Western states. In central Cali-
fornia, for example, growing land ownership among local Issei accounted for a
major part of the racial “problem,” while the formation of ethnic wholesale
concerns and produce markets contributed to their economic competitiveness,
or “menace,” in other places.14 In southern California, a “horizontal and vertical
integration” of niche farm industries brought together wholesale, retail, and
production into the composite ethnic economy. This enabled local Issei to
participate with Italians and Chinese in the operation of the City Market of
Los Angeles (Ninth Street Market), which competed with the older, Anglo-
dominated Wholesale Terminal Market (Seventh Street Market).15 Given these
developments, as the election of 1920 approached, incumbent U.S. senator
James D. Phelan and committed exclusionists like V. S. McClatchy agitated for
a more stringent alien land law in order to hold Japanese immigrants in check
and to “keep California white,” a political platform that met with enthusiastic
support from many disgruntled Californians.

What occurred in Walnut Grove was illustrative of the impact of the new
Alien Land Law (1920), which was designed to counterbalance Issei economic
strength with their intensifying dependency on white patrons. In the delta, the
local Caucasian population felt threatened especially by the Issei efforts to build
their own asparagus cannery, spurred by the dramatic expansion of Kamajiro
Hotta’s asparagus farm. In addition to his original 400-acre farm, Hotta had
leased in 1917, under a cash rental arrangement, 1,000 acres, which he had
sublet to other Issei.16 In 1920, the asparagus crop on this farm was ready for
its first harvest. In tandem with the 5,755 acres of asparagus under cultivation
by other Japanese growers in the delta, Hotta’s 1,400-acre farm appeared to
hold out the promise of controlling supply in the market, since the Japanese
acreage in Walnut Grove would amount to nearly 60 percent of the aggregate
12,000 acres in the entire state. Seeing this as their best chance to gain auton-
omy in farming, local Issei asparagus growers, who had already formed a guild
to challenge the white landlords’ control, began to draft blueprints for a can-
nery, and by March 1920, the immigrant press joyously predicted that a
Japanese-owned cannery would “come to reality before long.”17
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FIGURE 3.1. Achievements that Illuminate Marginality
These graphs illustrate the multi-million-dollar Japanese agricultural industry in California
in 1917. The comparison of the two graphs shows that Issei dominated in production of
labor-intensive field crops such as berries, onions, and asparagus, where much hand labor
was essential for crop cultivation and harvest. The cheapness of co-ethnic labor was a ma-
jor reason for their “success” in such niche farming that was neglected by white farmers.
Reprinted from Japanese Agricultural Association, Japanese Farmers in California (1918).
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This turn of events particularly offended Alex Brown, who had already
been forced by collective bargaining to raise the crop share of his tenants in
1918. As the largest landlord in the region, he brooked no further attempts by
the Japanese to establish themselves as autonomous farmers. At this juncture,
Phelan and exclusionist groups sponsored an initiative to amend the 1913 Alien
Land Law. Intended to deny Japanese tenancy altogether, the new land bill
offered a practical solution to the local Japanese problem that Brown and
other land owners faced. Because even Hotta’s farm was under a cash lease, a
ban on Japanese immigrant tenancy would nullify the Japanese cannery plan.18

Indeed, after passage of the law in November 1920, all talks of a cannery
ceased among the delta Japanese, exemplifying the poisonous impact that le-
galized racism had on the lives of Issei farmers in California and, subsequently,
in other states.

In the years to follow, Japanese-white relations were transformed in terms
both of legal and economic practice and of Issei consciousness. First, insti-
tutionalized racism in agriculture circumscribed the Japanese vision of social
existence within the narrow bounds characterized by dependency. Not only
did legal deprivation strengthen the dominance of propertied whites, but it
also cemented their hierarchical relations so firmly that there was no longer
much room for Issei to be able to negotiate, much less challenge the regime
of consolidated white power in the American West. Without legal entitlement
to tenancy, Issei farmers found it virtually impossible to defy their landlords,
who could now dictate the terms of their relations in the local political econ-
omy at will. White elites still tolerated the presence of the Japanese, contin-
uing to employ Issei farmers rather than lose a good source of profits and able
caretakers of their land.19 As long as such financial incentives remained avail-
able, the situation did not cause most Issei significantly greater difficulty than
the post-1913 adjustment, and yet, they now were almost totally dependent on
the whim and favor of their landlords. In Walnut Grove, a contemporary ob-
server noted that “the close entanglements of interest” between white landlords
and Issei farmers made the former still willing to offer a “verbal promise to
perpetuate [the Japanese] farming endeavor.” In the central California town of
Hanford, the situation was similar, but reportedly, local Issei farmers “were put
in such a precarious position as to live continuously with a deep sense of in-
security.”20

Indeed, in light of the contingency of economic ties, white paternalism
was never a reliable insurance. With their steadfast grip over rural Japanese
engendered by the law, land owners could—and often did—mistreat Issei ten-
ant farmers if and when such actions served their financial interests. A Japanese
diplomat chronicled how some Japanese in Placer County found themselves
left to the mercies of white exploitation:
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Those who have verbal agreements for cash leases with landowners theo-
retically have maintained close economic ties for a number of years, and
so have sharecroppers built a relationship based on mutual trust. In actu-
ality, these growers never ceased to encounter one trouble after another,
because they are an easy prey to deception. . . . The [Issei] farmers, who
cannot seek help from the authorities [due to their illegal leases], are
placed under the thumb of landowners and fruit-shipping houses that
control the marketing of the crop.21

Extreme abuses of course convinced many to give up on farming, as was the
case in the central California community of Armona where the vast majority
of Issei tenants left for urban areas or other states.22 Yet, for those who managed
to avoid the worst abuses and betrayals, it was still better to count on the
capricious favor of landlords after 1920.

The practice of dependence on white paternalism notwithstanding, there
was a brief moment when Japanese farmers envisioned collective resistance as
a viable option. This popular struggle, spearheaded by ordinary Issei residents,
was short-lived, lasting only from 1921 to 1923. Paradoxically, when the show-
down was all over, the poignant memory of their common experience in defeat
compounded Issei feelings of being a subordinate minority under consolidated
white power. In this sense, the significance of the mass resistance lay not so
much in the act of protest in and of itself but in its impact on the popular
consciousness. While failed resistance further reinforced the general practice of
dependence, it expedited the process in which a racialized identity as zaibei
doho took shape among these Japanese in America.

At the heart of this struggle and transformation was the cropping contract.
Initially, during the first half of 1921, a large number of Issei tenant farmers
switched, or planned to switch, to that mode of farming, for it was still a safe
and easy loophole that allowed them to remain virtual sharecroppers.23 Al-
though most landed whites were no longer dissatisfied with their relationship
to the Japanese, exclusionist zealots continued to press the state government
for vigorous enforcement of the law and prosecution of evasions. The cropping
contract became a prime target of this racist judicial effort, and in the summer
of 1921, California’s attorney general, Ulysses S. Webb, himself an ardent ad-
vocate for Japanese exclusion, declared in no uncertain terms that the cropping
contract was a form of lease, and therefore illegal.24

Webb’s attack on the last bastion of Japanese immigrant agriculture pro-
voked grassroots mobilization and resistance of unprecedented form and scale.
Previously, the leading circle of urban merchants and intellectuals set collective
agendas and community policy mandates, like moral reform, which usually
moved downward within the hierarchy of immigrant control mechanisms under
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the Japanese Association of America (or its equivalents). By contrast, this pop-
ular struggle emerged from rural farm districts where most ordinary Issei re-
sided, thereby thrusting their concerns and their desires on those in the cities.
For the first time, the Issei masses formed a tangible and formidable political
force within Japanese immigrant society, marking a significant shift in power
relations and community representation.25 When the core of their self-interest
was in peril, the apparatus of immigrant control conveniently functioned as
a vehicle for ordinary residents to have their voices heard by the elite and
their concerns reflected in its agendas and programs. Not only did residents
take advantage of the Japanese associations on their own behalf, but they more-
over tried to quell the racist assault by turning the American judicial system
against it.

By the fall of 1921, Issei farmers of northern and central California had
already reached a consensus about pursuing test cases against the Alien Land
Laws in the courts. Given the ambiguous legal status of the cropping contract,
the Japanese thought it offered the best chance for defending their interests as
de facto sharecroppers. Following Webb’s statement, rural representatives met
in San Francisco on September 2, 1921, to demand that the Japanese Association
of America immediately seek a test case concerning the legality of the cropping
contract. The San Francisco elites dragged their feet, first consulting the Japa-
nese consul and requesting his assistance.26 No sooner had this inaction become
public knowledge than rural Japanese association affiliates began to take direct
action, lambasting the central body as “useless” and its leaders as “inept”—a
rare instance of outright defiance.27 Backed by popular demands, for example,
the Walnut Grove association leaders held a joint conference with their coun-
terparts from nearby Courtland and Isleton, where they agreed to persist in
pressing the Japanese Association of America for a test case. On October 2, the
region’s Issei leaders traveled to San Francisco to meet with other representatives
from throughout California, but there was still no response from the central
body. Disappointed, the delta’s Japanese farmers assembled for a second time
and argued that in view of the situation local residents should be prepared to
deal with the crisis on their own. To fight for their survival, the immigrants
declared that they must disregard the established order of the community hi-
erarchy in their quest of a judicial solution, even if local residents had to bear
the financial burden.28

The wrath directed against the Japanese Association of America in the fall
of 1921 mirrored the urgency of the situation for great numbers of Issei farmers
in California. In the north and central valleys, the majority of Japanese tenants
expected the renewal of their leases in October or November 1921.29 Because
they had believed in the legality of the cropping contract, they had assumed a
simple transition to this arrangement. Nevertheless, as Webb’s announcement
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forecast the real possibility of prosecution, white landlords began to cancel or
refused to enter into cropping contracts with the Japanese. According to one
source, many Issei in the counties of Placer, Yolo, and Tulare had already been
placed in such a predicament by the end of October, and those in Sacramento,
Solano, San Joaquin, Stanislus, and Kings counties were on the verge of losing
their contracts. The acreage under the threat of state prosecution amounted to
more than 90,000 acres, or about 30 percent of the total Japanese leases in
California.30

On October 13, 1921, overwhelmed by popular pressure, the Japanese As-
sociation of America finally filed a bill of complaint for a cropping-contract
test case, followed by another lawsuit that challenged the ban on Issei holding
stocks in landholding companies—an issue that imperiled many farmers in
Fresno and Yolo counties.31 Similar grassroots efforts compelled the Central
Japanese Association of Southern California, based in Los Angeles, to contest
the constitutionality of the ban on leasing, which was most crucial to this area’s
residents. After the Washington state legislature passed its own Alien Land Law
in the spring of 1921, the Japanese association headquarters in Seattle sponsored
its own test case.32

Two years later, the Issei’s legal battle ended in great disappointment. The
prospect for the cropping-contract case looked deceptively bright at first,
whereas most other test cases in California and Washington were quickly re-
jected. On December 20, 1921, a lower court in California upheld the Japanese
argument that the cropping contract was not in violation of the 1920 statute,
which the state of California swiftly appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. In
the meantime, while other Western states, including Arizona in 1921 and
Oregon, Idaho, and Montana in 1923, enacted almost identical laws against
Japanese immigrant agriculture, the Supreme Court also heard and rejected a
Japanese plea for citizenship in the historic Ozawa v. U.S. decision of 1922, a
decision that made the application of the alien land laws to unnaturalizable
Issei a permanent fact of life. Consequently, Japanese farmers of the American
West braced anxiously for the definitive judgment on the last bastion of Japa-
nese immigrant farming, but in November 1923, the Supreme Court failed the
Issei, declaring the cropping contract to be illegal.

“Dumb-founded,” the immigrant press uniformly expressed disbelief and
anger after the ruling, which nonetheless soon gave way to a call for acquies-
cence.33 Having exhausted every means of fighting legalized racism, “most grow-
ers cannot but engage in farm labor from now on,” wrote the Rafu Shimpo of
Los Angeles resignedly. “It will surely be painful to bear the downfall from an
independent farmer to a mere laborer, but nothing can be done about it.”34 A
Sacramento Japanese daily urged readers to accept the grim reality with good
grace and endeavor to procure the “sympathy” and “trust” of white landlords
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FIGURE 3.2. Issei under Racial Subordination, 1921
Printed at the height of exclusionist agitation, this 1921 cartoon exemplifies an emerging
sense of the collective self among many Japanese immigrants. Here a struggling Issei man
personifies the “Japanese in America.” Despite his heavy bundle, labeled “exclusion,” he
still envisages a better future. In English and to the right in Japanese, the weeping sun
promised him: “Be patient and do your best, someday you will win.” Reprinted from Shin
Sekai (New World, San Francisco), Jan. 21, 1921.

through hard work.35 Speaking of the social status that would necessitate such
attitudes, one editorial compared Issei to burakumin, Japan’s outcast group that
was often thought to be of alien origin, and another paper paralleled their lot
to those they viewed as marginalized and powerless races, like “Mexicans, Ar-
menians, Poles, and Negroes.”36 These comparisons poignantly show that Issei
collective consciousness began to incorporate the notion of Japanese in America
being socially and racially subordinate at the core, as depicted in a cartoon in
a San Francisco Japanese daily (fig. 3.2). Interviewing Issei in the northern
California town of Suisun, a Japanese diplomat reported the psychological state
of rural residents: “[Japanese farmers] are in such low spirits. . . . One would
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feel as if the [Alien] Land Law of 1920 and 1923 had robbed them of their arms
and legs, leaving no autonomy to them. When land ownership and leases were
legal, they had so much hope and vigor; today, all you see are dejected old
men.”37

Adding nuances to this process of racial formation, however, the Issei’s
chorus of acquiescence also manifested a future-looking rhetoric that attempted
to mitigate their degraded position in American society. When addressing the
issue at hand after the Supreme Court ruling, immigrant writers chanted a
specific Japanese phrase, innin jicho (prudence and perseverance) as if it were a
new motto for all Japanese in the United States. Reified in the cartoon, the
concept corresponded to what the empathic Sun advised the struggling Issei
omnisciently: “Be patient and do your best; some day you will win.” Not only
did it offer confused immigrants direction, the promise of innin jicho also
helped them to historicize their bitter experience as simply an unexpected set-
back. Because the land laws applied only to the immigrants, their negative
effects would pass with the growth of Japanese American citizens, the Nisei.
Believing that their subordination was tied to their legal status, not to racial
heritage, many Issei felt that this was a temporary situation. Rather than wasting
their time lamenting what they had lost, the immigrants agreed that they might
as well consolidate forces and rebuild the ethnic agricultural economy.38 The
situation, in their opinion, would only improve if they persevered, hence they
accommodated racial subordination as a matter of expediency.

Whereas the legal defeat placed rural Japanese immigrants in utter depen-
dency, the Issei’s consent to their powerlessness ironically spared them from
total exclusion from Western agriculture. Among available loopholes, the “fore-
man” system emerged as the most prevalent replacement for the cropping con-
tract. This method allowed Japanese to maintain a standard of living equivalent
to tenant farmers, while playing the role of salaried workers. It of course re-
quired the blessing of landlords even more than a cropping contract, and de-
pending on the degree of interracial bonds, there appear to have been many
variations of farm foremanship. In Holister, California, for example, many Issei
foremen received a flat salary of $300 every month, three times greater than
the income of a mere laborer ($80–$100), while their Vacaville counterparts
tended to use the foreman arrangement simply as a front for sharecropping.
Walnut Grove Japanese, meanwhile, preferred to combine a monthly payment
of $100 to $175 with an annual cash bonus of $2,000 to $3,000.39 Foremanship,
albeit a symbol of racial subordination and economic retreat, still enabled many
Issei to remain forward-looking, since they thought the arrangement continued
to help them lay sound foundations for the next generations. In this reconfi-
guration of race relations in Western agriculture, however, Japanese tenant farm-
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ers coalesced an awareness of being a minority with their understanding of their
collective self on the basis of their frustrated past struggles, restricted present
circumstances, and shared optimisms for the future.

While dependency accounted for the situation of most rural Japanese, land-
holding Issei experienced a different kind of racial subordination. In California,
the farms under Japanese land ownership constituted between 10 and 20 percent
of the aggregate acreage from 1907 to 1923. The ratio of Issei land ownership
in Washington, on the other hand, neared 30 percent around 1923, due likely
to the absence of an alien land law in that state until 1921.40 Despite this
relatively low percentage, propertied Issei tended to concentrate in certain rural
areas, engendering distinct race relations there. According to the 1914 California
data, landholding Issei farmers of Fresno and Los Angeles counties controlled
about 24 percent and 12 percent, respectively, of the total 29,735 Japanese-owned
acres in the state. In smaller communities, like Florin, Vacaville, Loomis, and
especially Livingston, Japanese farmers held markedly higher shares. In other
states, similar patterns of concentrations were evident, as in Hood River in
Oregon.41 These communities and regions witnessed different patterns of
Japanese-white entanglements than the tenancy-dominated areas.

Around 1920, many Issei land owners encountered the forces of racial con-
tainment, whereby they were forced into living in accord with the will of their
white neighbors despite their ostensible autonomy. The passage of the alien
land laws effectively arrested the expansion of independent Japanese farming,
squeezing the settlements of Issei land owners into tighter areas. California
landholding statistics reveal a steady decrease in property from 74,769 acres in
1920 to 62,773 acres in 1923 and to 57,028 acres in 1929.42 As landed Issei saw
their settlements diminished under the pressures of legalized racism, they sought
a greater degree of integration into the local white societies and political econ-
omies. While Japanese tenants seldom collided squarely with their landlords
over economic issues, independent Issei farmers tended to compete directly with
their white neighbors, which reinforced strained relations and the latter’s fever-
ish support for discriminatory legislation. Out of concern for their own survival
and for interracial peace at the local level, these Issei often became obsessed
with their image as loyal community members, and therefore they allowed the
dictates of local whites to take precedence over general ethnic concerns when
necessary.43

The central California town of Livingston offers a good example of Issei
containment. Known as the Yamato Colony, the ethnic community there
started with the expansionistic vision of Kyutaro Abiko, publisher of the Ni-
chibei Shimbun, who imagined an agricultural settlement comparable to New
England’s original Puritan colonies. In 1906, Abiko formed a landholding com-
pany and purchased 3,200 acres of undeveloped land in Merced County. The
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tract was subdivided into 40-acre parcels, which were then sold to Issei families
who wished to settle permanently as pioneer farmers and live frontier Christian
lives. Thus, the Yamato Colony consisted solely of land-owning farmers, who
later organized their own agricultural cooperative equipped with a packing shed
and private railroad platform.44 After enlarging the Yamato Colony by adding
more tracts, Abiko proceeded to establish a similar agricultural colony in neigh-
boring Cortez in 1919—when exclusionist groups were engaged in a fierce prop-
aganda campaign focused on the Japanese “takeover” of California before the
upcoming election.

Led by the coalition of the Livingston Board of Trade and the Farm Center,
anti-Japanese advocates organized a local political movement specifically tar-
geting the influx of new Issei settlers into the region. Many white townspeople
believed that Abiko was financed by Tokyo to advance “a great Japanese in-
vasion” in the area. In January 1920, they hastily resolved to erect signs an-
nouncing “No More Japanese Wanted Here” alongside the highway entrance
at both ends of the town.45 Although local agitators stressed that they opposed
the arrival of “low class Japanese,” not the current Issei residents, whom they
described as “high class men,” this distinction came with a veiled threat. These
agitators effectively demanded that Japanese land owners align with them, not
with their compatriots who wished to move to the Livingston-Cortez area. At
an informal conference with Issei residents, the director of the white Farm
Center argued: “[W]e don’t want them [new Japanese settlers] and I am sure
you don’t want them either. . . . You must join us in this movement to protect
you[r] interests as well as ours. We must work together.” To local Japanese, the
consequences of declining this “proposal” were frighteningly clear; a mob of
exclusionists had already threatened in a mass meeting “to treat roughly any
who might sympathize with the [low-class] Japanese.”46

The responses of Livingston Issei illuminated their “fragile position” in the
local political economy despite their landed status.47 Because the Japanese res-
idents were fully aware that their own safety and livelihoods were under threat,
they were left with no alternative than to join forces with local whites in their
fight against “Japanese invasion.” As soon as the uproar began, the Japanese
Yamato Colony Association (YCA) convened an emergency meeting, where the
overwhelming majority voted to stage an exclusionist campaign of their own.
First, they decided to circulate a petition to all Japanese households in Living-
ston, urging them to pledge steadfast opposition to the entry of any more
Japanese into Merced County. The YCA formed a three-person disciplinary
committee to severely punish anyone who refused to sign the petition. As an
example to the community, they then singled out a renegade who had prepared
to enlarge his farm operation by bringing in new Issei tenants and workers.
The YCA set up a sort of kangaroo court to coerce him into abandoning the
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plan, which this man did at the loss of several thousand dollars already invested
in the project.48 Pitting the “interests” of Livingston Issei against those of their
co-ethnics, white racism induced local Issei farmers to act as accomplices in
blocking further Japanese settlement and land acquisition in the area.

The local exclusionist pressure was so strong that Yamato Colony Japanese
continued to pursue interracial “cooperation” despite criticisms from their fel-
low Issei, who reprimanded them for their “shameless treachery” and “disloy-
alty.”49 Faced with ostracism from their compatriots, Livingston’s Japanese res-
idents were compelled to defend their position by issuing a statement in the
Japanese immigrant press. It argued that local Issei had never approved the
injustice of racism per se, but they had to “respect” the prevailing “public
opinion” there. In the document, the YCA president emphasized that the spe-
cific social dynamics of Livingston required this response. The solution to race
problems must first take into account the “locally particular circumstances,” he
reasoned, dismissing any criticisms without such consideration as “worthless.”
And their informed compromise, according to the YCA statement, had helped
to rehabilitate the Japanese race in the local perceptions.50

Ever faithful to the cause of their neighbors, a Livingston Japanese repre-
sentative also appeared with white exclusionists before a congressional hearing
on the “Japanese problem,” testifying against further immigration from Japan.
Asked if he thought there were “enough” Japanese in the United States, the
Issei told the chairman: “I think it is quite hard to Americanize [them]. I think
we have plenty of foreigners in this country; that we should first Americanize
those foreigners who are here, and after that I think it is better to prohibit the
newcomers.” Following this statement, a local white leader unabashedly praised
this Japanese speaker—and other Livingston Issei in effect—for their cooper-
ation and loyalty to Livingston, while hinting at a contrarily sinister image of
the rest of the Japanese in California:

[I]n about February or March Mr. [X] lived here actually in danger for
the attitude he took in attempting to solve the problem locally in Living-
ston; and also in Oakland and San Francisco, Mr. [X] was in danger
when he was there [to explain his position to other Issei]. His thought is
in harmony with ours, and we have these people [Japanese residents in
Livingston] with us.51

By adhering to this accommodationist thinking to the temporary detriment
of ethnic unity, Livingston Issei sought further integration into the local society.
They collaborated with whites in forming the Livingston Anti-Japanese Com-
mittee, which served as “an American-Japanese clearing house for all matters
affecting the two people[s] in the district.”52 By stipulating a local ban on the
sale or lease of land properties to Japanese, the institutionalized interracial part-
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nership decidedly slowed down the influx of Japanese settlers into the area to
the extent that local whites no longer made it an issue by the fall of 1920. And
in exchange for their compliance, Livingston Issei succeeded in securing from
the white residents an affirmation of their presence there. Several months after
the campaign, the town’s white leader praised the area’s Japanese for proving
themselves to be “the only [Japanese] group in the state who have maintained
independence from their strenuously objecting and fighting countrymen.”53

Tranquillity came to Livingston, but at no minor cost. The pacification of
local interracial relations precipitated the self-induced containment of Issei un-
der the dictates of white townspeople. Local ethnic agriculture stagnated, and
the colony struggled to grow thereafter.54 Critically, moreover, the 1920 episode
revealed the pliability of landed Issei to immediate political pressures, as well
as the contingency of their racial identity. The “racial” consciousness of Liv-
ingston Japanese was so responsive to the will of their white neighbors—or
what they termed the “locally particular circumstances”—that it was easily ma-
nipulated to function as a wholly localized identity, if necessary, even in dis-
agreement with the larger concerns of their fellow Issei. A shared notion of
being zaibei doho did not emanate out of a single, monolithic racial experience;
it stemmed from an amalgam of experiences and understandings that varied in
separate locations and for different classes of people, albeit under the over-
arching effects of legal discrimination that categorically defined them as a ra-
cialized Other. Without external interventions to distinguish the local Japanese
from the rest, the Yamato Colony did not witness any more instances of in-
traethnic divergences after 1920, but the potential for such conflict was always
present there, as elsewhere, despite the general condition and consciousness of
racial subordination.

In the early 1920s, many urban Issei also encountered forces of racial con-
tainment, which manifested in a different manner. In addition to occasional
instances of commercial competition, the chief issue was whether or not inter-
racial interactions should be permitted beyond the realm of economics. With
the rapid increase of the Japanese population during the war years, the lines of
racial demarcation had become blurred in some urban residential areas. Because
the remarkable expansion of agriculture and farm-related ethnic industry in
southern California induced many Japanese to relocate from the north, notable
exclusionist drives against the cohabitation of whites and Japanese took place
in Los Angeles and its vicinity. Some of these campaigns prescribed restrictive
covenants or deed restrictions regionwide, while others lobbied the City Realty
Board to “recommend that Realtors . . . not sell property to other than Cau-
casians in territories occupied by them.”55 Despite tenacious demands for res-
idential segregation, a considerable number of Japanese immigrants still man-
aged to move into new areas—a situation that provoked violent white reactions
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and localized efforts to contain Issei in Little Tokyo and other “colored” sec-
tions.

Influenced by the statewide exclusionist movement, anti-Japanese agitation
surged in Los Angeles around 1922. In the district of Rose Hill, the acquisition
of a residential tract by an Issei-owned firm stirred a commotion. While housing
was being built, nearby whites threatened to destroy the construction company
unless it scrapped the project. The same year, a proposed plan for a new Jap-
anese Methodist church building met staunch opposition from the neighbor-
hood association of Pico Heights. In 1923, an Issei found that the house he had
just acquired in the Belvedere section of Los Angeles was burned in an arson
attack, and afterward white residents erected a “Japs Keep Out” billboard. In
Sherman, an immigrant family encountered anti-Japanese signs, placards, and
banners when they moved into a new house there. Hollywood emerged as
another hot spot for segregationist activities. Local whites sought advice from
veteran agitators in Pico Heights and Belvedere, and, in a combination of
political lobbying and intimidation, they used the newly established Hollywood
Protective Association to fight “the invasion and colonization of the Japanese
in that section.”56 Such racist harassment successfully deterred Issei residential
development in Rose Hill, frustrated the establishment of Japanese Christian
churches in Pico Heights and Hollywood, forced the Japanese family to aban-
don their property in Belvedere, and likely discouraged other Issei from moving
to new neighborhoods.57 This experience taught the area’s Japanese immigrants
that white America would not tolerate them unless they remained segregated
in Little Tokyo.

Whether through dependency or containment, by the mid-1920s, racial
subordination had become the inescapable reality that pragmatically oriented
much of Japanese immigrant life. When the National Origins Act added further
insult by terminating Japanese immigration, no visible uproar or anger ema-
nated from Issei, who rather calmly interpreted it as a natural culmination of
the white supremacy that they had fought in vain. On July 1, 1924, the day
that the law became effective, an Issei woman resignedly wrote in her diary,
“We, the [Japanese] residents in America, are so accustomed to the unfair treat-
ment that this immoral nation has waged upon us, that we no longer find it
unfair. We are made to take it as business as usual.” A Los Angeles man likewise
recorded the community consensus, noting that “the Japanese in America . . .
do not seem to think much of it any longer.”58

Vernacular newspapers all expressed similar sentiments, but they valorized
the idea of innin jicho (prudence and perseverance) as usual. While lamenting
the “failures of the past twenty-some years of struggles against white exclusion-
ists,” the Shin Sekai of San Francisco expressed an ironic sense of closure and
determinedly swore to still “work out our destiny by ourselves.” Right after the
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passage of the law by the U.S. Congress, the immigrant newspaper wrote: “Now
it is all over. . . . We are clearly branded as pariahs in America. . . . Yet, even if
[America] dealt with us as pigs, or perceived us as dogs or cats, we must focus
on our work obstinately.” Admonishing against “rashness,” Seattle’s Taihoku
Nippo echoed the importance of innin jicho by urging readers to “be only
concerned with defending [their] interest.” A few months later when the law
was enforced, the Nichibei Shimbun repeated the prevailing view in its editorial
statement: “[W]e can easily lose our livelihood in America unless we acclimate
. . . to our [new] circumstances.”59

Candidly admitting that there existed very few options or leeway, the Rafu
Shimpo of Los Angeles summed up the situation for all Japanese residents in
the American West at this juncture. If an immigrant wished to stay in the
United States, he could not but “resign to the reality of being excluded.” Any-
one who found it too hard to swallow would either have to “return to Japan”
or “leave for other countries.”60 Accepting their shared status as pariahs was
hence a prerequisite for remaining “the Japanese in America.” As much as the
long social process of marginalization contributed to the Issei’s feelings of one-
ness, they also crafted their racial consciousness calculatedly in order to “accli-
mate . . . to [their new] circumstances,” “defend [their] interest,” and above all,
“work out [their] destiny” in the United States. Such mental (re)orientation
provided for what an Issei leader aptly characterized as their emergent “spiritual
alliance,” or a teleological collective identity, as racially subordinate.61

ISSEI “DIASPORA”: AN ESCAPE FROM RACIAL
SUBORDINATION

While most Issei chose to stay, many immigrants rejected lives under the com-
mand of another race. In order to break away from such social conditioning,
they left the United States for their homeland, or for third countries, where
they believed they could remain “the people of a first-class nation.” The de-
parture of these people further accelerated the formation of a relatively cohesive,
self-contained group by moderating the multiplicity of racial identities within
the population. According to U.S. government statistics, annual Japanese dis-
embarkation peaked in 1923 and 1924. An analysis of the occupational break-
down reveals that the figures of these two years included more than twice as
many farmers as in other periods—a direct consequence of the alien land laws
and defeated test cases.62 Local Issei statistics corresponded to this trend. Be-
tween 1920 and 1925, Walnut Grove’s Japanese farming population was cut in
half from 158 to 80, and the community of Turlock shrank by 80 percent. The
grim reality likewise caused an exodus of Issei from Oregon; in the four years
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following 1924 the Japanese population of the state dropped from 2,374 to 1,568,
a decrease of more than 30 percent.63 Observing each transpacific steamer de-
parting with several hundred Issei, a Los Angeles writer reported in 1922:

Having handed over their farms and businesses to others, they take
[their] entire families along with all the wealth they have amassed here.
It is doubtful that most have a plan to return to the United States.
Should they find some means of making a living in Japan, they are go-
ing to stay there. If any of them happen to return here again, it is not
because they truly wish to do so, but because they are forced to, being
unable to get viable work [in Japan].64

In the meantime, a number of Issei made their way south of the border.
In April 1924, the Pacific Coast Japanese Association Deliberative Council—an
assembly of all associations in the American West—passed a resolution to in-
vestigate the prospects for mass remigration to other U.S. states or other coun-
tries. While the Japanese Association of America conducted a series of agricul-
tural surveys in the American South and in a few central states, the Central
Japanese Association of Southern California took charge of studying Mexico.65

Many Issei there argued that the country was pro-Japan, free from an ideology
of white supremacy, and possessed an undeveloped frontier where the Japanese
could legally own land. The Rafu Shimpo was a leading advocate of these ideas,
but as its editor, Shiro Fujioka, warned, the remigration to Mexico was not
recommended for ordinary laborers, and anyone who decided to stake the rest
of his life in Mexico had to carry enough capital to start out as a land owner.66

Although Fujioka did not relocate to Mexico, some Issei took his advice and
crossed the border to become self-sufficient colonists.

Many remigrants appear to have been relatively well-educated immigrants,
who either shared or appreciated the views of early expansionists. Some resem-
bled romantic colonialists in a return to the 1890s. Too humiliated to resign
themselves to racial subordination, this group of Issei, albeit small in number,
entertained the idea that the Japanese could conquer the wilderness of Mexico
“by providing guidance for Mexicans, assimilating them, and cooperating be-
nevolently with them.”67 Others fell into the category of expansionist entrepre-
neurs, who invested in farming or fishing ventures in Baja California and So-
nora. By 1927, for example, two dozen Japanese from southern California had
acquired barren land near Ensenada for the development of vegetable farms for
a growing Los Angeles consumer market.68

Hachiro Soejima was a quintessential expansionist entrepreneur, who re-
jected the ideology of white supremacy. Founder of the Shin Sekai newspaper,
he was part of the core leadership in the nascent community of San Francisco
Japanese around the turn of the twentieth century. Born a samurai in 1861, he
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attended the Japanese Army Academy after the Meiji Restoration and came to
California in 1890 with a dream of building a “new Japan” on the Western
frontier. His parting with the Shin Sekai and subsequent business failures led
to his relative obscurity during the 1910s, but at the peak of anti-Japanese
exclusion, Soejima published a weekly newspaper in which he advocated the
colonization of Mexico’s northern frontier. Then in 1926, with the purchase of
500 acres near Hermosillo, Sonora, this sixty-five-year-old man, along with two
other Issei from California, took it upon himself to do just that.69 Planning to
build several dozen residences for additional Japanese colonialists, both from
California and Japan, he had delivered boxcars of furniture, construction ma-
terials, farm tools, machinery, and even a large motorboat for coastal fishing.
Soejima’s ambitious venture was nonetheless short-lived; in 1928, a Mexican
employee murdered him and another Issei in the course of a robbery, resulting
in the dispersal of other Japanese and the abrupt demise of his colony.70

With better luck, some Japanese founded similar colonial enterprises in
Brazil, a popular destination of emigrants from Japan after the Gentlemen’s
Agreement. Nagata Shigeshi, a one-time Issei who had taken over Shimanuki
Hyodayu’s emigration society called Rikkokai, was most responsible for the
remigration of these Issei to South America. In late 1923, Nagata visited Cali-
fornia and personally witnessed the defeat of the cropping-contract test case.
Incensed, he had local Rikkokai disciples form a Brazil Study Group in Los
Angeles. Following the passage of the 1924 Immigration Act, Nagata had a tight
network of Issei Rikkokai alumni spread propaganda to encourage Japanese to
leave racist America for friendly Brazil, where experienced Issei farmers could
take the lead in creating a colonial utopia with their compatriots from Japan.71

Nagata’s disciples in California eventually obtained 2,600 acres in the forest of
Paulista near São Paulo, Brazil. One group established a Christian settlement
named Cultural Colony, and another established Tokyo Colony.72

Another group of Issei traded lives as a racial minority in the United States
for those of colonialists in Manchuria. Toyoji Chiba, president of the Japanese
Agricultural Association in San Francisco, played a pivotal role in this move-
ment. Educated at Waseda University in Tokyo, Chiba was a typical Issei in-
tellectual who interpreted Japanese immigration to North America as part and
parcel of Japan’s overseas expansion.73 In light of exclusionist agitation, he be-
came progressively pessimistic about the future of Japanese immigrant agricul-
ture in the United States. He predicted how badly the new Alien Land Law
would affect Issei farmers, noting in one of his commentaries in 1921: “[T]he
Japanese in America will not be able to withstand the troubles caused by the
strict enforcement of the law, which should eventually impel them to quit farm
operation, abandon permanent residency [in America], and relinquish their
vested interests there.”74 A few months later, Chiba himself abandoned per-
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manent residency and headed for Manchuria, because he expressly wished to
“live in the sphere where Japan’s sovereign power extends, and work under the
Japanese flag in such a way that the fruits of our labor can directly benefit our
homeland.”75 Hired as an agricultural specialist and colonial planner by Japan’s
South Manchurian Railway, Chiba found the Issei’s farming expertise beneficial
for agricultural development in Manchuria and called for remigration to Man-
churia. The successful case of a former Fresno resident, Man’ei Awaya, who
developed a large apple orchard near Dalian, Manchuria, convinced Chiba of
the promise which that part of Japan’s “frontier” held for experienced Issei
farmers.76

The departure of these expansionists and colonialists narrowed differences
among Japanese immigrants in the United States. Inasmuch as their frames of
reference and the material bases of their livelihood were both embedded in
American social relations, the remaining Issei became a unique group of Japa-
nese, who not only shared a lived racial experience but also endeavored to forge
a common destiny under racial subordination. In terms of their perspectives
and identities, white racism had brought different cohorts of the immigrants
much closer, and an awareness of mutually comparable social positioning and
collective interests had taken shape among them. The exodus of those, like
Soejima and Chiba, who would rather have lived as colonial masters than as
the racially subjugated helped further to facilitate the racialization of Japanese
immigrants as an American minority. This does not mean that “the Japanese
in America” came to form a homogeneous community; it continued to be full
of internal friction and divisions. Yet, initial diversities within the populace,
including nationalist mercantilists, colonial expansionists, and dekasegi individ-
ualists, became less pronounced, because all Japanese immigrants had to grapple
with the totalizing forces of American racism. The Othering and domination
of Japanese immigrants not only produced the appearance of an undifferen-
tiated race in the eyes of whites but in fact propelled Japanese immigrants to
categorize themselves consciously into a corporeal group, which they began to
call zaibei doho.

Whereas the much-desired label of honorary white slipped through the
Issei’s fingers in the context of America’s hierarchalized race relations, the for-
mation of the new community set them apart decisively from their home com-
patriots in a transnational context. Borrowing from Rogers Brubaker’s formu-
lation of “triadic relational interplay,” we can envision that the society of
Japanese immigrants (a racialized national minority) came to stand tangentially
between white America (a disciplining racial regime) and imperial Japan (the
external national homeland) by the mid-1920s.77 The cases of Japanese-white
entanglement and estrangement underscored the trajectory in which the Issei
were transformed into minority “Americans,” marked by their racial Otherness,
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in the constellation of power on the borderland of the American West.78 Ques-
tions of race and power were also at the center of the growing cleavages between
the Issei society and their external national homeland, Japan. Whereas the man-
ner in which the Japanese in America understood their relationship to whites
was contingent on their everyday experiences of rejection, subjugation, and
cooptation, the imperial Japanese perception of race relations drew on how
their empire interacted with Western powers. In contrast to the Issei’s localized
perspective, most people in Japan interpreted their racial identity and position
in terms of geopolitics and international power relations.

RACIAL DIVERGENCE: AN AMERICAN MINORITY AND
THE “LEADER OF THE ASIATIC”

Unlike the Issei’s strategic compliance with white America, the people of Japan
countered Japanese exclusion from the United States with their own racism.
After the passage of the U.S. Immigration Act on April 12, 1924, a whirlwind
of anti-Americanism swept the Japanese islands. Domestic newspapers carried
sensational stories of racial oppression across the Pacific, and opinion makers
registered fury against the treatment of the Japanese as inferior. Shibusawa Eiichi
dispatched a telegram to white friends and associates in the United States: “We
earnestly pray that [the] proposed exclusion provision will not become law for
in that event we fear all past efforts for [the] promotion of good will between
the two nations will be nullified.”79 After the president signed the bill into law
in May, optimism vanished, and intense protests emanated even from America’s
most ardent supporters in Japan. Kaneko Kentaro, a Harvard-educated states-
man, abruptly resigned his post as the president of the America-Japan Society,
professing that he “felt as if the hopes of [his] life were destroyed” and that
“the wounds will not be healed so long as the racial discrimination clause
remains in the law.” Nitobe Inazo, an alumnus of Johns Hopkins and under-
secretary general of the League of Nations, echoed Kaneko’s ire, declaring that
he would never set foot on American soil again unless the United States repealed
the racist immigration law.80 Meanwhile, anti-American meetings were con-
vened throughout Japan. Between April and early July, Tokyo alone witnessed
more than a hundred anti-American gatherings, some of which attracted several
thousand participants. The day that Japanese exclusion officially went into ef-
fect, July 1, was solemnly observed as a day of national humiliation.

America’s rejection of racial equality made a significant dent in the collec-
tive Japanese mind. Major themes of discussion in the enraged nation included
the hypocrisy of American democracy, the domination of the world by Amer-
icans and Europeans, and even the notion of immigration exclusion as a dec-
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laration of war against Japan, but the crux of the debate converged upon the
matter of race.81 In light of white American definitions that insisted on scien-
tifically rationalized boundaries, many Japanese intellectuals also started to ac-
cept the biological basis of differences among racial/national groups. Highlight-
ing the physiognomic proximity of the Japanese to the peoples of the
neighboring region, a new appreciation of scientific racism by many Japanese
ironically propelled them to embrace an idea of racial responsibility for their
“Asian brothers.” In the scheme of global power politics, this perspective saw
California’s exclusionist movement as yet another manifestation of ongoing con-
frontations between whites and other races throughout the world. As Japanese
understandings of American race relations were projected onto the worldwide
hierarchy and struggle of races, protesters of the U.S. Immigration Act in Japan
came to consider it their own destiny as the “leader of the Asiatic” to assemble
a unified racial front against white Americans. While immigration exclusion
helped to steer Japan’s diplomacy away from international conciliation, the
Japanese idea of race relations underwent a notable shift, one which, some
historians have argued, paved the way for the wartime ideology of the Greater
East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere.82

Generally, Issei showed little sympathy for anti-Americanism and overly
confrontational racial attitudes in their native land. From their standpoint, the
Japanese were getting caught up in the same kind of irrational rhetoric that
they had long fought in the United States. Los Angeles leader Shiro Fujioka
warned the Japanese people “not to give measure for measure.” Even if the
United States humiliated Japan by classifying its people as unworthy of admis-
sion, he stressed that the nation must avoid lowering its standard to the level
of the “moral losers,” that is, the white exclusionists.83 A San Francisco ver-
nacular paper criticized the Japanese for retaliating against American racism
with unreasonable boycotts and unjustified attacks on white Christian mission-
aries in Japan. Comparing the plight of American residents in hostile Japan
with the sufferings of their own under white supremacy, Issei writers took
exception to the Japanese confusion of local social relations with international
politics—the very rhetorical manipulation that had allowed California exclu-
sionists to construct a notion of “Japanese invasion.” In their criticisms, im-
migrants focused squarely on the ramifications that anti-Americanism would
have on their livelihoods in the United States. A Shin Sekai editor characterized
the homeland reactions as “a nefarious nuisance” to “the Japanese in America,”
arguing that antagonism toward Americans in Japan would likely come back
to haunt them. “You may all feel good afterwards, but what will become of
us?” asked the writer of his home compatriots.84 Yet, Japan’s new politics of
racial confrontation demonstrated no real concern for overseas residents, whose
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welfare was only of secondary significance to the empire’s overall quest for
power and its ascent in the global order.85

White American racism, while binding Issei closer together, cleaved their
identity and community from their native land during the first half of the 1920s.
Divergent paths—one characterized by Issei struggle for survival under racial
subordination and another that led to the racial supremacy of the imperial
Japanese—complicated the relationships between zaibei doho and their home-
land in the ensuing years. Until the attack on Pearl Harbor, however, these
paths did not directly collide with, or completely repel, one another, as much
as Japanese America never simply confronted or completely cast away from
white America. In the changing historical contexts of domestic race relations
and international relations, the Japanese immigrant community and its native
state continued to find each other useful for their respective goals. While grap-
pling with the dilemmas of life as a racial minority in America, Issei maintained
intricate ties with Japan and yet strenuously guarded their new identity and
ethnic interests from cooptation by imperial racism. The triangular relationship
among zaibei doho and the two empires turned even more convoluted during
the turbulent decade of the 1930s.
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Pioneers and Successors



This page intentionally left blank



89

4
“Pioneers of Japanese Development”

History Making and Racial Identity

In 1922, during the peak of anti-Japanese agitation, an Issei writer called atten-
tion to the need to preserve the record of their American experience.1 Despite
his concerns about a steady “disappearance” of history, Japanese immigrants
had actually been quite interested in leaving chronicles of their doings since the
first decade of the twentieth century. From 1908 to the early 1920s, more than
a dozen such books came out in the Japanese community in America. These
books, however, differed considerably in their shared themes, narrative schema,
and thematic organization from a new kind of history writing that would com-
mence after racial exclusion.2 In 1927, Yoichi Toga, an immigrant in Oakland,
California, published a chronological history of what he characterized as “Jap-
anese development in America,” which marked the beginning of the new his-
torical constructions and interpretations. He explained the meaning of that
history:

A great nation/race [minzoku] has a [proper] historical background; a na-
tion/race disrespectful of history is doomed to self-destruction. It has
been already 70 years since we, the Japanese, marked the first step on
American soil. . . . Now Issei are advancing in years, and the Nisei era is
coming. . . . I believe that it is worthy of having [the second generation]
inherit the record of our [immigrant] struggle against oppression and hard-
ships, despite which we have raised our children well and reached the
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point at which we are now. . . . But, alas, we have very few treatises of
our history [to leave behind].3

In December 1940, just one year before Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, a
1,300-page masterpiece entitled Zaibei Nihonjinshi (The History of Japanese in
America) completed that concerted project of history writing.4 Not the work
of trained academicians, this synthesis—edited by a team of educated Issei,
including Toga—represented the collaboration of many Japanese immigrants,
including the self-proclaimed historians who authored it, community leaders
who contributed funds toward its publication, and ordinary people who offered
information and bought the book. In this instance, history writing was syn-
onymous with history making, as it entailed not only the privileging of specific
self-images over others but even the fabrication of historical “facts.” The result
was a systematic discourse that asserted Issei compatibility with, and placement
within, Anglo-American society while affirming the ties they maintained to their
homeland despite, or maybe because of, the legacies of racial exclusion and
national divergence. This chapter unveils how history making helped to forge
an undifferentiated memory that would guide the population of zaibei doho
through the turbulent years preceding their wartime internment.

Issei history writing was an important signifier of larger change in the
immigrants’ perspective on their life in the United States. The success of the
Japanese exclusion movement led many Issei to grope for something in which
to take pride and for which to hope, albeit under the general principle of
acquiescence. As immigrant writers often opined in the vernacular press, the
mid-1920s marked the end of an era, an end that fostered a sense of collective
destiny among the residents. Writing a common history was the Issei historians’
attempt to replace the group’s crisis of racial subordination with a shared mem-
ory of their “glorious” past in the post-1924 years. The notion of a racism-
induced break in history prompted many writers to make sense of their victim-
ization by crafting a narrative of their past accomplishments—or “development”
(hatten), as Toga and other historians usually put it—in light of the new journey
that Issei en masse appeared to be undertaking in the American West. Cast in
a transnational framework, this endeavor revealed an important aspect of the
Issei’s intellectual adaptation and a new strategy for dual national belonging,
resulting in the racialized reinvention of a collective self—concomitantly as
American frontiersmen and as Japanese colonists/colonialists—acceptable to
both their adopted country and homeland.
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THE ISSEI PIONEER THESIS AND THE CONCEPT
OF JAPANESE DEVELOPMENT

The year 1927 was a watershed in the emergence of a new historical perspective
among Japanese immigrant intellectuals in addition to marking the debut of
Yoichi Toga as a semiprofessional historian. Shiro Fujioka, a community leader
and journalist in Los Angeles, published a treatise whose title translates to
“Pioneers of Japanese Development,” which helped to set the basic tone and
direction of the subsequent historical construction of the Japanese community
from the exclusion movement to 1924. The author characterized the Issei as
“the pioneers of racial development [minzoku hatten no senkusha], [who] have
endured poor living conditions, patiently fought exclusion and persecution day
and night, and still established the basis for social progress.”5 He also contem-
plated what measures Japanese residents should take for their future in the
United States.

Taken together, the publications of these immigrant authors established the
Issei pioneer thesis. The term that Fujioka casually used throughout his work,
the pioneers of Japanese development, led to a variety of interpretations for years
to come by immigrant historians, who were usually well versed in the intellec-
tual trends of both the United States and Japan because of their academic
backgrounds.6 Like its formulators, the pioneer thesis was duly transnational
and drew on both national political ideologies. The popular American frontier
discourse dictated how Japanese American historians conceptualized their col-
lective past as a glorious story of pioneer colonists who conquered the untamed
land. By emphasizing Japanese development, the Issei challenged the Anglo-
American monopoly on frontier expansionism, arguing for their own relevance
to the settling of the West. The narrowly defined nexus between mastery of
the frontier and racial agency in it was reworked to include Issei pioneers as
legitimate participants “in the annals of American literature and history,” to
borrow the expression of one Issei writer.7 “Along with the story of the white
man’s advance to this frontier land,” the Japanese were rendered an indispen-
sable partner in a story of conquest seen as continuing beyond the purported
“closing of the frontier” in 1890.8

To supplement the self-serving revision of the frontier discourse, Issei his-
torians turned to the Japanese kaigai hattenron (discourse on overseas devel-
opment) that fueled Japan’s colonialism and emigration. Often accompanied
by pseudoscientific theories that stressed the overseas origins of the ancient
Japanese, this popular discourse, much like Frederick Jackson Turner’s thesis,
posited the “expansionist traits” of the Japanese, which presumably still re-
mained in their “racial blood.” It extolled the maritime destiny of the island
empire and its people not only as a colonial power but also as a nation “racially-
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endowed” for expansion to “new Japans” overseas.9 Many leading Issei histo-
rians, including Toga and Fujioka, who had initially come to the American
frontier in the hope of establishing a basis for Japanese national expansion,
subscribed to this idea. Influenced by their writings, other immigrant historians
appropriated the notions that the American West was as much a frontier to the
Japanese as it was to the whites and that they too, as a civilized people, had
the right to partake in socioeconomic development, if not outright territorial
colonization.

Under the spell of bilateral intellectual traditions justifying colonialism,
Issei historians discursively hijacked the American frontier as their own without
disturbing its rhetorical foundations of conquest. Elements of the racial ideol-
ogies from Anglo-American manifest destiny and imperial Japanese expansion-
ism were joined to form the Issei’s vision of the past, which placed them on a
par with white frontier settlers and above the rest in their expropriation of the
wilderness. Thus, as a 1932 newspaper editorial exemplified, immigrants tended
to postulate a historical mandate for “the downfall of certain races,” such as
“American Indians, Eskimos, and Mexicans,” in the West while normalizing
the Japanese ascendancy.10 Such reworking of the dominant Japanese and U.S.
discourses gave shape to the pioneer thesis after 1927.

In celebrating Japanese “tribulations and triumphs” on the frontier, Issei
historians took particular pride in their contribution to agriculture not only by
the taming of forsaken land but also by effecting a revolution in productivity.
The Zaibei Nihonjinshi aptly summarized this aspect of the pioneer thesis:

Back in 1849, California was an importer of food stuff, which totaled over-
$10 million. . . . By 1919, it was an exporter with the income of $750
million. In the same year, Japanese farmers grew approximately one-tenth
of the net export. Our total population was smaller than one-twentieth
of the three million Californians, but we were responsible for that much
produce. It is a product of Japanese diligence and superiority in [farm-
ing] skills. Despite the alien land laws, Japanese have always kept their
farms green and supplied the produce of higher quality. That even anti-
Japanese legislation has failed to divorce us from California farms crystal-
lizes our exceptional ability and talent.11

Just like Europeans in other parts of the New World, the Japanese writers also
often portrayed themselves as responsible for the arrival of modern civilization
on the frontier.12

Comparing the experience of Japanese with that of European settlers was
a pivotal rhetorical strategy in the pioneer thesis. Masasuke Kobayashi, leader
of the Japanese Salvation Army in San Francisco and one of the most prolific
contributors to the pioneer thesis, even declared that Japanese were “chosen by
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God” to cross the Pacific a few hundred years after the Puritans crossed the
Atlantic. According to him, their quick ascendancy in the American West before
exclusion should have come as no surprise, since they were “selected from all
the [racial] stocks of the Orient” to live among “a chosen people (Anglo-Saxons)
from the Occident.”13 Another Issei leader called the Japanese “the Puritan
brothers of the Orient, who [had] landed on the West Coast of the United
States.”14 This line of argument often underlay Issei history writing. A typical
example argued:

We, the Japanese in America, all crossed the Pacific [and] entered North
America with such a heroic determination. Unfamiliar with the language
and customs, we still managed to build today’s foundations with many
tears and much sweat. . . . We all have done our best for our own lives
and this society [America]. . . . No one can deny that we have performed
distinguished service for the [industrial and cultural] advancement of
North America.15

By adapting the dominant society’s categories, such as tribulations and triumphs
accentuated by their illustrious contributions, Issei historians discursively em-
powered themselves, spinning their racial/national identity from “unassimilable
Orientals” into mainstream Americans. This social negotiation was not dissim-
ilar to the frustrated endeavor to re-form the masses into citizen-subjects, for
members of the Issei literati articulated and propagated the notion of reverse
racialization.

The skewed vision of zaibei doho unarguably favored certain segments of
Japanese immigrant society. As indicated by the celebration of their agricultural
achievements, the history of Issei pioneers was first and foremost a story of
“successful” entrepreneurs, who deserved respect not only for their individual
merits but also for the group traits they epitomized. Many histories featured
biographical sketches of the well-off farmers and, to a lesser degree, business
people and other community leaders who financed or sponsored their publi-
cation.16 Issei history making inflated the roles of these patrons by centering
the narratives around their personal anecdotes of triumph and tribulation. The
books therefore bestowed historical agency solely on the entrepreneurial class
of Japanese immigrants and on the intelligentsia, including the writers them-
selves. The production of such narratives reflected the fundamental problem of
funding, authorship, and audience. While the community-wide endeavor of
Zaibei Nihonjinshi and a few other major publications involved teams of re-
nowned writers with substantial expense accounts for international distribution,
most history projects, which aimed to produce books for limited circulation,
employed single local intellectuals who received only modest financial support
from individuals or small organizations. This general pattern determined who
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undertook the writing, as well as the market for the books. It also underscored
the considerable power and privilege that the proponents of the pioneer thesis
enjoyed in the intellectual topography of interwar Japanese America by their
access to the community leadership and the immigrant press.

A good example of such biases in history making is manifest in a chronicle
of the Japanese in the Santa Maria Valley, California. This treatise gave Yaemon
Minami and Setsuo Aratani, the two most affluent Issei farmer-shippers in the
area, the privilege of writing prefaces, in which both men espoused their per-
sonal experiences as the model for their fellow residents and posterity. The
commissioned author, Hisagoro Saka, one of the best-educated local Issei and
the Japanese association secretary, constructed the community’s history around
the past activities of organizations in which Minami and Aratani had held
leadership. Combined with biographies of other lesser Issei who, like the big
two, had lived pioneer lives, albeit not as impressively, the narrative offered a
varied but unified story of Japanese development in rural California.17 Likewise,
a volume edited by a Rafu Shimpo reporter appropriately entitled “Records of
Japanese Fighters in America” contained a large assortment of life stories and
featured dozens of leading local Issei who were frequent advertisers in that Los
Angeles newspaper. The editor pointed out that despite individual differences,
each of the life stories represented “a microcosm of . . . [the Issei’s] pursuit of
the ideal of Japanese development [in America].”18 Narrated by the elite cohorts
of Issei men who financed history writing, the integrated life stories also dem-
onstrated the American dream fulfilled—a Japanese version of the Horatio Alger
story that reinforced the pioneer thesis in the domestic context.

Such a narrative strategy led to an elaborate scheme of progressive history,
tracing the trajectory of Japanese Americans from migrant laborers to share-
croppers and from tenant farmers to idealized land-owning farmers.19 In that
scheme, which Zaibei Nihonjinshi most articulately presents, the Issei’s control
of the farm labor market in California characterized “the first era of Japanese
immigrant agriculture.” After the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882,
Japanese arrived in California in large numbers. Because they were “far more
effective and quick workers” than the Chinese, the Issei soon “chased out the
Chinese from fruit orchards and later from vegetable and grain fields.”20 The
second phase involved their advance into sharecropping. Accumulating capital
and farming experience, Japanese displaced Chinese and others as sharecroppers.
With their “superior” skills in farming—due to their “expansionist traits”—
they further raised themselves to cash tenancy after the turn of the twentieth
century. During the ensuing decades, many became independent farmers, mov-
ing on to individual land ownership before the racist laws stripped the Japanese
of that crucial right.

This four-stage narrative was not completely fictitious, since many men
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became land-owning farmers in that manner. However, the story focused only
on a specific class, and the narrative excluded the vast majority who had not
followed this path, as well as those who regressed to farm foremen and other
lesser statuses. Not only did the class biases obscure some essential aspects of
minority experiences in a racist society, such as exploitation, poverty, and the
dearth of opportunities, but the class specificity of Issei history also presupposed
a causal nexus between particular group traits and the “exceptional success” of
zaibei doho. In addition, this historical construction privileged the role of men,
excluding women’s historical experience in building family, community, and
economy.21 With such multifarious biases, the homogenized memory fabricated
certain forms of intraethnic unity among the Japanese in America, as well as a
false image of their racial superiority to other non-Anglo peoples.

Although few dissenting voices found their way into the mainstream ethnic
press due to the monopoly of the print media by Issei historians and their
sympathizers, a handful of leftist immigrants publicly attacked the biases in
history making. In a sarcastic commentary entitled “Pioneers of Japanese De-
velopment,” one writer in a communist journal argued that “capitalists” and
their allies, including historians, had obfuscated the oppressions that migratory
Issei laborers and prostitutes had to endure in the past. Comparing those “real
pioneers” with African slaves and Chinese coolie laborers, the writer asked read-
ers whether or not they should see those immigrants as “victims of the capitalist
system” instead of simply celebrating their “tribulations.”22 In his letter to the
Nichibei Shimbun, another leftist lashed out at history making itself, which he
interpreted as a bourgeois pastime that bore no relation to the daily survival of
ordinary Issei during the Great Depression. Living from hand to mouth, he
stressed, his fellow farmers could not allow themselves the luxury of “wasting
their time on searching for the graves” of pioneers. In response, letters to the
editor all rationalized history writing as contributing to the welfare of the ethnic
collectivity and deemed the leftist to be an “outcast.”23 Considering the pe-
ripheral positions these dissidents occupied in public discourse and their failure
to present or publish a coherent counternarrative, their criticisms of the pioneer
thesis could not pose a substantial challenge to the emerging orthodoxy.

White racism figured centrally as the force that sidetracked this class-
specific progressive history. All publications by Issei historians included at least
a chapter that detailed the political and legal processes that led to the enactment
of the alien land laws and the passage of the Immigration Act of 1924. Such a
narrative premised a set of unique social conditions with which Japanese pio-
neers had to grapple on the Western frontier. Not only did racial exclusion
eventually terminate “the numerical increase of Japanese immigrants, a require-
ment of their development,” but it also “made it impossible [for Issei] to be-
come either landowners or tenant farmers.” By the 1920s, according to a typical
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explanation, Issei were “put in circumstances under which their struggle could
no longer produce any result other than defending [what they had].”24 At the
end of the narrative, Issei writers presented a picture of stagnation, with anti-
Japanese legislation temporarily impeding what they viewed as the normative
process of Japanese development in the West.

While usually ending with discouraging depictions of the present, Issei
history making was intended to restore hope for the future and to imbue the
immigrant community with a sense of historically mandated unity in purpose
and identity. Yoichi Toga’s opening statement in his 1927 treatise—“Now Issei
are advancing in years, and the Nisei era is coming”—is indicative of that
double message.25 Projecting the idea of temporarily thwarted development
onto this generational change, immigrant leaders foresaw the continuation of
their progressive history with the growth of a new generation. Outlines of this
vision were already manifest in the immediate aftermath of the defeat in the
Alien Land Law test cases, but they subsequently became a theoretical under-
pinning of the pioneer thesis. According to it, Nisei citizens would not face
the legal obstacles that had tormented their parents. And because they were
endowed with the same superb racial attributes, Issei expected that their chil-
dren would be able to take over what they had built, set Japanese development
back on track, and take it to a higher level.26 Just as the immigrant generation
was the pioneer, the second generation would become the successor of racial
development.

Critically, in the context of history making, the boundaries between the
Issei and Nisei were forged as a matter not of simple age differences or cultural
divides but of political exigencies. Contrary to the culture-based formulation
of white assimilation theorists, Japanese immigrant historians found “genera-
tion” to be a political construct under the condition of racial subordination,
where the arbitrary division of citizenship status created specific historical roles
for the American-born. Indeed, as immigrant sources noted, it was not until
around the 1922 Ozawa v. U.S. ruling against Japanese naturalization rights that
the concept of “Nisei”—and the term itself—was purposefully introduced into
Issei public discourse as a new category by which to distinguish the Japanese
youth with U.S. citizenship from those without.27

All Issei history books subsequently narrated the story of the pioneers for
the sake of the successors. In the narratives, there was deliberately little reference
to the first generation post-1924; they usually included just a short postscript
commenting on how anti-Japanese laws adversely affected the Japanese com-
munity and agriculture. Instead, coverage of the post-1924 years was primarily
concerned with the Nisei and prospects for their future. Some authors even
inserted short English sections, speaking of the significance of race history di-
rectly to a second-generation audience. One example read:
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To you the second generation whose whole future lies before you, and to
all our descendants in America, we wish this saga of the Japanese pio-
neers to be a cherished legacy to inspire you and to instill you with pride
and confidence in whatever task or venture you may undertake. Then in
generations to come when our great-great-grandchildren or perhaps their
great-great-great-grandchildren wish to seek new worlds to conquer . . .
may the incentive provided by the stirring epic composed by their forefa-
thers produce an atavistic recurrence of the spirit of the Japanese pio-
neers to guide them.28

Issei historians’ teleological optimism, however, did not simply emanate from
their abstract faith in racial heritage or reliance on the “evidence” of their past
development. They prophesied advances for their community with a conviction
buoyed by the current ascent of Japan in a world dominated by the West and
the white race.

An inflated expectation for the future made another dimension of the Issei
pioneer thesis increasingly important during the 1930s. Extending the notion
of pioneer beyond the discourse of American national formation on the frontier,
Issei historians began to lay claim to their rightful position in the history of
modern Japan. Borrowing the language of Japanese imperialism, they contended
that their emigration to the United States and the subsequent “conquest” of
the Western frontier constituted the first instance of Japan’s rise as a colonial
power in modern history. According to this transnational narrative, the Issei,
the pioneers of Japanese development, took it upon themselves to spearhead
an expansionist venture for the homeland, preceding their compatriots in South
America, on the Asian continent, and in Micronesia.29 One writer boasted: “We
have been here for over sixty years. Ever since the beginning of [modern] Japan,
no other group of Japanese spent as long as sixty years abroad. We are indeed
the first ones. Our [emigrant] history is not quite the same as our homeland’s,
but it is still part of it. Our history is the first page of the history of Japanese
expansion.”30 Thus the notion of development came to have a double meaning.

In this rhetoric, the racial difference that had marked Japanese for victim-
ization by white America, as well as the stigma attached to their racialized
identity as unassimilable aliens, came to look less daunting, for Issei historians
could now juxtapose their racial development in America with the ongoing
expansion of their homeland in the world. In their eyes, Japan’s competition
with Euro-American powers overlapped their own struggle against racial per-
secution in the United States. And they often defined their native country and
the immigrant community as “partners” in the fight against racism, local and
global.31 Masasuke Kobayashi most eloquently expounded the international
meaning of the Issei pioneer thesis, contending that wherever they resided, the
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Japanese were saddled with the mission of extending their influence and bring-
ing peace and harmony among all the peoples in the East and West. According
to Kobayashi, the Issei and Japan had been striving together to rectify not only
racial injustice within the United States and other nations, but also the mo-
nopoly of the New World by whites. Their fights in tandem would end, he
predicted, in “the fair rearrangement of Oriental and Occidental populations”
and “harmonious relations between Oriental and Occidental races” around the
globe, including in the American West.32 Paradoxically, the emphasis that he
and other immigrant historians placed on the Japanese as the leader of the
Oriental races made them look even more American than whites, for their
endeavor corresponded squarely to the national ideals of justice and equality
for all, as the historians often argued.

Without contradicting the domestic dimension of their historical thesis,
this emerging (sub)concept of the Issei as the pioneers of Japan’s overseas de-
velopment (minzoku no kaigai hatten) came to have greater significance partic-
ularly after the mid-1930s. Concurrent with state-sponsored mass migration
from Japan to Manchuria, Issei historians began to express their hopes that the
record of their American experience would offer valuable lessons to other over-
seas Japanese and the homeland itself. In the preface of Zaibei Nihonjinshi, for
example, Yoichi Toga declared: “When it is read by the residents of other
overseas settlements, this [book] shall serve as a good reference for them.”
Depicting the Issei as “the advance group of Japanese national expansion
abroad,” he explained that they published the volume in part to educate fellow
Japanese about the immigrants’ tribulations and triumphs, especially their first-
hand experience of racial competition with Westerners. Entering the established
order of white society, they had withstood the unprecedented “racial/national
challenge” that their compatriots were currently facing throughout a world
dominated by the West.33 Suggestive in this comparison was the Issei’s presen-
tation of their ascent to parity with Anglo Americans, which seemed to predict
the eventual fulfillment of Japan’s “cause” in geopolitics as well. While por-
traying the Issei as quintessential American frontiersmen, Zaibei Nihonjinshi
forcefully and decisively defined them as ideal Japanese colonialists as well.

THE ARTIFICE OF HISTORY AND THE CONSTRUCTION
OF PUBLIC MEMORY

To rationalize the Issei’s possession of dual national attributes—a theme that
had obsessed the immigrant intelligentsia since the early 1900s—the making of
a monolithic race history entailed “genesis amnesia” and the homogenization
of their historical origins.34 Replacing moral reform after the mid-1920s, that
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project sought to counter the unequivocal rejection of Japanese immigrants by
both the United States and Japan through the forgetting and remembering of
selected “facts.” And with the aim of creating a new mythology of a pioneering
past, Issei historians focused specifically on the juxtaposition of “settler-
colonists” and “sojourners,” which the American frontier discourse and Japanese
expansionism posited as central to each conceptualization. The immigrant ar-
tifice of history therefore had to take into account the two national spheres and
discourses simultaneously.

The endeavor began with the problematization of rampant biases in Japan
against emigrants (imin). For ordinary Japanese, the term evoked images that
defied what imperial subjects were supposed to be. Encompassing the elite
disdain for common migrant laborers, imin connoted to the public someone
without education, manners, and good grooming and with hardly any trace of
national consciousness. In short, as the Japanese often contemptuously stated,
imin deserved to be treated as no more than kimin (people abandoned by their
own nation), and Issei intellectuals hoped that the pioneer thesis would refute
such a view. A number of their publications indeed commenced with strong
words of protest against anti-imin stereotypes, after which the authors sought
to disprove them with a celebratory explication of their tribulations and tri-
umphs. Before extolling the pioneers of Japanese development in his 1927 trea-
tise, Shiro Fujioka lamented: “[O]ur homeland compatriots have wrongly per-
ceived us as inferior beings, treated us as an abandoned people, and thought
of us as if we were a bunch of the useless scum.”35 To transform the Issei’s
marginality in the Japanese national discourse, the dominant meanings of im-
migrants first had to be reversed.

Such discursive practices drew on the preexisting theories of cultural com-
patibility between Japanese immigrants and white Americans. Part of the larger
national discourse that was popular in Japan before the militarist era of the
1930s, this peculiar racial thinking primarily countered American racism, which
had offered the basic vocabulary and framework for the negative stereotypes of
imin in Japan. Originally, much of the affront that the Issei suffered at the
hands of Japan’s populace had derived from the accusations put forth by Cal-
ifornia exclusionists, who viewed Issei, like the Chinese before them, as unciv-
ilized, unassimilable, and un-American. Rather than protesting such character-
izations, the upper echelons of Japanese society embraced the white rhetoric,
because the elite did not construe it as harmful to their own identity as modern.
Because culture, rather than biology, dictated the scripting of race in their minds
until the 1920s, it was not aberrant that the people of Japan blamed Issei, the
lowly imin, for their racial victimization on grounds of their alleged cultural
inferiority.36

Nevertheless, given the contingencies of racial differences and the magnified
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shades of meaning in the transnational discursive space, there was room for
Issei writers to contrive binational authenticity through the selective represen-
tations of their cultural state and intrinsic traits as a uniform group. Moreover,
the culturalist approach allowed the Issei historians to circumvent the question
of citizenship when asserting the American dimension of their dual identity.
Having been disenfranchised by judicial action, they could never argue for their
authenticity in the American national community on politicolegal grounds. In
light of the dominance of assimilationist theories at that juncture, indeed, ac-
culturation offered Issei the only rhetorical possibility, for which Japan’s ide-
ology of national/racial compatibility served most conveniently.37

Based on the categories and language presented by champions of Japanese
exclusion in California and critics of imin in Japan, immigrant authors asserted
their “whiteness” (and hence “Japaneseness”) by calculatedly invoking favorable
group images through historical artifices. Like Irish immigrants, who “whit-
ened” themselves through mainstream political participation and the scape-
goating of non-Europeans as America’s racial/national Others, many Issei fash-
ioned their historical identity around the prototype of Anglo-American
conquerors and distanced themselves from other minority groups in the Amer-
ican West.38 Drawing a parallel between Japanese pioneers and white frontiers-
men comported with this very American mode of social legitimization.

In the orthodoxy of each country, what most saliently rendered Japanese
immigrants un-American and hence less Japanese, or vice versa, was their de-
kasegi (sojourning) mentality. Both anti-Japanese agitation and anti-imin sen-
timent often centered on this issue, thereby making it the focal point of efforts
to establish Japanese immigrant whiteness after 1924. The disparagement of
sojourners was predicated on a distinction between them and “permanent set-
tlers,” which ineluctably privileged earlier immigrants of Western European
origin over newcomers from other areas of the world.39 With no commitment
to their “host” society, the notion implied, dekasegi Japanese, much like ex-
cluded Chinese, refused to assimilate into the American fabric of life and
therefore formed an undesirable element that disrupted the national integrity
of the United States. Whereas white accusations focused on the cultural, polit-
ical, and economic menace of the “alien” race in the domestic context, Japanese
criticisms of the Issei’s sojourning also referred to its ramifications for the goal
of overseas development. From the standpoint of Japanese colonialism, sojourn-
ing symbolized the Issei’s dearth of self-awareness as members of the expansive
nation and of commitment to its larger colonialist cause.40

Expropriating the culturalist concept of race, immigrant historians put the
Issei pioneer thesis to full use in the disavowal of their sojourning mentality. A
variation of the Issei’s ongoing identity politics, this practice nonetheless di-
verged from the earlier reformist crusade against Sinification on one account.
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Whereas the project of moral community-building presupposed internal class
divisions to be overcome before Issei could truly claim the privilege of American
whiteness, history making propagated a contrary notion that the population of
Japanese immigrants differed entirely from the stereotypical sojourners in their
dispositions, values, and consciousness. The resulting manufactured images all
sought to convey a theory of distinction for the purpose of rehabilitating the
Japanese in America.41

In order to fabricate a separate origin from the unruly dekasegi migrants
despised by the two national publics, the Issei pioneer thesis worked in multiple
ways. The standard pattern of historical artifice first and foremost entailed the
misrepresentation of all current Issei residents as authentic Japanese citizen-
subjects: moral, civilized, progressive, and modern. Designed to draw readers
into a state of genesis amnesia, this narrative strategy was employed most ef-
fectively in two canonical works of Issei history. Published in 1931, Nichibei
taikan (Compendium of the Japanese in America) devised what became the
orthodox historical construction of the dekasegi question. According to this
book, the definition of the original “pioneers” should be limited to “a group
of young students and ambitious entrepreneurs” who had come to the Western
United States between 1885 and 1895, the decade prior to the massive influx of
common dekasegi laborers from Japan. Called the “brain of Japanese immigrant
society,” this early wave of immigrants was described as the antithesis of imin
as perceived by the people of Japan (and by white Americans), and hence as
full-fledged settler-colonists. Unlike stereotypical imin, they came from a decent
social class and had considerable education. They all came to the American
West with a larger ambition than simply earning money, this book stressed,
since they were determined to work out their own destiny on the frontier from
the outset. Later, when the number of the Japanese in the United States in-
creased, they led the construction of an ideal settlement community.42 Perhaps,
from the vantage point of Issei elder leaders, this was not tantamount to a
fabrication, since many of them had actually seen the American West as their
own frontier, a “new Japan.” But Nichibei taikan also implied that these trail-
blazers had transformed the ordinary laborers who had followed them.

Nine years later, Zaibei Nihonjinshi advanced the theory by claiming that
no Issei were ever dekasegi laborers. Whereas Nichibei taikan was suggestive,
this 1940 synthesis elaborated on the sort of Japanese who came to the mainland
United States after 1895. Their exodus from Japan paralleled their sudden trans-
formation from apathetic peasants into nationalists during the homeland’s first
foreign war in 1894–1895. According to the book, these emigrants, that is, “most
of the [present] residents in America, rushed to the United States following the
Sino-Japanese War in order to amass wealth for Japan by developing natural
resources in a foreign land.” Not only had “such an ideal” enabled them to
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“build today’s community and attain the present level of development,” but it
had, by extension, helped to shape the basic disposition of Issei pioneers. Thus,
Zaibei Nihonjinshi asserted that the Japanese in America were from the begin-
ning upright citizens and colonists with a sense of commitment to the Japanese
nation and a mission larger than mere self-interest.43 Given that modern Jap-
anese and white Americans were congruent in their cultural level and con-
sciousness, it was not altogether surprising that the Issei authors made a case
for their Americanness, too, after having dedicated their lives to the “conquest”
of the West, like other white frontiersmen of foreign extraction. A typical ex-
planation unfolded in an expectedly transnational manner: “We are not legally
[able to become] American citizens, but in spirit we have become American
citizens. We are loyal to our native land, but in that loyalty we find nothing
incompatible with loyalty to our land of adoption.”44

Since male Issei were not posited as the inferior stock of dekasegi laborers,
immigrant women had to match their husbands’ qualities as pioneer settlers.
To counter the negative perception of early immigrant women, many of whom
came to the West Coast as prostitutes, Issei historians introduced the famous
legend of Okei—claimed to be the first Japanese female in America. The ro-
manticism of Okei’s story, as well as her virginal state and short life, enhanced
her heroism and cleanliness in stark contrast to the “disgraceful” lives of pros-
titutes. Okei was supposedly among a small group of Japanese, led by a German
named John Schnell, who came to settle in El Dorado County, California, in
1869. Brought as a nanny for Schnell’s two children, she was only seventeen
years old, according to the legend. Within a year, financial problems ruined
this first Japanese settlement. The German leader, his Japanese wife and chil-
dren, and a few immigrants were said to have returned to Japan, while the rest,
including the young Okei, were stranded in California. A sympathetic white
neighbor took her in, but Okei died of malaria at age nineteen. A few decades
later, a former member of Schnell’s expedition visited the area to erect a modest
gravestone in her memory.45

Not until the 1920s did Okei’s story appear widely in historical publica-
tions. Her tombstone had been known to nearby Japanese residents for some
time, but they assumed it belonged to one of the early prostitutes. Earlier in
the decade, a curious Issei newspaperman had come to the site of Schnell’s
former settlement, where he interviewed local white residents, who told him
Okei’s story. He later detailed his findings in a San Francisco Japanese news-
paper, stressing that Okei was not a prostitute, but a pioneer who had dared
to immigrate to this alien land and tragically died young. Inspired by the report,
Masahei Kawamura, a Japanese-language teacher in a nearby town who became
known for his expertise in Okei’s story, popularized her account in Japanese
immigrant society. While exalting her as the ideal pioneer woman in magazine
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FIGURE 4.1. Gravestone of Okei, Gold Hill, California, 1871
The headstone reads, “Okei, nineteen years old, died in 1871.” The Japanese caption on
the right identifies her as “the first female Japanese immigrant.” Thanks to the lobbying
of local Nisei leaders, her grave was designated part of a state historic landmark in 1969.
Reprinted from Zaibei Nihonjinkai, Zaibei Nihonjinshi, 1940.

articles and books, Kawamura wrote that the significance of Okei’s grave lay in
its “spiritual effect that runs like an electric current through the hearts of those
who stand before it.” It could not help but revive a sense of history in visitors
and invite them to look back at their own experiences as pioneers on the
Western frontier, according to him. Kawamura also contended that the com-
munity ought to commemorate the inspiring story of this courageous woman
as “a first instance of overseas Japanese development.”46

Zaibei Nihonjinshi duly incorporated the story of Okei in its master nar-
rative of Issei pioneers, embellishing it with a poignant image of her historic
tombstone. Although an early section briefly mentioned “women of disgraceful
profession,” the book did not connect them with Issei women, who came to
join their husbands mainly after the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907–1908 and
who were credited with “the healthy development of Japanese society in Amer-
ica.” Because Okei was celebrated as “the first Issei woman” at the beginning
of the narrative, readers were led to see the similarities between her and post-
1908 female immigrants.47 And so the legend was made. Overshadowing the
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presence of any female immigrants diverging from the pioneer thesis, Okei
cleansed the Issei woman and glamorized her as the admirable companion of
the male pioneer.

Such homogenization of their origins not only helped to purge undesirable
aspects of the immigrants’ past, but it also dovetailed with the production of
material symbols, like monuments and memorials, that cemented suitable mem-
ories in the public realm. Like any other ideological project, the politics of
history making worked in a two-way process. Many ordinary immigrants—
most likely consumers of invented history—undertook the task of public com-
memorations in tandem with the Issei historians and community leaders, who
organized knowledge through research and writing. The monuments that or-
dinary people built or enshrined served as powerful mnemonic aids that per-
manently inscribed historical memory on the Western landscape where the
people ordered their everyday lives.48

In the early 1930s, Okei’s grave turned into one such public marker of
history, as Japanese residents in the local area began to monumentalize her
tombstone as a tangible testimonial to the pioneer thesis. They cleared the grass
and brush around it and made the fading inscription legible by adding black
ink. Incense and flowers decorated the grave at all times. At the biannual con-
vention of the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) in 1934, the second-
generation leaders unanimously resolved to “beautify the grave of Miss Okei,
the first Japanese woman pioneer.” Setting up a special Okei Memorial Fund,
the JACL proclaimed: “Miss Okei has carved a niche in the memory of her
contemporaries and her posterity. Her name is now tradition, an inspiration
that has guided others to pioneer along the same lines.”49

Similarly, other graves of unknown Issei, hitherto forsaken in the bushes,
were suddenly cared for by nearby residents, who constructed their localized
ethnic identity around these nameless pioneers. In 1935, two generations of
Japanese Americans in the Salt River valley of Arizona celebrated their monu-
mental achievement—a defeat of racist bills in the state legislature—with a
mass pilgrimage to an area cemetery, where “the spirits of the 73 pioneer Jap-
anese farmers . . . were informed of the victory . . . in silent prayer.” These mod-
est graves symbolically reminded later generations of their own need to defend
their place in that part of the frontier. As a Rafu Shimpo English-language
reporter wrote, “Standing before each of the 73 tombstones marking the remains
of the first Japanese who perished . . . in their effort to convert the cactus and
sagebrush land into the fertile farm land that it is today, the living successors
recalled the struggle endured by these Japanese who did the impossible where
any white man had not even made an attempt.”50

Ordinary immigrants elsewhere erected new monuments to commemorate
their pioneer struggles, often in a transnational manner. While secular organi-
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zations usually took the initiative in such efforts, many individual residents
contributed enthusiastically. In June 1937, for example, the Federation of the
Southern California Japanese Women’s Associations launched a community-
wide fundraiser to build a twenty-foot-high tower in memory of “the nameless
who had fought a peaceful war [for Japanese development] in this land till they
perished.” Donations poured into the federation’s coffers, and in less than six
months the memorial was dedicated before a crowd of more than 3,000, and
the president of the federation compared the Issei’s contributions to the con-
quest of the American frontier with the “brave Japanese soldiers who died
glorious deaths for our homeland” on its Manchurian frontier.51 Commonly
built in the midst of Japanese cemeteries, such monuments set up permanent
sites where Issei and their descendants could readily claim both their unbreak-
able ties to the Western land and their dual heritage. This memorialization
went hand in hand with the building throughout rural Japan of material sym-
bols that celebrated the pioneering role of the Issei in overseas development.
Public memorials, built by Issei in their Japanese hometowns as well as their
American destinations, gave many lay people a way to collaborate with the
historians in etching their place in the national histories and on the topogra-
phies of Japan and the United States.

THE TRANSNATIONAL AND THE LOCAL IN THE ISSEI
PIONEER THESIS

The image of the Issei as dedicated Japanese colonists proved to be open to
distortions and a variety of interpretations. The transnational exchange of ideas
in history making did not simply place Japanese immigrants at its receiving
end; the process was reciprocal. During the late 1930s, imperial Japan found
the Issei pioneer thesis a convenient justification for a policy of expansionism
in Asia. Tokyo’s cooptation of Issei history also took place in its anti-West racial
ideology and its own history making. Many Issei publications, such as Zaibei
Nihonjinshi, found a keen audience across the Pacific, because they served the
political agendas of the empire, which self-righteously proclaimed to seek global
racial justice in confronting Euro-American powers. Often, Japanese intellec-
tuals manipulated the pioneer thesis to bolster their assertion of supremacy to
Westerners—an idea that ran counter to the Issei’s eclectic belief in racial com-
patibility. According to imperial orthodoxy, Japanese exclusion in the American
West was explained by “the whites’ fear of Japanese superiority,” and legal
discrimination had crystallized the Anglo Americans’ “confessions of defeat as
a race.”52



FIGURE 4.2. Issei Pioneer Memorial in Evergreen Cemetery, Los Angeles, 1937
The Federation of the Southern California Japanese Women’s Associations collected dona-
tions to build this monument, dedicated in November 1937. Its Japanese caption reads,
“Rest in peace: martyrs of overseas development.” Reprinted from Rafu Shimpōsha, Rafu
nenkan, 1938–1939. Courtesy of the Rafu Shimpo and the Japanese American National Mu-
seum, Los Angeles (96.5.65).
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Printed in Japan’s bestselling magazine in 1933, the image of an Issei farmer
with his two “American” workers on their hands and knees, tethered to a plow
like farm animals, exemplified a decisive rupture in racial consciousness between
imperial Japanese and Japanese immigrants.53 This misinterpretation effected
two forms of denial. Divorcing the immigrant discourse from its constitutive
context, Japan’s rendition replaced the Issei’s survivalist tenet with a racist vision
of Japanese hegemony. Concurrently, immigrant dualism fell victim to Japanese
domestication of a transnational history.

Given the utility of Issei history, Tokyo took a formal step to make the
immigrant discourse serviceable for its imperialist orthodoxy through a nation-
wide commemoration of the pioneers of overseas development in November
1940. Convened under the aegis of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and the Colonial Ministry, the Tokyo Convention of Overseas Japanese gave
the first official sanction to the international aspect of the Issei pioneer thesis.
To participate in the national celebration of the 2,600th anniversary of the
enthronement of the first Japanese emperor, Tokyo invited nearly 1,500 repre-
sentatives from Japanese settlements in North America, Hawaii, Latin America,
Southeast Asia, Micronesia, and the Asian continent. The United States ac-
counted for the biggest delegation with 794 representatives, including Toga and
many other historians. A distant second was the Southeast Asia–Micronesia
group (314), followed by East Asia (198), and Latin America (193).54 To arouse
the interest of the Japanese people in state-sponsored colonial endeavors, the
government hailed the Issei and, to a lesser degree, other overseas Japanese as
national heroes. In the process, Japan claimed ownership of the Issei pioneer
thesis as a national past and convinced the Japanese masses of this through
spectacular ceremony.

On November 4, 1940, the Grand Celebration March kicked off a five-
day program. The 1,500 “overseas compatriots” marched through central Tokyo,
accompanied by musical bands and thousands of domestic participants. Fol-
lowing the rising sun flag were the leaders of the procession, two elderly Issei
from northern California. Japanese officials handpicked them to head the march
because they were the actual “forerunners” of Japan’s “70-year history of over-
seas development.” Indeed, the pageant was the visual manifestation of that
history, which was still unfolding and progressing. After the Issei elders came
the Hawaii delegation, followed by contingents from the mainland United
States, Canada, Southeast Asia–Micronesia, Latin America, and finally those
from China and Manchuria—the rough chronological order of Japan’s emigra-
tion history. The remainder of the march consisted of 3,000 domestic high
school and college students aspiring to join the ranks of the “overseas compa-
triots” in the near future.55 This pageantry brought together different trajectories
of past overseas development and fused the disparate, often contradictory ex-
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FIGURE 4.3. Issei Pioneer Thesis, appropriated by Japan’s imperial racism, 1933
In 1933, a popular Japanese magazine printed this cartoon, showing a successful Issei
farmer with his two “American” workers on their hands and knees like farm animals. It
mirrored mainstream racial thinking in Japan, which asserted superiority over westerners.
In its stark contrast to the self-image of “the Japanese in America” under the heavy bur-
den of “exclusion,” this Japanese appropriation reveals the gap between the perceptions of
Issei and those of people in Japan. It also testifies to the political utility of the Issei pio-
neer thesis for Japan’s imperialist agenda. Reprinted from Kingu 9 (Oct. 1933), 171, Tokyo.

periences of Japanese abroad into a monolithic, grand narrative of imperial
expansion. The rest of the convention featured the presentation of historical
data through exhibitions and public lectures, including Toga’s well-attended
colloquium on Issei history.56 Demonstrating a national expansionist history
personified and related by actual Issei pioneers, the five-day ceremony received
extensive coverage in the rigidly censored print media in Japan, and it impressed
on the domestic populace the patriotic services their compatriots in America
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had purportedly rendered to the homeland at the early stage of its expansion.
Up until 1945, imperialist orthodoxy continued to enshrine the Issei as pioneers.

Not only did most Issei not protest Japan’s appropriation of the pioneer
thesis, many were ecstatic about the historical mythologizing because they felt
that their role in overseas development was finally receiving due recognition
from their homeland.57 The decoration of meritorious Issei by the state further
reinforced the conviction that their national contribution was second to none;
many saw the honors as conferred not on selected individuals but on all Jap-
anese in America.58 Along with the usual list of honorees, like politicians, mil-
itary men, and scholars, the Issei—formerly the mass of national disgrace—
entered the ranks of national heroes. A wave of joy and pride led to a local
reenactment of this pageant in virtually every Japanese immigrant community
on the West Coast. In Los Angeles, November 10 was designated as the day of
celebration. The main gathering of community leaders included speeches,
Shinto rituals, and three cheers of banzai, after which they proceeded to the
local Issei memorial to pay tribute to the fallen pioneers. Coupled with these
formal proceedings was a variety of cultural and athletic programs. Most notable
were tournaments of various martial arts and sports, where Nisei were the
contenders.59 The public display of their youthful vigor, competitive spirit, and
physical might formed a striking contrast to the commemorations of the past
that preceded it.

Although these developments in late 1940 may appear to have signaled the
end of Issei dualism, Japanese immigrants still maintained a degree of autonomy
in defining the meaning of their history on their own terms. In other words,
the transformation in Japan of immigrant history into imperialist orthodoxy
did not supersede the meaning of this race history in Issei society, since Japanese
immigrants continued to insist on a corporate identity as an American minority.
From the American West to Japan, and back, the Issei pioneer thesis underwent
yet another process of reappropriation to mitigate the effect of its arbitrary
domestication by Japan, although the immigrants still embraced what seemed
to be beneficial to them, such as state recognition. The manner in which the
Issei reenacted Japan’s national pageantry was a case in point. In Los Angeles,
it took the form of commemorating the deceased Issei of yesteryear and cele-
brating the growing Nisei of tomorrow. Japan, as enacted in the martial arts
and cultural demonstrations, served as a reference point to the fundamental
local change, that is, the transition from the first-generation to the second-
generation era, which Issei history predicted would lead to the resurrection of
Japanese America. It still rested with their rendition of the national pageantry
to principally articulate the teleology of the generational shift within their own
community.

The Issei’s insistence on the local therefore deserves further analysis beyond



P I O N E E R S A N D S U C C E S S O R S

110

what was written in the pages of their chronicles. Japanese immigrant history
making had its ideological roots in the Issei quest to overcome racial subordi-
nation in the American West. The dualism of the pioneer thesis constituted a
pivotal rhetorical strategy that countered such inequality by appealing to the
theory of Japanese-white compatibility and the example of Japan’s ascent in
international relations. Transnational as the Issei consciousness appeared prima
facie, this narrative construction did not transcend the concrete realities of
existence. Far from suffering from false consciousness, Issei historians and their
audiences were perfectly cognizant of their constrained and restricted lives as a
racial minority in the United States. Candidly, in their publications, immigrant
authors always intimated the enduring presence of an overbearing power: white
hegemony.60 The paradox of celebrating development in spite of subordination
was a notable feature of the Issei pioneer thesis that can be fully understood
only in the local context of race relations.

As important as it was, history making formed but one of the diverse
currents in the social and intellectual efforts of Japanese immigrants after racial
exclusion. Instead of looking back at their pasts, other endeavors directly ad-
dressed the dilemmas and challenges with which the ethnic community was
grappling in order to prepare for the coming Nisei era. In complex ways, history
making was intertwined with these community projects in the service of the
racial successors in America.
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5
The Problem of Generation

Preparing the Nisei for the Future

The related themes of the Issei as pioneers and the Nisei as carrying on Japanese
development in the United States were central discourses in the upbringing of
many American-born youths. During the 1930s, the average age of male Issei
approached sixty, and although most of the Nisei were still in their teens, the
second-generation era appeared to be looming closer. As a way to call the Nisei’s
attention to this point, Japanese immigrant dailies often featured English-
language essays and editorials that highlighted key aspects of the pioneer thesis;
immigrant educators taught racial history to their Nisei pupils at Japanese-
language schools.1 Oratorical contests, usually sponsored by regional Japanese
American Citizens League (JACL) chapters or other youth organizations, pro-
vided the Nisei with a venue for demonstrating their understanding of Issei
tribulations, as well as the mission of their generation. Many juvenile orators—
usually local honors students—recited passages that seem to have come directly
from Japanese immigrant chronicles. At the San Francisco Bay Region JACL
Oratorical Contest in 1936, a young woman addressed her fellow Nisei in En-
glish:

Our parents have provided us with a good, strong foundation, which
they have created through many untold hardships and sacrifices. They
came to this strange land, unable to speak the language of the people
who dwell here. They have gone through thick and thin to make a good
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name for the Japanese people . . . We must, and should, show our appre-
ciation for their work, and carry on the work which our parents have so
well planned for us . . . It is our duty to lay an even stronger foundation
for the coming generation—the third.2

As Issei leaders and writers had desired, their history had apparently inspired
many Nisei to base their personal aspirations in creating a positive future for
the Japanese in America.

Yet, neither the Issei pioneer thesis nor its interpretation by Nisei orators
revealed a concrete picture of what the future might really hold for the new
generation of Japanese Americans. How did Issei leaders expect the American-
born to carry on Japanese development in the face of racial subordination? In
what ways did immigrant parents attempt to enable their children to do this?
What did Nisei “duty” really mean in the sociohistorical context in which these
concepts were enunciated? The answers to these questions are to be found not
so much in the intellectual productions of immigrant historians as in their social
practices. This chapter explores some of the key community-wide efforts made
by immigrant leaders and parents to promote a positive prospect for the Jap-
anese minority in America in the postexclusion era.

TACKLING THE “NISEI PROBLEM”

The hopes of Japanese immigrants for the coming era manifested in a number
of social programs to grapple with the so-called Nisei problem (Dai-Nisei mon-
dai)—a concept that resonated with the contemporary mainstream discourse
on the “marginal man.”3 Formulated by University of Chicago sociologist Rob-
ert Park, the marginal man theory placed a transitional category between the
two ends of an assimilation process. This scheme sees children of immigrants
as being caught between the obstinate influences of the Old World, embodied
by the first generation, and the forces of Americanization emanating from the
larger society. Neither completely alien nor fully (Anglo) American, the second
generation stands somewhere between the divided worlds. From the late 1920s,
Chicago sociologists theorized on the types of problems that marginal people,
like the Nisei, would face in American society, and the theory quickly caught
on with the general public.4

Weaving this dominant formulation into their peculiar sense of history and
the idea of Japanese-American compatibilities (not divides), Issei leaders and
parents categorized the post-1924 challenges to racial development as specifically
the “Nisei problem,” which ranged from questions of marriage to employment,
and from education to the racial inferiority complex.5 It is important to note
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that the Issei’s conception of generational dilemmas did not presume naturalness
as did white assimilation theorists, since the immigrants treated the Nisei prob-
lem as a racially prescribed one, a product of exclusion, rather than that of
ubiquitous cultural conflict. In other words, the marginality of the second-
generation Japanese Americans was construed as a unique racial condition in
the postexclusion era, not simply as a legacy of alienation from the mainstream
cultures of Japan and the United States. Historicizing the difficulties of the
Nisei marginal man in terms of the Issei pioneer past was hence a standard
practice among Japanese immigrants. Following the narrative of the glorious
yesteryear wronged by white racism, indeed, concluding chapters of Japanese
immigrant chronicles usually concentrated on discussions of second-generation
issues. Revealing the particular visions of a racial future that many Issei shared,
such a scheme appeared to diverge from the ordinary project of history, that
is, a rendition of the past. Yet, the very purpose of Issei history making validated
this divergence insofar as the pioneer thesis was meant to augur a resurrection
of Japanese Americans as a race. The immigrant generation believed the Nisei
problem could be solved only by drawing on the spirit of race history instead
of by merely losing the influences of the old culture and traditions and merging
into white America.

Based on this principle, Japanese immigrants took a two-pronged approach
to tackle the Nisei problem. Some programs were designed to construct soci-
oeconomic conditions suitable for the activities of the younger generation as
an integral but distinct racial element of American society. The manipulation
of Nisei occupational patterns and demographic composition formed the cen-
terpiece of this endeavor. Other Issei programs sought to mold the Nisei mind,
using education to preserve a “proper” racial lineage and “uniquely Japanese”
qualities. Japanese immigrant social engineering encompassed the production
of external and internal conditions that would help steer the Nisei in prescribed
directions for the ultimate purpose of racial development.

Just as Issei writers posited the Nisei problem as unique to American-born
Japanese, not ubiquitous to all second-generation Japanese abroad, the meaning
and scope of Japanese development hinged entirely on the political economy
of the American West. In the 1930s, one of the few conceivable spheres of
development was farming. The Japanese preeminence in some areas of Western
agriculture, notwithstanding legal discrimination, reinforced Issei historians’
claims that Japanese had “racially endowed” farming skills, and also strength-
ened the general conviction that agriculture was—and would remain—the prin-
cipal industry for Nisei citizens, who would face fewer artificial obstacles.6 In-
deed, as late as 1939, statistics showed that Japanese farmers were responsible
for producing approximately 97 percent of the berries, 82 percent of the onions,
59 percent of the celery, 45 percent of the asparagus, and 36 percent of the
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potatoes in northern California. In southern California, they grew over 97
percent of market greens, 96 percent of cauliflower, 93 percent of berries, 92
percent of celery, 83 percent of tomatoes, and 51 percent of cantaloupes and
other kinds of melons.7 What Issei writers often described as “solid foundations”
pointed to this occupational concentration.

The semicolonial conditions of Japanese farmers in the West belied these
impressive statistics and the Issei’s flowery characterizations of the Japanese as
agriculturalists, however. The Japanese farmers occupied a subordinate position
within an industrial pyramid headed by a white agribusiness elite. Due to the
alien land laws, the vast majority of Issei farmers barely eked out a living
working as illegal tenants or hired foremen during the Depression. The kinds
of crops in which they specialized demanded intensive labor in lieu of capital
outlay. More prosperous white farmers usually avoided raising these crops.
When speaking of development, Issei writers and parents anticipated that their
children would maintain the economic niche that they had carved out in West-
ern agriculture, thereby preserving the occupational structure and the distorted
socioeconomic orientation reserved for this racial minority.8 It is ironic that the
overall exclusion of the Japanese from most other economic sectors, which
caused their lopsided involvement in agriculture in the first place, gave them
this hope, when in reality Issei farming underscored the severe limitations to
Japanese livelihoods in the United States. In defense of their agricultural niche,
the source of their optimism, the Japanese community launched two programs:
the Back-to-the-Farm movement (Kino undo) and the Return-to-America cam-
paign (Kibei undo).

Officially inaugurated in 1935, the Back-to-the-Farm movement aimed to
persuade young Nisei men—and Nisei women as their wives—to return to the
countryside to take over their parents’ farms. Throughout the 1930s, many Issei
were troubled by their children’s apparent indifference to farming. The vernac-
ular press frequently lamented the Nisei’s inclination to “swing away from land
into white-collar pursuit[s]” and their tendency to move into cities after com-
pleting their secondary education.9 An editorial in the Kashu Mainichi of Los
Angeles warned that because the Japanese community’s livelihood revolved
around agriculture and allied pursuits, such as wholesale distribution, transpor-
tation, and retailing, the move to urban living could “presage a serious crisis in
the occupational status of the Japanese in America.”10 Similarly, comparing the
significance of Manchuria to imperial Japan with that of agriculture to them-
selves, Shiro Fujioka called the industry their “life-line” and insisted that the
Nisei must defend the vested interests of the ethnic community. The Issei
historian and community leader urged his fellow immigrants to “guide and
nurture the majority of the nisei toward the farming industry as our succes-
sors.”11
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Fueling Issei wariness was the prevailing Social Darwinist notion of “racial
struggle.” This theme frequently appears within contemporary chronicles of
immigrant history. For example, one historian argued that Issei laborers had
been forced to compete with Chinese, Italians, and Greeks before they climbed
to a “dominant” position in the farming class of California. “Just as we, the
Issei, did,” he continued, “our Nisei are also destined to compete with all
enemies in our race war.”12 In the 1930s, the Japanese community foresaw
confronting diverse “enemies,” including Filipino and Mexican immigrants. In
that the Nisei would inherit this racial competition, they were urged to follow
in their parents’ footsteps and preserve Japanese agriculture at all costs.

As a product of such anxieties, the Back-to-the-Farm movement involved
a variety of measures. In many parts of California, Japanese associations pro-
vided intensive agricultural lessons to the sons of immigrant farmers. In Walnut
Grove, for example, an agricultural specialist from San Francisco taught such
topics as the cultivation of tomato and seed crops, spraying, and soil analysis
for two days, after which some twenty Nisei participants received certificates of
completion. Between 1935 and 1938, a total of 182 Nisei—sixty-three in the San
Joaquin Valley, forty-five in the Sacramento area, thirty-eight in Watsonville,
and thirty-six in San Jose—completed a similar lecture series and received cer-
tification. To further facilitate their learning of different farming methods and
to foster intraethnic ties among the successors, Issei leaders advised Nisei young-
sters to form agricultural study groups whose members would visit settlements
throughout rural California.13

Farm organizations often sponsored oratorical contests in which selected
youngsters addressed audiences on the importance of agriculture. In Los An-
geles, with the backing of the immigrant press, the Southern California Japanese
Farm Federation and the Cooperative Farm Industry (the latter consisting
mainly of wholesalers) coordinated a massive regional effort to promote Nisei
interest in agriculture. One of the organizers told Issei parents that he wished
Nisei orators to help “arrest their tendency to leave farms for city life and give
a hopeful vision to their fellow Nisei in farming.”14 With the “future of Japanese
agriculture in California and their [generational] mission” as its organizing
theme, the All–Southern California Oratorical Contest drew an audience of
800 Issei and Nisei to Los Angeles’s Little Tokyo in December 1935. As Issei
leaders anticipated, the key thesis put forth by all three top speakers centered
on the Nisei as the successors to Japanese agriculture.

For example, Isamu Masuda of Orange County, the first-prize winner, em-
phasized that the immigrant generation “ha[s] built a foundation for us” despite
anti-Japanese laws, language barriers, and cultural differences. He believed that
the second generation shared a special talent for farming with their parents that
no other group possessed and also mentioned that the Nisei held a privileged
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position as native-born Americans exempt from the restrictions of the alien
land laws. Agriculture, according to Masuda, would enable the Nisei “to raise
[their] standard of living, and to leave conditions in a much better state for the
Sansei [the third generation] than the Issei [were] leaving for [them].”15 The
Nisei’s return to the soil was more than a matter of personal preference,
the speaker stressed. Not only was it supposed to preordain the restoration of
their collective economic strength but it would also salvage a progressive race
history that malicious whites had temporarily subverted.

To shore up the propagandizing effect of these endeavors, Los Angeles
leaders commissioned local Japanese movie makers to produce a film on behalf
of the Back-to-the-Farm movement in late 1936. Titled The Growing Nisei
(Nobiyuku Nisei), this full-length silent film featured a mostly Nisei cast with
a few Issei and one white American. Scripted by an immigrant writer, it dram-
atized major aspects of the Nisei problem from the Issei standpoint, including
the generational conflict, the tragedy of interracial love affairs, lack of oppor-
tunity in urban America, juvenile delinquency and moral decay, and, finally,
the need to return to the soil for regeneration. The plot focused on a young
Nisei man in a rural community who falls in love with a white girl, leading to
a serious conflict with his immigrant father, a farmer. Rebelling against his
father’s order to break up with his girlfriend, the Nisei asks her to elope, but
she refuses. Dejected, he runs away to Los Angeles, where he finds employment
in a Japanese vegetable market. Later, he gets into a fistfight in a gambling
joint. Believing that he has hurt the other party, he returns to his family farm,
only to clash again with his father. At the height of their argument, his Issei
father is fatally stricken with a heart attack. The death of the old man signifies
the ultimate sacrifice of the older generation for the younger generation, leading
to the son’s rebirth as a person and as a Japanese American. Realizing the
madness of the urban jungle, he decides to stay on the farm where there is
familial love and a viable future. With the help of his dedicated Nisei fiancée,
he ends up organizing a cooperative movement among the young Japanese
American farmers in his community.16

Mediated by the theme of the unbreakable bond between the Western land
and Japanese America, this film was full of Issei teleology. The transformation
of the protagonist from a selfish delinquent/rebel into a community-minded
farm leader exemplified what many immigrant parents wished to see happen
with their seemingly shiftless sons. Likewise, the supporting role of the Nisei
girlfriend and future wife provided a prototype of the idealized Japanese Amer-
ican woman, which parents projected onto their Nisei daughters. The birth on
the land of the racially conscious second generation was seen as naturally leading
to the formation of a monoracial Nisei family and a consolidation of com-
munity resources for the further development of all Japanese Americans. The
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vernacular press frequently reported that The Growing Nisei enjoyed enthusiastic
receptions throughout California and beyond, although perhaps more from Issei
audiences than from Nisei.17

As the film’s ending suggests, the Back-to-the Farm movement culminated
in the birth of a central Nisei farm organization. In June 1939, under the joint
sponsorship of the Japanese Association of America, the Central Japanese As-
sociation of Southern California, and the Federation of Japanese Farmers, the
two-day All-California Japanese Farmers Conference paved the way to what
appeared to be a historic shift in Japanese ethnic agriculture. Dedicating the
first day to an intergenerational meeting, the conference commenced with a
moment of silence in memory of deceased Japanese pioneers in the United
States. The next day, Issei leaders officially passed the torch to the second-
generation delegates, who resolved to form their own association. To entice
more American-born youths into farming, Nisei farmers also proposed to co-
operate with the JACL, which agreed to establish agricultural bureaus within
its organization. They further requested that the vernacular press promote “the
solidarity of Nisei farmers and the importance of their future” in their English-
language sections.18 Two ongoing programs—lectures on farming and study
tours—would also receive renewed attention and better coordination from the
first- and second-generation farmers organizations in each community.

In April 1940, the first Nisei farmers convention met in Los Angeles. Draw-
ing fifty-two delegates from all over California, it passed a unanimous resolution
to establish the Nisei Farmers’ Federation of California. An Issei farm leader
confessed before hundreds of Issei and Nisei in the audience, “Until five or six
years ago, I worried so much about the Nisei’s ability to inherit our agricultural
base. Today, about 90 percent of the attendants at agricultural lectures are Nisei,
and they do not have a ‘get-rich-quickly’ [sojourner] mentality; they are com-
mitted to farming, which looks really promising.”19 Several months later, Zaibei
Nihonjinshi commented that, based on the April meeting, “[W]e can deduce
how seriously the Nisei are trying to take the legacy of their ancestors to a
higher stage of development.”20 Meanwhile, influenced by the success of the
California endeavors, the North American Japanese Association of Seattle began
to sponsor an annual Second Generation Conference on Agricultural Problems.
Convened first in November 1939 and again in December 1940, this one-day
conference brought from each Japanese farm settlement in Washington two to
four Nisei, who sat through lectures and discussions offered by experts from
state and county agricultural experimental stations.21 The organization of these
institutional structures marked the dawning of the Nisei era in Japanese agri-
culture in the American West.

The actual impact of the Back-to-the-Farm movement is hard to gauge
because there are no statistics on how many Nisei returned to, or stayed in,
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FIGURE 5.1. Inauguration of the Nisei Farmers’ Federation of California, April 1940
Under the watchful eyes of Issei farm leaders, Nisei farmers formed their own organiza-
tion for the cause of “racial development.” Standing in the center is Thomas Yego of New
Castle, declaring the formation of the federation. Some 160 Nisei and 125 Issei from all
over California attended this conference, marking the climax of the Back-to-the-Farm
movement. Reprinted from Beikoku Chūō Nihonjinkaishi (1940).

agriculture as a result. Whether it was a direct effect or simply a consequence
of an aging immigrant generation, there was considerable turnover of farm titles
and actual operation of farms from the first to the second generation by the
early 1940s. In Los Angeles County, for example, the number of Japanese farms
under Nisei operation had increased to 757 by February 1942, compared to only
634 still under Issei operation. Nisei farmers were already responsible for 58
percent of the 26,045 acres being cultivated by Japanese in the county. Even
among the 634 farms run by Issei, 247 had one or more Nisei at least twenty-
one years old working on the premises.22 Most of these Nisei were the sons of
Issei farmers; they would probably have taken over the farms after a few years
of practical training had it not been for the Pacific War.

Another notable program that supported the idea of the Nisei as racial
successors was the so-called Return-to-America campaign. Typical of minority
middlemen in a racially stratified industrial structure, Japanese immigrant farm-
ers originally forged their strength around uninhibited access to the cheap but
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able labor of their compatriots, who in turn required the intermediary roles of
Issei farmers as employers and translators.23 The abundance, as well as the
vitality, of the Japanese workforce therefore preconditioned the integrity and
competitiveness of ethnic agriculture. The Return-to-America campaign was
integral to the Issei effort to safeguard their agricultural interests and was based
on the unbreakable link between group labor and farming success. Designed
to bring back the American-born who had been reared in Japan (known as
Kibei Nisei; hereafter Kibei), the campaign was principally intended to maintain
an influx of fresh Japanese workers, despite the 1924 Immigration Act, in order
to fortify the agricultural basis of racial development. If American-educated
Nisei took over their fathers’ farms, Japanese-educated Kibei were meant to
collaborate with them as loyal employees once back in their native land. In this
manner, the Back-to-the-Farm movement and the Return-to-America campaign
were interwoven in the immigrants’ general quest for Japanese development.24

Although some local communities had already carried out an informal
Kibei campaign starting in the early 1930s, the passage of the Filipino Repatri-
ation Act of 1935 accelerated an official statewide effort. To remove Filipino
immigrants (colonized U.S. nationals exempt from the 1924 law) from the
continental United States, the legislation provided them with transportation to
the Philippines at the expense of the U.S. federal government on the condition
that they forfeit the right to reenter the country. Because Filipinos had become
an indispensable part of the labor force on Japanese farms since the mid-1920s,
the government’s initial prediction that the law would reduce the Filipino pop-
ulation by half alarmed many Issei farmers about the prospect of an acute labor
shortage. At the same time, many saw the situation as a great opportunity to
take back the labor market from a racial “enemy.”25

In September 1935, the Japanese Association of America and the Japanese
Association of Los Angeles launched a joint Return-to-America campaign, dis-
patching two envoys to Japan to persuade second-generation youths there to
join their Nisei brothers and sisters across the Pacific. While asking for financial
support from the Japanese government, the Issei representatives crisscrossed
southwestern Japan, giving lectures on the conditions of the Japanese in Amer-
ica and publicizing the goal and scope of the campaign in local newspapers.
These direct appeals were repeated the following year, even though Tokyo op-
posed the campaign from a diplomatic standpoint. Meanwhile, Issei leaders
back home hastily compiled a pamphlet, Kibei no shiori (Guide to Returning
to America), which detailed legal procedures, offered practical advice, and de-
lineated the rationale behind the campaign.26

Estimated at 40,000 to 60,000, the American-born living in Japan formed
a crucial age group needed by the ethnic community because of immigration
exclusion. The guide predicted that under the poisonous effects of the 1924
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Immigration Act, the number of Issei males would drop quickly from 34,000
to 12,000 between 1935 and 1940. At the same time, there would be fewer than
8,000 Nisei men over twenty years old residing in the United States. With the
most productive group in the immigrant generation rapidly decreasing, the
consequences to Japanese agriculture in the West would be severe. The pam-
phlet for the Kibei thus noted:

Such a situation will resemble the perilous state of Chinese agriculture in
California around 1892. By that time, the impact of the 1882 Chinese Ex-
clusion Act was felt everywhere, and within the next ten years, the Japa-
nese easily took over Chinese farms, which lacked their own heirs. With
the shortage of Nisei successors, our agriculture has already lost the labor
market to Filipinos and Mexicans because older Japanese laborers cannot
compete . . . Our farms, which we, the pioneers of this new land, estab-
lished in the last four decades, despite anti-Japanese exclusion, are pant-
ing under the shortage of racial successors; now we face the same fate
our Chinese counterparts succumbed to forty years ago.27

Given the significant pool of young Nisei in Japan, many Issei believed that
their return migration to America would allow the ethnic community to cir-
cumvent such a fate.

Their sense of fear and urgency was so deep that, in addition to an or-
chestrated effort by the central community organizations, a number of individ-
ual immigrants and local associations strove to arrest the depletion of the Jap-
anese population in the United States. In 1936, eighty-year-old Matsunosuke
Tsukamoto of San Francisco volunteered to go to Japan. He spent two months
in Tokyo and another two months traveling throughout major “emigrant pre-
fectures,” where he met with local politicians, journalists, and high-ranking
bureaucrats and attempted to sell them on the idea of systematically returning
the Kibei to America.28 His argument faithfully followed the logic of the pioneer
thesis. Speaking before a group of elite Tokyoites, he said:

It is my advice that second generation Japanese who possess full rights in
the United States return there in this emergency. It is for them to take
up the work started by the first generation in America. The “isseis” have
worked their entire lives to create a place in America for their children
. . . The first generation has developed the possibilities for the Nisei in
America—in basic industries, farming, marketing and merchandising. I
wish these Nisei [in Japan] would cherish this heritage from their parent
generation.29
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The appeal of this elderly immigrant pioneer understandably attracted much
media attention in Japan.30

Others spent their own funds and time bringing Kibei back to Pacific Coast
states. A leading farmer in the Sacramento delta financed a newspaper adver-
tisement in Kumamoto, his home prefecture, announcing that he would pay
the steerage fare for those youths who wished to come back to the United
States. Thirty Nisei applied. After examining their school records and family
backgrounds, the Issei employer selected four men to work on his asparagus
farm. Another immigrant farmer visited his hometown in Japan, then brought
five Kibei back to California, where he helped them find work and housing.31

The Wakayama Prefectural Association raised a special fund of $3,000 so that
it could offer $200 loans to Kibei men who had no family members living in
the United States, then helped them to secure employment upon their arrival
in Los Angeles.32 Likewise, Walnut Grove added a dozen Kibei to the local
agricultural labor force through the office of its Japanese association secretary
during the last five months of 1935. The success of this local campaign contin-
ued with the return from Japan of thirty-nine American-born youths in 1936
and twenty-three in 1937. According to a boardinghouse owner in Walnut
Grove, these Kibei were “the finest and most efficient workers,” and they, along
with some Hawaiian-born Nisei and students, already constituted half of the
entire Japanese labor force in the delta community by 1938.33 Many Issei there
viewed the increase in the local Kibei population and their competitiveness as
signaling a promising future.

The Kibei campaign had an additional purpose: to solve the second-
generation marriage “problem” that Issei leaders defined as a priority in 1938.
With the most recent statistics, the Japanese Association of America announced
that an estimated 3,500 Nisei women in their mid- to late twenties were yet to
be married. Until the middle of the 1910s, immigrant couples had produced
more female babies than male, whereas the gender balance more or less nor-
malized thereafter.34 To this was added the time-honored immigrant practice of
sending older sons to Japan for education while grooming daughters for wom-
anhood under their parents’ watchful eyes in America. The 1930s witnessed the
increase in the Nisei population of the “old misses,” who were prevented from
fulfilling their supposed roles as wives and mothers of their co-ethnics. Unless
the ethnic community enabled those Nisei women to marry within, Issei leaders
feared the problem might eventually endanger the racial integrity of the Japa-
nese in America. Some regional Japanese associations set up marriage intro-
duction bureaus and hosted dance parties and other events for Nisei, but hun-
dreds of marriageable women still failed to unite with Japanese mates of their
age cohorts.35 Issei reasoned that the “immigration” of adult Kibei men would
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be the best, and perhaps only, solution, thus tying the objectives of the ongoing
campaign to the overriding concern over racial preservation. Not only would
the Japan-educated Nisei men revitalize the ethnic economy, but they would
also facilitate intraethnic family formation.

Like the Back-to-the-Farm movement, the Return-to-America campaign
seemed to have achieved a degree of success after 1935, despite Tokyo’s refusal
to lend support and the sporadic agitation of white exclusionists.36 The Shin
Sekai reported that a total of 850 Kibei returned to the United States during
the first nine months of 1936. Since the previous yearly average ranged around
500, it was indeed a big increase. The number of Kibei returnees rose higher
after the beginning of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937, when young American-
born men with dual citizenship left Japan to avoid conscription into the Jap-
anese army.37

MOLDING THE NISEI MIND

The manipulation of the Nisei occupational structure and demography consti-
tuted only part of Japanese immigrant social engineering during the 1930s. The
Issei recognized that the transformation of their community depended upon
Nisei choices made within the political economy of the American West. Many
immigrants therefore felt it necessary to mold the Nisei mind toward an un-
derstanding of the collective racial ideal so that they would effectively undertake
their generational mission. Immigrant leaders, educators, and parents attempted
to nurture what they termed Nippon seishin, or Japanese spirit, in each and
every Nisei. They interpreted the Japanese spirit as the wellspring of inner
strength that would regulate the Nisei world view and practices. When Issei
talked about this highly elusive concept, they generally referred to two core
elements. The first was a set of moral values that they regarded as authentically
“Japanese”; second was a strong sense of racial pride or racial consciousness.
Together these would instill the second generation with uniquely Japanese self-
discipline and a sense of obligation, and motivate them to cooperate in pursuit
of a meaningful future for the racial collectivity.

In order to teach the Japanese spirit to Nisei children, the Japanese im-
migrant community set up various educational programs in the late 1920s fol-
lowing an intense debate on appropriate curricula and pedagogies from the
standpoint of racial development. Like other aspects of the discourse on the
second-generation problem, the immigrant discussion of Nisei education un-
folded under the general influence of anti-Japanese racism. Advocates of Japa-
nese exclusion first raised the issue of what they perceived as an apparent
contradiction between American citizenship and the education that Nisei were
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receiving at community-based Japanese-language schools. This agitation cul-
minated in the enactment in 1921 of a California law, which censored the
content of textbooks used at those schools and required Issei teachers to be
certified by the California superintendent of public instruction. Thereafter, until
the court ruling against the constitutionality of Hawaii’s equivalent law in 1927,
legally mandated Americanization was forced on the Nisei even at Japanese-
language schools. Their educational program during this period included re-
placing stories about a heroic Japanese warrior and his self-effacing and chaste
wife with stories about George Washington and Betsy Ross. Though no legal
restriction was instituted in other Western states, most Issei educators there
followed the example of their California colleagues, compiling sanitized text-
books or providing pupils with “American” instruction in Japanese.38

Even before the court decision invalidated state intervention, a fierce debate
started in May 1925 with regard to the new directions of Nisei education.
Ohashi Chuichi, the Japanese consul in Seattle, provoked public discourse by
printing a series of newspaper commentaries which ascribed a cause of racial
discrimination to the presence of Japanese-language schools. Published in Issei
papers in Seattle and San Francisco, the diplomat’s articles strongly opposed
Japanese-language education and reproved community schools for producing
“half-baked Americans who are neither American nor Japanese.” Ohashi was
also concerned that Japanese education would result in a racist backlash, which
might seek to strip the Nisei of American citizenship. For the Japanese com-
munity to avoid “a suicidal death” because of the language schools, he rec-
ommended that the Nisei be raised as “[one] hundred-percent American,” with
absolutely no instruction in Japanese language or history.39

Ohashi’s articles invited a storm of criticism, as well as sporadic but en-
thusiastic support. The Seattle-based Taihoku Nippo printed both pro and con
articles from many immigrants throughout the month of June 1925. In the Shin
Sekai of San Francisco, two leading Issei educators contributed counterargu-
ments. One of them interwove his article with positive personal experiences of
teaching Japanese to the Nisei.40 While the Taihoku Nippo seems to have de-
voted almost the same amount of space to both sides, the San Francisco news-
paper, with one exception, only carried articles critical of Ohashi. Newspapers
that had not printed Ohashi’s original series contested his viewpoint in editorials
as well.41 The list of reasons given to support Japanese-language education were
both practical and philosophical. It was seen as necessary to promote better
communication between parents and children and to enable the second gen-
eration to understand their parents’ homeland, appreciate their cultural back-
ground, and take pride in their racial heritage. The command of Japanese
language would also expand the range of employment options for the Nisei,
given their general exclusion from the mainstream job market. While the opin-
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ions voiced by the Issei in the newspapers were not unanimous, the anti-Ohashi
argument appears to have been more prevalent.

The 1925 dispute between pro-Americanization advocates and Japanese-
school supporters reflected two contesting views regarding the future of the
Japanese community at an early stage in a wholesale epistemological shift fol-
lowing exclusion. Insisting that the Nisei be fully assimilated into Anglo Amer-
ica, Ohashi and a minority of the Issei optimistically envisioned merit-based
upward social mobility for the second generation.42 The majority of the im-
migrants, however, predicted that the endurance of white racism would circum-
scribe the Nisei activities and continue to relegate them to an inferior socio-
political status, the same social conditions that had necessitated the
Back-to-the-Farm movement and the Return-to-America campaign in the first
place.43 In their eyes, Anglo conformity and assimilation would not suffice.

In accordance with the emergence of Japan as a conceptual frame of ref-
erence in the Issei pioneer thesis, Ohashi’s idea quickly became obsolete. By
the late 1920s, whether or not Japanese education was necessary for the Nisei
was no longer a matter of dispute. A case involving one immigrant leader was
indicative of this dramatic shift. At the end of July 1928, Naoki Oka, a Japanese
association secretary and language teacher in Isleton, California, attempted to
revive the old controversy by reiterating Ohashi’s argument in the Shin Sekai.
Praising the consul for his “farsighted” ideas, Oka condemned Japanese-
language schools for “producing [culturally] deformed Nisei” through “an ed-
ucation based on the Japanese spirit,” and instead called for Japanese devel-
opment through total assimilation into Anglo America. Despite his work as a
Japanese-language schoolteacher, he claimed that it was the height of folly for
the Issei to impose on the Nisei a Japanese code of ethics which was “anathema
to the American public.”44 His appeal rang hollow and drew no response from
other Issei, except for severe censure by his community. Less than a week after
the series of seventeen articles appeared, Oka faced a unanimous no-confidence
resolution from both Issei parents and the local Japanese association. By the
end of August, he was forced to resign and abruptly left Isleton.45 This incident
illustrates that by 1928 most Japanese immigrants had come to share a consensus
on pedagogical principles.

Within this common vision, however, Issei leaders and educators agreed
that the conventional Nisei education was inadequate and in need of revision.
It is crucial to contextualize this development within the pandemonium follow-
ing an infamous crime involving a Hawaiian Nisei. In September 1928, a
nineteen-year-old Honolulu Nisei, Myles Yutaka Fukunaga, murdered the son
of a white business executive, whose financial company had threatened his Issei
parents with eviction for overdue house rent. The oldest of seven siblings,
Fukunaga was incensed at the callousness of the firm. Seeking revenge and a
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ransom to save his family from economic ruin, the Nisei kidnapped the boy
and killed him.46 Reports of this crime became a sensation not only in Hawaii
but also among mainland Japanese immigrants. More than anything, the in-
cident showed the real possibility of a Nisei becoming a public menace and
disgracing the entire community. As a prominent writer noted in the Nichibei
Shimbun, most Issei feared for the welfare of their own communities and did
not regard the Fukunaga case as merely incidental or irrelevant. “Having strug-
gled in the United States for the past fifty years,” wrote one journalist, “we
have produced a ‘clean record’ as those least likely to commit crimes. Now I
feel that the good name of the 280,000 Japanese in the [continental] United
States has been also tarnished by this one misguided delinquent [in Hawaii].”47

Calling the incident a “disgrace to our race,” other Issei writers warned that
similar incidents might occur if immigrant leaders and parents did not take
effective measures immediately.48 The Fukunaga incident was not just a Ha-
waiian problem; it was a harbinger of Nisei delinquency in the West, which
threatened to nullify the Issei dream of racial development.

From the late 1920s on, the vernacular press frequently printed reports of
Nisei transgressions, often with such menacing headlines as “Steadily Worsen-
ing: The Nisei’s Criminal Tendency” and “Nisei Crime Wave.” According to
Los Angeles County data, Japanese juveniles committed eighteen crimes in 1931;
however, many of these were traffic offenses. In the first ten months of 1932,
there were fourteen cases involving Nisei, some of them crimes of a more
aggressive nature, like possession of a deadly weapon, a felony hit and run, and
two cases of manslaughter.49 Three years later, a San Francisco newspaper high-
lighted the fact that the trend was worsening. According to a Nisei writer,
“[T]he frequent participation of young Japanese-American[s] in crimes has be-
come a serious problem and it [needs] immediate solution in order to stop
further outbreaks of offenses against the law. The [Japanese] used to be proudly
called ‘law abiding people.’ Now it is no longer so.”50 There were also sporadic
stories of Nisei street gangs in Los Angeles and San Francisco.

After the Fukunaga incident, Issei leaders and parents made every effort to
arrest the Nisei delinquency problem. In order to deal with actual and potential
transgressors, the entire community exerted “almost a direct control upon the
moral life of the individual.” An agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) observed that the community began to play multiple roles as police, court,
and correction agency, “to eliminate the possibility of the Japanese criminal rate
acting as a point of ridicule against the Japanese . . . as a whole.” He continued:

Whenever a young Japanese boy became involved with the law or was
considered morally unstable, . . . he would be brought before a meeting
of leaders in the Japanese Association, and of the Ken [prefectural] or-
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ganizations, and other organizations which might have an interest in the
boy, and they would discuss with the boy the course of his future life. If
the parent of the boy at that meeting stated that he or she could do
nothing more with the lad, the committee with the boy’s automatic con-
sent might decide any of several things. It might place the boy under the
direct supervision of a person other than the parent, who would gainfully
employ the boy, or if he were a bad case, he might be sent to a Japanese
farm to work for his livelihood.51

Close analysis of the Fukunaga case allowed Issei to recognize the under-
lying problems, which demanded preventive measures more than simply dis-
cipline or punishment. Fukunaga was often characterized as a “genius” and was
reportedly one of the best students in his high school graduating class in Hon-
olulu. The Issei agreed that his crime had nothing to do with intellectual ca-
pacity. They pointed instead to his lack of appropriate “values” and “spiritual
cultivation” as the most likely cause. In their opinion, Fukunaga’s action sig-
nified a failure of moral development—a deficiency that they feared many
second-generation children on the mainland might share. A number of immi-
grants blamed excessive Americanization among the Nisei, a blind imitation of
American “hedonism” and superficial “mammonism” that had allegedly effaced
basic discipline. To prevent another Fukunaga from appearing in the Japanese
community, some immigrant leaders emphasized family education, while others
talked about the positive influence of religion. A majority, however, proposed
an intensified effort to teach Japanese social ethics and norms, called “the Jap-
anese spirit,” which they believed American public schools did not, and could
not, teach effectively.52

The solution lay in the education provided by Japanese-language schools.
Kyutaro Abiko, a respected leader, expressed the view shared by many Issei
parents, which explains the sudden shift from language instruction to moral
education in schools after the late 1920s. Criticizing the alleged lack of character
building in American public education, Abiko argued that Japanese-language
schools had the important mission of “molding the mind.” This, he said, means
“to foster a strong will and an indomitable spirit in a Nisei boy, thereby enabling
him to grow up as an upright man; it means to develop in a Nisei girl gentle-
ness, tranquillity, and chastity—the virtues of an ideal [Japanese] woman . . .
Their mission is not just to provide language instruction.”53 While the moral
characteristics that Abiko advocated reflected conventional gender roles, others
added more politically oriented virtues such as loyalty and patriotism.54 Taken
together, these moral qualities comprised the Issei’s definition of the “Japanese
spirit” that they considered indispensable for the second generation.
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Japanese immigrant educators responded to the demand for the new ped-
agogy swiftly. During October 1928, less than a month after the Fukunaga
incident, extraordinary community forums were convened in many settlements,
including Stockton, San Francisco, and Los Angeles, to formulate new strategies
for second-generation education.55 At the same time, the Northern California
Japanese Language School Association resolved to “make greater effort to foster
[the Nisei’s] inner development” and discussed the need to “study appropriate
methods of moral cultivation.” Educators in southern California called for a
new textbook series that would incorporate the Japanese code of ethics.56 In
1931, Kohei Shimano, the chairman of the Revisory Editorial Committee, pro-
posed a blueprint for a new Japanese reader that would replace the one that
had been edited under the now-defunct California foreign-language school law.
Intended “to bring up patriotic, loyal American citizens of Japanese ancestry,”
the sixteen-volume series would cover literature, geography, science, industry,
experiences of the Japanese in America, “social and public etiquette, morals,
and ethics,” as well as what Shimano termed the “racial ideals” found in the
national history of Japan. In concrete terms, he explained that of “the outstand-
ing culture and virtues of Japan, only those worth dedicating to America, should
be introduced and encouraged, e.g.[,] patriotism, loyalty to nation, respect for
elders, filial piety, to name just a few.”57 For the time being, however, economic
difficulties kept educators from making significant progress in this ambitious
project during the 1930s.

With the dearth of ready-made instructional materials for the moral de-
velopment of Nisei, more schools opted to adopt the textbook series authorized
by the Japanese Ministry of Education for domestic use than preexisting state-
approved texts. In 1935, out of ninety-eight elementary-level schools in southern
California, seventy-nine adopted textbooks from Japan, three used state-
approved textbooks, eleven schools employed both, and five had “special” text-
books.58 Advanced grades read more imported textbooks than did lower grades.
All of the twenty-eight Japanese middle schools in southern California taught
Nisei students using Japanese Ministry of Education textbooks. In northern
California and the Pacific Northwest, the trend was the same. In 1935, the San
Francisco consulate reported that approximately 65 percent of 149 schools em-
ployed Japanese national textbooks, and over 23 percent combined them with
California textbooks in language instruction. Only seventeen schools based their
education wholly on state-approved textbooks. In Oregon, Ministry of Edu-
cation textbooks were the choice of all but one of fourteen schools; the same
held true for most of the Japanese-language schools in the Seattle and Tacoma
areas.59 While practical need compelled them to use these imported texts, im-
migrant teachers generally thought that the “textbook printed in Japan but not
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prepared for use in this country was . . . [often] inadequate in its theme and
materials” for American citizens.60 They used discretion and care with regard
to what elements of Japanese ethics to teach.

The instruction of selected national virtues proceeded in tandem with the
promotion of racial pride, without which the Issei felt it impossible for second-
generation children to appreciate the Japanese spirit. Many immigrants con-
descendingly argued that the Nisei could avoid the “pitiful” circumstances of
other racial minorities, such as Native Americans, blacks, or Mexicans in the
United States, as long as they preserved a “superior national spirit” and “racial
consciousness.”61 The converse was also implied: but for their unique traits, the
American-born Japanese could lose their distinction from other minorities, who
had surrendered to a tragic fate as a result of their defeat in the racial compe-
tition. Issei educators may well have interwoven such rhetoric into everyday
instruction in their classrooms. One senior teacher in Seattle, for example, listed
two “don’ts” at the core of his teaching to the Nisei: “Do not kowtow to other
races; do not think that the Japanese can ever be outstripped by other races.”62

Immigrants often justified such racialist/nationalist pedagogy in terms of
the dominant American ideology, arguing that “Japaneseness” could be an asset
to white America as well. One section of the Issei’s official curriculum, sub-
mitted to the California Department of Education, read:

Japanese-Americans should be given what may be termed a special edu-
cation which should be at once recognized as a privilege and an advan-
tage. We firmly believe that possessing and maintaining racial pride is
not altogether incompatible with America’s “melting pot” theory. We be-
lieve that racial pride and self-confidence go hand in hand; that their loss
is not conducive to the dissemination of worthwhile foreign cultures and
virtues . . . One of the highest justifications, we believe, for the existence
of the Japanese-American is the opportunity that is their heritage, to
contribute the highest essence of Oriental culture to America for its fu-
ture benefit.63

This theme of eclecticism, which attempted to (con)fuse distinct national at-
tributes, formed a guiding principle for Nisei education throughout the 1930s.

At first glance, the focus on the Japanese spirit and racial consciousness
seemed to signal a growth of immigrant nationalism during the 1930s. It was
certainly a product of that trend in Japanese America, but the racialist mode
of thinking that the Issei came to embrace, as well as the unusual pedagogical
theory stemming from that, had more to do with their belief in what they
posited as the value of a uniquely Japanese morality. From the perspective of
this racial minority, Japaneseness was the most basic reality that influenced their
individual and collective lives in the United States. In terms of skin color, it
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was the cause of racial exclusion, oppression, and subordination. When defined
as moral attributes and cultural traits, however, Japaneseness became their treas-
ured monopoly, enabling them to dream of transcending their current predic-
aments and excelling in American society. In that it mirrored the Japanese
immigrant experience in the United States, the Issei’s extolling of the Japanese
spirit was an American social phenomenon.

By the same token, their idea of Nippon seishin tended to differ from that
of the militarists and right-wing intellectuals in their homeland—another point
of contestation. In Japan, pundits construed and propagated it as a national
principle that “propels a person to dedicate himself to the Emperor and pro-
mote the imperial interest.”64 Forming an ideological underpinning of fanatic
patriotism, the extolling of the national spirit fed the ascendancy of the mili-
tarist regime in the 1930s that mobilized the masses around the imperial symbol.
The Japanese spirit, according to the orthodox definition, had enabled the
nation to prevent the invasion of Mongols in the fourteenth century, to defeat
the Qing Dynasty in 1894–1895, and to overwhelm czarist Russia in 1904–1905.
The Japanese spirit continued to be drawn upon in Japan’s ongoing struggle
against Chinese “bandits” and for the “liberation” of East Asia from white
hegemony.65 This statist version of Nippon seishin offered a powerful political
ideology that justified all kinds of individual or collective actions so long as
they appeared to serve the national cause.

Although Issei similarly highlighted the necessity of loyalty and patriotism
in the inner development of the Nisei, most professed no intention of produc-
ing Japanese subjects out of their American-born children. Whereas their com-
patriots in Japan embraced the imperialist ideology of the Japanese spirit, im-
migrant educators and parents generally posited that spirit as the reification of
old-time Japanese ethics, concentrating on its universal moral implications for
American citizens of Japanese ancestry.66 An FBI agent reported that white
American teachers in Seattle “have never found any indication that the Japanese
language schools . . . intend to influence the children away from loyalty and
patriotic ideals respecting the United States.” A leading Issei educator in the
Pacific Northwest even told the agent that he would “dismiss” Nisei pupils
from his school should they “begin to exhibit a lack of loyalty or patriotism
toward the United States.”67 Of course, not all immigrant teachers went to this
extreme, but when it came to the question of Nisei education, they usually
reduced the essence of the Japanese spirit to a set of moral precepts and be-
havioral norms that they felt would help their children grow, first and foremost,
into good citizen-subjects of the American state.

A logical explanation for this gap lies in the Issei’s faith in the compatibility
of the Japanese spirit with Americanism. In the characteristics of respectful
white Americans, Japanese immigrant leaders and educators found many virtues
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that supposedly epitomized Nippon seishin. Sei Fujii, publisher of the Kashu
Mainichi, observed that those of outstanding character, whether Japanese or
American, always possessed identical moral qualities. In the United States, these
qualities happened to be called “Americanism,” whereas they were known as
Nippon seishin in Japan. He thus saw no distinction between instilling the
Japanese spirit in the Nisei and Americanizing them.68 Likewise, Issei educators
declared in unison that the racial heritage of the Nisei would “contribute the
highest essence of Oriental culture to America for its future benefit.”69 Along
similar lines, Takeshi Ban, a renowned Christian minister-educator, adopted the
following message as the guiding principle of his pedagogy. In clumsy but
heartfelt English, he wrote:

We glory in the privilege of our being Japanese, and are grateful. You,
Nisei, the Americans of Japanese parentage, should comprehend the true
Japanese spirit that has effected the formation of the spiritual culture of
Japanese [sic], your parent’s home, and should, with this same spirit,
serve America your mother country. The present brilliant culture of
America has been built up in less than five centuries since it was opened,
by the various peoples each bringing a different culture from Western
Europe. We Japanese, too, by bringing ours generated by the history and
tradition of three thousand years, should enrich the contents of the spiri-
tual culture of America, contributing toward the realization of the ideal
of its foundation.70

The rhetorical origin of this perspective can be traced to the ideas put forth
by the Japanese scholar Nitobe Inazo in his famous Bushido (The Way of the
Warrior). First published in 1905 when many Westerners were awed by the
defeat of Russia by the small Asian nation, Nitobe’s popular treatise aimed to
convince the West to admit Japan as its equal despite its “Oriental” origin.
Nitobe, a Johns Hopkins graduate and dedicated Quaker married to a white
American, as well as a son of a samurai, was arguably the best candidate to
delve into the cultural traditions of both worlds and to explicate a theory of
commonalty between the Judeo-Christian tradition and bushido, the warrior
heritage of Japan. Not only did the book contain an extensive survey of Japa-
nese “virtues instilled by Bushido,” such as justice, courage, sincerity, honor,
and loyalty, it also offered a well-reasoned comparison of these qualities with
matching examples drawn from the Bible and historical anecdotes of the West.
According to him, “no one quality of character was its [bushido’s] exclusive
patrimony.” Instead, it held much in common with the Christian code of
ethics.71

On loyalty, for instance, Nitobe drew an analogy between the stories of
Genzo and Abraham—historical figures of the East and West who each opted
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to sacrifice their own sons for the sake of greater good and higher duty. “In
both cases,” wrote the Japanese Christian scholar, there “was obedience to the
call of duty, utter submission to the command of a higher voice, whether given
by a visible or an invisible angel, or heard by an outward or an inward ear.”72

Nitobe made a compelling case for the compatibility of bushido and Christi-
anity, the Orient and Occident, and Japan and the United States. This theory
of bilateral compatibility laid a philosophical foundation for the Issei’s unique
pedagogy during the 1930s, as shown by frequent references to the Japanese
scholar or his publications.

Cultural affinities did not mean a complete parallel between the concep-
tualizations of Japanese and American moral characters, however. The Issei
instead anticipated that the Japanese spirit would enhance some “American”
qualities in the Nisei, reinforcing what Americanization offered to them. At
that time, it was a common understanding that the Japanese lacked some vir-
tues, while excelling in others. The Japanese assumed that they were weak in
such traits as individuality, frankness, and creativity, while surpassing other na-
tionalities in honor, obligation, respect for elders and parents, and loyalty. Loy-
alty in particular was an emblem of Japaneseness; Nitobe argued that the Jap-
anese carried it “to a degree not reached in any other country.”73 This point—an
excess of loyalty—was at the core of the Issei rationalization that a Japanese
moral education would make good American citizens of their children.

Japanese immigrants took for granted that holding American citizenship
meant that Nisei owed their loyalty to the United States. They stressed this
point repeatedly at educational meetings, in newspaper editorials, and at public
lectures. Because the spirit of the samurai absolutely disallowed Nisei from
serving more than one country (or master), they would become better Ameri-
cans if they were properly educated in this national/racial virtue. In other words,
unflinching loyalty to one’s country, a special characteristic of the Japanese
people, would ameliorate the Nisei relationship to America, their native land.74

Reiterating that the essence of bushido “has no national boundary,” a Seattle
immigrant leader explained in English its relevance to the Nisei:

The United States citizens of Japanese ancestry should feel proud for
having the spirit and virtue of Bushido in their blood, that spirit which
has made the country of their ancestors one of the greatest among the
Nations of the World. They are the descendants of loyal Japanese, so are
imbued with their ancestral ethical and loyal spirit. They are expected to
be loyal and true to their country, the United States of America, the
country which gave them birth, education and protection. Bushido do
despises [sic] one who is coward[ly] and untruthful to the country of his
birth.75
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In addition to the belief in Japanese American cultural compatibility, there
was another reason that many Issei saw no contradiction in instilling the Jap-
anese spirit in Nisei citizens. While being caught between the generally polar-
ized notions of what was Japan and what was America, they managed to make
sense of the Nisei’s ambiguous position by distinguishing race/nation (minzoku)
from state (kokka). Never was this distinction crucial to the Issei themselves,
since they were denied rights of naturalization and thus remained Japanese
subjects. The notion of the Nisei’s future development, however, revolved
around this very distinction. Without dispute, according to Issei thought, the
Nisei were Japanese in terms of race and nationality, yet they were also full-
fledged Americans in terms of citizenship. The Japaneseness of the Nisei derived
from their “natural” attributes, devoid of “political” ties to the Japanese state.76

This is not to say that the Issei did not wish their children to have sympathy
or an affinity with imperial Japan, but their American citizenship took prece-
dence. In the opinion of many immigrants, the teaching of the Japanese spirit
was necessary for the enhancement of the Nisei’s racial/national strengths, the
positive effects of which would manifest in making members of the second
generation better U.S. citizens than members of most other races. Therefore,
as Issei leaders often contended, the Nisei had to remain upright Japanese to
become loyal Americans.77

The Issei’s eclectic interpretation of the Japanese spirit helped many Nisei
leaders to form nuanced identities as ethnic Americans. James Y. Sakamoto,
publisher of the Japanese American Courier in Seattle and prominent leader of
the JACL, frequently borrowed the bushido rhetoric to illuminate the impor-
tance of what he called “undivided allegiance” and “full-blooded Americanism.”
In response to a question about the general policy of his newspaper, Sakamoto
insisted that he wished to make “true American citizens” out of the Nisei. To
explain how this was possible, he noted:

In bushido there is the saying, “Chu-shin wa ni-kun ni tsukaezu,” which
means the same as, no loyal person or patriot shall serve two masters.
The second generation in following the bushido of their ancestors cannot
fail to grasp the meaning of these words and by following them I do not
think that they will be treading on the wrong path . . . In other words
our policy is in pursuance of a character program, to build the character
of the young people along right lines so that they will understand and
sense what is important and what requires their support in pushing their
individual welfare as well as that of their country and community.78

Sakamoto’s view was perfectly consistent with the immigrants’; no other state-
ment could have made his parents’ generation happier.

A small minority of Issei nonetheless reproved educators and community
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leaders for promoting the Japanese spirit among Nisei youths. They seemed to
have managed to maintain what Consul Ohashi once termed the “hundred-
percent American” principle. These individuals refused to recognize any com-
patibility between the Japanese spirit and Americanism. In 1935, a small group
of San Jose Issei, who called themselves the Permanent Settlers Association,
studied the various educational issues and pedagogical principles that Japanese
educators and parents had been discussing at community meetings. Reaching
the conclusion that “part of the current educational policy” could fuel agitation
for Japanese exclusion, they took a stand against instilling the Japanese spirit
in the Nisei.79

The most notable and sustained opposition came from a few dozen leftists
associated with the Doho—a Japanese communist organ published in Los An-
geles. The newspaper often identified Japanese moral education with the whole-
sale indoctrination of Japanese militarism in Nisei children. Showing no interest
in prevailing cultural and spiritual arguments, the Doho’s writers perceived the
Japanese spirit as an ideological weapon of the Japanese state controlled by the
military clique. From this materialist perspective, Japanese virtues were never
universal nor inherent, but always political and class specific.80 While a vast
majority of Issei highlighted the universality of Japanese national morality, the
leftists saw in it an unbreakable political relationship with Japanese imperialism.

These minority criticisms struck at a fundamental conceptual flaw in Issei
eclecticism. For the vast majority of Japanese immigrants, the issue of militarism
had little to do with the Japanese spirit. Concerned with group survival in
America, most Issei expected the moral effect of the Japanese spirit to foster
racial subjectivity in the Nisei and allow them to hold a competitive edge over
other minorities under white hegemony. Yet, the Issei use of the concept of the
Japanese spirit was premised on the Nisei being an extension of the Japanese
race/nation, albeit not the Japanese state. The core of their spirit still lay inside
Japan. The doctrine of Japanese development demanded that members of the
second generation maintain a strong connection with, if not an allegiance to,
the homeland and its sovereign emperor, regardless of their citizenship. When
national political membership was defined in racial terms, whether in Japan or
in America, Issei eclecticism, based on an artificial dichotomy of the natural
and the political, likely failed to resist state orthodoxy. Just as Tokyo freely
exploited the Issei historical discourse on the grounds of this ambiguity for its
expansionist politics, Nisei education frequently approximated emperor worship
and Japanese patriotism while affirming the obligations of American citizenship.
It is for this reason that some Japanese-language schoolteachers taught Nisei
pupils to have an affinity with the emperor as the father of the nation/race.

At times, this flaw even served to invalidate the delicate separation of race/
nation and state, upon which Japanese immigrants insisted so steadfastly for
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their children. The Issei’s unabashed praise of the Japanese empire and culture
sent some second-generation youths a mixed message that mitigated against
their Americanism. No matter how strongly Issei leaders and parents preached
the importance of unflinching American loyalty, some Nisei became befuddled
over their political identity as they struggled to balance their primary allegiance
to the United States with their natural racial ties to Japan. Characterizing “the
[Nisei’s] racial angle” as “the controlling factor” in determining their attitude
toward Japan, an American intelligence agent observed that “in any matter in
which the lines are drawn along racial lines, the Nisei will predominantly favor
Japan,” even though they remained loyal to the United States when the ques-
tion of race did not enter the picture.81 Some of the Nisei’s Japanese writings
suggest that Issei eclecticism might well have generated a degree of confusion
in their children’s minds. At the community movie showings, too, youths often
praised Japanese soldiers as models of “heroism” and applauded passionately
when the rising-sun flag or a hint of the emperor’s presence appeared on
screen.82

Immigrant eclecticism would become increasingly vulnerable to the ever-
intensifying nationalizing pressure when within reach of Japan’s state control.
In this sense, Nisei education posed a risk outside the multiracial American
West, where transnational practices had a better chance of keeping their nuances
and ambiguities alive. As the following chapter shows, the schooling of Nisei
expatriates in Japan put the immigrant vision and Japan’s political agenda di-
rectly on a collision course. The disciplining of the Issei’s heterodox imagina-
tion, reified in the American-born students, by Japan’s regime only foreshad-
owed what would happen to their eclecticism in the United States when it also
began exerting nationalizing power over Japanese immigrants and Japanese
American citizens in the early 1940s. An important backdrop to the mass in-
carceration, the contradiction that immigrant eclecticism embodied would
prove deadly in the face of intolerant wartime nationalism.
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6
Wages of Immigrant Internationalism

Nisei in the Ancestral Land

Scattered throughout the far-flung island empire of Japan are the nisei—
Americans of Japanese ancestry . . . [T]heir migration to Japan did not
become conspicuous until shortly after the Manchurian Incident of 1931
when the rise of Japan first impressed the nisei in America. Since then
there had [sic] been a continuous stream of these youngsters, both men
and women, coming to Japan to study.1

So wrote Goro Murata, news editor of the Japan Times in Tokyo and former
English editor of the Los Angeles Kashu Mainichi newspaper, in 1940. Through-
out the decade of the 1930s, there was a flock of second-generation youth, like
Murata himself, aboard every transpacific steamship that sailed into the harbors
of Yokohama and Kobe. Race relations in America and imperial Japan’s growing
presence in geopolitics ushered in the Issei’s redefinition of their relations with
their homeland, and this change led many immigrants to long for its value
system, language, and national essence. Just as Issei parents and leaders aimed
to morally inculcate the American-born generation with the Japanese spirit, so
too did “Japan” become important as a symbol, reference, and source of in-
spiration and mental discipline. Within this context Issei began to stress the
advantages of the Nisei’s protracted sojourn in Japan for heritage learning.
During a time of national mobilization and aggressive expansionism, the sudden
increase of American Nisei in the archipelago prompted the empire to contem-
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plate ways in which to utilize the successors of Japanese overseas development.
The enterprise of transnational Nisei education therefore brought into sharp
contrast the visions of the Issei and those of their homeland compatriots on
questions of colonialism, national and racial identity, and citizenship. And such
contradictions were condensed and crystallized in the lives of Nisei youth—
now immigrants—in their ancestral land, which turned out to be so foreign to
them.

Prior to the Pacific War, three types of Nisei lived in Japan. The vast
majority of them were victims of circumstances, the children of people who
had pulled up stakes in America and returned to Japan. In other cases, Issei
sent their children for primary or secondary education in Japan and placed
them in the care of grandparents and other relatives. No matter how they ended
up there, these Nisei generally acclimated to the Japanese way of life quietly,
while maintaining dual nationality until they lost American citizenship due to
military service or other civic/social commitments to Japan, including voting.
During the 1930s, various sources estimated the presence of between 10,000
and 35,000 Nisei, who were “assimilated” enough to pass as ordinary Japanese.2

Most of these youth resided in so-called emigration prefectures in rural Japan,
where their parents had originated. According to 1933 reports of the American-
born population, Hiroshima, Yamaguchi, and Wakayama had the largest
groups, with 4,655, 2,636, and 2,365 Nisei, respectively.3

The second group of Nisei consisted of men and women in higher edu-
cation or in professional, white-collar occupations, numbering a few hundred.
Typically university-educated, these Nisei tended to be older than other expa-
triates. With their command of English, as well as specialized skills and knowl-
edge, they assumed important positions in corporations, bureaucracies, mass
media, and academia in Tokyo and other major cities.4 For them, Japan was a
land of opportunities, just like the United States had been for their parents.
This ironic situation resulted from the racial exclusion of the Nisei from the
mainstream American economy, a condition that induced these high achievers
to seek university education or employment across the Pacific.

Journalist Welly Shibata was one of these Nisei. In California, he had to
work in the Issei-owned produce business while writing intermittently for the
Japanese American press. In a 1932 letter to a Nisei journalist friend, this Uni-
versity of Washington graduate lamented: “The boss is O.K. and the work is
rather easy, but my heart’s not in this sort of work, as you know.” Shibata asked
his correspondent, “What do you think about prospects for some newspaper
job in Japan?” Before long, he was aboard a transpacific steamer, and he even-
tually landed the English editorship of the Osaka Mainichi—his dream job.5

Charles H. Yoshii of Portland was another example. While studying at the
University of Oregon, he had initially “hoped to exercise full citizenship rights
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in the United States” and applied for commission as a second lieutenant after
completing the ROTC program. When he was denied, the dejected Yoshii
called it an “official notification that the United States did not completely trust
its Japanese [American] citizens.” Encouraged by his parents and a family friend
connected to the Japanese government, he turned his eyes to his ancestral land.
Yoshii visited there twice before emigrating in 1933 to “benefit from his racial
heritage to the fullest, without having to undergo the handicaps placed in his
way on the Pacific Coast.”6 Once in Japan, he became the first Nisei to enroll
in Tokyo Imperial University, and later worked as a college professor and En-
glish announcer for Radio Tokyo. Nisei like Yoshii and Shibata formed the core
of the Japanese American expatriate community, serving as leaders and mentors
for the third group.

The rest of the Nisei youngsters were so-called ryugakusei, high school to
college-age students who crossed the Pacific alone for a few years of schooling.
Though no reliable statistics are available, by the mid-1930s there might have
been nearly 4,000 such students, most of them congregated in the vicinities of
Tokyo and Osaka. While hundreds of these Americans attended regular insti-
tutions of secondary and higher education, many others learned basic Japanese
language and culture at special schools for the foreign-born in the capital city.7

If the Nisei in regular Japanese schools comprised the more permanent class of
ryugakusei, many of whom would likely pursue employment in Japan or in its
colonial territories after graduation, the language students consisted of Japanese
Americans who would return to their native land after a few years of sojourning
in their ancestral land.

As Goro Murata reported, the migration of the ryugakusei contingent to
Japan became especially “conspicuous” in the early 1930s, because the rapid
decline of the Japanese yen relative to the U.S. dollar made the scheme of Nisei
study abroad financially viable for many Issei parents. The Great Depression
had caused a sharp drop in exports and a massive outflow of gold from Japan.
In desperation, Tokyo took the country off the gold standard and restored the
embargo on gold in December 1931—a policy that led to the plunging of the
yen-to-dollar exchange rate. By November 1932, the value of ¥100 had dropped
by 50 percent, from $38 to $19, and it stayed below $24 during 1933. Whereas
attending college in the United States would cost a student $40 to $80 a month,
studying in Japan, including living expenses, only required roughly $18 to $20
a month.8 Hence, a number of parents began to send their sons and daughters
to schools in Japan instead of to American colleges, although the prevailing
economic difficulty still limited this option to the leading class of well-off
agriculturalists and urban entrepreneurs, and excluded the great majority of
struggling tenant farmers and laborers.

Aided by favorable economic conditions, Japanese immigrant parents and
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leaders had a host of other reasons for sending their children to school abroad.
On a pragmatic level, Issei found many advantages in transnational education,
including the betterment of the Nisei’s employment opportunities and the nar-
rowing of cultural and linguistic gaps between the first and second generations.
Many also saw the purposes of study abroad in terms similar to community-
based language instruction at home. Immigrant parents anticipated that at-
tending school in Japan would enhance their children’s appreciation of a moral
and dignified lifestyle based on Japanese ethics.9

ISSEI INTERNATIONALISM AND HERITAGE LEARNING

Beyond such pragmatism, the advocacy of the Nisei’s study of things Japanese
in their ancestral land was deeply intertwined with the development of inter-
nationalist ideals—an extension of time-honored immigrant eclecticism—in
Japanese America. Mirroring aspects of larger cultural internationalism in the
1930s, the Issei’s concepts of the “Pacific era” and their children as a “bridge of
understanding” between the United States and Japan glamorized a future role
for the Nisei beyond the borders of the American nation.10 Following the First
World War in Europe, Japanese immigrant literati came to think that the center
of the world was moving from the Atlantic to the Pacific, where a higher level
of civilization would take shape. With the genesis of this “Pacific civilization,”
they felt, history itself would soon enter into a new Pacific era, in which the
United States and Japan would replace their European rivals as pivotal global
powers. Not only would the two nations represent the West and East, but they
would also fuse the best elements of the divided worlds. Born as American
citizens with Japanese heritage, the Nisei inadvertently became saddled with
the mission of facilitating this process as ambassadors between the two nations
and the two worlds. Their internationalist role would concomitantly buttress
their particular duties as citizens of the American state and as members of the
Japanese race, while maintaining peace and harmony in the Pacific basin. To
do this, the youth had to be fully informed about the countries between which
they were supposed to mediate, thus creating the need for their transnational
education in Japan.11

Based on this need, Issei leaders, like Kyutaro Abiko, initiated various ed-
ucational programs for the second generation, like short-term study tours to
Japan, which began in the mid-1920s, and under the spell of their constant
inculcations, a number of older Nisei came to embrace the bridge concept as
well.12 For example, the Japanese Student Christian Association in North Amer-
ica, which included many American-born members, proclaimed in 1926:
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The second generation are the living connecting links between the
United States of America and Japan. As American citizens, they should
be provided with the best of American ideas and trainings; while as
offsprings of Japanese parentage, they should be well equipped with the
best of Japanese culture and traditions . . . These, indeed, are the two
wheels in their unique position in America, and neglecting one of them
will result in an unbalanced future and losing race. What a remarkable
future role these second generation Japanese are destined to play on the
stage of the dawning Pacific Era, especially with such double back-
ground, provided they can develop their invaluable international heritage
. . . Let there be respect for Japanese heritage at the basis of such interna-
tionalism.13

Established in 1929, the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL), a central
Nisei organization on the continental United States, took this as one of its
guiding principles during the ensuing decade. James Y. Sakamoto of Seattle, an
early JACL leader and publisher of the first English-language newspaper dedi-
cated to Nisei, continually espoused the bridge ideal in his Japanese American
Courier.14

For many Issei, the bridge concept represented an enchanting dream, al-
lowing them to think beyond the harsh realities of racial subordination just as
the Issei pioneer thesis did. Training the second generation for its role as the
international bridge permitted the immigrants to imagine something empow-
ering, that is, the possibility of putting Japanese Americans on a par with white
Americans (and thus above all other minorities) in the construction of a new
global civilization. This racialized ideology of self-empowerment, grounded in
their contrary social realities, compounded enthusiasm for the reclamation of
their “superior” heritage and support for transnational education. Arguably,
Nisei education in Japan stemmed mainly from the aspirations of the first
generation in the local context of racial subordination. Although a small num-
ber of older Nisei appropriated the lofty ideal when they crossed the Pacific,
most students did not participate in the decision to study abroad. Instead, the
initiative was the joint effort of Issei parents and Japanese supporters, who
actually facilitated and oversaw Nisei education in Japan.15

The “success” or “failure” of such education—from the vantage point of
Issei parents and leaders—depended on how the receiving institutions in Japan
were set up, who acted as the primary benefactors of and caretakers for Japanese
American students, and what kind of relationship the schools maintained with
the immigrant community. Because of the unique pedagogical needs of Amer-
icans of Japanese ancestry, a handful of institutions dedicated to Nisei education
played a key role in transplanting the Issei’s internationalist agenda.
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Under the aegis of the Hompa Hongwanji Buddhist mission, the largest
religious group in the Japanese immigrant community, Nichibei Home (Japa-
nese American Home) pioneered transnational education along the lines envi-
sioned by Issei. In 1928–1929, a Buddhist educator named Tsunemitsu Konen
traveled to Hawaii and the continental United States to investigate the social
conditions of Japanese residents. Having observed the Issei’s strong interest in
transnational education, Tsunemitsu, upon his return to Japan, lobbied for a
special educational institution that could play multiple roles as “a dormitory,
family, and school” for Nisei students in Tokyo. In 1930, Tsunemitsu’s pet
project began as a dormitory with a modest number of students who commuted
to regular Japanese schools. By 1934, residents, ministers, and Issei Buddhists
in America collected more than $10,000 for new school buildings to turn Ni-
chibei Home into a genuine boarding school for Japanese American youth.16

Until the outbreak of the war, Tsunemitsu and his wife acted as surrogate
parents to a few dozen Nisei boys and several girls. In his 1935 report on Nisei
schooling in Japan, the American consul characterized this endeavor as “suc-
cessful” and “sensible.” He wrote, “[W]ith the close relationship and personal
contact between [Tsunemitsu] and the parents of the boys in the dormitory,
the supervision necessary has been maintained.” The consul then predicted that
the institute “may very possibly develop considerably along the same lines it is
now following.”17

The pedagogical goal of this collaborative venture was to reconcile the
Nisei’s Americanism with their Japanese racial heritage. From the immigrant
perspective, transnational education was integral to their efforts to make self-
confident, capable American citizens out of the second-generation Japanese, and
the success of their internationalist duty hinged first and foremost upon the
maximum enhancement of their American citizenship. Faithful to his Issei pa-
trons, Tsunemitsu crafted the Nichibei Home program around the goal of
“breaking down the Nisei’s racial inferiority complex.” American racism, he
argued, had deprived the second generation of the Japanese racial trait of “per-
severance,” which had enabled their parents’ generation to achieve such notable
economic ascendancy that jealous whites had to resort to unfair laws. Whereas
the current racial status of the Japanese in America was an ironic consequence
and a symbol of their “superiority,” Nisei children were not cognizant of it,
inheriting a state of subordination instead. Learning Japanese and experiencing
modern Japan firsthand would awaken the youngsters to the fact that “being
Japanese is an honorable thing,” thereby reviving in them perseverance and
racial pride. Borrowing the Issei’s argument for the racial division of labor in
society, Tsunemitsu justified his position to raise American citizens with specific
racial/cultural faculties for, without them, the Nisei remained a liability to their
native country, like other minorities. Racist as they were, Tsunemitsu’s ideas
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conformed neatly with those of his Issei friends and patrons, which tied the
responsibility of citizenship to racial attributes.18

To better achieve his objective, Tsunemitsu devised a one-year program
called Shugakudan, or study corps. Most immigrant parents, according to him,
wanted their children to learn the “essence” of Japan in the shortest period of
time and at the least expense before resuming their lives in America. Posed as
an alternative between the short-term study tours and full-fledged study abroad,
the study corps required $220 to $250 annually—only $50 to $80 higher than
the typical three-month study tours and much lower than average four-year
college expenses. In order to maximize the educational effects and minimize
parental concerns, the corps’ members consisted of youth in their mid-teens—
when they were thought to be most susceptible to new ideas and influences—
who originated from the same communities in the United States. In 1937, the
first study corps came from Denver, Colorado, where Tsunemitsu had person-
ally recruited seventeen Nisei in cooperation with a local Buddhist minister.19

In addition to frequent cultural excursions, the students learned Japanese read-
ing, composition, conversation, and calligraphy and penmanship; Japanese mo-
rality, etiquette, and customs; Japanese history and geography; mathematics,
music, and martial arts. The favorable reports of this group allowed the Bud-
dhist educator to recruit more than fifty youngsters from various parts of the
American West for the second study corps in 1939.20

True to immigrant internationalism, Tsunemitsu demanded that his stu-
dents appreciate the meaning of heritage learning in terms of the school’s an-
them—the musical embodiment of the Issei’s educational ideology, which the
Nisei sang every morning in Japanese at Nichibei Home:

Our pride
In our veins we have the precious blood of Japanese
The nation now glittering in the world
We are Japanese American citizens
Our heart is filled with pride
So lofty is the ideal of our Study Corps
For that let us work arduously

Our mission
The bright light now shining in the East
The Pacific Era has arrived
To coalesce the cultures of the East and West
Is the duty placed upon our shoulders
So majestic is the mission of our Study Corps
For that let us study arduously.21
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Another example of transplanted immigrant pedagogy was the Nisei de-
partment of Keisen Girls’ School, which offered two-year and one-year intensive
cultural immersion courses. Founded in 1935, this institute outdid Nichibei
Home in its steadfast adherence to internationalism and respect for the Nisei’s
American citizenship, albeit in a markedly gendered way. With the goal of
producing cosmopolitan Japanese women, Keisen began six years earlier under
Kawai Michi on the outskirts of Tokyo. Kawai was among the most faithful
supporters of Japanese in the United States. For this leading female educator,
the two generations of Japanese American women—the Issei women in the
1910s and their Nisei daughters in the 1930s—were allies in her long-term
politics of internationalism in Japan, in America, and beyond. As she often
stated, both Issei and Nisei were “pioneers” whose “task” was “to blaze the trail
for those who come after” in their own ethnic community and for international
peace.22

Keisen’s Nisei department was established in response to the pleading of
Kawai’s Issei friends and disciples for educational help. Her 1934 visit to Cali-
fornia decidedly “turned [her] attention to the problems of the ‘second gen-
eration’ Japanese.” Addressing Nisei at lecture meetings, the Christian educator
declared: “Come to Japan when you can . . . and let us work together to solve
your problem.” No sooner had she returned to Japan than Keisen witnessed
the arrival of one Nisei after another, “[s]ome I had met and some of their
parents I had talked with in America.”23 Her ensuing efforts to build a special
Western-style dormitory revealed a glimpse of Kawai’s unflinching commitment
to the welfare of her Nisei students and the second generation in general.
Whereas most Japanese educators had little sympathy for the youngsters’ dilem-
mas as an American racial minority, condescendingly treating them as Japan’s
pawns, Kawai was a notable exception. When “experts” in Tokyo convened a
round-table discussion on Nisei education under the aegis of the Foreign Min-
istry, all but Kawai indulged in criticisms of the American-born, ridiculing their
“outlandish ways,” their “horrible, low class, boorish country style Japanese
speech,” and their “simple-minded chattering.” One participant concluded:
“The Nisei are children of low class, peasant emigrants, so what could one
expect of them?” While everyone else “solemnly nodded” in the affirmative,
Kawai “stood up fearlessly for the Nisei.”24

Kawai’s respect for the Nisei’s American citizenship appears to have been
taken as a matter of course by her students. One can detect little confusion as
to their national identity in the young women’s writings, which usually show
tremendous enthusiasm “to understand and to appreciate the Japanese mind,
culture, life, customs, and traditions” as outsiders, but not aspirations to become
assimilated into them. At Keisen, the Nisei did not seek to emulate “Japanese-
ness” in order to become Japanese. Their heritage, according to the students,
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only served as “the foundation upon which they may build their future life and
society” as useful citizens when they returned to the land of their birth.25 Upon
her graduation, one student commented:

Our teachers have taught us that it was mistaken if we simply aspired to
mimic the ways of the Japanese woman. Cognizant of our special posi-
tion as Americans of Japanese ancestry, we must instead strive to pro-
mote the U.S.–Japan friendship. Furthermore, we must adapt the merits
of the Japanese spirit to our Americanism. Back in the United States, we
will dedicate ourselves to the good of our own society as the best possi-
ble citizens.26

Keisen’s curriculum also rendered the internationalist ideal in a gendered
manner. The school’s instruction limited Nisei women to the feminized realm
of family and culture. In lieu of history, politics, and other contemporary social
issues, Keisen students learned traditional aesthetics like flower arranging and
the tea ceremony, basic womanly etiquette, and the “arts” of Japanese sewing,
dyeing, and cooking. Combined with basic language courses, these subjects
sought to make good Japanese wives and mothers out of the young Nisei
women, which harmonized perfectly with what Issei leaders had pursued in
their educational programs.27 While many community-based schools incorpo-
rated the teaching of gendered values throughout the 1930s, individual Issei and
organizations made special efforts to foster domestic and feminine qualities in
Nisei daughters. In Los Angeles, for example, Yonako Abiko—Kawai’s close
friend and long-time ally—offered immensely popular lectures, in which she
taught second-generation Japanese Christians proper feminine speech and man-
ners. In the northern California town of Alvarado, another Issei educator set
up a boarding school for Nisei girls to learn a variety of Japanese housekeeping
skills, so that they might “assist their [future] husbands just as their virtuous
Issei mothers did.”28 Keisen’s program furthered the cause of these immigrant
educators and leaders in the making of ideal Japanese American womanhood.
The emphasis Kawai put on this pedagogical principle is crystallized by the
project of the Class of 1940: a 220-page English treatise entitled Japanese Cook-
ing and Etiquette.29

Student compositions reveal what was taught at Keisen and how the Nisei
students understood it. In her essay titled “A Nisei Philosophy,” one student
postulated that the duty of the second-generation women—“the products of
two cultures”—would be to “lay the foundation for a happier and a more
complete family life” in America. According to her, as wives, they should build
Japanese American households around “the companionship and equality of the
American life, and the sense of respect and duty of the Japanese.” As mothers,
they must “teach both languages to [their] children; also to encourage and
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FIGURE 6.1. First Commencement for Keisen’s Nisei Students, 1937
The juxtaposition of the two national flags was a common practice to illuminate the inter-
nationalism and dual qualities of Japanese Americans. Reprinted from Michi Kawai, My
Lantern (1939).

cultivate the different talents which [their] children may possess by giving them
the proper education.” Her discussion of the Nisei’s dualism focused exclusively
on family formation.30 Later, back home, most of these women got married
and began new Japanese American households, while a few strove to share what
they had learned at Keisen with other Nisei women. One of the first graduates
even ran a sewing school for the benefit of future Nisei homemakers in Los
Angeles’s Little Tokyo.

At times, what Keisen’s Nisei came to envision as a result of their educa-
tional stint in Japan not only paralleled the Issei’s call for racial pride but also
approximated the celebrated notion of racial/ethnic diversity as a viable form
of American nationhood. This formulation, in its structure and scheme, resem-
bled the liberal idea of “cultural pluralism,” which attempted to resist the op-
pressive imposition of Anglo assimilationism.31 Influenced by the affirmative
recapitulations of their heritage at Keisen, the students’ essays often intimated
views that transcended Anglocentric orthodoxy, extending the possibility of na-
tional inclusion even further beyond white racial boundaries. For example, the
project of the Class of 1939, published as The Nisei: A Survey of Their Educa-
tional, Vocational, and Social Problems, characterized “a few years of study in
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Japan” as having helped to eradicate many Nisei’s feelings of “inferiority” and
rectified their “apologetic” attitude toward their Japanese heritage: “We must
realize that all Americans are descendants of foreigners and that they are proud
of their ancestry.” The second-generation authors added, “The Nisei, too, have
the right to feel just as proud of their own ancestry, and must do so.”32 In light
of the bridge ideal, then, not only would the Nisei play a role in uniting nations
in the international arena, but they would also internationalize the American
nation “as the best possible citizens, cooperating with Americans of other races
and learning from each other,” as one Keisen graduate pledged.33

Despite its positive effects, Keisen’s transnational education benefited only
a small minority of Nisei ryugakusei. Like Nichibei Home, the boarding school
maintained a relatively small student body, and during the seven years of its
operation, only 125 Nisei attended the school.34 These students were exceptional
and considerably fortunate because, unlike most other Nisei in Japan, they
largely avoided paying the wages of internationalism under the ultranationalist,
militarist regime.

A CONTESTED TERRAIN: MULTIPLICITY OF
THE BRIDGE CONCEPT

The idea of the Nisei as a transpacific bridge was not simply an Issei invention,
nor was it meant to serve their immigrant needs only. Educators, intellectuals,
and government officials of Japan took no less interest in the concept through-
out the 1930s.35 As abstract as it was, the bridge ideal offered ample room for
differing interpretations, which often led to the distortion of the Issei’s visions
at the hands of Japan’s nationalist agendas. When a few, like Tsunemitsu and
Kawai, endeavored to address immigrant concerns and to defend the Nisei as
American citizens, most other Japanese used Nisei education toward different,
even diametrically opposite, ends. Behind the facade of the cosmopolitan bridge
ideal and the common language associated with it, the Nisei’s study in Japan
formed another field of contestation between the perspective and logic of Jap-
anese immigrants, embedded in their American minority experience, and im-
perial Japan’s quest for colonial expansion. As the previous chapters have shown,
Issei eclecticism and Japan’s state nationalism were not necessarily mutually
exclusive; Japanese immigrants often viewed Japan’s ascendancy in Asia in such
a way as to bolster their own ideology of racial empowerment in the American
context, which motivated many parents to send their children to the racial
homeland in the first place. The idea of the Nisei as a bridge of understanding,
in this respect, was a complex entanglement of disparate interests, competing
visions, and conflicting expectations that did not look so different prima facie.
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In the early 1930s, the changing mandate of Japanese diplomacy valorized
the political utility of the bridge concept, thereby garnering support from the
official circles of the island empire in a manner quite unexpected from the Issei
perspective. Beginning in 1931, Japan’s military aggression in Manchuria ren-
dered the bridge concept more ideological than idealistic.36 Given the deterio-
ration of Japan’s image and the surge of anti-Japanese sentiment in the United
States, the Tokyo elite found it necessary to have reliable English-speaking
spokespeople for their policy. The Nisei—Japanese in their racial origin and
yet American in their psychological makeup and cultural sensitivity—would be
the best candidates for such a propagandist role. In the eyes of Japanese leaders,
the “bridge of understanding” was equated with being apologists for Japan. And
because the class specificity of transnational education meant ensuring the fu-
ture leadership of Japan-educated Nisei—sons and daughters of the relatively
affluent and the powerful—back in the ethnic community, the incorporation
of Nisei into Japan’s formal educational process was considered a form of long-
term political investment for the Japanese empire. Keenly aware of Japan’s
intention, an American diplomat depicted Nisei education as “a good deal to
Japan.” He further observed:

Upper class Japanese civilians were at first generally reluctant to associate
with the sons and daughters of low born Japanese emigrants but more
recently the Japanese Government and various semi-official organizations
have recognized the advantage of cultivating the good opinion of these
Americans of Japanese race for the purpose of spreading in the United
States a favorable opinion of Japan and of Japanese policy.37

Beyond the politicization of the bridge concept after the Manchurian in-
cident, Japanese officials and educators also embraced Nisei education because
of its implications for the future of Japanese colonialism. They saw the edu-
cation of American Nisei as an unprecedented national experiment in the rel-
atively short history of Japan’s colonial empire. Since Japanese emigration to
Hawaii and the United States commenced before the exodus of Japanese sub-
jects for other destinations, pundits often claimed that the problems of cultural
retention and national allegiance concerning the foreign-born Japanese had
manifested themselves in North America for the first time in Japan’s modern
history. Given the recent increase of the overseas population, Japanese propo-
nents of Nisei education argued that the practical, pedagogical lessons they
could garner from the experiment on the American-born would prepare them
better for similar problems elsewhere, thereby shoring up Japan’s quest for
greater influence in the world.38 Fundamentally, then, the Japanese interest in
the bridge concept in particular, and in Nisei education in general, was fostered
by the privileging of their racial (blood) ties over their citizenship status. As a
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Japanese politician put it succinctly, American Nisei were preordained to be the
first of the overseas “vanguards” for the cause of their racial homeland.39

Typical of Japanese racial thinking, a Tokyo college professor claimed that
the main purpose of educating Nisei in Japan was to “activate” patriotic sen-
timents that had been dormant in the bosom of their racial mind due to their
American upbringing. The acquisition of proper knowledge, he postulated,
would infallibly drive the Nisei to collaborate with their racial homeland of
their own volition in “achieving the grand national mission.”40 Albeit with
diplomatic prudence, the foreign minister discussed the meaning of the undi-
luted lineage in similar terms:

You American citizens of Japanese parentage are to play an increasingly
important role in furthering the friendly relations between Japan and the
United States . . . You owe your allegiance, of course, to the United
States, the country of your birth; at the same time, you are closely
bound by the ties of blood to the people of Japan, the land of your fa-
thers. What then is more logical than that you should be expected to
provide an indestructible link between our two great nations?41

To the Japanese elite, racial ties were innate and immutable, while citizenship
was contingent and expedient. The preeminence of ancestry in their utterances
articulated the baseline expectation that Nisei allegiance to the United States
could be compromised, trivialized, or overridden when the call of blood became
unmitigated, forceful, and too difficult to resist.42

The dictates of national interest, as well as a prevailing sense of sovereign
rights over the foreign-born Japanese, underlay the mounting support in Japan
for the institutionalization of the Nisei’s schooling as a part of its national(ist)
educational agenda. In 1932, the Japanese Ministry of Education issued a di-
rective, enabling “foreign citizens of Japanese ancestry” to enroll in public el-
ementary schools and to be “treated as Japanese citizens.” Three years later,
another order stipulated that “Japanese Americans” be admitted into middle
schools and higher girls’ schools (both equivalent to U.S. high schools), pro-
vided they received permission from the ministry.43 With this change, 1935
marked the beginning of a state-sponsored educational enterprise that attempted
to systematically import a large number of foreign students—Nisei and oth-
ers—for pro-Japan inculcation. While Tokyo established a new governmental
agency to facilitate this project, a number of universities and colleges started to
admit into their normal academic tracks students from the Americas and Asia
in hopes that they would later become the bridges between Japan and their
home nations, over which the empire aspired to exert more influence.44

In this development, Waseda International Institute, a special division of
Waseda University in Tokyo, exemplified a miscarriage of Issei internationalism,
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where Japan’s colonialist mandate outweighed the immigrant goal of creating
culturally/racially endowed U.S. citizens. Insofar as the school aimed to produce
foreign students suitable for formal higher education, Nisei education at Waseda
International Institute tended to be subsumed under the policy of imperial
Japan from the outset. The changing composition of its students testified to
Waseda’s compliance with the state program. While it started out with only
twenty Nisei, the institute’s student body grew steadily larger and turned more
diverse with additional students from Asia. In its first three years (1935–1937),
students from Hawaii, the mainland United States, and Canada constituted
over three-quarters of the 226 students, while non-Japanese Asians accounted
for only 18 percent. By 1940, out of 195 students, the percentage of North
American Nisei declined to 59 percent, while their Asian counterparts rose to
nearly one-third.45 On this change after the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War
in 1937, a schoolmaster expounded: “[I]t is particularly noticeable that yearly
other foreign students [than the Nisei] are increasing rapidly. From China and
Thailand have come children of state ministers. Also a very close relative of the
Manchurian Emperor is, at present, studying here.”46

The political orientation of Waseda International Institute unambiguously
set the tone for its curriculum and the characteristics of its student body. At
first glance, the list of subjects appears similar to Nichibei Home’s, but Waseda’s
program was more advanced and intensive in its standard of two- to three-year
college preparatory courses. The institute only accepted high school graduates
or above, and a large number of the students had already completed higher
education outside Japan.47 A majority of its graduates moved on to prestigious
Japanese universities and colleges. Others entered Japan’s business world and
the public service sector, including the Foreign Ministry and even the Man-
chukuo government, after mastering Japanese language and culture.48 Unlike
their counterparts at Nichibei Home and Keisen, many of Waseda’s Nisei grad-
uates lived as permanent residents of Japan, destined to be swallowed up in
Japan’s war machine against their native country. In some cases, this literally
involved their dropping of American citizenship—an idea many Issei dismissed
as contradictory to the goal of Nisei education and the bridge ideal. Indeed,
wary of Waseda’s program from the standpoint of U.S. strategic interests, an
American consular official branded it “pure [pro-Japan] propaganda.”49 And
their experience at Waseda was not very different from that of thousands of
Nisei students at accredited schools under the rigid control of the Japanese
government.

In light of its self-serving interpretation of the bridge concept, Tokyo in-
stituted an even more blatantly nationalizing scheme, recruiting Nisei for official
propagandist training in the disguise of a government-sponsored scholarship
program. Secretly organized in 1939, a boarding school called the Heishikan
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was the brainchild of Kawai Tatsuo, the Foreign Ministry’s chief of the infor-
mation bureau. As a former Heishikan student recalls, Kawai wanted to “train
a select group of Nisei as [English-language] press attachés,” who would “spear-
head the promotion of U.S.-Japan friendship.”50 In reality, graduates of the
school would be enlisted as full-time intelligence agents, as they were expected
to serve as foreign correspondents for the state-owned Domei News Agency,
join the foreign office, or work for the South Manchurian Railway. As Japanese
American leftists perceptively pointed out in their criticism, ministry officials
knew all too well “that nisei with their intimate knowledge of America and the
English language [could] become valuable tools in spreading the gospel of fas-
cism.”51 Some officials actually viewed the political value of the Nisei beyond
the simple bilateral context. Less than two weeks before the bombing of Pearl
Harbor, Kawai’s subordinate compiled a classified report, in which he recom-
mended “the use of Spanish-speaking American-born Nisei males” for “anti-
American operations in Mexico and the American West” to turn Mexican and
Mexican American sentiments against the Anglo ruling class.52

In order to solicit applications for the Heishikan from the United States
and Canada, Kawai first sent letters to the principals of Japanese-language
schools without disclosing the real purpose of the academy. Searching for twenty
Nisei to whom the Foreign Ministry would offer full scholarships, Kawai simply
requested that an eligible applicant, whether male or female, must be between
twenty and thirty years old; must be a graduate of a Japanese-language school
with an American high school diploma; and must pass character and back-
ground checks by the local Japanese consulate, as well as oral and written
examinations administered in English and Japanese. The ministry would offer
each scholarship recipient a $300 stipend to travel to Japan and, upon arrival,
another $37. Quite a few Nisei found this scholarship program attractive, since,
as a Heishikan graduate remembers, more than fifty people took the exami-
nation at the Los Angeles consulate. In their eyes, the program seemed a good
way to escape the circumscribed life of a racial minority in America, but most
failed to predict the devastating effects that attending the school would have
upon their lives after December 1941. Instead of working as an international
bridge for peace and friendship, they were forced to partake in the destruction
of their own country.53

The Heishikan was a clandestine school accommodating only a handful of
Nisei students, which limited its effect. In the Class of 1940, there was a total
of sixteen Nisei: four from San Francisco, four (including two females) from
Los Angeles, three from Honolulu, two each from Portland and Vancouver,
and one from Seattle. Their age ranged from twenty-one to twenty-seven, and
the majority graduated from or previously attended American colleges and uni-
versities, including the University of California, University of Hawaii, and
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Northwestern College Law School. At the Heishikan, they studied Japanese,
constitutional and international law, political science and economics, Chinese
classics, history and geography, journalism, ethics, and calligraphy, as well as
martial arts. After completing the intensive two-year program, these Nisei were
required to serve in whatever capacities they were ordered for a minimum
duration of three years. Members of the first graduating class were assigned to
work for the Foreign Ministry, the Domei News Agency, and the Japan Times,
while a few received overseas appointments in China, Manchukuo, and Aus-
tralia.54

However, Japan’s attempt to undermine the Nisei’s Americanness did not
go completely unnoticed. “Behind this type of thinking,” condemned a Nisei
leader in Japan, “there is a strong—should I say—nationalistic ideology to make
them stronger Japanese and to utilize them . . . [for] spreading the national
glory abroad.” Another expatriate deplored the fact that the majority of the
Japanese “could not understand the sentiment of the nisei . . . —their loyalty
to America.”55 Kazumaro Buddy Uno, a well-known Nisei writer, concurred:
“It is not fair for Nipponese to think the Nisei want to be ‘taken back into
the fold of Nippon’ for they never were a part of the Nippon fold.” While an
average Nisei took pride in “his Nippon heritage,” Uno insisted, the second
generation was still “constitutionally and psychologically American. Let there
be no doubts about this.”56 An Issei Buddhist minister echoed these voices of
protest, underscoring the preponderance of citizenship over lineage:

Japanese people like to discuss the problem of American Nisei, but that
is utterly inappropriate . . . Our Nisei are Americans. [Nisei education]
should be left in the hands of residents in America, and the people of
Japan should stay out of it . . . No matter what, the second generation is
destined to carve their own way as Americans, and that’s how it should
be. [The meddling of Japanese] is a great nuisance to the Nisei.57

Though a vast majority of Nisei in Japan did not complain as forcibly, nor
did they revolt publicly against the Japanese rendition of transnational educa-
tion, the propagandist mission under the guise of the bridge ideal failed to
inspire ordinary American-born men and women. Japanese calls seem to have
fallen largely on deaf ears, as most Nisei stubbornly refused to become “na-
tionalized” by the call of blood. On the matter of the Sino-Japanese War, for
example, an anonymous writer reported from Tokyo in the Shin Sekai, “[T]he
general run of the Nisei here are wholly indifferent and passive.” He categorized
approximately 900 Nisei expatriates in the Tokyo area into three different
groups in terms of their political stances toward Japan. The first consisted of
some 200 youths, who “are in sympathy with the policy of the [Japanese]
government.” Another 160 Nisei generally sympathized with the suffering of
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the Japanese people, but they did “not agree with the views set forth by the
government leaders.” A majority of the Nisei in the capital city would “not
care whether Japan is right or wrong—as long as they don’t have to do any
fighting.” The Nisei reporter analyzed that the first group represented those
who had become “intensively Japanized” by work situations or family associa-
tions. The intermediate members tended to have decided to make Japan their
home for the time being, which sensitized them to the frustrations that the
general public experienced in the exhausting war against China. The rest were
mostly ryugakusei without significant family ties or commitment to the society
in Japan. Living off the remittances from their parents in America without the
worries of conscription in the Japanese military, these students simply intended
to return to the United States “if things [got] too hot.” The reporter’s conclu-
sion poignantly elucidated the unbridgeable gap between Tokyo leaders and
most Nisei students in Japan. “They are as a rule intensely indifferent to any
acts of patriotism,” the Shin Sekai correspondent noted. “Like one student put
it, ‘This dying for your country is not my idea of living a long life.’ ”58 How,
then, did this and other American-born youth live in a country so uncongenial
to them?

STRANGERS IN THE ANCESTRAL LAND

“As individuals and as a group they are more concerned with their everyday
problems than with politics,” reported an American diplomat in Japan.59 Living
in an unfamiliar environment often without anybody to turn to, an average
Nisei expatriate grappled with the mundane challenges that derived from cul-
tural differences, language difficulties, and homesickness. The ordinary Japanese
around whom the second generation lived their daily lives knew little of their
purported bridge mission. Instead, applying their own understandings of inter-
national relations, most Japanese treated the American-born with preconceived
biases and stereotypes. A woman who unexpectedly found herself in Tokyo as
a result of her family’s relocation from southern California gave a glimpse of
the common Nisei dilemma in Japan during the 1930s. She wrote to her jour-
nalist friend frankly about her encounters with militaristic Japan, her daily
struggles, and her longings for American life. “It is simply terrible not being
able to speak Japanese. You’re an outcast, a freak, an imbecile. It certainly is
an embarrassment.” Complaining about how boring life was there and how
every Japanese stared at her and her younger brother, the Nisei woman remem-
bered her California life with affection. “I’m missing the Lil’ [sic] Tokyo gang
terribly. It burns me up to think that I’m missing the grand mass picnics at
Luna Park, the Nisei Week, Brighton Beach and dancing at the Bon Ton in
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Ocean Park. How I’d like to come back to America.”60 Countless other Nisei
in Japan must have similarly felt a keen sense of loss.

Their international upbringing put most Nisei expatriates in a great quan-
dary. On the one hand, with their belief in the immutability of race, the people
of Japan pressured the American-born to act as part of them, imposing rigid
cultural norms and a prescribed mode of behavior. “When in the country of
their ancestors, because of their physical characteristics they are looked upon
as Japanese and anything that may seem foreign about them is looked upon
with a critical eye,” Keisen students observed. The life of female Nisei tended
to be fraught with even more troubles, because they “[were] expected to live
up to the strict standards of social etiquette for Japanese women.”61 This force
of relentless Japanizing was nonetheless countered by another, which classified
the entire second-generation population as antisocial, even criminal. Whereas
the former had its roots in the logic of blood-will-tell racism, which demoted
citizenship status in questions of national belonging, the latter stemmed from
a position that tended to emphasize cultural attributes—perceived or real—as
signs of authenticity.

Under the militarist regime, this cultural essentialism rendered the Nisei as
a synonym of “individualism” and “materialism,” the concepts that symbolized
the worst social ills of “foreign” origin. During the 1930s, many people in Japan,
as in the United States, embraced the value polarization of things as Japanese
or American. From this perspective, the behavior of a typical Nisei would look
rude, unbearably disrespectful, and lacking in basic social modesty. Moreover,
an American-born woman registered as shamelessly arrogant and demanding,
and an American-born man as hopelessly spineless and epicurean. Rumor also
had it that the second generation would frequent cafes and dance halls in
Tokyo’s entertainment district, enjoying extravagant lifestyles, spending money
on gaudy clothes, watching decadent American movies, and consuming expen-
sive Western food. Of course, according to the Nisei’s cultural common sense,
many of these recreational activities entailed nothing more than legitimate ways
of socializing, but they signaled moral degradation to the nationalistic Japanese
public.62

Several well-publicized cases of alleged Nisei malefactors reinforced the
general perception of the Nisei as the embodiment of abhorred Americanism.
The year 1933 witnessed some of the most notorious ones. In May, an Osaka
newspaper reported the story of an eighteen-year-old Hawaiian-born woman
who was discovered working as a cafe waitress, an occupation that often bor-
dered on being an unlicensed prostitute. While this news whetted the public’s
curiosity about the second generation in general and reinforced an image of
Nisei women’s promiscuity, a rush of other newspaper accounts helped to shape
a notion of Nisei criminality in the minds of the Japanese masses. Some of the
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examples included reports about second-generation students, like one who im-
pregnated a dancer, while others coaxed money out of waitresses and dancers
and engaged in lecherous conduct in the gay quarters. Further tainting their
name was a sensationalized story of “some Nisei’s involvement in an American
espionage network.”63 The Nisei were not only cultural misfits; they were now
public enemies inimical to national security.

In the fall of 1933, the suicide of a Nisei fugitive in a Tokyo dance hall
drew extensive public attention. This man represented all of the moral trans-
gressions that the militarist state was attempting to root out from Japanese
society. Seattle-born Frank Kumagaya spent his early years in Japan until his
return to California at the age of nineteen. After attending a Los Angeles high
school, he went to Japan in 1931 and soon became a familiar face on the social
scene in the Tokyo-Yokohama region. Wearing a shiny suit with his hair set
neatly with pomade, this Nisei charmed pleasure-seeking patrons at the dance
halls. Yet, in order to support his extravagant lifestyle, he also extorted money
from dancers, hall managers, and even his own siblings by threatening their
lives. By May 1933, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police learned of his criminal acts
and proceeded to expel him from Japan. Kumagaya, however, managed to sneak
back into the country from China. At that time, as a part of the cultural
purification campaign, law enforcement made frequent raids on dance halls.
Early in October, there was a citywide surprise raid, during which a detective
caught a glimpse of Kumagaya and chased him to a restroom. The young man
put up a fight, knocking down the detective, but other policemen eventually
restrained him, at which time Kumagaya began coughing up blood, and he
soon died. Later, the police found that the Nisei had taken poison before being
caught. Tokyo newspapers sensationalized his death with details of past malfea-
sance and ascribed his behavior to his upbringing as a Nisei. The distorted
reports described Kumagaya as having grown up among “American [Issei] ruf-
fians” and having acquired his criminal qualities in American society, even
though he actually spent most of his adolescent years in Japan. Nonetheless,
the newspapers led readers to associate every Nisei with illegality and immor-
ality.64

The wholesale criminalization of the Nisei by the Japanese police soon
followed the Kumagaya incident. By late 1933, the problem of the American-
born went beyond scandalous newspaper articles to become a real concern of
the law. In order to have a comprehensive grasp of the situation, the Home
Ministry ordered the prefectural police to compile statistical data on resident
Nisei and to make inquiries about their organizational activities, lifestyles, and
personal conduct.65 Detectives visited apartments, boarding houses, schools,
dormitories, and other places where there was a Nisei presence. Although most
prefectural police found no existing or potential problems in their jurisdictions,
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Tokyo pointed out instances of illegal work, a “thought problem,” and other
forms of less-than-satisfactory behavior among its Nisei population. The secret
report, dated December 15, 1933, remarked:

There is virtually no work for them [in Japan], so most of them attend
[school] under the guise of studying Japanese by receiving remittances
from their parents. Yet, some are employed by shady companies, and
others are engaged in illegal activities as [unlicensed] tour guides. As they
believe in so-called Americanism, they possess no sympathy for Japan.
They are deficient in an understanding of the Manchurian situation, and
they condemn Japan as the aggressor. They exhibit hardly any enthusi-
asm for studying or [other] positive activities.66

While the police classified some Nisei organizations as “secretive” with a hint
of security risk, it also depicted one group as full of dance-hall goers and cafe
patrons.

After this nationwide investigation, the Nisei became the target of greater
police surveillance along with other dangerous “criminal” elements, including
communists, liberals, and cosmopolitan thinkers—the groups with misguided
“anti-Japanese” traits. An expatriate leader reported that “600 of the 1,000 niseis
in [the] Tokyo [region] were on the so-called black-list of [the] Metropolitan
Police bureau” by November 1934. How and why the police placed them on
such a list must have been utterly surprising and incomprehensible for most
Nisei. One woman recounted the events at a dance party held at a Nisei social
club in a respectably American fashion: “[A] whole troop of policemen” raided
this private gathering and interrogated the Nisei participants. After taking down
their names, the police blacklisted every one of them. Frequent raids upon
dance halls resulted in some Nisei being detained by the police, who often
resorted to violence during interrogations.67 The persecution of Nisei young
men and women constituted a significant part of the cultural purge and puri-
fication of Japanese society under the militarist regime.

Viewed from the perspective of police and military officials, the American-
reared Japanese looked increasingly like agents for foreign powers. At a 1939
“thought-control” conference, a high-ranking Ministry of Justice official briefed
the attendees on three apparent patterns of foreign intelligence in Japan. Most
of the activities centered around foreign diplomatic establishments and person-
nel, while resident aliens, such as newspaper correspondents, businesspeople,
Christian ministers, and exchange students, comprised the next major element.
The third pattern of foreign intelligence was to employ “Japanese” spies, in-
cluding so-called dissident Koreans and Nisei. According to the official, this
option would be the “ideal method of information gathering,” whereas the first
two presented racial and language difficulties that impeded their effectiveness.
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An ordinary Japanese, however, was “so strong in his loyalty to the emperor
and patriotism to the state” that the use of the native-born national would be
“extremely difficult.” In the case of Koreans and Nisei, they generally “lacked
a national sentiment,” making them suitable for the work of espionage on
behalf of foreign governments.68 The juxtaposition of Nisei and “dissident Ko-
reans” signified the extent of official distrust, for Korean nationalists had always
been considered the most treacherous elements in the Japanese empire.

Thus, from the mid-1930s, the authorities tightened up control over the
American-born in Japan. The first step was to keep resident Nisei in line
through supervised mobilization. An American consular report remarked on
this new method: “For purposes of better surveillance the ‘Nisei’ have been
encouraged to organize clubs. The membership, purposes and activities of the
clubs are carefully watched by the police.” This measure accompanied “the
[imposed] study of Japanese culture” in the Nisei clubs, designed to give them
“as much Japanese propaganda as they will absorb.”69 Legal and procedural
changes were also put in place, which affected the immigration status of the
second generation. Under the existing law, for example, a Nisei without Japa-
nese citizenship was supposed to register at the local law enforcement office,
but most had disregarded this rule without repercussions. The police now began
vigorously enforcing this law, declaring that unregistered Nisei could face serious
consequences, including a ban on embarkation from Japan. Officials at Yoko-
hama and Kobe also started to require that incoming Nisei, like other foreign-
ers, possess regular visas issued by a Japanese consulate, which represented the
revoking of their special privilege based on their common racial origin.70 At the
immigration station, their political orientation drew especially close scrutiny
from the Japanese authorities.

Unfortunate victims of stiffened official attitude, a Nisei couple from Wash-
ington found themselves beset by a contradiction of racial and cultural essen-
tialisms when they arrived at Yokohama in March 1936. The second-generation
man recalled that immigration officers were hostile from the outset, segregating
the American-born Japanese from the rest of the arriving passengers for special
inspections. Following a brief interview, an officer ordered the couple to go to
a separate room, where four men stringently interrogated the Nisei husband
and wife. Their questioning focused on the reason behind the man’s prior
decision to renounce Japanese nationality in favor of single U.S. citizenship.
He ascribed it to his desire to concentrate on his theological “study” in Japan.
Considering him to be a selfish draft evader, the officials angrily accused the
Nisei of putting schooling ahead of a sacred obligation to the country. One
official yelled, “A Japanese must always give utmost priority to his Emperor
and the nation-state.”71

Once his allegiance to the racial home was deemed dubious, the Nisei’s
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politics became a matter of official concern. He was questioned insolently about
whether he was a communist, internationalist, pacifist, or socialist. Indignant
over rude treatment and groundless imputation, the man finally requested that
his wife and he be admitted simply as Americans. The Japanese were so infu-
riated that they flatly told him to go back to the United States if he trivialized
his Japanese heritage. Learning that the couple did not have the required
amount of funds for entry as regular foreign visitors, a regulation that was rarely
enforced, the immigration officers proceeded to send them back on the steam-
ship, which subsequently sailed off to China and the Philippines with them.
Not until repeated apologies were filed by their families in Japan did the au-
thorities lift the ban on the Nisei’s disembarkation, and they returned on the
ship two weeks later.72 The couple’s ordeal did not end there, however; once
in Japan, they simply joined other blacklisted American-born who were subject
to police harassment and public malice. Under the banner of the bridge ideal,
such schizophrenic treatment of the Nisei as both a racial property and a cul-
tural/political menace provided the context for their struggle as strangers in
their ancestral land during the 1930s.

Though life for the second generation became progressively harder in Ja-
pan, Tamotsu Murayama and a few other resident Nisei leaders seriously con-
templated ways in which to keep their international identity intact. A promi-
nent Nisei journalist and early JACL leader, Murayama was an ardent defender
of the American-born Japanese and an advocate of their interests in Japan and
the United States. Educated in a Japanese middle school before working as a
reporter for a San Francisco vernacular press, Murayama could appreciate the
Issei vision better than any other Nisei, and thus looked to reflect the bridge
concept in the JACL platform in its formative years. Seeking a better career
opportunity and a transpacific life, he opted to move to Japan in 1934 to work
for the Domei News Agency. Faced with biases against Nisei, Murayama always
admonished his junior ryugakusei against “careless” behavior, but he was also
exasperated at groundless criticism and police harassment. His disdain for so-
called Japanese experts in Nisei education ran especially deep, because he
thought they caused more harm than good. In many cases, their know-it-all
writings, to which the public gave considerable weight, not only reinforced
existing stereotypes but also fueled social persecution. Murayama also strove to
rectify misperceptions among Japanese journalists, and he was a frequent visitor
to the Foreign Ministry and the police bureau in defense of Nisei.73 In his
words, it was “an endless fight to defend nisei in this part of the world.” Yet,
“I shall carry on as long as I stay here,” vowed Murayama to his close friend
James Y. Sakamoto in Seattle, “since I feel it is my duty for the nisei in
America.”74

Murayama believed that the Nisei must speak for themselves rather than
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let the Japanese misrepresent them.75 The Nisei leader insisted that they create
an institutional apparatus to safeguard Nisei rights in Japan and engage in a
positive public-relations campaign there.76 Established in 1937 and 1939, respec-
tively, the Japan-America Young People’s Federation (JAYPF) and the Nisei
Information Service (NIS) were Murayama’s brainchildren. The JAYPF brought
fragmented existing Nisei organizations in Tokyo into a federated body for the
purpose of representing their collective interests. Addressing the immediate con-
cerns of the resident Nisei married to Japanese nationals, its first project pushed
for the modification of the exclusion clause in the American Immigration Act,
by which to enable those couples to return to the United States together.77 In
all probability, this effort took place in conjunction with what historian Izumi
Hirobe calls transnational “private diplomacy” conducted by a coalition of
American clergy, West Coast white business leaders, and Japanese liberals.78 In
addition to this movement, the JAYPF published a quarterly magazine titled
Pan-Pacific Youth, which carried the latest English-language news reports and
political commentaries, along with literary works “exclusively for Niseis, by
Niseis.”79

Murayama specifically tied his support for the NIS to the bridge concept.
Characterizing “the nisei community in Japan” as “an extension of America,”
he wrote: “[I]t sound[s] very good when we say that the nisei must be the
bridge of the Pacific. The leg of the Pacific Bridge was build [sic] in America
in the name of the Japanese American Citizens League . . . and the time has
come to build the other end of the leg in Japan.”80 Whereas the JAYPF’s func-
tion was to unite American-born expatriates along their citizenship ties, the
NIS intended to service intellectual needs for the future international bridge.
First and foremost, the organization’s mediating role in Japan had to begin by
countering the negative images of the Nisei and the “America” that they rep-
resented in the mind of the public. Along these lines, the organization endeav-
ored to disseminate “correct” data and facts on Nisei students by means of in-
house publications and lectures to the general populace in Tokyo. By the same
token, since the youngsters were to work as cultural interpreters of misunder-
stood Japan for the home public in America upon their return, the NIS fur-
nished the American-born with useful English-language information on Japa-
nese society, history, and culture. At its library, students could also read
American newspapers and other materials. Additional components of its pro-
gram included arranging home stays with Japanese families for Nisei ryugakusei
and work placement for new graduates, as well as operating the Nisei Center,
a social and cultural sanctuary for the second generation in Japan.81

In reality, Murayama’s “endless fight to defend nisei” was doomed, for the
two countries were fast going down the path toward a military clash. Not only
were the negative qualities of the Nisei magnified in Japanese eyes, the society
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turned so prohibitive of anything “American” that ryugakusei were unable to
speak English even among themselves without provoking nationalist wrath.
Murayama reported a case in which a man slapped a Nisei woman on a train,
enraged by her English-language conversation with another American-born stu-
dent.82 As the situation worsened for Nisei in Japan by the late 1930s, Muray-
ama began to urge Nisei students to return to America. In his opinion, only
those who had the will to dedicate themselves to United States–Japan friendship
should remain in Japan. But he also emphasized that those who remained had
to be serious and obstinately determined, for there was the risk of being
stranded in Japan as enemy nationals.83 He also told them that they had to be
prepared to accept the fate of forfeiting U.S. citizenship to live as Japanese
subjects, willingly or unwillingly, in case of war. With such a dismal outlook,
an exodus of Nisei from Japan began in 1940. While the number of Japanese
American visitors to Japan dropped sharply, from 189 to 11, between the third
and fourth quarters of 1940, several hundred hurried back to the United
States.84 For those who failed to do so, the hardships would be harsher than
Murayama’s gloomy predictions. Throughout the war years, their American
backgrounds made the resident Nisei the target of constant harassment and
close surveillance by the police and the war-mongering public. While the Jap-
anese military often conscripted them for its propaganda and intelligence work,
epitomized in the case of “Tokyo Rose,” many Nisei suffered social ostracism
as likely “American spies.”85

Even for those fortunate enough to reach the shores of California or Wash-
ington in time, distrust and rejection were all that awaited such Nisei, now
lumped under the general category of “Kibei.” In American society, wild ac-
cusations were raised with regard to where their political allegiance lay due to
their Japanese education. The following description in a mainstream publication
of the Kibei’s alleged treacherousness, contrived as it was, suffices to illuminate
the burden of internationalism that the group had to carry back to the United
States:

Thwarted by cruel discrimination [in America], nisei in large numbers re-
turn to the land of their fathers; only to find that there too they are out
of place. They are disliked as “different.” They may return to America
full of resentment toward their own people. But if you think that the
last spark of Nipponism has now been extinguished in their breasts, go
to meet one as he lands in San Francisco and greet him with a laughing
insult at the expense of the Japanese Emperor. Someone tried it recently;
within twenty-four hours he was dead of a sword-thrust, and beside him
lay the nisei, “happily dispatched” by his own hand with the same
sword.86
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As adults were burning the bridge over the Pacific, the meaning of inter-
national turned into the polar opposite of national, or the antinational, which
rendered a Kibei an embodiment of the loathsome enemy, in the language of
war. Marked by the imprints of Japanese culture that accentuated their racial
semblance, the youngsters defied every sense of Americanism, and their national
identity was questionable in the eyes of both hardcore Anglo-Saxonists and
liberal cultural pluralists. To those Americans, several years of schooling were
sufficient to transform Kibei into carbon copies of the fanatic Japanese soldier
ready to die or kill in the interest of the divine emperor. Not surprisingly, U.S.
intelligence officers and the military singled out the Nisei returnees as suspected
agents of Japan for being a product of transnational education. “Such persons
must be considered guilty until proven innocent beyond reasonable doubt,”
one intelligence expert put it unabashedly, as if an excess of foreign accultura-
tion warranted such a blatant denial of their citizenship rights.87 Ironically, in
pursuit of a mediating role, the internationalized Nisei found themselves alien-
ated not only from their ancestral land but also from their native country.

How, then, had their alien parents maneuvered between the conflicting
forces of the two countries for the decade prior to the nations’ final clash? For
Japanese immigrants, nationalism ironically provided the ways to express their
diasporic imagination relative to their homeland and to make sense of their
minority life in the United States; it also allowed them to maintain a delicate
balance between a return to their racial heritage and their movement into Amer-
ican national life.
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7
Helping Japan, Helping Ourselves

The Meaning of Issei Patriotism

The decade of the 1930s ushered in the ascendancy of militarism in Japan and
a corresponding surge of nationalism in the Japanese immigrant community.
The ideology of imperial Japan affected overseas Japanese, including many Issei
and Nisei in the United States, by intensifying nationalistic connections to their
country of origin or ancestry. Though the political developments in Japan
doubtless changed how the immigrants saw their native land, many aspects of
Issei nationalism still remain largely unclarified. Standard interpretations draw
little distinction between the nationalism of those still living in the homeland
and that of overseas Japanese. The U.S. government, which decided Japanese
residents were a security risk and placed them in segregated camps during the
Pacific War, inarguably held such a view, and so did many postwar Japanese
Americans, who had been led to inherit it through the ideological disciplining
that continued even after the war. Seldom has the field of Japanese American
history seen a serious discussion of the immigrant politics generated by their
transnational ties during the 1930s.

Recently, some historians have begun to take up the question of Issei na-
tionalism, offering new insights that challenge the notion of divided loyalty.
Focusing on the impact of racial exclusion, Yuji Ichioka argues that the accu-
mulated Issei anger manifested itself as a patriotic identification with Japan
during the late 1930s. Brian M. Hayashi points out a correlation between the
class and intellectual backgrounds of Japanese American Christians and their



C O M P L E X I T I E S O F I M M I G R A N T N A T I O N A L I S M

164

homeland ties. Underlying the point that Issei, like anyone else, “quite naturally
loved the land of their birth and were proud of Japan’s emergence as a world
power,” John J. Stephan compares their nationalism to a child’s love for the
parents.1

Indeed, seen from the larger perspective of American immigration history,
Issei nationalism offered no unique case. From the late nineteenth century
through the early twentieth century, Irish, Polish, and Jewish immigrants sus-
tained strong ties to political projects and causes in their homelands. Korean
nationalists, Chinese republicans, and Asian Indian anticolonialists turned their
diasporic communities in the United States into key sources of support for
national liberation.2 American historians are generally sympathetic in their as-
sessment of these movements, for the national liberationist motifs fit the ide-
ological tenets of the United States as the land of the free and a haven for the
oppressed. Only when their country of origin emerges as an antagonist to the
adopted country is immigrant nationalism stigmatized in hindsight. During
America’s major foreign military engagements, German, Italian, and Japanese
immigrants most notably fell into this historiographical trap.3 In an effort to
free our historical consciousness from this nationalist lens, this chapter treats
Issei patriotic politics as one aspect of their complex transnational imagination
and as a reflection of their restricted lives as a racial minority, instead of as
evidence of their alleged anti-Americanism.

The origin of modern Issei nationalism can be traced to the rise of Japanese
militarism in Manchuria in the early 1930s. This new geopolitical development
in East Asia drastically transformed the hitherto estranged relationship between
the empire and the immigrant community after 1924. For policy makers in
Japan, Japanese residents in the United States became politically relevant again
in the context of the growing tension with Anglo-American powers. After the
establishment of a puppet Manchukuo in 1932, imperial Japan and the Issei
community served each other’s interests and goals even though these were fun-
damentally in conflict. The rise of Japanese immigrant patriotism, and Japan’s
attempt to exploit it for geopolitical purposes, did not result in the meta-
morphosis of the Issei into a replica of the Japanese militarist or the ultrana-
tionalist extremist, as anti-Japanese agitators often claimed. Instead, Issei patri-
otism inaugurated another phase of the immigrant-state partnership where
immigrant dreams and Japan’s state mandate converged in complex ways.

MONETARY AND MATERIAL SUPPORT FOR JAPAN

The news reports of the clash between the Imperial Japanese Army and the
Chinese Nationalist Forces on September 18, 1931, initially elicited little reaction
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from Japanese immigrants. The Nichibei Shimbun calmly called for “coopera-
tion” and a “diplomatic solution” between the two Asian nations instead of
military aggression. It never discussed the direct impact that the event might
have on the lives of ordinary Japanese in America. Another newspaper observed
that most Issei were “uninterested” in the East Asian crisis.4 The vernacular
press reported the incident as one of many skirmishes that had sporadically
occurred between the Japanese and Chinese forces since the 1920s. Nonetheless,
as Japan escalated military action in northern China after October, immigrant
attitudes changed. The end of the crisis now seemed distant, and the severe
winter in Manchuria was about to set in. Reports of hardships tormenting
Japanese soldiers began to appear in the Issei press. The masses of Japan, ac-
cording to the wire news, engaged in patriotic campaigns to collect money, care
packages or “comfort bags” (imon bukuro), and other relief materials for the
soldiers in Manchuria and their families left behind in Japan. It is in this context
that many Issei were propelled to show their “gratitude” for their fellow coun-
trymen at the war front.5

Along with the shifting tone of the vernacular press, a personal plea for
support made by a leader of the Patriotic Women’s Society in Japan inspired a
number of self-styled immigrant patriots. In response to the call for the collec-
tion of comfort bags in America, many immigrant organizations, especially
women’s clubs, launched patriotic campaigns throughout the Pacific Coast
states. In southern California, the Federation of the Southern California Japa-
nese Women’s Associations announced its plan to send 5,000 comfort bags to
Manchuria. Within four days, the Japanese farmers of Venice donated more
than $500, which translated into 1,500 comfort bags just from this one small
farm community. To this, a Los Angeles Buddhist women’s association added
another 1,000 bags; produce market youths 1,800; and a local farmers’ league
500 more.6 Meanwhile, a Nichibei Shimbun editorial urged its northern Cali-
fornia readers to carry out their own campaigns, arguing that they, as members
of the Japanese nation, also had an obligation to help their compatriots in
need.7 In Walnut Grove, the women’s association hastily collected 135 comfort
bags with donated “comfort money” of $25. The local Buddhist women’s group
also donated six boxes full of care packages.8 Containing goods worth twenty-
five to fifty cents, each package typically included cigarettes, underwear, razors,
candy, talismans, and a “comfort letter.”

The Issei’s support was contingent on their perception of the extent to
which their homeland was in trouble. Their behavior was not unique in the
history of the Japanese in America. When Japan first fought China in 1894 and
then Russia a decade later, many Issei had given similar support for Japan’s war
efforts. In 1904, for example, San Francisco’s Japanese donated approximately
$100,000 to their native country.9 Moreover, sending comfort bags to soldiers
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was no different from sending care packages or donations to victims of natural
disasters, which the Issei had always done for their compatriots. In light of this,
it was only natural that the sudden patriotic fever lasted only a few months in
the winter of 1931–1932, for the open conflict between Japan and China quickly
came to a halt. As long as the war required their native land to exhaust its
resources, Japanese immigrants, like many other immigrant groups in the
United States, took it for granted that overseas residents were obligated to
render as much material support as they could. As the press often argued, Japan,
after all, was still their country of citizenship.10

Following the Marco Polo Bridge incident of July 7, 1937, the full-fledged
war between Japan and China led to similar calls for national duty. About a
week after the beginning of the battle, the Issei press started to report on how
unified the people of Japan were behind the imperial forces. In no time, groups
of imperial army veterans spearheaded collection activities in San Francisco and
Sacramento. On July 20, the Japanese Association of San Francisco and rep-
resentatives from the Nichibei Shimbun and the Shin Sekai discussed how to
coordinate a patriotic effort in northern California. They agreed to launch a
massive comfort bag collection campaign with the sponsorship of local Japanese
associations and asked the Nippon Yusen Shipping Company to provide free
transport of the donations from San Francisco to Japan, a nationalist propo-
sition that the Japanese firm could not refuse.11

In southern California, major community organizations responded to this
crisis by early August. The Japanese Association of Los Angeles decided to focus
on the collection of monetary donations, a move that resulted in the formation
of an emergency committee with the local Japanese Chamber of Commerce.
The joint agency swiftly produced $63,900 for the Japanese military. While the
Federation of the Southern California Japanese Women’s Associations solicited
comfort bags from female Issei and Nisei, Japanese residents of the Pasadena
area discharged their patriotic service in a unique way. Setting the goal of
presenting the Japanese armed forces with warplanes, a voluntary group man-
aged to remit enough funds for an army liaison aircraft, which was later named
for the group.12 Meanwhile, the Japanese of Seattle forwarded twenty-five tons
of used clothing and rugs, as well as bandages worth more than $6,500 for
army hospitals in China.13 Even in the far-flung settlement of Ogden, Utah,
the local Japanese association sent 933 comfort bags by raising $72 early in
September. By the end of the month, 142 area residents made additional do-
nations of $1,723; more than half of the 272 households in Ogden participated
in this campaign.14 Since the fierce and brutal war went on with no end in
sight, the intensity and longevity of the Issei’s patriotic drives distinguished this
movement from its 1931 counterpart.

Japanese immigrant patriotism, however, did not simply emanate from
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FIGURE 7.1. Boxes of Care Packages en route to Japan, San Francisco, ca. 1937
Piled up in front of the Japanese Association of San Francisco building, these boxes con-
tained care packages, or imon bukuro, for Japanese soldiers on the China front. Since the
early twentieth century, the collection of relief materials and funds for their homeland in
crisis had been a routine practice in the Japanese immigrant community. Reprinted from
Zaibei Nihonjinkai, Zaibei Nihonjinshi (1940).

emotional attachment to Japan or reaction to its perceived crisis. It mirrored
an ongoing power struggle within the ethnic community, and behind their
activities lay the interacting forces of competition and social pressure. Power
relations and community politics generally revolved around various cultural and
social advantages, or capitals, that the immigrant elite possessed, which included
education, material wealth, class background, and prefectural origin.15 Built
upon the Issei’s nationalistic common sense that support for Japan was the right
thing to do, it became an imperative after July 1937 for one to partake in
patriotic campaigns in order to remain a legitimate member of the ethnic and
national community. The extent of one’s contribution, or the lack thereof, now
signified the degree of one’s authenticity as a Japanese, which enabled individ-
uals to either elevate or devalue their social position within a community or an
organization. In theoretical terms, patriotic activities arose as a new social cap-
ital, around which an aspect of power struggle and position-taking evolved. The
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Sino-Japanese War produced a common field of contestation for community
leadership, where most individual Issei, and organizations, could gauge—and
agree upon—their mutual worth in terms of their demonstrated patriotic iden-
tification with Japan.16

This nationalistic frenzy pitted individuals against individuals, organizations
against organizations, and even communities against communities.17 Columns
of newspaper space were dedicated to listing the names of patriotic donors with
specific dollar amounts in each community—a practice initiated by the Nichibei
Shimbun in August 1937 and mimicked by other major Japanese papers. Local
correspondents sent in the donors’ lists for Japanese settlements up and down
the Pacific Coast, and newspapers singled out those who made large contri-
butions in special reports. In the competitive atmosphere, sponsoring organi-
zations often split their members into squads of solicitors and dispatched them
to collect money from other residents in the vicinity. In Portland, for instance,
the local Japanese association divided its jurisdiction into thirteen districts, ac-
cording to an FBI agent: “Three men in each district are designated as collectors
of the money, one doing the talking, the second the actual taking of the money,
and the third making the record of the amount donated.”18 Anyone who hes-
itated to comply with the donation “request” exposed himself to the possibility
of being criticized in print as a “selfish tightwad” or even as a “traitor.”19 In
this way, immigrant elites vying for power and status in the community ex-
ploited the Issei’s emotional reaction to Japan’s crisis, while putting pressure on
the indifferent or the reluctant. Taken together, the forces of competition and
coercion collaborated to help generate what looked like feverish immigrant
patriotism.

The inflated meaning of support for Japan also engendered a transnational
competition—another factor that fueled the practices of nationalist contribu-
tion in the ethnic community. Ever obsessed with their self-image as the pio-
neers of racial development abroad, many Issei expressed their desire that the
homeland acknowledge their patriotism as second to none. The vernacular Issei
press on the West Coast frequently printed the amounts of donations from
outside Japan with special emphases on their own preponderance in dollar (or
yen) terms. The imperial navy’s official report of the first-year aggregate after
the Marco Polo Bridge incident, for example, revealed that Japanese in the
continental United States were responsible for gifts of $97,200, or 34 percent
of the total $286,600 from all of the overseas Japanese. Hawaii came in a distant
second with $67,200; Manchuria and China $59,600; Southeast Asia and Mi-
cronesia $34,200; and Latin America only $17,400. Many Issei took great pride
in the fact that this rank order remained the same before 1941.20

In the context of grassroots community politics, nationalist competition
enabled a younger group of immigrant men, as well as immigrant women, to
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play a particularly prominent role in the area of patriotic fund-raising. These
Issei tended to have little influence in the organizations controlled by the old
immigrant male elite. The prominence of women in collecting comfort bags
and relief funds exemplified this dimension of patriotic activities as intraethnic
power struggle. Likewise, the Heimushakai, an association of Issei men of draft-
able age (twenty to forty-two years old) who had deferred their Japanese military
service due to their residence in America, was another product, as well as a
major source, of nationalist competition and pressure in many Japanese settle-
ments. By monopolizing the new social capital of patriotic contribution, the
Heimushakai brought together younger immigrant males for distinction within
Japanese immigrant society. Reading every day about compatriots of their gen-
eration fighting for the homeland on the battlefield, they felt guilty about “not
[being] able to sacrifice [their lives] for the National Cause.”21 According to its
mission statement:

Since we were born in glorious Japan we are under the obligation and
have the full responsibility of participating in the military service and
[of] tak[ing] our place in the front line of national defense. We are un-
able to meet such responsibilities solely because we happen to be here in
America. Once we shift our thoughts to the fighting Japanese soldiers we
are unable to sit by and watch their hardships, but should and must do
something. Therefore, on August 21, we called you together to organize
this association and a resolution was passed to choose the best method to
send the Japanese soldiers relief donations.22

Impelled by their sense of guilt, Heimushakai members found for them-
selves a special niche in patriotic fundraising at the “front line” of the nationalist
movement in America. Taking charge of a donation drive gave younger Issei a
rare opportunity to claim leadership in this aspect of community affairs. While
the remittances from other groups quickly waned toward the last months of
1937, the Heimushakai implemented a “long-term contribution program,”
whereby members pledged to offer monthly dues of $1 for as long as the war
in China lasted.23 For example, the intermountain Heimushakai branch in Og-
den collected nearly $300 during the month of December 1937 alone. In the
meantime, the local Japanese association produced less than $160 for the three-
month period between September and December.24 To keep the inflow of
money from nonmembers, Heimushakai Issei also employed, as described by a
Japanese diplomat, “strong-arm tactics to coerce [them] into making dona-
tions,” while rivaling each other in the amount of funds they raised. Further-
more, the organization targeted Japanese communities without a branch office
and pressured them to establish one.25 One year after the inception of its head-
quarters in San Francisco, there were already more than sixty Heimushakai



C O M P L E X I T I E S O F I M M I G R A N T N A T I O N A L I S M

170

chapters with 6,000 members throughout California and other Western states.
By 1940, the number of offices and the aggregate membership further increased
to eighty-two and 10,000, respectively.26

Although generally they were “uncertain as to how to think” or wished to
“have nothing to do with the present difficulties in Japan and China,” the
atmosphere of hyperpatriotism induced Nisei adolescents and young adults to
participate momentarily in the competition for distinction as well.27 In Decem-
ber 1937, a group of leading American-born youth formed a Nisei Sincerity
Society in Salt Lake City, Utah, under the leadership of Mike Masaoka, a future
national leader of the Japanese American Citizens League. According to a news-
paper announcement, the society set a goal of raising a military relief fund for
the Japan Red Cross by collecting $1 from each Nisei of high school age or
above in the area. Observing the patriotic craze of the first generation, the
founders reportedly felt compelled to “make contributions to the parents’
homeland.” To involve as many Nisei as possible, Masaoka urged local Issei to
advise their sons and daughters to cooperate with his pro-Japan campaign. The
society also held a charity Christmas and roller-skating party under the official
sponsorship of the local JACL chapter, for which its founders simultaneously
served as leaders. All of the proceeds of the party went to the relief fund, while
every Nisei donor received a “sincerity badge” as recognition.28 Several months
later, Long Beach Nisei formed a similar fundraising organization called the
Nisei Patriotic Society, while in Los Angeles, there was a Patriotic Girls Soci-
ety.29

Competition, coercion, and social pressure in Japanese immigrant patri-
otism masked the fact that a number of ordinary Issei might not have taken
part in the movements on their own. There were sporadic reports of the Issei’s
reluctance, unwillingness, and even outright refusal to make donations. In June
1938, a group of Issei and Nisei communists also made two important obser-
vations; first, “the Japanese in America have been less and less eager to cooperate
with fund raising for the military.” Second, “having been fed up with the war,
many of them now hope for an early conclusion of the conflict, albeit from a
very passive [selfish] standpoint.”30 The Doho, their organ, concentrated on the
problem of “forced contributions” as a way to win the support of the immigrant
masses. Interested in penetrating into what they regarded as the conservative
Issei community, the radicals found it more effective to address such “mundane”
issues important to ordinary residents rather than chanting abstract theoretical
slogans. Indeed, as the war became prolonged with no end in sight, forced
contributions likely emerged as a matter of concealed discontent among a num-
ber of Japanese residents who had little or no stake in an intraethnic power
struggle.
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CAMPAIGN OF EDUCATION AND PEOPLE’S
DIPLOMACY

If the Issei’s direct material support for Japan characterized the early expressions
of their patriotism following the Manchurian incident of July 1931 and the
Marco Polo Bridge incident of September 1937, pro-Japan propaganda formed
the locus of sustained Japanese immigrant action for most of the war years.
Not merely reflective of their diasporic attachment to the faraway homeland,
the publicity effort saliently exhibited a central theme of Japanese immigrant
patriotism—the need to preserve their corporate community through the de-
fense of Japan. The war in China created twin threats to the livelihood of
Japanese America: white American enmity and Chinese American boycott. In
politico-economic terms, Japan’s dominance of the Manchurian region under-
mined the interests of other imperialist powers in maintaining the Open China
policy, a situation that estranged the Asian empire from the international com-
munity. In particular, the founding of Japan’s puppet Manchukuo in 1932 an-
tagonized the West so much that the League of Nations almost unanimously
condemned Tokyo. The United States, too, stood firmly against the Japanese
military action in China, and anti-Japan sentiments spread in domestic public
discourse. In the Pacific Coast states, as in other parts of the world, Chinese
residents waged an extensive boycott against Japanese-owned businesses and
interests, an action that white labor unions and leftists supported through or-
ganized picketing and public demonstrations around Japantowns and Little
Tokyos. When the problem reached critical proportions during the winter of
1932, Japanese immigrants began pro-Japan publicity efforts, or what they called
a “campaign of education,” as a self-protective measure.

In partnership with the Japanese consulates, many Issei took on new roles
as agents of the so-called people’s diplomacy (kokumin gaiko).31 An extension
of a Wilsonian vision akin to the bridge concept, that notion envisioned that
Japanese immigrants, as popular diplomats, would spearhead the promotion of
U.S.–Japan friendship and peace as well as interracial harmony. Diplomacy now
called for more than power politics based on military might and economics,
for “people” had become an important part of the political landscape in the
post–World War I years. According to this democratic theory, each and every
one of the Japanese in America was entrusted with the mission of educating
white Americans about Japan and the “truth” about the East Asian situation.
With scarcely any interest in or knowledge about Asia, Issei reasoned, average
white citizens easily fell prey to preposterous Chinese propaganda. If Japanese
residents explained Japan’s political position to ordinary Americans, they would
be able to reach the misguided public and improve its view of the Japanese
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people, including Japanese Americans. Immigrant newspapers argued that this
had to take priority over any other patriotic activities, since defeating Chinese
propaganda and the boycott would safeguard Japanese interests in the United
States in addition to benefiting Japan’s diplomatic effort.32 Helping Japan thus
became tantamount to helping themselves.

In 1932, Japanese immigrant leaders, especially in urban areas where the
Chinese boycott was felt most severely, first mobilized to speak for Japan. To
counter anti-Japanese propaganda, Issei leaders distributed pro-Japan pamphlets
and leaflets. In San Francisco, the local Japanese Chamber of Commerce
printed 10,000 copies of The Shanghai Incident and Its Fact for local distribution
in early 1932. During the ensuing months, Issei leaders compiled five other
publications in cooperation with the Japanese consulate.33 Furthermore, they
turned their efforts toward making ordinary immigrants into “popular diplo-
mats.” The March 7, 1932, issue of the Shin Sekai printed a special English
edition, which offered formal Japanese government statements, designed to pro-
vide its readers with effective public relations material.34 About three weeks
later, the Nichibei Shimbun put out a similar but more detailed English sup-
plement titled “Symposium on the Far Eastern Crisis.” Intended to justify
Japan’s military deployment as an act of self-defense and, more important, to
stir up public aversion to the Chinese action, this eight-page document outlined
alleged Chinese atrocities against Japanese civilians and their inability to govern
themselves and emphasized the menacing effects on American workers and
consumers of the Chinese boycott against Japanese imports. Both newspapers
urged Issei readers to “present these supplements personally to their American
friends and neighbors” and to make heartfelt explications no matter how bad
their English might be.35

This version of Japanese immigrant patriotism was most evident in Walnut
Grove, California, where the entire ethnic economy rested on the support of
the local white elite. As in other places, the local branch of the Chinese Na-
tionalist party spread anti-Japanese propaganda and staged an extensive boycott,
which, coupled with the critical media coverage, instilled ill feelings toward
Japan and the Japanese in local white land owners.36 This situation drove local
Issei farmers to seek to recapture white sympathy in order to maintain their
local business interests. Beginning in March 1932, Walnut Grove immigrant
leaders engaged in counterpropaganda by distributing copies of The Shanghai
Incident and Its Fact. The local Japanese association also arranged for a Japanese
consular member to give a speech in English to elite land owners and busines-
speople, where he presented the official explanations of the political situation.37

The wives of the white leaders were targeted by Walnut Grove Issei as well.
Since they seldom attended formal political meetings, the Japanese community
set up a special program for white females. Issei men asked their wives to
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sponsor a cultural event, to which they invited nearly fifty leading white women.
Dubbed “Japan Night,” it featured Japanese music and traditional dances by
Nisei girls, followed by a political speech by the consular official. This program
successfully lured unsuspecting white women to pro-Japan propaganda. A Wal-
nut Grove Japanese leader claimed that these public relations activities enabled
them to reinforce a “favorable” image of Japanese people in the area, thus
protecting their pivotal relationship with landed whites.38

Not only did Japanese diplomats approve the idea of people’s diplomacy,
but they also wholeheartedly supported the Issei’s publicity role as a useful
supplement to the official propaganda program. As Japan had suffered from a
depression and a chronic shortage of foreign currency during the 1930s, it could
not afford to lose its exports to the United States as a result of the boycott. In
order to curry favor with the American public, Japanese diplomats and consular
workers barnstormed throughout California.39 As extensive as it was, the official
propaganda campaign still fell short, and Tokyo’s agents felt that only local
Japanese residents could fill the void. Since the official endeavor did not reach
the vast majority of the American public, immigrants were in the best position
to reach out to ordinary and especially rural individuals, as in Walnut Grove.
In addition to being dispersed all over the American West, Japanese immigrants
and their children were also strategically located within a specific stratum of
American society. The Seattle consul candidly admitted that his message did
not permeate to Americans of the “lower class,” among whom anti-Japanese
propaganda from the Chinese and leftists had taken a strong hold. Local Jap-
anese should carry out this work, he argued, for it was these “immigrants” who
dealt with common laborers and other “lower-class” citizens in their daily in-
teractions.40

This diplomat had the immigrant leadership prepare a leaflet in language
simple enough for ordinary people to understand. Issei small-business owners
handed out leaflets to their customers, while laborers passed them to coworkers
and employers. Christians distributed leaflets to white churchgoers, and Nisei
schoolchildren gave them to classmates and teachers.41 In this way, the Japanese
consulates brought Japanese immigrants, as well as their American-born chil-
dren, into the official propaganda apparatus in the United States. Most Issei
did not give serious thought to the long-term implications of such partnership,
since for the time being it served their primary agenda of self-preservation and
survival as a deprived minority in America.

In this official-immigrant nexus, the Japanese associations, especially the
regional headquarters in Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles,
restored their close working relationships with Japanese diplomats and regained
their past prominence in the immigrant community. After the termination of
Japanese immigration in 1924 had deprived them of key administrative func-
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tions, the Japanese consulates had abruptly severed their community ties, and
every Japanese association had suffered severely from shrinking membership and
operational budgets.42 With the Manchurian crisis, diplomats found a new use
for the Japanese associations in their propaganda program.43 In 1933, the Los
Angeles consul requested permission to formally subsidize the Japanese associ-
ations, contending that “the satisfactory enlightenment of Americans [on East
Asian affairs], which is an extremely difficult task, cannot be fully achieved
because of the current shortage of the personnel.” Acknowledging the Issei’s
spontaneous endeavors during the previous year, the diplomat recommended
to Tokyo that it “guide the Japanese associations in the right direction and
integrate them into our general cultural edification project.”44 The Foreign
Ministry accepted this proposal. Just as the delegated endorsement rights had
in the 1910s, the new propagandist role revived the Japanese associations in the
1930s, marking the second phase of the official-immigrant collaboration.

Until July 1937, this partnership chiefly took the form of patriotic education
among Issei and Nisei. With the help of the Japanese consulates, immigrant
leaders endeavored to turn the residents into capable spokespersons, or popular
diplomats. They first raised the issue of training residents to provide model
answers to the Manchurian question. In response to the Issei’s requests, the
consulates dispatched representatives to rural communities for special lectures
at regular intervals.45 Pro-Japan educational efforts targeted Nisei most em-
phatically. Many immigrant leaders shared with Japanese officials the belief that
American-born youngsters were the best publicists à la the “bridge of under-
standing,” because unlike their parents they could fluently speak English and
understand American ways of thinking.46 Immigrant leaders agreed that many
Nisei also realized the need for education about Japan and East Asia, because
classmates and teachers at public schools often confronted them as if they were
representatives of Japan.47 Increasingly, members of the second generation were
expected to act not simply as cultural interpreters, but as Japan’s defense attor-
neys, mainly in defense of their position in America.

Yet, the Nisei still suffered from a serious deficiency, since they lacked
practical knowledge of Japanese history and society, as well as a grasp of inter-
national relations in East Asia. Protracted educational sojourns in Japan offered
one solution to the challenge, but these were not widely available to the ma-
jority of the American-born children. Issei leaders frequently furnished English-
language forums for their study of Japanese history and East Asian affairs by
consular staff members or English-speaking Issei.48 Starting in the mid-1930s,
many Issei educators also came to incorporate the subject of East Asian politics
into Japanese-language instruction. A sudden curriculum change at the Walnut
Grove academy was a case in point. From 1933 to 1941, the Issei principal taught
special summer classes on Japanese history and philosophy. As soon as full-scale
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FIGURE 7.2. New Role for Japanese Americans in US–Japan Amity and Interracial
Harmony, 1937
First-prize winner of a cartoon contest, this illustration encapsulates the Issei’s idea of
“people’s diplomacy.” The traditional culture of Japan, as indicated in this image, always
constituted a significant part of their pro-Japan publicity efforts. Reprinted from Shin
Sekai (New World, San Francisco), Jan. 1, 1937.

war broke out between Japan and China in 1937, the school offered intensive
education on the historical outlines of the Sino-Japanese relationship, the so-
cioideological systems of the two nations, and Japan’s policy in Asia.49

Japanese composition was a popular method of “enlightening” the second-
generation adolescents on the China question. The practice entailed not only
language learning but also ideological training, as it required students to think
and express their ideas in their own words. With this in mind, the Los Angeles
Japanese consulate stepped forward to sponsor a Japanese composition and
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oratorical contest in 1933. Themes for the compositions were announced on the
spot, and Nisei participants, divided into various age groups, were given two
hours to write their essays without the help of a teacher or dictionary. Thirteen
students of the intermediate level (fifteen to nineteen years old) tackled the
most ideologically charged theme, “The Pacific Era and Japanese American
Citizens.” The compositions of the prize winners, though not representative of
ordinary second-generation youth, revealed that the Issei’s message had been
received, at least by some Nisei. All winners stressed that it was their genera-
tional mission, as ethnic Japanese and as American citizens, to enhance
“Japanese-American friendship by dispelling the prevailing ignorance of [white]
Americans.”50 This contest became an annual tradition in southern California,
although the consulate transferred its sponsorship to Japanese immigrant edu-
cators in 1935, probably out of concern about a possible attack from white
exclusionists for meddling in the education of Nisei.

Many schools employed the same pedagogical methods in daily instruction.
The Compton Japanese School was very active in using Japanese compositions.
In late 1937, teachers assigned students of the sixth to twelfth grades to write
short essays on the Sino-Japanese War, which ranged from stories of their en-
counters with anti-Japanese sentiments held by “ill informed” public-school
teachers and peers to the familiar thesis of their generational mission. Reflecting
what had been ingrained in Nisei pupils, their compositions contained expres-
sions of racial pride and patriotic feeling toward Japan that always aligned with
their sense of duty as American citizens. A typical example, entitled “My
Thoughts on the Sino-Japanese Crisis,” read in Japanese:

Many of us, the Nisei, are not sure what position to take on the recent
Sino-Japanese crisis. Regrettably, I myself do not know much about the
truth because I have not had a chance to attend a lecture [on the sub-
ject]. Yet, I know that we all have to learn why Japan must fight China
despite the comfort that a neutral stance may offer to us . . . Since we are
the Nisei, one may argue that we should have the same opinions as
other Americans do. But we cannot help hoping for Japan’s victory be-
cause we share the same blood with my parents . . . We shall do our best
to understand the truth of the crisis as well as possible, and we shall all
try to inform Americans of the righteous Japanese position and prevent
further damage on Japanese-American relations.51

The school later compiled a special anthology that contained sixty-five essays
of this sort.

The Reverend Takeshi Ban, a Los Angeles Christian educator, devised the
most innovative program for the patriotic education of ordinary Issei and Nisei
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youngsters. A few months after the Manchurian incident in 1931, he founded
the Pacific Society of Religious Education (Taiheiyo Bunka Kyoikukai) and
conducted educational tours annually, which combined the presentation of im-
ported Japanese films with cultural and political lectures.52 The reverend’s tour
involved visits to Japanese-language schools, churches, association halls, farm
coops, lumber mills, mining camps, and fishing villages, extending north to the
Pacific Northwest and east to the Rocky Mountain states. In late March 1934,
for example, Ban embarked on a nine-month tour that went from Los Angeles
to central California, then back to southern California, and to Arizona, Nevada,
Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, and Nebraska. Next, the caravan moved westward
to Idaho, Washington, Oregon, and finally back to California. He again tra-
versed the farming districts of the Sacramento–San Joaquin Valley before finally
returning to Los Angeles for the Christmas and New Year holidays.53

Because of the popularity of his Japanese movies, Reverend Ban could reach
more Japanese residents with his message than could any other lectures or
newspapers. In many Japanese communities, his visit attracted several hundred
people, including members of both the first and second generations. A total of
3,400 attended his five-day program in Seattle and several hundred had to be
turned away. In rural settlements, where people were much less likely to have
access to imported Japanese films, his program proved especially popular. Even
in small communities like Pocatello, Idaho, and Cheyenne, Wyoming, approx-
imately 150 and 70 people, respectively, attended Ban’s programs, even though
they had only 199 and 114 Japanese residents. From March 1933 to September
1934, Ban gave 257 lectures to a cumulative total of 91,095 Issei and Nisei
throughout the Western states, nearly 70 percent of the 1930 total Japanese
population.54

Ban’s success partially rested on the shrewd arrangement and practical ex-
ecution of his program, whose motto was “education through motion pictures.”
With an eye toward fostering the Nisei’s understanding of Japan and its culture,
his selection of motion pictures revolved around those espousing traditional
Japanese morality and martial virtues, which served as “visual textbooks.”55

Toward the latter half of the 1930s, war-related movies were added to his list
of feature films. While Captain Nishizumi dealt with “the bravery and the
daring” of individual soldiers, other titles, like Young Pirate and Five Scouts,
demonstrated “the might of the Japanese Army and Navy.” The escalating war
in Asia also prompted the Christian educator to try to familiarize the Nisei and
Issei with Japan’s side of the story by showing imported news films.56 Typically,
his lengthy lecture supplemented these films with a skewed interpretation of
the ingrained political messages, making them relevant to the specific circum-
stances of Japanese America. The visual representations of Japan’s East Asian
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politics and Ban’s rendition of their meanings collaborated to maximize the
effect of the propagandist education, especially among the less informed masses
of rural Issei and Nisei.

Yet, the reverend also knew all too well that the Japanese films were the
main attraction for most people. Insofar as the East Asian situation had no
direct bearing on their daily lives and caused little apparent damage to Japan,
not many residents would have been motivated to attend events of a purely
academic or political nature on their work or school nights. In order to bring
them to his didactic talks, he therefore characterized his program as unadulter-
ated entertainment. At a typical program, however, Ban’s lecture preceded the
movies, so that even uninterested audiences would have to listen to what he
had to say first about the Sino-Japanese conflict and the “missions” of Issei and
especially Nisei.57 Like Ban’s example, organized by elite Issei, many other sim-
ilar activities of community “entertainment” during the 1930s were geared to-
ward the training of popular diplomats.

The Issei’s commitment to people’s diplomacy also led to an institution-
alization of the educational campaign. Faced with the difficulty of countering
the massive flow of hostile information from American and Chinese sources,
Japanese diplomats advocated setting up permanent propaganda apparatuses
within the United States.58 The Seattle consul first worked with local Issei
businesspeople, Nisei leaders, and sympathetic white Americans in the estab-
lishment of the Committee on Pacific Information (CPI) in 1932. Under the
facade of a “genuine American [cultural] organization,” Ashley E. Holden, the
president of the local Japan Society, and James Y. Sakamoto, a Nisei newspaper
publisher, coordinated the CPI’s day-to-day operations, which targeted second-
ary school students and teachers. Using its Nisei members as cultural ambas-
sadors, the CPI attempted to disseminate positive images of Japan in classrooms
and similar contexts. Sakamoto’s Japanese American Courier played the role of
its house organ, and even after the organization became defunct, the newspaper
continued to work in tandem with the consular-Issei publicity program.59

In Los Angeles, local Issei elites took the initiative in assembling a public
relations apparatus. In 1935, the regional Japanese association headquarters first
formed an “information bureau,” which successfully obtained financial assis-
tance from Tokyo. In 1937, nominating the Los Angeles consul as its honorary
president, the bureau reorganized itself ostensibly into an independent institute
of cultural education.60 For the new Japanese Cultural Center of Southern
California (Nihon Bunka Kyokai), the consul elucidated this fundamental aim:

Now our homeland is facing the unprecedented national crisis with the
entire nation united in pursuit of peace in the Orient. Yet, there are still
many Americans who criticize Japan’s East Asian policy due to their mis-
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understanding of Japan and the Japanese. This situation requires us to
show them our proud culture that has a history of 3,000 years, and help
the nations of the world to appreciate our real worth.61

In cooperation with a state-run agency of cultural diplomacy in Tokyo, the
JCCSC functioned until 1941 as the regional distribution center for documen-
tary films, printed materials, musical entertainment and performances, exhibi-
tions, and public lectures on Japanese society and traditions aimed at white
audiences.62

Through the center, local Issei leaders attempted to engage the most “apo-
litical” resources in the ethnic community: culture and women. The culture of
Old Japan, which appeared to be detached from the present, offered them an
effective means of propaganda, since it could lower Americans’ guard against
things Japanese. Furthermore, as the case of Walnut Grove Japanese suggested,
the use of culture for political ends carried certain gender ramifications. Culture
conventionally belonged in the female domain, whereas politics was associated
with men. Japanese culture was even more feminized compared to its Western
counterparts, given the “Orientalization” of the East. Indeed, for the average
American, a woman clad in a kimono was the exotic embodiment of traditional
Japanese culture (and its “history of 3,000 years”), and her attractiveness could
be embraced in spite of the current state of affairs between the two countries.63

The JCCSC not only exploited gendered distinctions between culture and
politics, as well as between the past and the present, but it combined those
binaries systematically so that the tradition of the Orient would serve the in-
terests of imperial Japan. Showcasing various types of age-old feminine culture,
like folk dancing, singing, string music, the tea ceremony, and flower arrange-
ment, the center mobilized many immigrant and second-generation women to
perform at cultural events. The ultimate message of their exotic performances,
however, was not an aesthetic appreciation of cultural diversity, but it was what
the Japanese consul called the “real worth” of modern Japan. For this, the
organization was equipped with a special lecture bureau staffed by English-
speaking men, who would give political life to its cultural programs. While
women gave visual presentations of traditional cultural practices, male lecturers
would elaborate on their contemporary meanings, relating them to geopolitics
when appropriate.64

The preparations during the interwar years—namely, the campaign of ed-
ucation for Issei and Nisei residents and the institutionalization of propaganda
machines—ensured better-orchestrated measures following the Marco Polo
Bridge incident of 1937. This time, Japanese leaders acted, rather than reacted,
fast enough to keep abreast of their Chinese rivals in the public relations effort.
During the 1931–1932 crisis, they had learned firsthand what hostile publicity
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about Japan could do to their community, economy, and collective image. The
Issei’s initial response was to garner monetary and material support for Japan,
but the leading community organizations swiftly adjusted the direction of the
movement, leaving fundraising to specialized groups like the Heimushakai. Jap-
anese diplomats unreservedly endorsed the Issei’s shift in focus, successfully
convincing immigrant leaders to form “emergency committees” in Los Angeles,
San Francisco, Seattle, Portland, and New York solely for publicity purposes.
Combined with the existing propaganda apparatuses, these committees put out
pro-Japan material for white consumption, while the Japanese embassy and
consulates “engineered the overall scheme and manipulated it from behind the
scene,” according to the general state policy for worldwide war propaganda.65

In Los Angeles, an emergency committee was established in late September
with the joint leadership of the regional Japanese association headquarters, the
local association, and the chamber of commerce, which agreed to launch a four-
tiered program. First, the committee printed 20,000 copies of English pam-
phlets and 100,000 leaflets for wide distribution. Like the 1932 pamphlets, these
documents explicated the official position of the Japanese government and pro-
jected the picture of a “righteous” Japan fighting for “peace and order” in East
Asia. Second, the committee purchased time slots on local radio stations to
appeal to the American public. Third, it lobbied the American press to publish
articles and reports favorable to Japan. Finally, Issei leaders attempted to influ-
ence the opinion of white business and social leaders through formal parties,
social events, and other gatherings, as well as special lectures. At the same time,
they advised all residents to work as popular diplomats rather than continuing
to collect donations.66

Even without being told, many immigrants spontaneously assumed am-
bassadorial roles in order to safeguard their individual livelihoods. This was
especially manifest among those whose businesses relied mainly on the patron-
age of white Americans. Critically positioned at the intermediary point between
white citizens and other Japanese residents, these Issei could sense the changing
current of public opinion faster than anyone else and were the first to suffer
the negative consequences. Thus, many embraced the concept of people’s di-
plomacy, using it to stabilize their relationships with white customers and to
defend their economic interests. A close reading of the monthly newsletters
published by a gardeners’ association in southern California provides a glimpse
into such a grassroots publicity effort. In the first issue after the outbreak of
the all-out war, dated August 10, 1937, an Issei gardener noted that those in
the business had already experienced intensified questioning about the East
Asian crisis from their clients. As the author stressed, they had to maintain a
careful but resolute attitude, because how they responded to the public would
have serious ramifications for the future development of American perceptions
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of the Japanese in general. In order to improve white attitudes, the writer
recommended that his fellow gardeners “emphasize that Japan’s government,
its people, and the Japanese residents in America unanimously agree to seek a
peaceful solution.”67 In the ensuing months, alarming reports of abrupt dis-
missals by employers appeared in the pages of the newsletters, resulting in an
ever-heightening sense of crisis among the area’s Issei gardeners. As soon as the
Japanese Association of Los Angeles compiled English pamphlets, they armed
themselves with the material to present Japan’s position to their employers.68

Despite the spread of the grassroots movement, the continuing donations
of money and goods to the Japanese military posed a practical problem for the
emergency committees, since many residents allocated their limited resources
to this cause rather than to the pro-Japan publicity campaign. This was espe-
cially true in the Los Angeles area, where a number of major relief and fun-
draising drives were simultaneously in progress. Moreover, southern California
had only a few Heimushakai, a unique situation that left the local Japanese
associations responsible for collection activities. Thus, while the emergency
committees of New York and San Francisco built up reserves of $100,000 and
$50,000, respectively, by the summer of 1938, their Los Angeles counterpart
failed to secure even $5,000 for its publicity program.69

To steer popular sentiments, guidance had to come from a high-level of-
ficial in Japan who could dictate what “true patriots” ought to do. On July 10,
1938, the Los Angeles consul advised Tokyo to reorient Issei nationalism toward
the general cause of people’s diplomacy. He recommended that either the prime
minister or the foreign minister announce that “while it was laudable for over-
seas Japanese to contribute money to Japan’s war effort, it was by far better for
them to use such funds to educate the citizens of their [adopted] country about
Japan’s policy.”70 A month later, the Foreign Ministry issued an informal state-
ment that repeated this recommendation. The spokesperson called it the Issei’s
“special privilege” to be able to work for the “enlightenment” of Americans
about Japan and for the preservation of friendly Japanese-American relations,
duties that must take precedence over other forms of patriotic activities in the
United States. Tokyo argued that Japanese immigrants could remain “true pa-
triots” only as long as they dedicated themselves to the public relations task—an
argument that the Issei elite tacitly welcomed but that members of patriotic
relief organizations found insulting.71

While the immigrant generation had difficulty balancing the pressure for
patriotic donations and the call for people’s diplomacy, many Nisei took it
upon themselves to combat the rising tide of anti-Japanese agitation by con-
ducting English-language public lectures. “The first to suffer from anti-Japanese
propaganda,” Larry Tajiri of the Nichibei Shimbun explained, “have been iron-
ically enough the American citizens of Japanese ancestry. We believe it is to be
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for the interests of these nisei that they be able to justify Japan’s objectives [in
China].”72

Because their Issei elders were especially ineffective in publicity campaigns,
Los Angeles Nisei were most active in the distribution of pro-Japanese views
to the public. In October 1937, leaders of the local JACL proposed to form
within the Japanese Association of Los Angeles the English Speakers’ Bureau,
which later became the independent Far Eastern Research Institute.73 Discuss-
ing the negative impact of “the economic boycott and [the] numerous incidents
of violence” against Nisei children, Kay Sugahara, a central figure in the insti-
tute, outlined multiple benefits of their publicity efforts:

I believe our action in this matter might well be justified from the
American standpoint, in that Americans have always been interested in
knowing the true facts of every case and always believed in fair play. It
will [also] be justified from the nisei standpoint as it will ease the hard-
ships that they have to bear in the face of the malicious propaganda and
may cause the public locally to see us in the proper light. It will be [fur-
ther] beneficial in our dealings with [the] Issei in that we will be doing
them and their country a service by explaining to the American public
the reason and justification for the conflict in the Orient.74

The core members of the Far Eastern Research Institute made their rounds
throughout southern California, giving some sixty public lectures to white
Americans during its initial six months.75 Sugahara’s commentary, which was
broadcast in Los Angeles and San Francisco in November, provides a window
into what they likely talked about. Entitled “Boycott—Boon or Boomerang?”
the speech claimed that the available war information was “largely propaganda”
originating from the Chinese, which deceived many Americans into sympa-
thizing with the boycott of Japanese goods. The Nisei then elaborated how the
boycott would harm the lives of the average American citizen, consumer, and
merchant. The boycott of raw silk from Japan, for example, would displace
both American traders and factory workers; Japan’s expected retaliatory boycott
of American goods was likely to cause turmoil in various sectors of the American
economy, affecting “millions of our citizens . . . directly or indirectly dependent
upon these import and export items.” As an American citizen, Sugahara also
stressed how it was unfair and un-American to make Japanese residents suffer
for something for which they were not responsible. In reference to his fellow
Nisei, the Los Angeles JACL leader noted: “They are not aggressive. They are
not warlike. In fact they are the most peaceful and law abiding group in their
respective communities . . . But the full weight of the boycott falls upon them.”
Sugahara concluded that the anti-Japan boycott had not “been a boon, but a
boomerang,” because it inflicted unjustifiable economic damage on Americans
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in general, and did grave injustice to Japanese Americans in particular.76 Ob-
viously, it was not loyalty to Japan but the concern for Issei parents and their
own status as American citizens that was the foundation of these Nisei’s pro-
Japan activity, as well as the larger immigrant effort of people’s diplomacy.

FROM JAPANESE PATRIOTISM TO AMERICANISM

At the end of the 1930s, war fears loomed ever larger in the Pacific, prompting
the reorientation of Japanese immigrant patriotism. In July 1939, the American
government notified Tokyo of its intention to abrogate the commercial treaty
six months later. In October 1940, shortly after Japan concluded the tripartite
military alliance with the European Axis powers, the United States declared an
embargo on scrap metal exports, which was followed in July 1941 by a presi-
dential order to freeze Japanese assets in the United States. Meanwhile, the FBI
and military authorities increased surveillance on the Japanese community, scru-
tinizing its past patriotic contributions and propaganda for Japan.77 Although
these developments did not necessarily thwart Issei’s nationalistic identification
with their native country, most were compelled to reckon seriously with the
ramifications of their transnational ties, were more cautious in expressing them
publicly, and eventually decided to terminate their pro-Japan activities alto-
gether.78 It did not take immigrants long to figure out that their eclecticism
was no longer tenable and could even ruin their livelihood, safety, and place in
a war-mongering America.

During the early months of 1941, a voluntary dissolution of patriotic or-
ganizations and fundraising agencies ensued. As a Heimushakai branch in
Fresno explained:

At first, it was only China that Japan was at war with, which made it
natural for us to collect donations. We had no reason to hesitate . . . Yet,
now that Japan and the United States are on a collision course in this
rapidly changing world, . . . a fund-raising drive that aims at benefiting
Japan will mislead Americans to think as if we, especially the Nisei, have
divided loyalties, or even worse, single allegiance to Japan.79

Once the epitome of this minority’s incessant obsession with self-preservation,
the Issei’s patriotic attachment to Japan now posed a major threat to their ethnic
survival. In accordance with the new political challenges, Issei abruptly ended
their partnerships with the Japanese consulates and scrambled to supplant Jap-
anese patriotism with a profession of undivided American loyalty.80

Japanese immigrant leaders built on the existing notion of people’s diplo-
macy and further elevated the meaning of pursuing white-Japanese friendship.
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The emergency committees of the Japanese associations, which had previously
functioned as public relations agents for Japan, transformed themselves into
facilitators of Americanism among Issei residents. Los Angeles took the lead in
this, offering multifaceted programs that benefited Japanese residents through-
out the West.81 When the ill-fated diplomatic tug-of-war commenced between
the two governments in April 1941, the Los Angeles Issei-Nisei joint leadership
compiled a twenty-page bilingual booklet titled Americanism and distributed it
to Japanese households throughout the region. It contained the Pledge of Al-
legiance to the American flag, the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of
Rights, and the following statement:

We, the Japanese residents of Southern California, have faith in America.
The United States protects our personal security and property. We appre-
ciate, admire and respect the American Government . . . America is our
home. Here, we live as permanent residents. Here, we bring up and edu-
cate our children in the hope that they may become good Americans . . .
Today, we realize that America faces a national crisis. We know that Na-
tional Unity is absolutely necessary for the preservation of American de-
mocracy. In view of the foregoing, we feel that it is our duty and privi-
lege to support American ideals and principles.82

In the new context of growing U.S.–Japan estrangement, the “political
language of Americanism,” as historian Gary Gerstle astutely calls it, offered
Issei leaders yet another way of articulating their undeviating demand for na-
tional inclusion and of thrusting their ever-malleable identities into the public
discourses of the ethnic community and the larger society.83 Couched in such
Americanist language, the 1941 booklet outlined “ten commandments” for Jap-
anese residents, which told them to obey American laws and ideals; cooperate
with the authorities; contribute to the American way of life; foster friendship
with all Americans; and show an appreciation for the United States in their
daily conduct. No trace of the dualism of the past could be detected in this
political document.

The Issei’s historical discourse, which had always accounted for the ebbs
and flows of complex immigrant sentiments toward their native and adopted
lands, followed the general shift from the transnational to the national. The
regional Japanese association headquarters in Los Angeles took up the laborious
task of translating parts of Zaibei Nihonjinshi—an official history of the Japa-
nese in America—specifically for white American consumption in order to fight
xenophobic agitation. Yet, Japan now ceased to serve as a useful reference point,
because it constituted the very cause of the suspicion and rejection that Japanese
Americans were experiencing in the land of their residence. The commissioned
translation drew selectively from Zaibei Nihonjinshi and focused solely on the
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American nature of Issei pioneers. Citing their accomplishments in California
agriculture, the unpublished manuscript made no causal reference to their Jap-
anese heritage:

[T]hese facts . . . are living testimonies for the tremendous success of the
immigrant Japanese in America, and vividly show to what extent they
have become an integral part of the nation in her agricultural life alone.
Their achievements in this line of endeavor are more remarkable when
you stop to think of their brief but colorful history in the United States,
or more specifically in the state of California, a history full of hardships,
miseries, persecutions, failures, and successes, a history that could have
happened only in America and that now forms an exciting chapter in the
history of the great nation. Yes, these Japanese farmers, too, are ranking
pioneers of America . . . Japanese pioneers have played a fine role in
building the great country—the United States of America.84

This pro-American inflection was coupled with brand-new material to further
that point. For instance, the manuscript quotes “a few words of Gongoro Nak-
amura,” which purportedly “exemplify the ‘American’ spirit of the average Jap-
anese pioneer who has lived most of his life in this, his adopted country.”
Nakamura, a Los Angeles leader, reportedly proclaimed: “Today, although var-
ious laws compel me to be an alien ineligible to citizenship, I believe in the
United States of America, I believe in her traditions, ideals and institutions,
and I believe it is my duty and privilege to serve her, if need be, with my
life!”85

While engaging in the refashioning of their monolithic identity as loyal
Americans, Japanese immigrant leaders resorted to the ultimate people’s diplo-
macy, turning themselves into agents of direct negotiation with the American
state. Between late October and early November 1941, two representatives, Gon-
goro Nakamura and Togo Tanaka, a senior Nisei, traveled from Los Angeles to
Washington, D.C., to convey the heartfelt plea of Japanese residents for “fair
treatment” in case of war. After meeting Attorney General Francis Biddle and
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, they also got a California congressman to read a
declaration of Japanese immigrant Americanism in the House of Representa-
tives. This political lobbying enabled the Japanese community to communicate
their wishes and demands directly to the U.S. government. Washington officials
and other dignitaries “assured” Japanese Americans of due process and equal
protection, as long as they remained law-abiding residents—a promise on which
Biddle reneged under the intense pressure of the military a few months later.86

Yet, at least for the time being, Americanism seemed to have paid off in the
eyes of Issei leaders.
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Japanese immigrant Americanism crystallized their desperate quest for ac-
ceptance and survival in American society on the eve of the Pacific War. Their
sudden 180-degree turn from Japanese patriotism to American loyalty in early
1941 was necessitated by geopolitics and domestic social relations, in which any
support for Japan became tantamount to disloyalty toward the United States.
As the dichotomy between Chinese and Japanese under the local and interna-
tional circumstances gave way to one between the United States and Japan, the
Japanese immigrant community could defend itself only by identifying with its
country of residence while distancing from its native state. The Issei’s public
expression of national allegiance was situational, but their chief concern stayed
consistent. The idea of people’s diplomacy derived from the multiple position-
ality of the Issei, caught between the two nation-states that articulated and
enforced the terms of their existence, within the white-dominated racial order
of the West that restricted their life chances, and in contestation with other
minorities for limited resources on the borderland. Not only did the profession
of their patriotic feelings—Japanese or American—divulge the complexity of
the social spaces where this immigrant group lived, but the Issei’s Japanese
patriotism defies conventional interpretations that tend to view their social and
intellectual practices from the lens of the national binary. In the same vein,
their oscillation between Japan and the United States was congruent with their
eclectic way of thinking, which manifested itself in differing forms in varied
situations throughout the 1930s.

But patriotic activities explain only one aspect of the Japanese immigrant
nationalism of the decade. Local interethnic strife served as a hotbed for another
form of Issei nationalism, which did not necessarily entail outright patriotic
identification with their native or adopted countries. That nationalism concen-
trated on their own community, configuring and reconfiguring its corporate
identity in accordance primarily with the logic of multilayered race relations in
the American West.
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8
Ethnic Nationalism and Racial Struggle

Interethnic Relations in the California Delta

On the evening of February 8, 1930, Japanese in Stockton, California, were
stunned when Filipinos boycotted their businesses, causing a virtual shutdown
that lasted almost two months. According to the local Japanese press, this clash
between two ethnic groups resulted from “a personal affair”—the secret mar-
riage of a Nisei woman and a Filipino laborer.1 The woman’s father had strongly
opposed the marriage, telling her that “racial and cultural differences” between
Japanese and Filipinos doomed the relationship. She soon left her Filipino
husband, an action that he, his friends, and his relatives blamed on the entire
Japanese community for allegedly believing that “the Filipinos [were] inferior.”2

Infuriated, Filipinos called a “sympathy boycott.”
As the boycott dragged on for a second week and merchants’ losses esca-

lated, frustrated Issei residents came to see the conflict as a “war” between the
“races,” a perception reinforced by news reports in the vernacular press. A
Stockton correspondent of the Nichibei Shimbun reported that Filipino store
owners, doctors, and newspaper executives actively supported the boycott. The
Filipino community, he wrote, “seems to have learned the weakness of the
Japanese.”3 Most Japanese businesses in the delta, especially restaurants, pool
halls, grocery and general merchandise stores, and soda fountains, relied heavily
on the Filipino trade. The Issei proprietors feared that Filipinos might develop
an ethnic entrepreneurship of their own and patronize their fellow merchants
instead of Japanese establishments.4 To avoid such a development, Japanese
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community newspapers urged all Japanese in Stockton to withstand this boycott
at any cost.

Issei businesspeople moved quickly to diversify their customer base. To
reduce their reliance on Filipinos, merchants decided to bring Mexican laborers
into the San Joaquin delta. In mid-March, a special committee, formed from
within the local Japanese association, dispatched representatives to urge Japanese
farmers in the outlying areas to hire Mexicans. Mexican workers, they coun-
seled, would stabilize Japanese agriculture because they were more “docile” and
“better” than Filipinos, who had already struck against farmers elsewhere in
California. Although the plan was abandoned when the boycott ended in April,
what Issei called “Japanese consciousness” continued to run high in the delta.5

The emotional response of Issei to the Filipino boycott merely presaged an
ever-growing nationalism spurred by local interethnic conflict, which went be-
yond identification with the Japanese state.

This chapter explores how immigrants’ identity and nationalism developed
out of the conflict between Japanese and Filipinos in the San Joaquin River
delta during the 1930s. Focusing on the local expression of immigrant nation-
alism, what I call ethnic nationalism, it argues that their “Japanese conscious-
ness” was primarily a product of American social relations, which shaped their
interests and directly affected their daily livelihoods. The Issei’s ethnic nation-
alism resulted as much—if not more—from an image of a collective enemy
and a sense of shared interests in the delta as from events in Asia or anger
against racist society. Regionally prescribed experiences prompted the Japanese
residents to forge unity within a community in an effort to overcome adverse
social conditions, both perceived and real. These developments subsequently
engendered a localized concept of “race” and an identity of the racialized ethnic
body, that were rooted in their lives of struggle within a racial hierarchy in the
delta.6 Yet, importantly, the Issei’s localized concerns did not cancel out their
state nationalism. They conflated state and ethnic dimensions in their nation-
alism, imagining a national identity with Japan, on the one hand, and inventing
a regional identity as delta Japanese, on the other.7 Such conflation was possible
primarily because Japanese immigrants had already formulated the idea of over-
seas development. This diasporic perspective saw their ethnic community and
homeland as parts of a common endeavor, thereby intricately interweaving ra-
cialized local identity and transborder nationalism.

EMERGENCE OF INTERETHNIC CONFLICT

The Issei’s ethnic nationalism developed in the San Joaquin delta from a series
of clashes between Japanese and Filipinos throughout the 1930s. The decade
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commenced with the Filipino boycott, which marked a watershed in interethnic
relations. Issei residents began to perceive their relationship with Filipinos in
racial more than in economic terms, although the two were always intertwined.
Underlying the rise of racial discourse was the rapid transformation of the local
agricultural labor market in the last half of the 1920s, when Filipinos became
an integral part of the Japanese immigrant economy. The Japanese dependence
on Filipinos derived mainly from state and federal discriminatory legislation
that drastically affected the Issei socioeconomic position. In the San Joaquin
delta, the pattern of interethnic relations was characterized by a process of
replacement and succession. Surrounded by the San Joaquin and Sacramento
rivers, the region was an agricultural center in which a handful of wealthy white
landlords used different groups of Asian tenant farmers and laborers in succes-
sion—the Chinese until the turn of the century, then Japanese, and finally
Filipinos.8 Starting with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, anti-immigrant
legislation always played a pivotal role in this transition. The 1920 Alien Land
Law reduced many Issei farmers to hired foremen, while compelling others to
give up farming altogether. The Immigration Act of 1924 then terminated the
new supply of labor from Japan and opened the way for Filipino laborers as
replacements. As colonized U.S. nationals, Filipino immigrants were exempt
from the law and quickly filled the labor vacuum in the Western states. Japanese
farmers came to depend on the “cheap but valuable [Filipino] labor” that they
perceived would carry them through the Depression, while Japanese commercial
establishments catered to Filipinos for their own survival.9

In the eyes of Issei, who were fully aware of the ramifications of such a
change in the delta, the 1930 boycott signified Filipinos’ attempt to accelerate
the process of replacement and succession. Of course, as the Nichibei Shimbun
correspondent reported, some Issei recognized at first that Filipinos waged the
boycott specifically against Japanese merchants, not against all Japanese, and
that the Filipino business sector was at the helm, seeking to profit from the
situation. Nevertheless, a majority of Issei residents interpreted the boycott as
a collective racial challenge by the Filipino population, one that appeared to
threaten not only their survival but also a smooth transition to a Nisei era. In
the Japanese community, mass meetings and the vernacular press further prop-
agated such an interpretation and helped to ignite ethnic nationalism. With the
veiled threat of social ostracism and persecution, the delta’s Issei leaders de-
manded that all community members try to keep Filipinos under Japanese
control.10 Here, the racial rhetoric overshadowed the economic dimension of
the conflict.

The 1930 incident also awakened the Japanese community to what was
called the “racial menace” of Filipinos, which continued to haunt them until
Pearl Harbor. To the dismay of Issei, it appeared that the root of the incident—
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a marriage between a Nisei woman and a Filipino man—foreshadowed more
“interracial” unions. Many Nisei reached adulthood in the 1930s, and their
parents believed that male Filipino laborers posed a serious threat to the chastity
of Nisei women. According to Japanese newspapers, Filipino men were trying
to “seduce” Nisei women, for few Filipina women lived in the delta.11 Besides,
many Issei parents dreaded the “sexual laxness” and “uncontrollability” of young
Nisei, which they usually attributed to negative “American” influences. Fearing
the recurrence of Japanese-Filipino marriages, a local reporter of the Shin Sekai
warned the community shortly after the boycott: “This incident [marriage], I
often hear, points to the fact that many more problems like this have already
‘struck root’ and are about to ‘put forth buds.’ It is our responsibility—parents,
social leaders, and community at large—to make sure to raise our children
properly [so as to avoid interracial marriage].”12 Filipino laborers, albeit indis-
pensable for local ethnic agriculture, now represented a racial peril to Nisei
young people—the successors of Japanese development in the delta.

Japanese immigrants worried about intermarriage because it signified Fili-
pino “contamination” of their “pure” bloodline. This racial doctrine derived
partially from the racism of imperial Japan, which sought to dominate “back-
ward” races in Asia. During the years of militaristic aggression in Asia, a number
of government officials and intellectuals expressed faith in the purity of blood,
and they frequently admonished imperial subjects against miscegenation with
the dominated, on the grounds that it would “destroy the ‘national spirit’ of
the Yamato race” and spoil their racial superiority.13 These ideas crossed the
Pacific through imported Japanese publications, lectures by writers and scholars
from Japan, and frequent visits by Issei to their native villages in Japan. Other
perspectives on racial mixing coexisted in imperial Japan, however. As recent
Japanese-language scholarship on race and nation points out, intermarriage be-
tween Japanese and colonized Koreans and Taiwanese was encouraged rather
than discouraged after the early 1920s by Japanese assimilation policy. To ra-
tionalize a colonial social structure that required the inclusion of newly domi-
nated populations into the Japanese nation, bureaucrats and other ideologues
who favored assimilation propagated the notion of the Japanese race as a hybrid,
consisting of Korean, Chinese, Ainu, Okinawan, Micronesian, and core im-
perial elements.14 While Issei were grappling with emerging racial problems, in
Japan itself the discourse on racial hybridity was actually as influential as the
racial purity argument. Why, then, did the latter predominate in the American
West?

Issei leaders both adopted and adapted the racial purity position because
it best fit the sociohistorical context in which immigrants found themselves
after the mid-1920s. In the American West, where they had been subjected to
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a series of discriminatory laws as aliens ineligible for citizenship, Issei envisaged
a better future not during their own lifetimes but during their children’s. They
believed that U.S. citizenship would allow Nisei to restore what they saw as
the golden age of the Japanese community prior to 1920. Such a view was
grounded solely in their belief in the purported superiority of the Japanese race.
Without state military apparatuses to create the actual situation of Japanese
supremacy over Filipinos and other “lesser” groups, the protection of racial
purity was defined as the precondition, albeit not the guarantee, for a Nisei
victory in racial competition and for future prosperity. In no uncertain terms
did immigrant leaders stress over and over the enormous implications of racial
transgressions for the future of Japanese Americans. For example, a Nichibei
Shimbun editorial prophesied:

The Japanese race, possessing superior racial traits unparalleled in the
world, are destined for ceaseless development and prosperity. On the
other hand, those people [Filipinos], whose homeland contents itself
with being a third-class nation, . . . would see nothing but poverty and
misery in their lives. If their lazy blood becomes part of the Japanese
race through interracial marriage, it would eventually offset the racial su-
periority of the Japanese. . . . Racial purity is a precondition for the wel-
fare of the second generation.15

What is clear in this line of reasoning is the sharp contrast between the
Japanese race/state and the colonized Filipinos and their dominated home-
land—a contrast reflected in Issei views of Filipinos in the delta. The theory
of overseas development played a major role in this juxtaposition. Embracing
both the state and overseas communities as intertwined components of “the
Japanese race . . . destined for ceaseless development and prosperity,” the con-
cept enabled Issei to imagine race relations in the delta as a manifestation of
the hierarchical power relations of nation-states. As Japan enjoyed supremacy
over all other Asian nations, so the Japanese in the delta should keep Filipinos
and other “third-class” races in a subordinate position. Of course, the Issei left
whites out of this picture, for they represented the real power in the delta and
in the United States at large.

White American racism further strengthened Issei repugnance for inter-
marriage. Based on bourgeois liberalism and the fictive racial hierarchy of
eighteenth-century Europe, Anglo-American racial ideology defined miscegena-
tion as causing the degeneration of race, nation, and class in scientific terms.
In order to prevent such a crisis, managing the sexuality of children was con-
sidered crucial not just for personal well-being but for society as well. In Cal-
ifornia, as in other states, interracial unions were legally banned, and “mixed-
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blood” children were excluded from the ruling circle of the white race.16 This
white ideology, which articulated and enforced fundamental social norms in
the American West, gave Issei an objective justification for their own views.
Like white Americans, Japanese immigrants stressed the value of child rearing
and the need to protect the chastity of their daughters from “inferior” races,
but they also linked these conditions to the survival of their race in the United
States.

Indeed, the prescribed notion of motherhood worked hand in hand in the
fusion of the two racisms, making Nisei women especially accountable for main-
taining and extending the legitimate lineage to ensuing generations of Japanese
Americans. Tying their survivalist concern to the national tradition, a Nichibei
Shimbun commentator succinctly summed up Issei’s eclectic thinking. “Read
the history of the Japanese race,” the writer urged Nisei girls, “because every
page [of that history], from Amaterasu [the mythical sun goddess] on the first
page to your [Issei] mothers on the current, represents the ongoing transfer of
the [pure racial] blood from one Japanese woman to another.”17 For the goal
of antimiscegenation, the scientific racism of white America and the racist my-
thology of imperial Japan were indispensable partners.

In disciplining Nisei behavior, the immigrant print media actively dissem-
inated a hegemonic discourse on racial purity, reporting many “tragedies” of
Japanese-Filipino unions and romances throughout the 1930s. Offering cau-
tionary tales that Issei parents and teachers could utilize in family education
and classroom lessons, those stories highlighted that not only could interethnic
marriages never be tolerated by Japanese communities but they would ineluc-
tably end up ruining the lives of individual Nisei women. For example, one
Seattle Nisei was reportedly “disowned” by her parents due to her marriage to
a Filipino man. When she became gravely ill, she was taken to a Japanese
hospital, but she refused to disclose her identity to hospital staff because she
felt so “ashamed” about her past racial transgression, a mistake that could not
be mended.18 Designed to appeal directly to the second-generation youth, sim-
ilar subjects also appeared in the English sections of the vernacular papers. In
her reply to a reader’s question about interethnic romance, a columnist named
“Lady Nisei” advised the adolescent about the danger associated with Filipino
men. She wrote, “Filipinos are clever, persistent, and sometimes attractive to
women. But when the aura of romance fades, nine times out of ten Nisei girls
who marry them are appalled by the hugeness of their mistakes, and by their
great disillusionment. Today’s innocent acquaintanceship may tomorrow be-
come an irrevocable tragedy.”19 Thus, the Nisei, especially females, were not
allowed to encounter other groups as free individuals but only as a racialized
people whose utmost responsibility was to their compatriots and the collective
future.
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Following the 1930 boycott, the issue of race occupied the central position
in Japanese attitudes toward Filipinos. The contrast between the economic value
of Filipino labor and the racial peril Filipino men represented became widely
discussed topics, and Issei contemplated how to exploit the former while cir-
cumventing the latter. Essays written by Issei readers for a 1933 Nichibei Shim-
bun contest on the topic of “the expansion of Filipino influences and our
preparation” reveal these unsettling concerns. The winning essays were selected
by immigrant leaders for their content, and the assertions in them represented
orthodoxy in the Japanese community. Characterizing their relationship with
Filipinos as a “race war,” the writers’ main theses were strikingly similar: first,
the Nisei mission to win a total victory in their competition with Filipinos,
and second, the Issei duty to lay the economic foundation for that final battle.
One prize winner, a Stockton immigrant, writing specifically of the delta sit-
uation, analyzed the dangerous trend of Filipino settlement (as opposed to mi-
gratory labor) on area farms and of Filipino encroachment into small busi-
nesses. In his opinion, such changes hindered the development of the Japanese
community, and it was necessary for “all our Japanese brethren to mobilize”
against them. To protect Japanese farming and commerce, he insisted that Jap-
anese laborers be used for long-term farm work and that Issei farmers and
merchants expand their capital base. Until Nisei could finally “expel” them
from the delta, Filipinos must always be harmless workers and customers,
never contenders or equals.20 These viewpoints expressed a consensus in the
delta.

The Issei quest to gain the upper hand over Filipinos, which gave shape
to the delta’s Japanese identity, accounted for an aspect of an ongoing “war of
maneuver” in local race relations.21 Under white hegemony, subordinate groups
were prone to view each other as standing in the way of their respective survival
rather than sharing a common destiny. Racial struggles often took place over
limited material and cultural resources in the society. Because the ruling group
arbitrarily determined the distribution of them, the minorities had to maneuver
within the basic structure of the white regime rather than disrupting it. In the
1930s, beset by Filipino economic encroachments, leading elements of the delta
Japanese, too, felt it necessary to rally the entire ethnic community in defense
of the niches that they had established within the regional racial order. And
when a mass of militant Filipino laborers directly challenged the integrity of
the Japanese ethnic economy in the delta after the mid-1930s, Issei antagonisms
intensified even further, and a series of confrontations ensued. Through ethnic
nationalism, the residents revealed their consent to the local system of racial
rule that had accommodated what they considered to be key Japanese interests,
as well as a racial ideology that placed them above Filipinos.
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RACE, CLASS, AND JAPANESE IDENTITY IN THE DELTA

From 1936 to 1941, a second round of conflict occurred between Issei farmers
and merchants on one side and Filipino laborers on the other.22 In late No-
vember 1936, the San Joaquin delta experienced the first major Filipino strike,
which targeted Japanese celery growers and their white landlords. When nearly
1,500 Filipino field hands walked out, demanding a 30 to 40 percent raise in
hourly wages, 150 percent overtime pay, and the recognition of their union,
Japanese growers, who constituted approximately three-quarters of the celery
producers in the area, recruited hundreds of younger Issei laborers as scabs with
the help of Japanese merchants in Stockton. Castigating all Japanese as “trai-
torous” to the working-class cause, the outraged union retaliated by staging an
anti-Japanese boycott. In turn, Japanese leaders viewed the boycott as another
Filipino assault on their community.23 As in 1930, the two groups were again
in a “race war.”

The Issei response to the labor union reflected the status of the Japanese
community in the local hierarchy of race and class, especially in relationship to
the propertied white elite. Land prices in the delta were extremely high, and
only a handful of affluent whites owned land and exerted influence in the local
society. As leading entrepreneurs in a California agribusiness center, a majority
of these landlords simultaneously ran shipping and marketing companies or
were closely linked with canneries and wholesale merchants. In exchange for
financial assistance, landlords usually bound tenant farmers to sell crops at prices
they arbitrarily set; deducted commissions, transportation fees, and crate costs;
and even prescribed the wage scales according to which growers managed farm
operations. Controlling every facet of the local political economy, these men
occupied the top tier of the delta’s race and class hierarchy.24

Subordinate to the white landlords were Japanese immigrants employed in
various agricultural capacities. Prior to the 1920s, white elites saw Japanese
tenants as economically necessary, albeit culturally undesirable, because they
could recruit and supervise Japanese farm laborers who did not understand
English well. The use of Issei tenants and merchants resulted in an efficient
system of farm labor recruitment that involved all segments of the ethnic com-
munity with the farmers at the core.25 If a laborer wanted a farm job in the
delta, he had only to go to a local Japanese merchant, who then referred him
to a farm in the vicinity. In the 1920s, Filipinos entered at the bottom of the
hierarchy, replacing older Issei laborers. The newcomers were hired under the
existing recruitment system, leaving it intact for the time being. Nonetheless,
the near-extinction of the Japanese labor force in the delta, a product of Jap-
anese exclusion and the aging of remaining immigrant laborers, eliminated the
advantage of Japanese tenancy for white landlords. Without landlord support,
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Issei knew that the entire ethnic economy would collapse. All classes of Japanese
immigrants—farmers, merchants, and laborers—were obsessed with how white
elites perceived them.

The delta racial hierarchy had two consequences. First, it allowed the de-
velopment of Issei nationalism only within the limited spectrum of the farming
and merchant classes. Theoretically, various contesting groups and classes in the
Japanese community could have articulated their own versions of ethnic na-
tionalism for their specific goals.26 In the delta, however, both the perceived
and the objective conditions informed Issei of the unlikelihood of their racial
survival without the continuation of the leading occupational groups of farmers
and merchants, which laid the foundation for class-based Issei nationalism. No
other goal than protecting and preserving Japanese farming and commerce was
tolerated, with dire consequences for Japanese labor activism. In the delta, the
range of Japanese ethnic nationalism and identity was narrow, since it was
predicated upon the dictates of the material concerns of the two particular
groups.

The second consequence of the racial hierarchy was the oversimplification
of race and class relations in the perceptions of Japanese in the delta. Issei
essentialized the local white population to include only landlords and other
elites. Since many white laborers and tenant farmers did not fit the Japanese
definition of the white race, a fictive image of white homogeneity was con-
structed. Likewise, Filipinos were racialized in such a way as to be identified
summarily with anti-Japanese union members, despite the fact that there were
many nonunion laborers and entrepreneurs as well. The internal diversity of
Japanese residents similarly suffered the effects of homogenization, for the com-
munity was represented as a unified body that upheld only the interests and
goals of the leading classes of male farmers and merchants. As a result, Japanese
residents envisioned a simple, three-tiered, overlapping race and class hierarchy,
where white elites, Japanese entrepreneurs, and Filipino union laborers formed
the pyramid in descending order. Although one’s class position tended to cor-
respond with one’s race in delta society, this order was half true at best, because
it disallowed class diversity within each racial group. Yet, importantly, this vision
of social relations enabled Japanese to formulate a racial ideology that they
expressed in their ethnic nationalism. This ideology informed them how to
distinguish an enemy race from a benefactor race and taught the victims of
racism to oppress another racial minority. For the survival of their own race,
Issei appropriated the ruling ideology of white supremacy as their own and
endeavored to turn perceived social relations into real ones.27

Ultimately, interethnic conflict became a question of the Issei’s rightful
position under white hegemony. Since only white elites could determine the
legitimacy of Japanese “superiority” to Filipinos in the delta, fighting Filipino



C O M P L E X I T I E S O F I M M I G R A N T N A T I O N A L I S M

196

laborers had a dual meaning for Issei. It meant not only defending their own
economic interests but also demonstrating their submission to the landlords—
symbolizing Issei allegiance to the established order that constituted the core
of their racial identity. In other words, in their racial struggle, Japanese immi-
grants sought to parade before landlords both their economic profitability as
employees and their racial desirability as loyal servants. Under the white-
controlled political economy of the delta, only such an action could ensure the
Issei’s fragile position.28

Indeed, in the midst of the 1936 strike, the Nichibei Shimbun posited that
their anti-union effort offered proof of “Japanese loyalty to delta agriculture.”
Since Japanese as a group “represented [white] capitalists in charge of all the
farm work ranging from seedling to harvest,” their interests always lay with the
landlords. In this sense, even farm laborers in the fields were considered to be
proxies of whites.29 Issei field hands defined their economic status less in class
terms than in racial terms, for racial solidarity as Japanese superseded class
identity as laborers. Insofar as they acted on the principle of intraethnic co-
operation by serving as strikebreakers, the laboring Issei, too, internalized this
racial identity. Hence, it was no mystery that they were “traitorous” to the
working-class cause, as the union insisted. A Stockton Japanese reporter boasted
that nothing—not even higher pay—was more valuable than the “white land-
owners’ trust” that the delta’s Japanese residents had earned through this strug-
gle.30

What began in 1936 recurred in a series of labor disputes in subsequent
years. The next clash took place during the celery harvest in late November
1939. About 2,500 Filipino workers, who had organized the Filipino Agricultural
Laborers’ Association (FALA) several months before, quit working altogether,
paralyzing the delta’s celery industry. Joining them were members of the United
Cannery, Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA,
part of the Congress of Industrial Organizations) Local 20 and other laborers,
including 150 Japanese. This multiracial union demanded a uniform wage in-
crease of five cents an hour, which employers flatly rejected. The strikers
promptly set up picket lines.31 The situation lasted until December 1, when
landlords acknowledged the FALA as a bargaining agent for the celery workers
and granted raises.

Initially, this strike looked like a successful case of interethnic working-class
unity since it included many Japanese workers. That was the very goal of the
UCAPAWA, as the union appointed a Nisei agent, Louis Yamamoto, to orga-
nize Japanese workers prior to and during the strike. Here, we find a brief
moment of an alternative ethnic identity based on the concerns of Japanese
labor that could have come to terms with rigid divides between Filipinos and
them. However, that possibility soon proved elusive. Under the call of blood
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ties, Japanese workers were the first to return to the fields, while others con-
tinued to picket. Observing the quick collapse of interethnic unity and Japanese
labor organization, Yamamoto lamented:

During the first days of the strike, the Japanese workers walked out with
1,500 Filipinos, [white] American[s], Mexican[s] and Hindus [sic]. But
through various pressures and influences they were forced to go back to
work. . . . Their ranks were completely dominated by contractors; and
they lacked knowledge of what true unionism and labor solidarity mean.
. . . Generally throughout the strike area, due to lack of leadership, most
Japanese went back to work within a few days.32

This Nisei communist added that Issei employers intimidated the workers into
defying the strike and scabbing on their comrades. Eventually, only thirty Jap-
anese stayed on the picket line with the other strikers.

Although Yamamoto blamed the failure on the laborers’ lack of class con-
sciousness and the farmers’ intimidation, many Issei laborers were acting ac-
cording to their own racial ideology more than reacting to external forces.
Japanese newspaper reports provide a glimpse into how unsympathetic the la-
borers were to the strike. They were so willing to work that, in a very short
period, Issei merchants recruited hundreds of Japanese strikebreakers, which
allowed most farmers to continue the harvest and keep two of eight packing
facilities in full operation during the five-day tie-up. An Issei reporter who
visited the celery farming district depicted a busy Japanese farm as “a peaceful
paradise between a grower and laborers.” When he asked Issei scabs about the
ongoing strike, they cast ridicule upon the strikers, “looking dubious” of their
intentions.33

The racial ideology was reflected in the reaction of Issei growers and mer-
chants as well. Despite the initial walkout of 150 Japanese laborers, the growers
and merchants found no sense of Japanese unity with Filipino strikers, and
they reduced every issue to the Filipino “racial menace.” In their opinion,
Japanese workers had been “forced to do so [walk out] by force of circum-
stances,” and it was therefore “an involuntary strike.” The Japanese “strikers”
stayed away from the farms only because of “a desire to prevent any violence.”34

The walkout was unjustifiable, and all the blame rested on “Filipino laborers
[who] are heading the strike,” because their selfishness had led to such a dis-
astrous situation. According to the Nichibei Shimbun, Filipino laborers had been
treated very well, in fact being paid 20 percent more than other ethnic groups.
Japanese residents did not understand why the laborers walked out despite such
favored treatment, and the reporter added that many Issei were even feeling
“piteous for the Filipino race that is incapable of fair judgment.”35 From the
Japanese perspective, the strike was merely a continuation of the Filipino threat
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that had plagued them since 1930. It was only natural for Issei—and imperative
for their racialized ethnic identity—to engage in anti-union activities.

Filipinos retaliated with a boycott of Japanese businesses. On November
30, 1939, exactly a week after the beginning of the dispute, a group of strikers
appeared in Japantown with anti-Japanese placards. They forcibly dragged Fil-
ipino customers out of Japanese stores and talked others out of patronizing
them. Escalating day by day, this boycott paralyzed local Japanese commerce
by impinging on the businesses’ crucial year-end sales. Although the FALA
claimed no responsibility for the boycott, its officials composed the leadership.36

Interethnic relations deteriorated rapidly.
The Japanese employed a threefold strategy to fight the boycott and the

union. First, they collaborated with local law enforcement officials to root out
picketing in front of stores. Tied to the white establishment, the police and the
courts were eager to help out the “loyal servants” and punish the defiant “trou-
blemakers.” In the middle of December, detectives started to patrol Japantown
and watch for illegal interference with businesses. On December 24, the FALA
treasurer was arrested, along with three other Filipinos, for violating a city
ordinance prohibiting loitering and blocking the sidewalk. Japanese residents
alleged that his kind represented “vagrant gangs who [were] obstructing our
commercial activities.”37 They were happy to see such troublemakers taken
away. Meanwhile, Japanese eliminated their own traitorous element—specifi-
cally, Louis Yamamoto, who was considered a quasi-Filipino due to his involve-
ment in union activities—by secretly informing the police of his whereabouts.
Three days after the arrest of the four Filipinos, Yamamoto was prosecuted on
a vagrancy charge. At the trial, Yamamoto’s public defender, a Stockton Nisei,
“did not defend” him at all, so he had a communist lawyer from the Interna-
tional Labor Defense come from San Francisco to assist him. Receiving a court
order to stay out of San Joaquin County for two years, Yamamoto, whom the
Nichibei Shimbun correspondent portrayed spitefully as “a devilish hoodlum,”
soon departed, leaving behind a wasteland for Japanese labor activism.38

The second measure to break the Filipino union was the early recruitment
of nonstriking laborers for the coming asparagus season. In January 1940, the
Japanese community formed a special committee of boardinghouse owners and
other leading merchants, who put job advertisements in the vernacular news-
papers to attract Japanese laborers from outside the delta region. Issei com-
munity leaders sounded out white landlords and growers about an increase in
Japanese employment on their farms, which resulted in many job offers. Local
newspaper correspondents reported every step of the community effort, noting
that “landowners have reaffirmed the notion of loyal, obedient, and troubleless
Japanese laborers.” The reporters also stressed the important role of second-
generation youths—especially Japan-educated Kibei—in taking over the labor



I N T E R E T H N I C R E L A T I O N S I N T H E C A L I F O R N I A D E L T A

199

market from Filipino union workers. In all, this orchestrated effort created more
than 500 new positions for “peaceful” Japanese field hands.39

Third, the Japanese attempted to divide the Filipino community by col-
laborating with the Filipino Federation of America (FFA), a rival organization
of the FALA in Stockton. This alliance was built on a mutual interest in un-
dermining the organizational base of the Filipino union. The FFA was a se-
mireligious social movement organized in Los Angeles in 1925 by charismatic
leader Hilario Camino Moncado. In the 1920s, his popularity spread rapidly,
and branches were established throughout California and Hawaii. The Stockton
branch of the FFA was set up around 1928 and quickly extended its influence
among farm laborers through Christian-based moral reform activities, including
crusades against gambling, smoking, drinking, and patronizing taxi-dance
halls.40 With the rise of the FALA in the late 1930s, the FFA saw its membership
decline and its authority weaken, which made it more willing to collaborate
with the Japanese community. Since Moncado stressed the principles of loyalty
and hard work relating to labor issues, Japanese leaders found his federation
the best partner in their fight against the FALA.41 Many FFA members served
as strikebreakers and worked alongside Japanese.

In the Japanese-FFA alliance, a rupture can be seen in the monolithic image
of Filipinos as the archenemy, which Issei had created during the early 1930s.
When they collaborated with Japanese, Moncado’s men did not fit that image.
Yet, what Filipinoness fundamentally signified changed little, if at all, in the
Japanese racial ideology. As long as the FALA continued to challenge Japanese
agricultural and commercial interests, the image of Filipinos as the enemy re-
mained intact; Moncado’s men thus were not authentic Filipinos.42 For this
reason Japanese usually referred to them with qualifiers, such as “peaceful Fil-
ipinos,” “good Filipinos,” or “federation workers.”

A Japanese American woman, Kay Morimoto, played a crucial role in forg-
ing this alliance. Born on the Hawaiian island of Maui in 1907, she had close
contact with local white elites, since she was a well-known semiprofessional
golfer in the state and her dentist husband was a leader of the Japanese Amer-
ican Citizens League chapter in Stockton. At first asked by some Issei merchants
to help them recruit nonunion Filipinos, she soon became a self-appointed
spokesperson for the Japanese community, which Issei leaders tacitly approved.
In addition to her personal connections, being a female Nisei put Morimoto
in the best position to represent Japanese immigrants in relation to whites and
nonunion Filipinos. The traditional notion of femininity—nonpolitical, non-
threatening, and incapable of scheming—rendered her far more effective at
public relations than any man.43 Her plea for help could buy sympathy from
white landlords, while making Filipino union members look nefarious should
they torment a “weak” woman. Moreover, since the male-dominated social



C O M P L E X I T I E S O F I M M I G R A N T N A T I O N A L I S M

200

structure prevented women from being taken seriously as equals, both whites
and federation members probably lowered their guards and were more relaxed
in dealing with her than with male Issei leaders. Ironically, her image of help-
lessness gave significant influence to the Nisei woman.

Since the racial struggle revolved around the question of the two groups’
relative attractiveness to the white elite, Morimoto concentrated her efforts on
winning landlord support for the anti-union alliance. When agribusiness leaders
held a mass meeting to discuss how to deal with an expected strike during the
1940 asparagus season, she attended without invitation and declared that the
Japanese community could offer alternative Filipino labor as well as their own.
She also repeatedly visited the asparagus farms and talked to white landlords
and growers individually. Consequently, federation members replaced most
FALA asparagus cutters in the area. To minimize a potential labor dispute and
to benefit her own people, Morimoto also supplied exclusively Japanese laborers
for asparagus-packing facilities, where the work was easier and more lucrative
than field work.44 With a few thousand members, the FALA was still powerful,
but the union nonetheless lost hundreds of jobs in the asparagus industry to
the Japanese. Morimoto’s activity was so effective that the FALA could not even
initiate a walkout until the end of the asparagus season in June.

The FALA viewed the situation as a life-and-death matter. With the grow-
ing success of the Japanese pleas to the white population, the union was most
concerned about damaging the white perception of Filipinos. Like the Japanese,
union leaders sought the sympathy of landlords by stressing their desirability
as a people and a race. Despite labor disputes, Filipinos insisted how much
they cared about whites’ economic interests and prosperity. According to the
Philippine Journal, the union organ, the previous asparagus season was a case
in point. Explaining why there had been no labor dispute then, the newspaper
claimed: “[T]he FALA could have forced the rehiring of the displaced workers,
but in the interest of the farmers [landlords] who would suffer tremendous
losses in case of a tieup . . . the FALA let the matter drop.”45 In another “open
letter” to white landlords, the journal attributed the origin of past labor disputes
to the “meddling” of Japanese merchants and farmers or to “extraneous interests
which have for their aim the exploitation of Filipinos.”46

The union also attempted to illustrate the “good” character of Filipinos
and the “sinister” nature of Japanese by juxtaposing the local racial struggle
with international politics. With the deterioration of U.S.–Japan relations in
mind, the FALA appealed to rising antagonism toward Japan among white
Americans. Filipinos characterized themselves as loyal American nationals, who
“would only be too willing to take up arms at any time in her [the United
States’] defense.”47 They also contended that the FALA had official backing
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from the Philippine government, which was under U.S. control, so that it
would not dare to criticize the American system and its democratic ideals.

By contrast, the union cast Japanese as anti-American, since they were
aliens from an undemocratic homeland. When Moncado told a reporter from
the white-run Stockton Record that Filipinos would seek help from Japan to
fight for their freedom if the United States failed to grant independent status
to the Philippines in 1944 as promised, union leaders bitterly denounced him
as disloyal to America. One FALA official was quoted in the same newspaper
as saying that Moncado’s statement revealed “a new angle” that “must come
from certain foreign friends.”48 In this dispute, antilabor Filipinos, friendly to
both Japan and the delta’s Japanese aliens, were portrayed as the very opposite
of union Filipinos, that is, loyal American nationals. This contrast greatly wor-
ried Issei lest white residents mistake them for anti-American conspirators. The
trust of their patrons was at stake.49

Japanese fought just as vigorously to win whites to their side. A few months
before the next celery season, Morimoto started to sound out landlords about
increasing the employment of Japanese and FFA workers. In early August, at a
meeting of the San Joaquin County Farm Bureau directors, she denounced
FALA’s strong inclination toward labor militancy and emphasized that “there is
another group among the Filipinos which wants to work and is willing to accept
reasonable hour and wage schedules.”50 Her plea for peace in the ranks of
Filipino labor, she pronounced, was in the interests of both the white and
Japanese communities. In order to free local agriculture from its labor woes,
Morimoto requested that the farm bureau give formal sanction and financial
aid to her efforts. Although no concrete action was taken, the news made it
into the local English-language newspaper, generating positive reaction and
sympathy from white residents.51 Despite Issei concern, landlords still appre-
ciated the value that the Japanese community offered to them: the economic
advantage of using Japanese tenants and laborers, as well as the symbolism of
their loyalty and submission to the established order.

Finding more of its members displaced from the celery fields even before
the beginning of the harvest in late October 1940, the FALA resorted to drastic
action to take back lost jobs. As early as mid-October, the union announced
that it would seek a closed shop in the delta’s celery industry. The demand
concentrated solely on the exclusion of Japanese and nonunion Filipinos, whom
they often termed “pro-Japanese traitors,” without even mentioning wage in-
creases. One month later, union officials petitioned for a charter with the Amer-
ican Federation of Labor (AFL), so that they could avail themselves of more
effective tactics than picketing. Presented with the charter on November 20,
1940, the FALA, now renamed the Federated Agricultural Laborers’ Association,
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immediately issued an ultimatum: either the employers would agree to a closed
shop and the reinstatement of displaced FALA members, or the union would
call for a nationwide hot cargo (refusal to handle the crop) initiative in coop-
eration with the AFL Teamsters Union.52

Issei merchants and farmers joined together with white landlords and ship-
pers, and their alliance was stronger than ever before. The FALA’s demand for
a closed shop threatened the economic survival of the entire Japanese com-
munity. Should it become a reality, every Japanese would lose out; given grim
market conditions, a farmer would go bankrupt, while a laborer would go adrift
without a job. Japanese farmers did not exaggerate when they declared that
they would quit celery production if the closed shop materialized. Merchants
would eventually suffer, too, because they faced intense competition from
union-affiliated Filipino businesses.53 Thus, the recruitment of strikebreakers
intensified, along with other forms of harassment, including the eviction of
union Filipinos from Japanese-owned or -leased buildings. The FALA president,
local physician Macario Bautista, fell victim to this tactic. After the eviction,
his former office was leased to none other than the rival FFA for the recruitment
of nonunion Filipinos.54

Fervent in their anti-union activities, white elites held the Japanese in high
esteem and openly praised their “loyalty.” One agribusiness president averred
that, rather than “sign that [closed-shop] contract, I’ll first raise a Japanese flag
on my packing houses and will never hire one Filipino as long as I live.”55

Encouraged by Japanese efforts, eight out of eleven major shipper-growers flatly
refused the FALA’s demand, stating that they had secured enough labor through
Morimoto, while the other three retained FALA workers pending further ne-
gotiations. Meanwhile, displaced FALA members could do nothing but picket—
or, rather, simply stand—while the Japanese and Moncado’s people busily en-
gaged in strikebreaking work.56

Consequently, the overall composition of the celery labor market changed
in favor of Japanese workers. According to a Nichibei Shimbun reporter, the
number of Japanese workers in packing sheds rose fivefold from the 1939 season,
while that of FALA members dropped dramatically. Out of the nine packing
sheds, six had 292 Japanese and 117 federation workers in their facilities; there
were only 197 union members working in the other three sheds, more than 500
fewer than in 1939. Since there were two other packing sheds that employed
Japanese exclusively, the total number of Japanese packers in the delta reached
400. Moreover, about 90 percent of field workers were said to be Japanese, due
to the strikebreaking of the previous year. All in all, Japanese workers totaled
787, while Filipino workers decreased from about 2,700 to 851, the majority of
whom were probably federation workers in 1940.57

From the Issei perspective, this situation represented a turning point in the
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racial struggle in the delta. Because young Nisei—mostly Kibei—constituted
80 percent of the Japanese labor force in the fall of 1940, the day when
American-born Japanese would finally expel Filipinos from the delta appeared
to be nearing.58 Seemingly underscoring the success of the Return-to-America
campaign, this development reinforced Issei belief that the second generation
would once again monopolize the labor market and bring back the golden age
of Japanese agriculture that their immigrant parents had enjoyed during the
1910s. Meanwhile, about 300 local Nisei—mostly sons of Issei farmers—had
already formed the Nisei Farmers’ League of Stockton for the purpose of pro-
moting Japanese agricultural interests along the line of the statewide Back-to-
the-Farm movement. As the Nisei Farmers’ League enjoyed full support from
the white-controlled Stockton Vegetable Growers Association and the Farm
Bureau of Stockton, the youngsters were on their way to taking over the Issei
proxy for white agribusiness.59 The historical dynamic of replacement and suc-
cession was now working in favor of the Japanese.

Japanese leaders resolved to protect the labor advantage that they had re-
covered from Filipinos. Issei were still concerned about Filipinos’ dogged de-
mand for a closed-shop contract, which could oust all nonunion Japanese from
local agriculture. When white AFL officials urged Japanese to join the new
FALA, now a multiethnic federated union, some Japanese leaders seriously con-
templated the option. Yet, at the meeting of Issei labor representatives and
contractors, the majority opinion of “capital-labor cooperation” quickly over-
rode this option, because they agreed that the issue was not class strife but
racial “war” for hegemony in the field—or, more precisely, for a proper place
in the racially stratified political economy of the delta.60 In order to confront
the powerful Filipino-AFL alliance, Issei leaders decided to set up their own
“labor” union.61

After the end of the celery harvest, on December 30, 1940, the California
Farm Labor Union (CFLU) was formally established with an initial member-
ship of 500 Japanese. Although dubbed a “labor union,” this organization stood
against the working-class movement, as it pursued “the mutual prosperity of
farmers and laborers.” A product of the Issei’s ethnic nationalism, the CFLU
aimed to mobilize all strata of the Japanese agricultural population in the delta
under its umbrella. The official statement of purpose revealed its racial ideology
and firm belief in the concept of racial struggle with strong undertones of Social
Darwinism:

The welfare of the Japanese race is predicated upon the development of
a healthy economy. . . . Today is the age of struggle for survival. Many
[ethnic] unions have emerged to defend their own interests. . . . The
[1940] celery strike could have developed into a serious threat that might
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have overturned our vested position [in agriculture] had it been left un-
checked. Only in our cooperation does the solution lie. We are now
faced with the grave crisis to our economy. When we think about the
coming era of our successors, the Nisei, we shall all realize that we must
live up to the grand ideal of our race [the development of the Japanese
in America] notwithstanding personal differences. We urge you to join
the union!62

The actual membership of the union mirrored the ideology of pan-Japanese
unity and racial development. Its president and treasurer were prominent farm-
ers, and the union headquarters was located on one of their farms. The rest of
the leadership, it seems, consisted of a mixture of farmers, merchants, and
laborers drawn from both the first and second generations, many of whom had
also been involved in the Nisei Farmers’ League. A majority of lay members
were Issei and Nisei celery workers who had replaced FALA members.63 For
the coming asparagus season, the Japanese union ambitiously sought to expand
its base by incorporating 500 more laborers.

The formation of the CFLU also symbolized the unshaken Issei loyalty to
the established order. This union embodied the traditional alliance among white
elite, Japanese farmers and merchants, and Japanese laborers, which had shored
up the delta’s agricultural economy since the 1910s.64 Its membership of several
hundred recruited candidates for strikebreaking on whom white landlords could
rely at any time. Nothing was more beneficial than this pool of ready-to-use
scabs in the center of a militant Filipino labor movement.

With the unionization of anti–working-class Japanese, the Issei struggle for
their rightful position in the delta reached new heights. Starting in February
1941, the CFLU launched a campaign to counter the FALA’s demand for a
closed shop in the asparagus industry. At a special meeting, asparagus subcon-
tractors and labor leaders were reminded that what was at stake was not only
jobs but the future of the Japanese community and race in the United States.
They collaborated with the union to distribute more than 2,000 Japanese la-
borers to packing facilities throughout the delta region, nearly monopolizing
that line of work. Along with federation Filipinos, a few hundred others also
encroached upon the FALA’s stronghold of field work. In the end, it was re-
ported that the delta’s asparagus farms employed more than three-quarters of
the migratory Japanese laborers in northern and central California during the
1941 season.65

The new labor market conditions in the celery and asparagus industries
presaged the death of the FALA. A new strike, called at the beginning of April
1941, failed to spread, except for some tie-ups in limited areas. Under the aus-
pices of the Associated Farmers, a conservative organization of agribusiness
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leaders in the state, white landlords quickly built a united front against Filipino
union members, and the harvest continued with available Japanese and anti-
union Filipino labor. As a result, the unity of the FALA rapidly crumbled. To
make matters worse, the AFL Cannery Workers’ Union, which struck when
the canning of asparagus commenced, left the FALA out of its agreement with
the canneries and growers. Betrayed by their white comrades, many Filipino
union members turned their backs and returned to work, which led to the
virtual demise of the FALA by late May.66 Interpreting this situation as their
decisive triumph in the racial struggle, the delta’s Japanese enjoyed the “peaceful
paradise between grower[s] and laborers” and celebrated their alliance with
white elites for a few more months. Although U.S.–Japan relations rapidly
deteriorated, many Issei still had reasons to anticipate a brighter future for their
community, until that fateful day when their homeland callously dashed the
dream of racial development.

ETHNIC NATIONALISM AS CLASS UNCONSCIOUSNESS

The racial ideology of Japanese immigrants in the delta, expressed in Issei ethnic
nationalism, constructed the Japanese community through a denial of internal
diversities. In the process, nationalism valorized the interests of male Issei farm-
ers and merchants, who formulated a class-based ethnic identity. Just like the
politics of history making, Japaneseness in the delta was defined by the needs
of these leading groups. Whether farmers or laborers, men or women, first
generation or second generation, all Japanese were expected to act to enhance
the interests of Japanese agriculture and commerce and to “live up to the grand
ideal of [their] race.”67 Issei essentialized the concept of race to the extent that
they considered it as the one and only truth in social relations. In their eyes,
every conflict that they had with Filipinos—interethnic marriage, commercial
competition, and labor disputes—registered as a conflict of race that involved
every member of the community. There was little room for forms of interethnic
relations other than “racial struggle.” The expulsion from Stockton of Louis
Yamamoto, who attempted to pit Japanese laborers against farmers, underscored
the class-specific nature of Issei nationalism. Likewise, the failure of a marriage
between a Nisei woman and a Filipino man exemplified how Issei entrepreneurs
arrested another heterodox form of interethnic relations from developing into
a counterforce to the racial integrity of the community.

To understand fully how Japanese saw matters and acted, it is necessary to
place their nationalism in the context of the white-controlled political economy
in the San Joaquin delta rather than simply conclude that nationalism was a
way to identify with Japan. The hostile interactions between Japanese and Fil-
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ipinos resulted from the logic of a system of racially constituted power relations.
First and foremost, the social hierarchy created a situation of Japanese depen-
dence upon local white elites. In terms of both class and race, Japanese were
relegated to a subordinate position after the early 1920s. The system only al-
lowed them to work in very specific and limited capacities, where their labor
chiefly profited the white ruling class. In this context, Issei farmers and mer-
chants were aware that, as a group, they were dispensable if replacements were
available. With the influx of Filipino immigrants, they discerned a real danger.
Filipinos first took over the labor market and then threatened to destroy Jap-
anese farming and commerce by launching hostile strikes. Japanese immigrants,
especially community leaders, feared that Filipinos might persuade whites of
the advantage of replacing Japanese altogether with a new group. With the
rising sense of urgency in Issei minds, the rhetoric of race overlapped with that
of class, obscured it, and finally replaced it. It then engendered an essentialist
mode of thought that interpreted every social situation in terms of race.
Throughout this process, ethnic nationalism marshaled disparate ideas into a
coherent ideology.

The notion of “class unconsciousness” succinctly explains the nature of the
Japanese racial ideology.68 It refers to the misrecognition of one’s class position
in society as natural. Indeed, the Japanese of the delta accepted the racially
stratified class hierarchy as natural. They showed little desire to challenge or
even question white hegemony and their own subordination—at least for the
time being. By the same token, they also took their racial superiority to and
class dominance over Filipinos as natural. In light of this class unconsciousness,
the Issei decision to fight militant Filipino laborers meant protecting the “nat-
ural” order of existing power relations. Interethnic conflict thus created a no-
win situation for everyone but the ruling class. The nationalism that arose
operated as a form of social control rather than of social resistance in the delta,
for the local structure disallowed the emergence of heterodox ethnic identities,
such as a labor-based Japanese identity. Problems of class exploitation and other
social injustices within their community were set aside in the name of the larger
interests of the Japanese race in America.

While the ethnic nationalism of Japanese immigrants was rooted in their
delta experiences, it also reflected international developments. Through the con-
cept of overseas development, elements of Japanese colonialism and imperial
racism crept into Issei racial discourse, in which local race relations overlapped
with the power relations of nation-states. Subsequently, the delta’s Japanese
community often resembled a miniature Japanese state, and its relationship with
Filipinos mirrored a hierarchical order between a colonial empire and a “third-
class” nation. The construction of a delta-Japanese identity also involved an
Issei attempt to make sense of local affairs in terms of international situations—
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a sort of transnational imagination. In California and other Western states,
combined local and international forces provided the background for a distorted
mode of interethnic interactions among Asian immigrant groups, based on
animosity and suspicion rather than on amity and cooperation.69 And when
there was outright conflict, it frequently fostered the development of ethnic
nationalism—an immigrant nationalism far more complex than notions of pa-
triotic identity with a native land.

In the delta, as in other parts of the American West, the end of ethnic
nationalism paralleled the disappearance of shared interests and the sudden
reversal of interethnic relations after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. The
new development in geopolitics engrossed the local society thoroughly, changing
the places of Japanese and Filipino immigrants in the racial hierarchy. Whites
associated Japanese residents with the enemy across the Pacific, and the mount-
ing suspicion of Issei treachery in America marred their track record of steadfast
allegiance to the existing order. The rupture between white elites and Japanese
middlemen paved the way for the ascent of Filipinos and other minorities. As
Issei farmers found their leases terminated by landlords and as merchants lost
customers, the ethnic community, as imagined and defended by the people,
was effectively eliminated from the local political economy, even before the
actual removal of Japanese residents from the West Coast.70 Along with the
community, their identity as delta Japanese, as well as the ethnic nationalism
that supported it, likewise drowned in the whirlpool of war hate and intoler-
ance.
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Epilogue

Wartime Racisms, State Nationalisms, and the Collapse

of Immigrant Transnationalism

“East is East, and West is West.” With this statement the narrator of Little
Tokyo USA, a 1942 Hollywood film, began the story of an alleged Nisei espi-
onage ring, which commanded “a vast army of volunteer spies steeped in the
tradition of their homeland” while “complacent America literally slept at the
switch.”1 Unified behind these Oriental traitors was the entire ethnic commu-
nity, which conspired to aid a Japanese invasion along the Western seaboard.
Corresponding with the official military policy of mass “evacuation” that com-
menced in the spring of 1942, the movie justified the incarceration of all Jap-
anese residents for national defense on the simple premise of the eternal East-
West divide that mere acculturation or the possession of citizenship would not
leap. Exactly thirty years after Jizaemon Tateishi, an Issei University of South-
ern California student, had challenged the idea of such polarities, America fi-
nally declared, once and for all, that being Japanese was antithetical to being
American in every possible sense and thus “never the twain shall meet.”
Riichiro Hoashi’s call for “transcend[ing] the narrow bound of nationality and
race” proved to be just as vain, for the U.S. government and society subse-
quently treated the Japanese race—long-time resident aliens and native-born
citizens alike—as untrustworthy and their loyalty, if existent at all, as indiscer-
nible.

The Pacific War disallowed the kind of inter-national flexibility that Japa-
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nese immigrants had enjoyed in the interstices between the two nation-states
for the preceding decades. What took place after December 7, 1941, was an
amalgamation of nationalism and racism, which culminated in a complete po-
larization between things Japanese and things American in each warring state.
The conflation of the national and the racial in the American public discourse
deprived Japanese immigrants of access to the ruling ideology. In the intersec-
tions of nationalizing racism and racializing nationalism, the universality of
exclusionist politics prevailed against the Japanese, enabling white racism to
function as a super–American nationalism that drastically shrank the boundaries
of nationality and resulted in the total repudiation of the Issei and Nisei on
the West Coast.2 Hence came Lieutenant General John L. DeWitt’s casual
suspension of Japanese American citizenship rights: “The Japanese race is an
enemy race and while many second and third generation Japanese born on the
United States soil, possessed of United States citizenship, have become ‘Amer-
icanized,’ their racial strains are undiluted.”3 On February 19, 1942, just a week
after this “final recommendation,” President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized
the removal of nearly 120,000 Japanese Americans from the Pacific Coast states
and parts of Arizona. Although Yale law professor Eugene Rostow later char-
acterized this episode as “our worst wartime mistake,” it was not a mistake at
all. The Japanese American incarceration signified a historical moment when
the cultural, racial, and national Otherness of the Asian was most lucidly ar-
ticulated, most undisputed, and most resolutely dealt with by the American
citizenry and state.4

In a series of events that occurred between 1942 and 1945, Japanese im-
migrants found their eclectic social orientations denied thoroughly. With the
administration of the infamous loyalty questionnaires in the internment camps,
the possibility of public self-expression was limited to a futile show of unqual-
ified Americanism or an angry declaration of pro-Japan fanaticism.5 No longer
was it tenable for Issei and Nisei to openly fancy Japanese American compat-
ibility or their mediating roles in the Pacific, because, as historian John W.
Dower notes, neither Japanese nor American wartime discourse “offer[ed] much
ground for the recognition of common traits, comparable acts, or compatible
aspirations.”6

The war hammered the last nail in the coffin of Issei transnational his-
tory—one that had already become increasingly “American” before Pearl
Harbor. The collective world view that had inspired Issei to search for a pioneer
past and strive for a better future vanished with the collapse of the Japanese
settlement communities and industries in the American West—tangible markers
of racial development. In a haiku poem, which offered a rare type of uncensored
expression during incarceration, one Issei condensed a stuporous sense of ending
into seventeen Japanese syllables:7
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The futile sweat
Our many years in America are wasted.8

Another poem conveys the betrayal of history:

The foundation of our permanent settlement
The current crisis has spoiled it.9

Not only did their history appear to have come to a terminus, but Japanese
immigrant pioneers also had nothing to pass on to their successors. By 1941,
most immigrant men were in their sixties, and women were in their forties to
fifties. As the Japanese often characterized it, the “winter” phase of their lives
was supposed to be uneventful and yet full of hope for the springtime of a
Nisei era. According to a former Los Angeles resident, no such future was in
sight in wartime America:

Our immigrant history in its last pages
In confinement we are in hibernation.10

But the demise of transnational immigrant history was not the end of
Japanese American history. While many Issei lamented the loss of their proud
past or silently buried it, the wartime ascendancy of American nationalism
coerced many Japanese Americans into engaging in different social practices
and adopting different identities. How the postwar phase of Japanese American
history unfolded diverged from the Issei’s original designs. Under the War Re-
location Authority (WRA) policy, the leadership of the community fell into the
hands of the second generation, notably senior members of the Japanese Amer-
ican Citizens League (JACL). Along the line of the WRA-JACL collaboration,
integration into mainstream society, rather than racial development, became the
central concern of the ethnic community in the wake of the internment.11 On
January 2, 1945, the WRA started to release Japanese internees, except for those
deemed disloyal, to any destination on the mainland United States, including
the West Coast states. At the end of 1945, the WRA shut down all the camps
except the Tule Lake segregation center for the disloyal. Stripped of social
authority, elderly Issei were dependent on their sons and daughters, who, in
historian David Yoo’s words, “carried the responsibility of caring for their par-
ents, their own budding families, and for establishing new careers.”12 With the
steady breakdown of occupational barriers and enhanced educational oppor-
tunities in postwar America, the entry of many Nisei into the society’s main
institutions and middle-class lives progressed to the extent that the people, by
the mid-1960s, came to be hailed as “a model minority,” even characterized as
“out-whiting” whites.13

In an attempt to explain this course of development, a new master narrative
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replaced the prewar historical discourse with one highlighting the agency of the
second generation under the collaborative efforts of senior Nisei, their white
sympathizers, and government authorities. Centering on loyal Nisei servicemen
and visionary JACL male leaders, the new history reduced the immigrant ex-
perience to a preface to the main story of “Americans with Japanese faces”—
the heroes of history without whose “record of unswerving loyalty, Japanese
Americans, and other minorities,” could not have been “enjoying unrestricted
citizenship rights” in postwar America.14 Most emblematic of the Nisei’s dis-
cursive takeover was the construction of the massive Monument for Patriotic
Martyrs, erected on behalf of the Nisei GIs killed in action, which literally
dwarfed the 1937 memorial to Issei pioneers in the same Los Angeles Japanese
cemetery. With no reference to their ethnicity, General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s
epitaph on the memorial simply salutes “those who . . . gave their lives that this
country, beset by its enemies, might win out of their sacrifice, victory and
peace,” thereby illuminating the Nisei’s undiluted Americanism. Accompanied
by this generational bias in history, the ascent of unmodified U.S. nationalism
in the Cold War era further encouraged the genesis of a narrative with a mon-
onational framework, as suggested in the unabashed celebration of the Nisei’s
patriotism.15 Subsequently, this discursive domestication made the postwar his-
torical construction and identity formation coterminous with what professional
Asian American historians began to call, after the late 1960s, a story of Amer-
icans “from a different shore.”

The casualties of a domesticated Japanese American history include the
whole history of the entanglements between Issei/Nisei and Japan. In the face
of lingering anti-Japanese sentiments that refused to distinguish between Jap-
anese Americans and the people of Japan, their racial “home” continued to
disrupt the lives of Japanese Americans even after the war. Furthermore, the
total triumph of “American democracy” over “Japanese militarism,” as well as
the undying effects of wartime ideological disciplining, have led many Nisei—
and Issei—into purging the memories of their engagement with imperial Japan
and even retroactively claiming an opposition to its militaristic aggression.16

The rehabilitated, often fabricated image of the superpatriotic Japanese Amer-
ican was accompanied by the forgetting and distorting of a transnational past,
whose legacy has persisted until now in the form of historical unconsciousness
among Sansei, the third generation.

In 1957, Bill Hosokawa, a prominent Nisei journalist who wrote four of
the most influential postwar master narratives, printed a manifesto about the
Nisei’s abandonment of transnationalism. In it, the JACL leader traced the
origins of the prewar bridge concept to “idealists and do-gooders on both side
of the ocean,” and to Issei, whose “dreams could not stand up under the realism
of power politics.” Hosokawa asserted, “But if the Nisei flopped as bridges,
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FIGURE E.1. Six Nisei Veterans Association members stand in front of the Nisei Veter-
ans Memorial Monument in Evergreen Cemetery, Los Angeles, 1949.
This thirty-two-feet tower was built on the same cemetery, where the smaller Issei memo-
rial had stood since 1937. The difference in size symbolizes the preponderance of the story
of Nisei patriots over that of Issei pioneers in the postwar years. Gift of Luis Aihara and
Kiyo Maruyama. Courtesy of the Japanese American National Museum, Los Angeles
(97.79.2).
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their faith in their country was justified” because “today their acceptance as
Americans is complete and their position in their native land is secure.” As if
ignoring his own struggle as the editor in chief of a Japan-sponsored, Singapore
newspaper in the not-so-distant past, the Nisei writer dismissed the transna-
tionality of the Japanese American experience as having no relevance to their
collective identity—one forged solely in the context of the wartime internment
and military service.17 Nor did Mike Masaoka, another JACL leader, ever dis-
cuss his leadership role in the Nisei Sincerity Society of Salt Lake City, which
collected donations for the Japanese army in late 1937. As the cost of such self-
denials, ambiguities and intricacies in the stories of this borderland minority
have long remained beyond the pale of our nationalized knowledge.

This book has explored the complexity of transnational thinking and practices
among Japanese immigrants on the borderland of the American West. Caught
in the interstices of competing powers and ideas, Issei actively negotiated, en-
gaged, and often collaborated with both white America and imperial Japan.18

Their ability to make claims on the grounds of their ethnicity/nationality as
“the Japanese in America” rested with the nuances and contradictions between
the ideologies of the two regimes. Although drawing on common modernist
knowledge, the assumptions of the American and Japanese states never com-
pletely overlapped, creating the space where Issei could forge their own inter-
pretations and self-definitions. In order to assert their dualistic positionality,
interests, and identities, Japanese immigrants were often able to navigate
through the two state ideologies, not only by turning one against the other but
also by conveniently fusing aspects of them.

Based on the experience of the Japanese in America, the orthodox immi-
grant paradigm of American history, which assumes the one-dimensional rela-
tionality of the native-born citizen and the foreign-born alien, needs to be
reconsidered. In pursuit of the goal of turning into a full-fledged American, it
imposes on the immigrant a total rupture between his life before emigration
and his life in the New World. Studies on U.S. migration have largely neglected
people’s history before immigration and have also dismissed the ties that im-
migrants stubbornly sustained to their homelands as obstacles in the process of
linear assimilation or democratic integration into their adopted nation, that is,
“Americanization.” Yet, the example of Japanese immigrant practices underlines
what new immigration historians have come to advocate recently: the need for
alternatives to national histories in understanding immigrant lives. Operating
in this emerging “historiographical no-man’s-land, claimed by no nation-state
and dominated by no one national myth,” this book has offered a transnational
rendition of Japanese immigrant history as a total experience, not simply as an
American experience.19
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The entanglements of imperial Japanese racism and white American racism
occupied a focal point of Issei’s total experience as a borderland minority. Under
the coercion and interpellation of those hegemonic discourses, which were not
necessarily incommensurate, Japanese immigrant transnationalism fundamen-
tally failed to overcome the confines of the essentialist categories of the two
regimes. For this reason many Issei uncritically embraced aspects of both racisms
in their quest for inclusion into the American national society and culture while
maintaining ties to their racial homeland. Whether to re-form the immigrant
masses, to produce a collective vision for the Nisei era, or to defend the com-
munity against racial “enemies,” Issei leaders tended to imagine hierarchical
relations between the Japanese and other minorities, as well as parallels between
the Japanese and whites. While it reproduced the dominant racist practices
among them, such eclectic thinking still allowed Japanese immigrants to insist
on their authenticity as frontier Americans and imperial Japanese, despite the
contrary exclusionist claim of their unassimilability.

Viewed from an inter-National perspective, the racial formation of Japanese
immigrants did not take place unilaterally, but multilaterally. In the years before
the Pacific War, Issei were simultaneously “racially formed [racialized]” and
“racially forming [racializing]” under the influence of the competing racisms.20

Drawing on the duality of such immigrant experiences, this book has broadened
the scope of inquiry about American race relations. First, an analysis of the
Issei’s racial formations requires displacing a Eurocentric lens that renders Jap-
anese immigrants as mere objects of white racial projects. Contrarily, the Issei
had propensities to play along with exclusionist politics, not because they were
helpless without choices, but because their own Orientalist beliefs drove them
to seek the privilege of whiteness as their entitlement as well. Hardly could one
have untangled the multiplicity of racial formations but for consideration of
the ideological baggage many Issei carried from their racial homeland.

Although the white racial project constantly endeavored to prescribe dif-
ferences along (pseudo)biological lines, this book has highlighted a methodo-
logical need to treat Japanese immigrants as a distinctive racial category. Not
only does this approach question the conventional paradigm of black-white
relations, which automatically relegates others to an accessory to blackness, but
it also challenges the hitherto accepted use of “Asian” as a single analytical unit
in studies in American race relations.21 Because the Japanese in America were
not only racialized by a dominant white core but constantly racialized them-
selves on their own terms against their Asian neighbors and other minorities,
they deserve to be seen as forming a separate race in the context of multilateral
social relations.22 Elite Issei’s struggle against Sinification, their formulation of
the Issei pioneer thesis, and the community-wide effort to hold Filipino laborers
in check—all underscored dimensions of racial formation that Japanese im-
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migrants experienced relative to their fellow Asians despite, or perhaps because
of, the interventions of the hegemonic white racial project.

It is nonetheless important to note that these instances of racialization
revolved around not merely skin color or moral capacity but the ultimate ques-
tion of national belonging, that is, who held a rightful place in America’s na-
tional community. In this sense, just as the ruling Anglo elite did through their
exclusionary politics, Issei also practiced in quest of acceptance and inclusion
what historian Gary Gerstle calls the “racial nationalism that conceives of Amer-
ica in ethnoracial terms” against other minorities.23 A study of the Japanese
immigrant experience—and for that matter, all immigrant groups—beckons to
the coupling of race and nation as equally important, mutually reinforcing, and
often integrated, analytical entities.

My analysis has complicated the critical nexus between racism and nation-
alism in the experience of this borderland minority. Race could undermine the
integrity and cohesiveness of nation, and yet, nation, due to its multiple con-
stituents, could counteract the purism that race always sought to embellish.24

In a transnational context, Issei found the crevices between race and nation
magnified even further, since the competing definitions of the two categories
from Japan and the United States widened and disfigured the interstices or
shades of meaning, and they continued to drift without real acceptance from
either nation-state. When Issei sent Nisei to Japan for transnational education,
for example, the presence of American citizens of Japanese ancestry confounded
the Japanese nation-state. The Issei’s vision of the Nisei as Americans par ex-
cellence did not mesh well with the way in which many Japanese took for
granted the reversion of their overseas compatriots to the racial homeland. Yet,
the fact that the Nisei were of Japanese origin in and of itself did not auto-
matically secure them a legitimate presence in Japan on account of their na-
tionality status and cultural state. Similar ambiguities persisted on the other
side of the Pacific before 1942. America’s civic, nationalist notion of nationhood
was theoretically devoid of racial specificity as far as native-borns were con-
cerned. Thus, under the mandate of the Fourteenth Amendment, the American
state had to retain the Nisei despite the racial nationalist desire to disown
them.25 While the volatility of their national belonging ironically provided room
for the Issei’s simultaneous engagement with both countries, it also enabled
them to envisage the likeness between Japanese and white Americans without
disturbing the purity of race pursued by each regime.

To counteract the single national focus that still dominates the field of
Asian American history, this book has delved into some neglected practices of
immigrant transnationalism. Whether they were members of the first generation
or the second generation, a significant number of historical agents have been
omitted from intellectual inquiry and interpretation as personae non gratae in
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history, and the images of other Japanese Americans are flattened nonsensically
according to postwar orthodoxy.26 Instead of simply glorifying (or dismissing)
them, our historical knowledge should recognize the human complexities that
the likes of Bill Hosokawa and Mike Masaoka embodied beyond their emphasis
on one-dimensional patriotism. Moreover, forgotten Issei, like Yoichi Toga and
Shiro Fujioka, as well as ostracized Kibei returnees and resident Nisei in Japan,
should be accorded a full appreciation of their dilemmas and ambivalence in
Japanese American history. The usual narrative of a multicultural America does
not suffice to tell all of their stories beyond the conventional dichotomies of
the “loyal” versus the “disloyal,” of “citizens” versus “aliens,” or of “heroes”
versus “villains,” since the discourse on diversity still primarily operates in a
domestic context that celebrates a particular form of American nationhood and
society. Framing the total experience of Japanese immigrants and their children
in an international context is just as crucial as understanding their unfaltering
Americanness as a paradigm of U.S. multiculturalism.27 This book offers an
example of such a new approach, one that will pave the way to more nuanced
studies of Asian Americans and U.S. (im)migration history.
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“Japanese Mexican Historical Overview,” in Encyclopedia of Japanese Descendants
in the Americas, 206–210.

61. From the late 1890s, many young men of prime draftable age (seventeen to twenty-
one) went to the United States to avoid military service despite government re-
strictions. See Azuma, “Interstitial Lives,” 75–79; and also Yamato Ichihashi, Jap-
anese in the United States (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1932), 87–
88.

CHAPTER 2
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ZHJT 2. According to Nayan Shah, the Chinese business elite similarly distin-
guished themselves—as “respectable Chinese residents”—from the laboring
masses when white San Franciscans attacked their community. Like their Issei
counterparts, the merchants also blamed brothels and gambling dens for causing
anti-Chinese agitation. Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in
San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 23–24.

10. “Zaibei Nihonjin wa hatashite anchoku rōdōsha naruka,” Aikoku 35 (June 24,
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36. Taihoku Nippō, December 4, 1923; and Shin Sekai, November 20, 1923.
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Nihon Rikkōkai, 1997), 152–154; and Burajiru Rikkōkai, Burajiru Rikkōkai yonjū-
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sakai, 1921), 52.
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BHMZ: Naigai hantai undō.
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Shimpōsha, 1930); and Zaibei Nihonjinkai, Zaibei Nihonjinshi (San Francisco:
Zaibei Nihonjinkai, 1940). For chronicles of regional development, see Merisu-
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Chūō Nihonjinkai, 1940); Hokka Nihongo Gakuen Kyōkai, Beikoku Kashū Ni-
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167–227.
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wamura Yūsen, Kariforunia kaika hishi (Tokyo: Kawamura Yūsen, 1934), 50–56.
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Shimpō, October 8, 1928.



N O T E S T O P A G E S 1 2 7 – 1 2 8

251
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Shimin shashin, 62–63 (English section).

78. Sakamoto to Imazeki, January 23, 1933, in box 19, JYSP. On Sakamoto’s idea of
loyalty, see Yuji Ichioka, “A Study in Dualism: James Yoshinori Sakamoto and
the Japanese American Courier, 1928–1942,” Amerasia Journal 13 (1986–1987): 63.

79. Nichibei Shimbun, December 5, 1935. See also J.B.W. Waller, “Japanese Language
Schools in the United States and the Territory of Hawaii,” 1–2, February 4,
1942, in box 3, ODONI, RG 38, NACP.
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(Tokyo: Shōkasha, 1934), 176–177, 184–188; Nichibei Shimbun, August 18, 23, 1939
(English section); and John J. Stephan, “Hijacked by Utopia: American Nikkei
in Manchuria,” Amerasia Journal 23 (Winter 1997–1998): 1–42.



N O T E S T O P A G E S 1 3 6 – 1 3 8

254

5. Shibata to Sakamoto, October 4, 1932, in box 18, JYSP, UAUW. On the impact
of occupational racism, see John Modell, The Economics and Politics of Racial Ac-
commodation: The Japanese of Los Angeles, 1900–1942 (Urbana: University of Illi-
nois Press, 1977), 127–153; and Jere Takahashi, Nisei/Sansei: Shifting Japanese
American Identities and Politics (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press, 1997),
37–42. Chinese Americans similarly crossed the Pacific for better occupational
opportunities in their ancestral land. Unlike their Nisei counterparts, this group
did not seem to have included a significant number of students. See Gloria H.
Chun, “Go West . . . to China: Chinese American Identity in the 1930s,” in
Claiming America: Constructing Chinese American Identities during the Exclusion
Era, ed. K. Scott Wong and Sucheng Chan (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple Univer-
sity Press, 1998), 170–180.

6. Wallace S. Wharton, “Japanese Activities,” October 6, 1933, in box 227, SCAC,
RG 38, NACP.

7. A reliable source estimated approximately 3,700 Nisei students in Japanese sec-
ondary education and above in 1936. Some 1,700 of them were ryūgakusei, who
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kokuseki mondai (Tokyo: Nihon Beifu Kyōkai, 1938), 46–51, in box 362, JARP;
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veteran journalist, Bill Hosokawa worked in that capacity for a few years in the
mid-1930s before being recruited for work in Singapore as the chief editor of an
English-language propaganda paper subsidized by the Japanese foreign office. See
ZKSC, DRO; Okamoto to Arita, 6–8, 10–11, August 14, 1936, RKKZ 2, DRO;
and Hosokawa to Sakamoto, c. 1939, in box 17, JYSP.
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Nisei kyōiku no taiken o kataru (Tokyo: Kaigai Kyōiku Kyōkai, 1933), 1–2. It ap-
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53. Dōhō, August 15, 1939 (English section); Nemichi to Arita, August 22, 1939,

HSYK, DRO; and Tateishi, “A Typical Nisei,” 202–204.
54. Tateishi, “A Typical Nisei,” 203; Heishikan News 1 (August 10, 1940): 1; and ibid.

5 (June 15, 1942): 19, in Heishikan collection, JOMM. Though they lost U.S.
citizenship and remained in Japan after the war, the former Heishikan members
have protested the label of having been Japan’s “spies” or apologists, usually cit-
ing the bridge concept, which Kawai calculatedly defined as the intended pur-



N O T E S T O P A G E S 1 5 0 – 1 5 4

258

pose of the academy. That it still allows them to entertain a sanitized under-
standing of the Heishikan project succinctly shows the political utility of the
bridge concept—one that is now often invoked in both U.S. and Japanese pub-
lic discourses to the effect of neutralizing the meaning of global capital expan-
sion and domination. On the wartime and postwar experiences of the Heishikan
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(1942), reprinted in Gaiji Keisatsu gaikyō (Tokyo: Ryūkei Shosha, 1980), 8:77; and
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13, 15, 28, 1933; and Kashū Mainichi, June 28, 1933. Though it does not explore
the different patterns of racialization in the labor-ethnic disputes, the following
study details the Japanese-Mexican estrangement: Charles Wollenberg, “Race and
Class in Rural California: The El Monte Berry Strike of 1933,” California
Historical Quarterly 51 (Summer 1972): 155–164.

28. In addition to Omi and Winant’s conception of a “war of maneuver,” I have
relied on Pierre Bourdieu’s formulations of “struggle” and “position” in the anal-
ysis of interethnic conflict in the delta. Speaking primarily of what he calls the
artistic field and the religious field, Bourdieu has argued that the position that
an agent occupies in society structures his disposition, or “habitus,” which then
leads him to a conscious or unconscious struggle for the defense of his position.
Insofar as such an action has the effect of protecting the status quo, Bourdieu
has called it the “doxic acceptance” of the established order. Based on that habi-
tus, a quest for “distinction” is a logical product of the struggle to keep one’s
position. In the case of delta Issei, their distinction would be their firm alle-
giance to the rule of the landed local whites. See Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of
Practice (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1990), 136–141; and Bour-
dieu, The Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia University Press,
1993), 61–67.

29. Nichibei Shimbun, November 28, 1936.
30. Shin Sekai, December 10, 1936.
31. Philippine Journal, November 11, 1939.
32. Louis Yamamoto, “Celery Strike Won!” Dōhō, December 15, 1939 (English sec-
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kaku Jōhōbu, 1942.
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satsu gaiyō 8. Tokyo: Ryūkei Shosha, 1980.
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———. “Chiba Toyoji ikō,” Vol 2. Unpublished manuscript, 1944.
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Fujioka, Shirō. Ayumi no ato. Los Angeles: Ayumi no Ato Kankō Kōenkai, 1957.
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Hirohata, Tsunegorō. Zaibei Fukuoka kenjinshi. Los Angeles: Zaibei Fukuoka Kenjin-

shi Hensan Jimusho, 1931.
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hōkokusho. Tokyo: Kaigai Dōhō Chūōkai, 1941.
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Mukaeda, Katsuma, and Masatoshi Nakamura. Zaibei no Higojin. Los Angeles:

Nanka Kumamoto Kaigai Kyōkai, 1931.
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Satō, Masashi. Kaigai Nisei kyōiku no taiken o kataru. Tokyo: Kaigai Kyōiku Kyōkai,
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