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Introduction

“They’re Just like White Kids”
Genealogy and Theory of Japanese American  

Non-​Binary Silence

After my great-​aunt’s funeral, I had the honor of sitting at my pater-
nal grandmother’s dinner table, surrounded by my grandmother and her 
remaining siblings. This was the eldest of my grandmother’s siblings, so 
all were gathered to pay their respects. My parents were also there, not 
sitting, but walking around the house cleaning, preparing food, serv-
ing food, and eating. The table was full of dishes that my grandmother 
had spent the last few days making, and conversation went from Serena 
Williams’s recent tennis championship to jokes about sisters’ and broth-
ers’ idiosyncrasies.

At one point, one of my great-​uncles asked me what I do, and my late-​
twenties self explained that I was a graduate student studying religions 
and art and how Japanese Americans have used them to form communi-
ties and to create a sense of home. Then, my grandmother squared her 
shoulders, formed intense eyes, and turned to her brothers and sisters. 
She said, “See, both he and his brother—​they’re just like White kids.” My 
grandmother was full of conviction, and I looked around and saw the table 
of elders nodding with confidence. I did not understand what was being 
agreed upon and began to feel self-​conscious that I did not seem Japanese 
enough or maybe seemed too educated; in other words, I was ashamed 
for seeming too “White.” But, even though I  felt my own palpitations, 
I sensed my extended family’s pride. So I asked my grandmother, “Well, 
what do you mean by that?” She simply replied, “You’re not afraid. You can 
say what you want.”

 

 



Enfolding Silence2

At this point came a torrent of information. My grandparents and my 
grandmother’s siblings talked of their experiences in the World War II 
internment camps, fighting in Italy in the 442nd Infantry Battalion, the 
interruption of a farming job when news broke about the attacks on Pearl 
Harbor, and finding work in canneries after internment. Later, during the 
drive home, my parents explained that they were still in shock because 
they had heard only a little of that information and had never learned 
about my great-​uncle’s narrow escapes from death in the War.

This moment altered how I  thought of my grandparents’ and other 
Japanese Americans’ silence around the internment years. Yes, I  heard 
information from my grandparents’ generation that they had not told my 
parents, but more profoundly for me, I learned that my extended family 
had chosen silence and when to end silence. I understood that, instead of 
feebly hiding from their pain, they were willing to talk about their trau-
matic experiences, but only on the condition that the listener be somewhat 
equanimous while hearing it. I began to discern a contrast in this respect 
with my parents’ generation, who overall were outraged by the injustices 
that their parents had experienced. I  understood that my grandparents’ 
generation had difficult memories to discuss, but did not want to pass on 
their pain to their children and did not have a remedy for the injustice that 
their children could take up. For reasons such as this, mentioning intern-
ment memories to their children might lead to negative consequences 
instead of a productive discussion like the one I witnessed. By contrast, 
my generation would not to be knocked off-​center after listening to such 
memories. They understood that I  had these qualities from only a few 
sentences about my life, and significantly because of my grandmother’s 
endorsement.

Moreover, I myself recognized that I was not afraid of hearing these 
emotional realities. As they told me their embodied, often painful memo-
ries and debated each other about internment and its aftermath, I soon 
came to know that I was psychologically secure enough to listen to these 
realities, to understand their complicated legacy, and not to jump to con-
clusions. Namely, I learned to see my relatives as survivors of racism who 
have led imperfect lives under incomprehensible circumstances with 
indeterminate futures. At that moment, I felt that I belonged at the table.

Here, I must emphasize that I am not asserting that White Americans 
are without fear or that people of color are full of fear. Rather, for my 
elders, White Americans seem not to second-​guess their appearance, 
demeanor, and word choice; they seem to act as if they know themselves 
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and know what they want, whereas minorities must choose their words 
carefully. In their view, I was “like White kids” because they felt that I had 
a strong enough sense of self and identity to hear about emotionally strain-
ing racism and not to mishear them, be hurt, or become uncontrollably 
angry. From this experience, I began to rethink Japanese American silence 
around the internment experience and racism in general.

For example, for historical and social reasons that will be outlined 
later, it is common for Japanese Americans in general and scholars of 
Japanese Americans in particular to interpret the silence around intern-
ment as racial shame and repressed pain that came from this time per-
iod. Yet, when my elders addressed their experiences, they did not seem 
ashamed, and it did not seem like they had never spoken about their expe-
riences. They also did not try to repress one another as they spoke. I did 
not find them breaking down in tears or meekly discussing their victim-
hood. Instead, they carried on a conversation, albeit an impassioned con-
versation. They vociferously debated issues, acknowledged injustices, told 
funny stories, and marveled at some of the absurdity of their American 
experience. In short, I  came to understand that there is much more to 
Japanese American silence than victimhood and repression, and choos-
ing silence does not always mean denial, paralysis, or buried anger, sad-
ness, guilt, and shame.

This book is the fruit of this re-​examination of silence, and it was 
developed with careful attention to the practices and works of Japanese 
American artists who engage the depths of silence.

Brief Genealogy of Japanese American Silence 
before Immigration

Japanese Americans have developed dynamic and complex silences in 
response to a history of oppression within the United States and Japan; as 
a result, silence has become a strategy of resistance and a symbol of sur-
vival. A central silent strategy of resistance has been appearing to conform 
while inwardly maintaining one’s beliefs. This practice was developed in 
Japan in response to religious persecution and then was utilized in the 
United States in response to repeating cycles of racism. While this strat-
egy of resistance has centuries-​long roots in Japan, Japanese Americans 
have called it gaimenteki doka, or outward assimilation. Outward assimila-
tion is a primary mechanism of creating multilayered silences, and both 
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strategy and silence have been resources for the spirituality and survival of 
Japanese and Japanese American people.

Before Japanese Americans immigrated, Japan underwent multiple 
centuries of national unification, many of which were designed to resist 
and to conform to pressures from Western nations. Internally, these pro-
cesses of unification oppressed many groups of Japanese people, includ-
ing particular religious groups.

One major example of oppression for unification was the response to 
Christianity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. When Christian 
missionaries arrived in Japan in the sixteenth century, some daimyo 
(regional military rulers) saw this as an opportunity to establish ruler-
ship. Daimyo competed over territory, resources, political influence, and 
the legitimacy to rule, and embracing the otherness of Christianity was 
one way to distinguish themselves from others who largely practiced 
Japanese religions. Christian missionaries in Japan in the sixteenth cen-
tury were Jesuits from various nations. In 1549, Portuguese Francis Xavier 
first arrived in Japan, followed by Italian Jesuit Alessandro Valignano in 
1579, and followed by other Portuguese and Spanish Franciscans and 
Dominicans from the Philippines at the end of the sixteenth century.1 As 
early as 1563, a few daimyo converted to Catholicism, had their associates 
convert, and held mass conversions of their subjects. Then, non-​Christian 
daimyo rightly saw Christianity as a mark of belonging to an opposing 
faction. Using this logic, when a non-​Christian daimyo would defeat a 
Christian daimyo, the victorious daimyo asserted his domination by elimi-
nating Christianity from the newly conquered lands. Thus, for politicians 
and warlords, Christianity represented a foreign religion and a domestic, 
rival political identification.

Jesuit missionaries took actions that confirmed this political interpreta-
tion of Christianity to local Japanese government officials. By agreement, 
missionaries were allowed to build churches and to convert people, but 
only within designated zones. With their zeal to proselytize, missionaries 
felt too hampered by the zoning and would sneak out, sometimes with 
Japanese people’s assistance, to convert people and to preach to already 
converted Christians. This defiance did not sit well with Japanese offi-
cials, because it seemed to contest their authority. First, Jesuits had bro-
ken the official agreements. Additionally, since Christianity was part of the 
political identity of many daimyo, it seemed that converting Japanese to 
Christianity was increasing the power of certain daimyo. For these reasons 
and several others, the government banned Christianity in 1587.2
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As non-​Christian daimyo defeated Christian daimyo, they began sweep-
ing reforms to remove potential subversives, including the public execu-
tion of Japanese Christians. In these exchanges, we can see the conflict of 
political and religious interpretations of Christianity. Politically speaking, 
Christians represented the presence of banned foreigners and defeated 
daimyo. Religiously speaking, many Christians did not see their reli-
gious identification as one that could be dropped when the government 
changed. Hence, their refusal to renounce Christianity under threat of 
death may not have solely represented a refusal to assent to a new politi-
cal system, but was also an expression of religious identity. As instructed 
by the Jesuits, Japanese Christians valued martyrdom as a symbol of the 
power of Christianity. This value of martyrdom also matched Japanese ide-
als of overflowing beauty and spirit, where one’s inner strength is fully 
expended in the face of death. From these influences, martyrdom was val-
ued for its demonstration of strength, beauty, and Christian faith. Some 
execution locations became Christian holy sites, and some of the executed 
became holy martyrs for Japanese Christians.

As the country became more clearly controlled by a non-​Christian gov-
ernment, it switched its policy from executing Christians to forcing apos-
tasy under the threat of execution. Though many refused the opportunities 
to apostatize and were executed, others understood that the new govern-
ment primarily wanted a public statement that they were not Christian, 
which would be a public performance of political assent to the new govern-
ment. Those Christian movements that survived the persecution similarly 
adopted a policy of outward conformity, or in other words, publicly seem-
ing non-​Christian while privately believing in and practicing Christianity.

To be more nuanced, the underground survival of Christianity 
depended on removing any sign of Christianity that could be noticed by 
government surveyors. This included transforming communal ritual sites 
and home altars to appear non-​Christian, because officials would probe 
these sites for indications of Christianity. In the home, this involved not 
only hiding Christian objects in secret compartments but also making 
objects appear non-​Christian. An example was the creation of the image of 
Maria-​Kannon. Scrolls and other images of the Buddhist goddess Kannon 
were created to include the iconography of Mary, such as having Kannon 
hold a child. These outwardly assimilated rituals, symbols, and practices—​
that would keep Christianity a secret—​became the foundations of the tra-
ditions of Kakure Kirishitan (Secret Christians), traditions that have been 
passed down to the present day. 3
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As historian Stephen Turnbull argues, the Secret Christians eventu-
ally stopped considering the outwardly assimilated practices as accommo-
dations to government surveillance; rather, these practices became their 
spiritual heritage. Turnbull makes this argument by comparing sixteenth-​
century Catholicism to Kakure practices in the twentieth century. The 
primary sacrament of the modern Kakure was baptism, and this served 
several functions, such as welcoming people into the religious commu-
nity, absolution, and cleansing. Their practices matched the guidelines in 
sixteenth-​century Catholicism for performing baptism when there was no 
priest available. Additionally, Turnbull discovers that they expanded upon 
the practices and ideas of baptism that the early Jesuits taught. For exam-
ple, they incorporated the Shinto meaning of water as purification, which 
cleanses a person before entering divine spaces.

In such ways, the survival strategy of outward conformity not only 
preserved Christian traditions but transformed them. First, the heritage 
of the Kakure has lost the fullness of an open Christian practice of wor-
ship and community. On the other hand, Shinto and Buddhist meanings 
supplemented Christian beliefs and practices. That is, outward assimi-
lation was a process of surviving under discipline, preserving what was 
considered most important, and discarding other elements, resulting in 
rich, hybrid systems of symbols and ideas. This process of surviving was 
utilized later by those avoiding persecution and cultural erasure during 
Japan’s “Westernization.”

The period of “Westernization,” or Japan’s nineteenth-​century mod-
ernization project, was riddled with religious oppression and forced trans-
formation, and it was in this period that Japanese Americans immigrated.4 
Modernization was part of the Meiji Restoration (the Meiji Era, 1860–​
1912), which was inspired by the threat of Western imperialism. In 1854, 
Commodore Perry’s American warships forced Japan to open trade rela-
tions, and consequently Japan was compelled to sign unequal trade trea-
ties with Western nations. Instead of simply acquiescing to the demands, 
Japan capitalized on the opportunity and learned as much as possible from 
Western nations, with the end goal of becoming equal.

Ideologically speaking, the Japanese government felt that becoming equal 
to Western nations involved the creation of a unified, modern nation that 
would put Japanese people on par racially with Americans and Europeans. 
They believed that such a unified nation required a central government, 
a modern educational system, and a single, philosophically coherent reli-
gious system. To these ends, universal education became a goal, and the  
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Japanese government sought advanced scholarship in technology, med-
icine, economics, philosophy, religion, and politics. Women’s education 
was promoted, and in 1900 the government required at least one girls’ 
high school per prefecture.5 These sweeping changes were funded largely 
through the heavy taxation of the farmer class, and the economic turmoil 
inspired large-​scale immigration to the United States. These changes also 
included overhauling the religious organization of the nation, including 
transforming local religious sites into satellite national religious sites.

The scope of the “restoration” was unprecedented in Japan, but many 
of the methods of transformation were not new to the Japanese people. 
In Of Heretics and Martyrs, historian James Ketelaar describes the Meiji 
reconfiguration of Japan’s religions, and notes how it followed patterns 
and technologies from the seventeenth-​century persecution of Christians. 
In brief, Ketelaar describes a four-​step process: establishing local regula-
tory offices; using these offices to survey the size, membership, wealth, 
and activities of local temples and shrines; shutting down temples and 
otherwise removing elements deemed undesirable or extraneous;  
and restructuring local festivals and practices to fit the new, acceptable 
mold. This process was often violent, but sometimes did not initially 
appear so because it was extended over a long period. In one example, 
the initial survey seemed relatively harmless, albeit intrusive, but 30 years 
later officials used it as a guide to know where to apply violent restruc-
turing. From these experiences, the Japanese people came to understand 
that government surveillance implied the possibility of future violence. In 
addition, as outlined in the discussion of Secret Christians, the Japanese 
learned that one could avoid violence by either changing exterior religious 
practices or ceasing them.6

Utilizing these methods, the Meiji government targeted Buddhism 
and indigenous traditions to remove them or to bring them in line with 
the centralized religious system. Ketelaar argues that the government 
targeted those practices that seemed the most carnivalesque. For exam-
ple, diviners, mediums, exorcists, minstrels, and some local pilgrimages 
were banned. The government’s argument was that these occupations and 
activities directed money and productivity away from the central govern-
ment. In practice, the government targeted religions that seemed to ques-
tion the superiority of the new, central government. Accordingly, it sought 
to remove Buddhism, with its origins outside Japan, and indigenous 
Japanese religions that did not place religious authority in the new, cen-
tral Japanese government. The government targeted religions and their 
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practices, and then, if it did not ban them altogether, ensured that the 
rituals were transformed to emphasize the central government’s authority, 
or it simply replaced the rituals.7 Instead of waiting to be targeted, some 
Buddhist sects and indigenous religions often initiated changes to match 
the perceived demands of the government—​outward assimilations that 
would allow them to continue to exist. Once again, the Japanese people—​if 
they did not fully participate in the new colonial desires of Japan—​found 
ways to assimilate the appearance of religious practices to match the 
intruding demands of government surveyors.

While these outward assimilations were certainly subversive from one 
perspective, it should also be noted that they followed the modern Japanese 
conception of religion, which allows one to behave according to one reli-
gion while believing another. As Michihiro Ama argues, cultural imperi-
alism and orientalism combined to create the modern term for religion in 
Japan. It is shukyo (宗教), which means doctrines, so it implies that a reli-
gion has a set of rigid doctrines. Ama traces the first use of shukyo in this 
capacity to the unequal treaties with Western nations, where it was used 
to translate the English word “religion.” In this way, it is linked to cultural 
imperialism. Ama also argues that shukyo represents the influence of cul-
tural imperialism because it implies a Western understanding of religion 
that focuses on central creeds and doctrines. It further implies that folk 
traditions, which often did not have rigid creeds and consisted of myriad 
hybrid belief systems and practices, were not religions.8 Ama illustrates 
that this degradation of folk traditions was part of the orientalist depiction 
of the inferiority and incoherence of non-​Christian Asian religions.

There were several consequences for this definition of religion. The 
Meiji national policy did not protect folk practices under the legal cate-
gory of religion, allowing the government to intervene in folk practices 
and Shinto shrine affairs.9 However, the translation also meant that the 
government was officially concerned only with doctrines and rites, leaving 
the inner beliefs or interpretations of religious practices unregulated. For 
this reason, the modern Japanese conception of religion keeps outward 
rites and doctrines separated from inward beliefs, opening the possibility 
for outward assimilation without inward transformation.10

This policy and translation began with the Meiji Restoration, and thus 
Japanese immigrants to the United States were familiar with this under-
standing of religion and the government enforcement of the outward 
appearance of religion. This meant that Japanese Americans understood 
that governments valued doctrinal religions, while some folk traditions 
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could be passed on by considering them “cultural” traditions, as long as 
they did not interfere with “religion.” Transformed, hybridized, and hid-
den traditions can be found in Japanese American culture, including prac-
tices of art.

Brief Genealogy of Japanese American Silence 
after Immigration

Japanese Americans continued to transform their religious traditions and 
to develop silences as they faced racism and other forms of oppression in 
the United States. Immigrants to the United States primarily came from 
farmers and fishermen in the southern prefectures who were bankrupted 
and destabilized by the overhaul of the Japanese government. Also among 
the immigrants were people educated by American Christian missionar-
ies and those removed from power during the government transition. The 
government supported emigration to the United States because of a sub-
stantial national income from remittances. The government also thought 
of it as an opportunity to convey a positive image of itself through the 
uprightness of its emigrants. In respect to the desired positive self-​image, 
Japan instituted a policy that contract laborers had to prove that they were 
healthy and skilled.11

From the United States’ perspective, Japanese workers were an impor-
tant resource. Specifically, they helped to meet the demand for Hawaiian 
plantation labor, and on the mainland they filled the loss of laborers after 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. However, many Americans quickly 
became anxious about Japanese people, and built upon the anti-​Chinese 
movement in their efforts to remove the Japanese laborers and immi-
grants. In 1907, the Gentlemen’s Agreement was enacted, which virtu-
ally ended the immigration of Japanese men. However, it also allowed for 
family reunification, which enabled wives to immigrate, and this was a 
loophole for women in Japan to marry as picture brides and then come to 
the United States. Later, the Immigration Act of 1924 officially ended the 
immigration of all Japanese. This meant that Japanese American men pri-
marily arrived between 1888 and 1907, and women between 1888 and 1924. 
In addition, there was a predominance of contract laborers among men, 
though the occupations in America did not necessarily correlate with the 
former occupations in Japan. Many women came as wives of these men, 
but it should be noted that many of the women chose to marry immigrant  
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men in order to access opportunities to utilize their Western education, 
such as in medicine and English, as well as to advance in social class.

Early immigrants experienced other aspects of Japan’s moderniza-
tion project, including mandatory education, government suppression 
of potential dissidents, and an introduction to ideologies of the modern 
Japanese race and nation. In these ways, Japanese Americans were famil-
iar with political suppression, national unification, nationalistic milita-
rism, religious persecution, and economic disparity, and when they faced 
similar oppressive realities in America, they applied the same strategy of 
outward assimilation in order to survive.

From first immigration and culminating in the Immigration Act of 
1924, Japanese were subject to overt racism in the United States, including 
violent attacks by American nativists, political marginalization, and stere-
otypical images.12 Many who came ashore were greeted by jeers, were spit 
on, and had objects thrown at them. These physical attacks and concurrent 
political marginalization were often extensions of the racist oppression 
of Chinese immigrants. For example, many Japanese American students, 
called “schoolboys,” took up the domestic labor jobs formerly occupied 
by Chinese. In mainstream culture, fears of Asian male domestic labor-
ers proliferated, with special anxiety that they occupied some of the same 
spaces as White women while husbands were at work. In these racist 
images, Asian men disturbed the purity of White men’s homes and they 
often plotted to rape the White women. Likewise, many White Americans 
conflated the Japanese American practice of picture brides with Chinese 
prostitution. As previously mentioned, the phenomenon of picture brides 
spread because of the Gentlemen’s Agreement, so the expansion of this 
presumed practice of prostitution was ironically due to nativist fears of 
Japanese families. To deepen the irony, actual Chinese prostitution, which 
supposedly also upset the purity of White families, was expanded by the 
White demand for prostitutes. For nativists, the purity of Western states 
was at stake, while their very fears were expanded by White support of 
prostitution and the successes of their own anti-​Asian political movement.

In response to the racist conflation of Asian peoples, Japanese 
Americans and the Japanese government often worked to distinguish 
Japanese from Chinese immigrants. This anti-​Chinese rhetoric by 
Japanese Americans was part of the larger ideology called Japanese occi-
dentalism, which argued that Japan could advance by borrowing from 
the best of the West and by removing other Asian cultures, which would 
supposedly purify Japanese cultural roots.13 Japanese occidentalism also 
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manifested itself in some labor competitions with other Asian immigrants 
in the United States, when Japanese laborers would band together at the 
expense of other Asian immigrant groups.14

Hence, Japanese Americans responded to early racism by distancing 
themselves from Chinese culture and adapting to American culture. Their 
process of adaptation echoed the strategy of outward conformity devel-
oped earlier in Japan. While the Japanese strategy was for the purpose of 
surviving religious persecution and the imperial restructure of the nation, 
Japanese Americans likened their struggle to those of a recent adoptee 
who does not fit into a new family. The term for this process of adaptation  
was gaimenteki doka. Japanese American historian Yuji Ichioka illus-
trates that the first generation (issei) of Japanese Americans debated how 
to transform their culture in the United States and focused on the con-
trast between gaimenteki and naimenteki.15 Gaimenteki (外面的) literally 
translates to “associated with the exterior surface,” and in this respect an 
adoptee would learn to act like the new family but inwardly retain the 
spirit of the original family.16 It generally refers to transformations in cul-
ture that are externally visible, such as etiquette and dress. Naimenteki 
(内面的) is “associated with the interior” and includes the adoption of both 
the actions and inward values of the new family. Proponents of gaimenteki 
doka argued that the adaptation to American culture was expedient, super-
ficial, and was part of a duty to appear acceptable for the sake of the larger 
community. Additionally, they argued against naimenteki doka because the 
internal could not be changed or did not need to be changed.

The concern was partly about religion because one difference was 
the degree to which people wanted to accept the American value of 
democracy and American interpretations of Christianity.17 Underlying 
splits in the community were perspectives on the content, stability, and 
vibrancy of the spiritual core of Japanese Americans; namely, they were 
determining whether there was a core worth preserving. They were 
debating how much of American culture they should adopt, and which 
culture—​Japanese or American—​is dominant or better. This transfor-
mation was pressed by the overwhelming realization that they needed 
to make changes to survive. In these ways, “assimilation” in the term 
“outward assimilation” does not refer to an inferior group transform-
ing to become like a superior group, like many sociological theories of 
assimilation assert, rather a group being faced with potentially danger-
ous forces and responding by choosing to preserve elements deemed 
important from its culture and finding ways to bolster them. That is, 
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gaimenteki doka is both a process of making disciplining gazes not 
notice or otherwise feel unthreatened, and of determining what is most 
important to a people and protecting it in their core. It is not a conces-
sion, but a process of external silence with internal spiritual vitality and 
an attitude of facing oppression for survival.

The forces that pushed Japanese Americans to use gaimenteki doka 
were never clearer than during World War II internment.18 The govern-
ment and military forced more than 110,000 Japanese Americans in west-
ern zones out of their homes, into assembly centers or prisons, then into 
concentration camps, and finally out of these camps. This was without 
exemptions of citizenship status, military service, gender, age, or religious 
affiliation. The experiences initiated profound changes in the Japanese 
American community, such as the upheaval of family organization, physi-
cal scattering, psychological turmoil, and the loss of property and income. 
Administrators created camp policies and the organization of facilities in 
order to undermine patriarchal authority and Japanese family structure. 
For example, everyone ate communally at mess halls, which kept par-
ents from purchasing and providing food, and stopped parents and other 
elders from preparing family meals. Instead of immigrant parents bring-
ing in more income than their children, jobs were more often given to 
American-​born children. The official argument was that English-​speakers 
could be more easily trusted and instructed, but in practice this policy 
took authority away from parents and fomented antagonism between gen-
erations. Due to such policies and organization, people of similar ages 
formed strong social groups that separated themselves from others, and 
English-​speaking youth found themselves with more authority and ability 
to determine their own choices and organizations.

Despite the abrupt disruption of life and uncertainty for the future, 
Japanese Americans had remarkably few violent protests during their 
incarceration. This does not mean, however, that Japanese Americans 
were not upset and did not find ways to express their anger. As histo-
rian Gary Okihiro describes in “Religion and Resistance in America’s 
Concentration Camps,” internees found ways to express their frustrations 
using coded language. For example, their term for the “barracks” in which 
they lived was buraku, which refers to outcaste ethnic groups in Japan.19 
Using coded language, religious gatherings, and the transmission of folk 
beliefs, Japanese Americans were able to find a sense of solidarity and to 
express their discontent to each other while avoiding the gaze of police and 
administrators.
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Japanese Americans also engaged in art and decorated their barracks 
with gardens.20 Forms of art without a focus on Japanese language did not 
seem threatening to camp administrators, so these were allowed and were 
encouraged in some cases. In addition, as theater scholar Emily Colborn-​
Roxworthy describes, even with the official association of Japanese cul-
ture with disloyalty, many Japanese cultural arts were allowed.21 This 
was because administrators focused on the appearance of internees’ 
Americanness for public relations, so performances would generally be 
allowed if they could be cast as pro-​American. For example, Japanese clas-
sical dancing (ondo) and theater (kabuki) could be performed on American 
holidays such as the Fourth of July under the argument that nisei (second-​
generation Japanese Americans) were thanking issei for their American 
citizenship.22 That is, by taking art and rituals and assimilating the appear-
ance or timing in the annual calendar, the inward emotions and religious 
messages could be preserved.

There were a variety of reasons to participate in art in the camps. For 
many internees, art projects were simply ways to fend off boredom. For oth-
ers, the arts served multiple purposes, from sustaining their composure to 
higher spiritual pursuits. Moreover, the arts, since they were allowed in the 
camps, became vehicles to pass on religious ideas that would be discour-
aged or banned if taught through language and doctrines. Thus, the arts 
became a vehicle for outwardly assimilating religious ideas, transforming 
them into seemingly harmless artistic or cultural ideas that could be trans-
mitted in the camps.

For Japanese Americans, there were obvious benefits of seeming harm-
less, such as not being assaulted and killed by armed guards, but camp 
administrators also benefited. Camp administrators worked under the 
mandate to democratize Japanese Americans, and thus taught democracy 
classes.23 They actively competed against administrators of other camps 
to prove that their policies and physical layouts minimized disruptions in 
camp life. They were therefore pleased with themselves when Japanese 
Americans did not riot. Moreover, several outside groups benefited from 
Japanese American peaceful adjustment. There were sociologists and 
anthropologists who took advantage of the unusual historical circum-
stance, as well as the isolation and consistency of the population, to do 
scientific studies on Japanese Americans. Additionally, White American 
artists, such as Dorothy Lange and Ansel Adams, took it upon them-
selves to make a photographic argument that Japanese Americans were 
fully American.24 Lange and Adams photographically documented the 
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internment experience and took care to capture the even temper, positive  
attitude, and American customs of Japanese Americans in the camps. 
This included photographs of internees doing American things like play-
ing baseball and marching in a band, smiling while in school, wearing 
American clothes, and working at American jobs. Photographs, newspa-
per articles, and government propaganda films all worked to illustrate the 
safety of the camps and the positive attitude of internees.

Thus, the results of gaimenteki doka, while silently preserving Japanese 
culture, religious ideas, and a history of survival, also helped to legitimate 
the self-​image of America as a beneficent, democratic, meritocracy that 
valued education and family—​all ideals contested by the realities of the 
internment. Such ironies of gaimenteki doka are sustained in nearly every 
practice developed from it, including those continued outside the contexts 
of severe discipline.

In the time period after World War II, the transition of Japan from 
an enemy to a democratic and capitalist ally occurred in a matter of two 
decades. Accordingly, Japanese Americans went from being imprisoned 
en masse as enemy aliens to being eligible for citizenship. While before 
and during the war Japan’s success contested America’s ideological dom-
inance, after World War II Japan’s success resuscitated it. Postwar, the 
United States felt that it had defeated Hitler’s military and persecution 
programs, and it zealously displayed its defeat of Japan with the atomic 
bombs. These military successes, depicted with images of atomic bomb 
clouds and flattened Japanese cities, proved to many Americans that the 
United States was exceptional on intellectual, physical, and spiritual levels. 
In relationship to Japan, its superiority was reinforced by images of the 
economically desperate postwar Japanese and of the American Occupation 
that supposedly rebuilt Japan as a demilitarized, productive, democratic, 
and religiously free country.

Soon the rise in communist countries’ military and scientific power 
during the Cold War once again questioned America’s dominance. The 
development of science and technology by the Soviet Union, such as the 
Sputnik satellite and nuclear weapons, made it seem possible that the 
United States would not be at the forefront of science and that it could be 
annihilated by communist weapons. Many communist governments also 
violently oppressed organized religions, so that the existence and potential 
dominance of communist nations threatened America’s foundational ideal 
of religious freedom. However, from Americans’ view, Japan stood in con-
trast to communist nations, because Japan—​at least according to its newly 
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imposed Constitution, which was written to match the US Constitution—​
supported religious freedom, capitalistic business, and democracy. In 
these ways, changes in international politics made Japan quickly move 
from enemy to ally. Further, Japan stood as a symbol of American mili-
tary domination, and this enhancement of American masculinity made 
Japanese men seem impotent by contrast and Japanese women and the 
nation seem passive and happy recipients of American masculinity.

The decreased threat of Japan accordingly helped Japanese Americans 
find a limited welcome in the United States. While prewar Japanese 
Americans could not find jobs that matched their college degrees, post-
war the degrees counted more often. With more and higher paying jobs, it 
seemed as if within one generation Japanese Americans were able to build 
from nothing and to move into middle-​class status. This in part explains 
the founding of the model minority myth, which is a racist image that 
argues that Asian Americans are harder working, better at mathematics, 
and excel at technical, emotionless endeavors more than other groups, 
including Whites.25 While it may appear to be a positive image, this was 
a continuation of former racist depictions of Japanese people. Prewar, 
Japanese people were thought to be fungible, mindless, and slavish work-
ers for the Japanese empire, and their economic success was considered 
the result of inhuman intense and non-​compassionate labor. In the post-
war period, the earlier images of Japan were layered onto the new image of 
economic growth, leading to a renewed fear of hyper-​productivity for the 
sake of imperial aspirations at the expense of human emotion. For exam-
ple, the model minority myth was used in the 1980s to explain Japan’s rise 
in technological and industrial power.

Japanese Americans thus were uncomfortably welcomed into the 
American citizenry. Many war-​weary Japanese Americans welcomed this 
change from enemy to ally and silently acquiesced to life under provisional 
acceptance. To this end, many focused on economic stability and further 
assimilation in hopes that this would help the next generation of Japanese 
Americans avoid a recurrence of similar racism. To many Americans and 
Japanese Americans themselves, this was a tacit acceptance of the new 
racist characterization as the model minority.

Meanwhile, the Japanese American community was changing by 
connecting to a variety of racial and political groups. These connections 
were not made simply because of the community’s rising economic sta-
tus; rather, the experience of internment, along with an increased social 
status, gave Japanese Americans a diverse set of connections to racial, 
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religious, and artistic groups. For example, the internment experience 
caused many to empathize with other marginalized peoples and to forge 
political coalitions. The newly developed diversity led to internal tensions, 
some of which could be seen in the Third World Movement and the Asian 
American Movement of the 1960s. At this time, radical and left-​leaning 
Japanese Americans conducted protests at San Francisco State University. 
Among other demands for consciousness-​raising, they wanted the devel-
opment of ethnic studies courses. These students were also inspired to 
protest by other college students who were protesting the Vietnam War. 
However, some Japanese Americans were on the other side of this debate, 
including San Francisco State University’s S.  I. Hayakawa, who decried 
the protests and argued that the demanded changes were unnecessary. In 
such ways, Japanese Americans formed coalitions with other marginal-
ized peoples and formed coalitions against them.

Japanese Americans also joined others in cultural and artistic endeav-
ors. Many were involved in African American culture, including music. 
Others associated with White Americans in resistance music and counter-
cultural artistic and religious movements. Japanese Americans connected 
to these groups through politics, religion, art, and business, as well as 
through interethnic and interracial sex. Sexual relationships were influ-
enced by contexts of war, the American Occupation of Japan, and mixed 
neighborhoods, and this has contributed to an increasing number of 
mixed-​race Japanese Americans.

These various connections informed Japanese Americans’ political 
views on internment and helped them to gain experience in many levels 
of politics. This helped empower them to take political action to redress 
internment injustices, but by no means was this effort unified. The most 
politically supported position was for monetary reparations for property 
and income loss. However, some did not want any political action to be 
taken, some wanted a statement acknowledging wrongdoing, some wanted 
a larger amount that included other losses, and some wanted a more com-
prehensive redress. Generational divisions could be seen, because younger 
Japanese Americans were the primary organizers of the political action. 
The younger generations, younger nisei and sansei (third generation), often 
struggled to get the older former internees to testify. To explain this reti-
cence, some in the redress movement and the official report from the US 
Commission of Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians labeled 
the pervasive silence after internment a sign of trauma, and compared it 
to the silence of rape victims.26


