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On Nikkei Literature: Reflections from Japan

Stephen H. Sumida

(Professor and Chair, Dept. of American Ethnic Studies, University of Washington)

2F A=Y RZE DY NUNTAZEE

In our seminar at CPAS on 10
December 2001, T began by saying
that one of my aims in teaching in
Japan was to present and examine a
theory or theories of Asian American
literature that would not, to use the
Japanese American example, lead
back to the Internment. The culturally
and racially deterministic theory that
Asian Americans (and other "hyphen-
ated" peoples) are of "two cultures"
was one of the justifications for the
Internment: Japanese Americans,
being "partly Japanese," must be whol-
ly imprisoned. This theory, supported
by linear assimilationist theory, is evi-

dent not only in the way the United
States condemned Japanese Americans
during World War II and the way Arab
Americans and people who merely
"look like" them are being discriminat-
ed against today. Traces of the theory
— or, rather, inadvertent assumptions
and uses of the idea that Japanese
Americans have dual, "JTapanese" and
"American" identities — appear in
Asian American literary and cultural
studies as well, for example in the dis-
cussions of John Okada's novel, No-No
Boy, in scholarship that is as promi-
nent as Elaine H. Kim's Asian Ameri-
can Literature: An Introduction to the
Writings and Their Social Contexts
(1982) and Lisa Lowe's Immigrant
Acts:  On Asian American Cultural
Politics (1996).
Japan if readers, my students, might

I wanted to see in

be able today to understand Japanese
Americans in a different way, just as a
person identified as a "European
American" would usually be consid-
ered "wholly" an American regardless
of ethnicity.

While I presented at CPAS a theory

that counteracts linear assimilationism
and the perception of Asian Americans
as aliens, T was finding in my classes
that:
that T call "dialogical pluralism" and
that does not "lead back to the Intern-

ment," is quite difficult for us to learn,

(1) the anti-assimilationist theory

judging by the efforts graduate stu-
dents in my seminars made to ques-
tion, test, apply, and comprehend it;
(2) in an undergraduate class of about
seventy students, even after five weeks
of studying Okada's novel and five
more weeks of reflecting on it, at the
end of our term some students still
embraced the view that No-No Boy is
supported by Yamazaki Toyoko's
Futatsu no Sokoku in that the charac-
ters and families are torn between
their two mother lands. This reading
contrasts what I thought I was teach-
ing and what other students expressed
with admirable clarity and analysis in
their essays. Because three students
had referred to Yamazaki's novel and
television series, I was able to explain
why many Nisei who saw the series in
Los Angeles and elsewhere in the
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United States were upset over their
characterization, of having dubious
loyalty to the United States.
of their severe historical experience of

Because

the Internment, Nikkei have learned
that their "participation" in American
history, whether willing or not, has
meant that Nikkei and all peoples in
United States society are American.
This — their history — is their Ameri-
can culture and identity, and this histo-
ry is shaped by interactions or "dia-
logues" among peoples who constitute
the United States pluralistically.

Almost all of the writings by Nisei
that we study in Asian American litera-
ture courses in the United States today
are concerned with and yet are critical
of assimilationism, no doubt because
of the role this ideology played in sup-
porting the Internment. But our read-
ings and studies are selective. We are
largely ignoring works that proclaim a
"Tapanese" identification and loyalty.
We exclude Yamazaki's view. We
downplay the actuality that many
Nikkei share the discourse of the gen-
eral American public in saying that
"we are Japanese" while it is whites
who are "American," even though by
their actions these Nikkei demonstrate
their conviction that they, too, are
Americans. So dominant is assimila-
tionist discourse that for many, there is
no other, and one's "identity" is con-
fusing, untold, un-narrated for lack of
a language to tell who one is.

Nonetheless, one of the great
achievements of Nisei authors has
been to create a language, in narrative
form and through narrative means, for
Japanese American identity and cul-
ture. Okada, Monica Sone, Toshio

Mori, Hisaye Yamamoto, Kazuo
Miyamoto, Wakako Yamauchi, Milton
Murayama, and Joy Kogawa come to
mind: the achievement has been
theirs.

The extent to which they have
expanded a definition of "America" to

include Japanese Americans may be

seen in how another generation of
Nikkei writers assumes and does not
have to prove that point. It may seem
natural that a Sansei or Yonsei writer
can claim to be American by birth and
upbringing. But this very identity was
questioned in the instance of Nisei in
World War II. David Mura in Turning
Japanese is so "American" that his
quest is not to prove that but to find
how he is related to being "Japanese,"
if he is at all. Garrett Hongo spent a
year, in the early 1970s, on what may
have been a similar quest when he
entered Sohkokuji in Kyoto for Zen
training. Having connected himself
with Japan, this self-styled "oldest" of
Yonsei writers has had a highly suc-
cessful career as a poet. His next
search for roots was in Hawai'i, the
land he left as an infant. Hongo's
memoir is titled Volcano, after his
birthplace on the Big Island. There is
no question here about whether he is
Rather, the
implicit question and quest is about

Japanese or American.

his being of Hawai'i. Under very dif-
ferent circumstances and conditions,
Lois-Ann Yamanaka, arguably the
best-known Japanese American writer
today, writes of her Hawai'i. Yamana-
ka's characters identify so closely with
their local setting that they have been
taken by local readers as representa-
tions of themselves-a feat of "represen-
tation" that few ethnic writers in Amer-
ica can experience or achieve. For
such characters, the beginning of cul-
ture and identity is the plantation,
where Issei forebears did their part in
establishing a multiculturalism that is
the Sansei's heritage. Yamanaka's first
novel, Wild Meat and the Bully Burg-
ers, narrates this assumed historical
basis and connection for what it
means to be Japanese American in
Hawai'i.

Like others I have named, the San-
sei playwright Philip Kan Gotanda
stands upon the achievements of his
predecessors in regard to questions of

citizenship, nationality, and identity,
and he looks to Nisei characters for
dramatizing how their social experi-
ences as minority people have pro-
foundly affected them. His plays
include The Dream of Kitamura, A
Song for a Nisei Fisherman, The Wash,
Yankee Dawg You Die, The Sisters
Matsumoto, and others that explore
what makes Nisei tick. Yankee Dawg
You Die is the play I know best
among these because in 1993 I played
the part of the Nisei character, an
actor known as "Vincent Chang" but
born as Shigeo Nakada. He changed
his name after the War to try to have a
better chance. While we rehearsed
the play, the director, the other actor
(playing a Sansei actor), and T learned
about the "dignity" that according to
Vincent should even be in the perfor-
mance of a stereotype. A strict theater
critic was especially moved by our
show and saw in it a theme of how
one makes compromises (such as
agreeing to play stereotypical roles) in
life and a career, and how one goes
on to bear the consequences and to
continue to act (whether on a stage or
in life). In his reviews of the perfor-
mance there is not a single word ques-
tioning the characters' identities as
Japanese Americans. He later gave us
annual awards for Best Drama, Best
Director, and Best Actor. So I've been
thinking. Unlike Yamauchi's And the
Soul Shall Dance, Gotanda's Yankee
Dawg You Die might not translate very
well. It is idiosyncratically American
when it comes to Asian stereotypes
and the American media that perpetu-
ate them. But if Yankee Dawg were to
come to Tokyo, please let me know
before it is cast. I would love to have
a chance to play my part again.
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The Grounding of Modern Feminism,
(Yale University Press, 1987)

Public Vows : A History
of Marriage and the Nation,
(Harvard University Press, 2002)
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American Slave Revolts in Atlantic Perspective Marcus Rediker TRESRE 2001.4.11 FPAUHZER
(Univ. of Pittsburgh)

Visual Technologies, Vicarious Travel, Judith Babbitts FERETF 2001.5.11 FPAUHZER

and Cross-Cultural Notions of Womanhood (Univ. of Maryland)

The Nonprofit Sector in American Society Grace Hammond EREE 2001.5.24 FAUPER
(E.G. Hammond Consulting)

Communities, Memories, Michael Frisch BEESEIMFT 2001.5.31 FAUAZER

and Contested Uses of History (SUNY at Buffalo, ASAZER)

Sport and the Challenge to Racism Stephen Alomes SHHFAZES  2001.6.13 FPAUHZER

in Contemporary Australia (Univ. of Tokyo/ Deakin University)

Black Nationalism from Garvey to Malcom X Judith Stein TRESRE 2001.6.21 PAUNZER
(City University of New York)

Poetry in Contemporary American Society Robert Pinsky . HEHRETF 2001.6.25 T AU HZER
(ERFFA. AR, BERR)

Becoming Honorable: Marriage and Identity Teresa Meade KOHA 2001.7.3 FPAUNZR

for Alta California Frontier, 1769-1850 (Union College)

Puritanism in American History David Hall K E 2001.7.22 FEXRZTAUS-
(Harvard Divinify School) =ERE NS HERT

PAUPER

The Family, Citizenship, and Democracy in the U.S. Nancy Cott HEEETF 2001.7.24 FPAUNZR
(Yale University)

"Word-World": A Brief History of New Zealand Poetry Mark Williams hEFRSH  2001.11.6
(Univ. of Canterbury, N.Z.)

The Japanese Concept of Heritage Ralph Pettman, Visiting scholar, [LUAXSEE 2001.12.6 P AU NDZEE

from a Global Perspective CPAS and Japan Foundation,
(Univ. of Victoria, Wellington, N.Z.)

Paradigm Shifts in Asian American Literature: Stephen H. Sumida, BEEHT 2001.12.10 7FAXUAZER

From Immigration to Diaspora

(Univ. of Washington, ASARHIER)
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V. HRREED

o [KF#MBME > 2 —DRK—BHAERS]
(2001%3A)

@ Reports on Pacific Area Studies Research Cen-
ters (March 2001)

® Framing the Pacific in the 21st Century: Coexis-
tence and Friction (October 2001)

® CPAS= 1 —XL %—Vol..2, no.1 (2001&£108)
no.2 (2002%3A)

o [7 XV hKFHME]
V. BV —FBREDEFE
DIRZLEE

®hHF A=HR
@ f®#&---Daizaburo Yui and Yasuo Endo eds.,

25, 2002%3A

Framing the Pacific in the 21st Century: Coexis-

tence and Friction, Center for Pacific and Ameri-
can Studies, The University of Tokyo, 2001.

o w3 [AXKEREE] [BIMELFA - 7 — <5l
TR — B E KRGS —] 2001F9R

o FRML - [BEHMELSF Y aF XL BX
BROXERY 5 | BAFMFES (IHREKRY -
2001F11A18H)

o FRiRE - [REDHEHRBRENTU Y7 - X E
) — —ERERRE - MR A CEEHBF RO
—1 72 hEHESE (RERAF - 2001512A8H)

@ A [ARZRTOEMFE/NN—I - N=N=D
F21E] [H5R] 20025285

@ X [/X—Jb« N—=/N—BORELAKF v v
71 [1R] 85 4% - AAXEFRBEE] 2002F%

@MY [HMENRBEETAUHZXL] [EEE
WIE] 20025F2 A

o MRAME - [HEEEAEB [7 2 7AF#it
BOEBEZEEHICH T BZREDME & &ZENCEET S
RAWMRE] OBE - BNERRE] HEAEH
SRFMER - 74 U DXFFERR L 2 —
AR%&#. 2001510828,

eLEx FE

o [ER ¥ -NGONHEICELZTA—/NIL - H
NF XD BRGREY N R FRER & BiE
¢] LEBE—F [EROBEA]. BAREHRHE
. BE,

o [20tHZDERBUAF—7 X U 7] [HEBF4E
E] (3850%8). 20014, 1-88,

@ "Globalization and Change in the International
System," Japan Review of International Affairs,
Vol. 15, No.2, (Summer 2001), 87-105.

@ "Possibilities of Multilateralism: A Regime Theory
Perspective," in Philippe Regnier and Daniel
Warner, eds. Japan and Multilateral Diplomacy.
Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001, 3-24.

@ "Sources of Changes in Japanese Security Poli-
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cies: The International, Regional and Domestic,"
in Daizaburo Yui and Yasuo Endo, eds. Framing
the Pacific in the 21st Century: Coexistence and
Friction. Center for Pacific and American Studies.
The University of Tokyo, 2001, 161-184.

@ "East Asian Co-operation and Japan," in Mely C
Anthony and Mohamed Jawhar Hassan, eds.,
The Asia Pacific in the New Millennium. SIS
Malaysia, 153-162.

e[7F14~—h - LT—L (Private International
Regime) &im| ERfE®S (R) [BACEEE
D100F7 EHEWE[]. =&E. 2001, F1E,

oL BEE—/O—NIL- A7 F 2 ADIERE
B SRk, LIUER (R [Fa—/1Nw-H7
7F X RERAFHES. 2001F. $9E,

O FHHAXREEANMSE] HEMRAREE
(NIRA) . #HE#= 3R [77 Y H0OERHS
E TSR] EREERE. 2001FE3A . 57-86 (51
2%,

o [ER#HF & FHNARZAD T O XDIIRAHF]
HEMEEAEEE (NIRA) . BHE= (&£iR)
[770H0OERBHEFEFHNZ]. BEER.
20014E3R . 425-462 (FE3EEIE),

oBE: JO-—NUE-2 3 7 VTARFHE—
BEICHE->T] [7 XU DKXFEMRRE] Vol
Mar. 2001, 7-9,

o [ [EREFRESy —LOBEHBNRX —Z DR
BIAR C SAAREEE. [ERRREMR] RRAZHERE.
2000 ] LT 71 7#>] No.29. (2001£#).
170-173,

®EE FE

o @& . Reports on Pacific Area Studies Research
Centers, (Center for Pacific and American Stud-
ies, University of Tokyo, 2001), 99p. [Yasuo
Endo, "Thailand, Indonesia: The Possibility of
Inter-University Cooperation in the Study of the
Pacific Region", pp. 51-56.]

o Eif. BHENE (72U H & AR E— [HEK]
& THER] 28BA T, THBXEME] (EEX
FLEXFR. 785, 2001F8A. 136-145H),

OMR. U3 47— [H—0 [Xt] B2iE
[XBDER] EVWIRFEFETS] [BR-—E
58 IRIE - AR (B8 8%, 2002F 1. BRE
[&. 122-130H),

o[ 7 X hKFEWBMRE L 2—DARE] 8
HD50E. 1949-2000] (REAFHAIRE. 2001
£12H. 120-1268H),

o [EhZAFHMA| [HBEFIIM]. 54445,
2001F1H10H. 6H,

o [ARSNEE]| [HFEFHMR]. 54465, 2001
F4R4H. 58,

o [/N7 4 —v—EDNHWE I T -—ABFHEHRES
%] [CPAS Newsletter] Vol.2. no.1. 20019
A. 118,

O[XN—IWDUFv—K -O-F4—F7IT7D
MR& & D] [CPAS Newsletter] Vol.2,
no.2. 2002%3A. 98,

o[ 7 XY HbBMEDHIE— [#FXK] & [HEX]
WEEAD]. RAFEHT X HFARFR. 2001F3
A108,

@ "Historical Reflection: Japan and the Concept of
the Pacific or the Pacific Rim", American Histori-
cal Association Pacific Coast Branch Annual
Conference, University of British Columbia, Van-
couver, Canada, August 11, 2001.

@ "Politics of Geographical Imagination:Japan, the
US and the Pacifc", South Asian American Stud-
ies Conference, Kathmandu, Nepal, September
25, 2001.

O [BIEBEIEMNES | Y IL—> ] BRARFEKRFE
Feid & AL BRI LR R E AR > > K
TOL [HUTOREE]. RRAFZFAFRRE
XALMZEF13SEE. 2001F10A27H,

®x0O A

Academic Conferences

@ "Pearl Harbor in Japan," in "Disney's Pearl Har-
bor: Critical Readings and Receptions," Interna-
tional Cultural Studies Certificate Program, East
West Center (Honolulu, HI, 2001).

@ "Evolutions of 'Paradise': Japanese Tourist Dis-
course about Hawai'i," Literature Department,
University of California, San Diego (San Diego,
CA, 2001).

@ "Cowboys of the Far West: Contextualizing the
Hawaiian Paniolo in the American Tradition" in
"Re-Mapping Home Anxieties: The
Domestic/Local and the Foreign during the Cold
War and Beyond" American Studies Association
(Washington D.C., 2001)

@ "American Objects, Japanese Memory: Ameri-
can Architecture in Sapporo, Japan," Center for
Cultural Studies Colloquium Series, University of
California Santa Cruz (Santa Cruz, CA, 2001).

@ "Architecture” in 'America’ in Transnational
Space: Activism, Architecture, and Autobiogra-
phy," The Biennial Conference of the Nordic
Association for American Studies: Trading Cul-
tures (Copenhagen, Denmark, 2001).

@ "Exhibiting the Ainu in the United States," Inter-
disciplinary Nineteenth Century Studies 16th
Annual Conference: Exhibiting Culture/Displaying
Race (Eugene, OR, 2001)

@ "Imagining, Consuming, and Narrating the Par-
adise: Cultural Politics of Japanese Tourism in
Hawai'i, 1964-1990s," with Mari Yoshihara, Inter-
national Cultural Studies Speakers Series, Inter-
national Cultural Studies, University of Hawai'i at
Manoa (Honolulu, HI, 2001)
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® Assistant Editor, Framing the Pacific in the 21st
Century: Coexistence and Friction, Center for
Pacific and American Studies, The University of
Tokyo, 2001.

@ "Whom We Shall Welcome: 'Professionals' and

the Transformation of the Quota System, 1952-
1965," Pacific and American Studies, Vol. 2, 2002.
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