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From Pearl Harbor to 9/11

Lessons from the Internment of Japanese American Buddhists

L4

Duncan Rydken Williams

Buddhist priests, classified by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) as potentially the
most dangerous Japanese aliens, were among the first groups arrested by government offi-
cials following the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. . . . Unlike Japanese
American Christian priests and ministers, Buddhist priests were closely associated with
Japan and thus with potentially subversive activity. . . . This perception that Buddhists (in
contrast to Christians) were more Japanese than American was held not only by the FBI
and the Wartime Relocation Authority (WRA) but also by the public at large, including
some members of the Japanese American community. The history of Japanese American
Buddhism during World War II, in fact, centers on this question of identity, both ethnic
and religious.

The first Japanese Buddhist priests arrived in Hawaii and the U.S. mainland in the
1890s to minister to the first-generation issei. Most issei were Buddhists who had initially
immigrated to Hawaii to work on plantations and to the mainland as contract laborers
for railroad, lumber, mining, and cannery companies as well as on farms. In 1900, the
Japanese immigrant population had risen to 24,326, most of them transient men. In 1930,
however, the Japanese American population had grown to 138,834 and increasingly was
composed of families with stable jobs and even small businesses. By the eve of the war,
Buddhist temples functioned as both religious and community centers in all areas where
Japanese Americans were concentrated, especially in California. . . . The FBI’s decision to
target Buddhist priests can be traced primarily to the conflation of Buddhism with state
Shinto, which emphasized worship of the emperor as a deity and loyalty to the Japanese
imperial empire. Not until the postwar period would Americans see Japanese Buddhism as
a distinct tradition.

Newspaper editors and members of Congress accused all Japanese, including Japanese
American children, of being loyal to the Japanese government and called for their removal
from the West Coast. After their priests were taken away to “enemy alien” camps, the
remaining members of Buddhist temples tried their best to continue religious services as
well as community affairs. For example, the wives of priests and nonordained temple
leaders took on duties that priests previously had performed exclusively.

By February 1942, the U.S. government set in motion the large-scale incarceration of
the broader Japanese American community. On February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt
issued Executive Order 9066, which ultimately led to the designation of restricted military
zones on the West Coast and the subsequent removal of all persons of Japanese ancestry
from those areas. In the ensuing months, the atmosphere in the community was one of
anxiety, uncertainty, and fear. . . .

During this period of war hysteria, some Buddhists converted to Christianity, while
others burned Japanese-language books and other personal Japanese cultural artifacts in
an attempt to destroy, literally and symbolically, their Japaneseness while simultaneously
demonstrating their Americanness. Mary Nagatomi, for example, remembers her parents
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telling her to go to the wood stove used for the family bath to burn everything in the
household with “Made in Japan” on it, including her favorite traditional Japanese doll set.
The one item the family members could not bring themselves to burn was a set of Buddhist
sutras, which the father buried after wrapping the scriptures in kimono cloth, placing
them in a metal rice-cracker box, and using a backhoe to dig a hole for them on the family
farm. These sacred texts remain buried somewhere in central California, a silent testimony
to the enduring Buddhist identity of one family, testimony that could not be completely
obliterated despite the seeming necessity of doing so.

Japanese American Buddhists faced a crisis of identity and faith as they endured a harsh
journey to the internment camps and the realities of the desert heat, coupled with the
knowledge that they were prisoners in their own land. Within the camps, surrounded by
barbed wire and armed guards, arose the question of what it means to be simultaneously
American and Buddhist. What is an American Buddhist?

Buddhist life in the camps revolved around the barrack “churches,” which held reli-
gious services and education classes (in some cases in mess halls and recreation buildings),
especially on Sundays. According to the Reverend Arthur Takemoto, a young man during
the internment period, Buddhist teachings such as those on suffering and patience helped
alleviate the pain and confusion that many residents faced: “Understanding the basic tenets
of Buddhism orients people to understand the reality of life, that things don’t go the way
we want them to go. This becomes dukkha, suffering and pain. To be able to accept a
situation as it is means we could tolerate it more.” |

In this way, Buddhism not only provided a spiritual refuge for internees but also served
the social function of maintaining family and communal cohesion through ancestral and
life-cycle rituals and traditional Japanese festivals and ceremonies.

While Buddhism was, in this sense, a repository of Japanese traditions, it was also
forced to operate in the context of an Americanization program promoted by the WRA.
This program was organized to assimilate the Japanese and allow them to demonstrate
loyalty to the United States. According to the Investigation of Un-American Propaganda
Activities in the United States (1943) prepared by the Subcommittee of the U.S. House
of Representatives Special Committee on Un-American Activities, camp administrators
should promote recreational activities such as baseball and basketball as well as encourage
internees to join groups such as the Boy and Girl Scouts and the YMCA/YWCA. Being
Buddhist obviously was not listed as a method of demonstrating loyalty, but Buddhist
groups made their own attempts at Americanization.

In May 1944, the name of the largest Buddhist organization in the Topaz Camp was
changed from the Buddhist Mission of North America (BMNA) to the Buddhist Churches
of America (BCA) to give the organization a more Christian-sounding name. The camp
experience, however, only accelerated an assimilation process that had already begun prior
to the war. The swastika symbol, often used on Buddhist temple stationery or on temple
equipment prior to the internment, disappeared and was replaced almost universally by
the dharma wheel. . . . By singing gathas as hymns, including Dorothy Hunt’s “Onward
Buddhist Soldiers” . . . Buddhists within the camp created a new medium for Americanizing
Buddhism. They did so, however, in a way that honored their Buddhist traditions while
simultaneously demonstrating loyalty to the United States. The young members of the
community, having studied the Buddhist “Junior Catechism,” for example, used a Christian
medium to maintain Buddhist identity. Many of these elements constitute what might be
called the Protestantization of Buddhism. . . .

As Buddhists attempted to find a place in mainstream American society, the English-
speaking nisei also worked to gain a place for American Buddhism in the public sphere.
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They organized two closely related campaigns to remember the lives and sacrifices made
by the many nisei servicemen who had served in the 100th/442nd in Europe or as transla-
tors and intelligence gatherers in the Pacific Theater’s Military Intelligence Service. A war
veteran and devout Buddhist, Tad Hirota, led a B for Buddhism campaign to have the
army officially recognize Buddhists in the armed services by creating a B designation on
dog tags. (During World War II, the military had only three official preferences: P for
Protestant, C for Catholic, and H for Hebrew.) . . . After some deliberation, a compromise
was reached in 1949 that designated X to be used on dog tags for anygne not of the existing
three religious preferences. Furthermore, an additional dog tag could be supplied by the
soldier’s church or temple that would positively identify his religion. The National Young
Buddhist Coordinating Council subsequently campaigned for a Buddhist symbol to be
placed on the headstones of Buddhist veterans at national cemeteries. After petitions were
sent to Secretary of Defense, Louis Johnson, the army agreed late in 1949 to inscribe the
“Buddhist emblem” for American soldiers of the Buddhist faith. These two campaigns
represent an important legacy of the camps, testing both Japanese American Buddhist
loyalty to America and America’s loyalty to its Buddhist citizens.

While the long history of the Japanese American Buddhist experience obviously holds
lessons for more recent Asian American immigrant Buddhist groups, one wonders if the
war and incarceration experience cannot also inform and illuminate the recent unfolding
of a “new religious America,” as Diana Eck puts it. In particular, one wonders whether the
targeting and harassment of Muslim Americans, Arab Americans, and those who may look
like those who were responsible for the 9/11 attacks (such as Sikhs and other south Asians)
parallels the Japanese American experience following Pearl Harbor.

According to the Council on American-Islamic Relations, which was tracking anti-
Muslim incidents long before 9/11, cases of discrimination and attacks have soared since
that event. Ethnic and religious profiling at airports and workplaces as well as physical
violence (including the shooting of Balbir Singh Sodhi, a Sikh gas station owner in Mesa,
Arizona) recall the hate crimes and discrimination faced by Japanese Americans after
Pearl Harbor. Just as Japanese American Buddhist temples were vandalized and ancient
Buddhist symbols, such as the swastikas (manji) that hung at temple doors, were riddled
with shotgun fire by angry white neighbors, one saw an angry mob of three hundred
people chanting “U.S.A., U.S.A.” and marching on a mosque in Bridgeview, Illinois, right
after 9/11. Whether it was the vandalizing of a Muslim bookstore in Alexandria, Virginia,
on September 12, or someone shooting into a Dallas-area mosque, the Islamic Center of
[rving, Islamic symbols quickly became targets for those caught up in war hysteria. “Visible
religion,” whether in dress or looks, combined with ethnic profiling has once again proved
to be a factor in how American religious pluralism and tolerance are defined.

Just as hundreds of Buddhist priests were picked up by the FBI and hysterical claims were
made that Buddbhist bells were going to send Morse code message to the Japanese navy, the
post-9/11 period has seen its share of indiscriminate arrests of thousands of young Muslim
“enemy aliens” as well as the targeting of Muslim charitable organizations accused of
having terrorist links. Many have developed the same kind of loyalty strategies as Japanese
Americans did following Pearl Harbor: calls by organizations such as the American Muslim
Council to cooperate with the FBI and support the president or drives to donate blood for
the victims of the World Trade Center. While the rush to conversion, a strategy followed by
some Japanese American Buddhists, is not an option for many Muslims, not only Muslims

" but also Sikhs and Hindus have sought ways of demonstrating loyalty to America, such as

flying American flags or toning down religious or ethnic differences.
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In the sixty years since Pear]l Harbor, America has changed dramatically for Japanese
Americans. In a June 2000 White House ceremony, President Bill Clinton bestowed the
military’s highest award, the Medal of Honor, on twenty-two Asian American war veter-
ans. Japanese American veterans of the 442nd Regimental Combat Unit and the 100th
Battalion, such as Senator Daniel Inoue (D-Hawaii), were honored for their valor in
war. This action clearly signaled that Japanese Americans are no longer seen as foreign-
ers. . . . Japanese American and Buddhist occupation of such high-profile public positions
demonstrates a significant shift in America’s religious, social, and political life. . . .

While the camp experience appears to have accelerated these types of post-war assimi-
lationist tendencies—wanting to belong and to appear loyal—a lingering suspicion of mass
incarceration and the denial of civil liberties for Muslim Americans remains strong among
Japanese Americans, especially after the FBI brought in five thousand men, primarily of
Arab and south Asian descent, for questioning in the domestic “war on terror.” Within two
and a half weeks of 9/11, two New York Times articles, “War on Terrorism Stirs Memory of
Internment” and “Recalling Internment and Saying ‘Never Again,”” chronicled what many
Japanese Americans felt was a special responsibility to guard against ethnic scapegoating.
Proclaiming that “we need to do everything that we wish good Americans had done 59
years ago,” the executive director of the San Francisco Japanese American Cultural and
Community Center, Paul Osaki, was one of many community leaders speaking out against
violence and discrimination against Muslim Americans. On September 19, Japanese
American leaders coordinated an unprecedented gathering of ethnic and religious leaders,
including those from the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, the American
Muslim Council, and the Council on American-Islamic Relations, to meet at the National
Japanese American Memorial in Washington, D.C., and call for law enforcement officers
and others to adequately address hate violence against religious and ethnic minorities.

Many Japanese Americans took on the conflicted identity of being a Japanese American
Bitddhist in the crucible of war. One wonders if 9/11 will also turn out to be similarly
significant for Muslim Americans as they struggle with Americanization and resistance to it
in their ethnic and religious identity formation.
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A Somali Influx Unsettles Latino Meatpackers

Kirk Semple

Grand Island, Neb.—Like many workers at the meatpacking plant here, Raul A. Garcia, a
Mexican-American, has watched with some discomfort as hundreds of Somali immigrants
have moved to town in the past couple of years, many of them to fill jobs once held by
Latino workers taken away in immigration raids.

Mr. Garcia has been particularly troubled by the Somalis’ demand that they be allowed
special breaks for prayers that are obligatory for devout Muslims. The breaks, he said,
would inconvenience everyone else. “The Latino is very humble,” said Mr. Garcia, 73, who
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