UC Santa Barbara
Journal of Transnational American Studies

Title
No Simple History: Nikkei Incarceration on Indigenous Lands

Permalink
bttgs:ééescholarshiQ.orgéucéitemélnGBkaj
Journal

Journal of Transnational American Studies, 15(1)

Author
Inouye, Karen M.

Publication Date
2024

DOI
10.5070/T815158815

Copyright Information

Copyright 2024 by the author(s).This work is made available under the terms of a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License, available at
@)s://creativecommons.orq/licenses/bv-nc-nd/4.0,{

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1n63k5bs
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

No Simple History:
Nikkei Incarceration
on Indigenous Lands

KAREN M. INOUYE
Indiana University—Bloomington

This article examines how the fragmented memories of survivors caninform our under-
standing of the relationships among racial capitalism, settler colonialism, and the war-
time incarceration of people of Japanese ancestry. It takes as its focus the work of two
women who as children were imprisoned at Poston, in southwest Arizona, after the
bombing of Pearl Harbor. Ruth Okimoto conducted foundational historical research on
Postonin addition to spearheading efforts to preserve the site and establish memorials
there.' Emiko Omori wrote, directed, and produced a landmark film, Rabbit in the Moon
(1999), about wartime incarceration and its long afterlife in Japanese American com-
munities.” In their work, Okimoto and Omori address not only the torments visited
upon people of Japanese ancestry under Executive Order 9066, but also the ways that
order compounded the injustices done to Indigenous peoples whose lands the US gov-
ernment appropriated to build the Poston prison. Such attention matters, for Poston
and another prison camp called Gila River were unusual among Nikkei incarceration
sites in initially being jointly overseen by the War Relocation Authority and the Office
of Indian Affairs (renamed the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1947).> As Karen J. Leong and
Myla Vicenti Carpio have noted, these prisons effected a double displacement in which
people of Japanese ancestry became colonizers twice over on land the US government
had unilaterally seized from the Colorado River Indian Tribes (CRIT), in the case of Pos-
ton, and the Gila River Indian Community, in the case of Gila River.*

Actively engaging with the entangled, parallel, and yet different histories of suf-
fering grounded in such sites, Okimoto and Omori have framed wartime incarceration
not as a discrete historical episode involving only Nikkei and their white antagonists,
but as a crossroads at which multiple histories meet and intertwine. Okimoto’s histor-
ical research, for instance, carefully interweaves the story of the CRIT, whose commun-
ities and lives were also transformed by Executive Order 9066 and its repercussions.
By contrast, Omori’s film engages with the impact of wartime incarceration on the In-
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digenous communities in the form of personal reflection on how the resonance of
childhood encounters with Indigenous people has changed over time. Both, however,
strive to understand the structural and historical implications of the crossroads at
which they and members of the Colorado River Indian Tribes met.” Placing these ef-
forts alongside historical evidence of contact between prisoners at Poston and Indig-
enous communities living around them, this essay traces the potential personal origins
of political engagement among survivors of wartime incarceration. In so doing, it aims
to demonstrate how the terrain of memory can, in some instances, shift from terra
incognita into fertile ground for the pursuit of empathetic engagement across his-
torical and racial divides. On that ground, | suggest, Okimoto and Omori have found
what Jodi Byrd, following Gerald Vizenor, calls “the complementarities of stories, as-
sociations, intimacies, and reincarnations that resist absence and possession.”6

Okimoto has long been sensitive to the entanglement of her history with that
of Indigenous people. Take, forinstance, her 2001 study of the Poston prison site, Shar-
ing a Desert Home. Starting with its title, the work lays out not only the conditions Japa-
nese Americans experienced during wartime incarceration, but also the settler colonial
history that had from the nineteenth century onward shaped the site on which their
prison was built. Her account revolves around how congruent objectives brought to-
gether the Wartime Relocation Authority and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (then named
the OIA, Office of Indian Affairs) in the prison’s early days, how the transformations
wrought by Nikkei inmates subsequently shaped the lives of Colorado River Indian
Tribes community members, and how in recent years a sense of shared history has
enabled some Nikkei activists to think across racial and historical divides. In so doing,
her study provides invaluable insight into the entangled forms of injustice that both
shaped and were shaped by wartime incarceration.

Such a complex understanding of injustice arose partly through interaction with
non-Nikkei individuals Okimoto met while researching Poston in the late 1990s. She
initially had hoped to execute a series of artworks addressing the intertwined histories
of Nikkei prisoners and Indigenous Peoples in the region, but “[w]hen | inquired about
doing research at the CRIT library, | was told that an application was necessary to get
permission from the CRIT Administrative Committee.”” Subsequent administrative and
research efforts brought her into contact with an ever-widening network of people
outside her extended Nikkei community whose lives had also been shaped, directly or
indirectly, by Executive Order 9066. She worked closely with Amelia Flores, the librar-
ian and archive director for the CRIT library and archives, as well as with the CRIT’s
Beninese consulting structural engineer, Raul Roko, who as a high schooler had stud-
ied wartime incarceration. Flores also helped Okimoto contact members of the Colo-
rado River Indian Tribes who had engaged, or whose parents had engaged, with Nikkei
prisoners.8

But Okimoto’s own memory of life under racial capitalism overseen by a settler
colonial government also figured prominently in this project despite the fact that most
people in her community subscribed to the ideals of the nation state.? Indeed, Okimoto
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spent her childhood in a community steeped in the popular mythology on which those
ideas depended. For instance, the primary sources from Poston reveal a community
that was dismayingly willing to deploy stereotypes of Indigeneity drawn from main-
stream white culture. These stereotypes included, among other things, naming sports
teams “the Indians”—in some cases, even naming them after particular nations—as
well as referring to victories and defeats in exoticizing language.°Over time, though,
historical research led Okimoto to the recognition that, as Patrick Wolfe has observed,
“[s]ettler colonialism destroys to replace.” " This is so, Wolfe suggests, not because
what the settler colonial government builds is superior, but because the act of building
allows that government to inscribe its superiority, defined as necessity, upon what it
destroys. Thus, the American imaginary of Manifest Destiny helped animate a process
by which the US government has racialized Indigenous peoples, the destruction of
whom could then be trotted out as “evidence” of white supremacy."”

As Okimoto found, the implications for Nikkei North Americans are profound,
necessitating that we rethink the history of Japanese in America not as a tightly circum-
scribed topic, but as one of entangled forms of injustice and struggle. Although white
citizens and the US government have long treated Asian migrants as exploitable and
expendable laborers, those migrants have largely framed their existence in the US as
one of achieving membership in the nation state. In so doing, they have tended to
deepen racial capitalism even as they have so often been subjugated by it. In light of
Okimoto’s and Omori’s work, though, the question becomes not whether Japanese
Americans were among the first colonizers, but rather how we might act on our obli-
gation to, in Candace Fujikane’s formulation, support “Native peoples in their struggle
for self-determination.”” Hence the focus of this article: In looking at the contours of
Okimoto’s and Omori’s work, it charts a trajectory from life within the settler-colonial
paradigm toward fuller consciousness and, with that, an increased ability to think
across historical and racial difference.

Settler colonialism might seem a world away from Executive Order 9066 and
its aftermath. The wartime incarceration of Nikkei involved not the dispossession of a
sovereign people, but rather the violation of rights the nation state purported to guar-
antee to immigrants and people born into the confines of its legal system. And yet, the
prisons at Poston and at Gila River were literally inseparable from the US government’s
mistreatment of Indigenous peoples.

Bringing together the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA), the Wartime Relocation
Authority (WRA), and two marginalized, racialized groups, a site such as Poston can
thus be thought of as a particularly close intertwining of settler colonial logic with rac-
ial capitalism." As it had at other WRA prison sites, day-to-day life for Nikkei imprisoned
in Poston entailed the experience of racist displacement alongside thousands of other
Nikkei while also adapting to a harsh new environment. However, it also from time to
time brought complex and largely unmapped interactions with members of the Indig-
enous Peoples on whose lands the prison stood. As Okimoto and Omori have each
demonstrated, the memory of those interactions can help shape the activism of Nikkei
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forced to occupy Indigenous lands, thereby driving them away from identification with
racial capitalism and the settler colonial nation state and toward a fuller recognition of
the continuing legacies of that state’s violence.

Contact between Nikkei and Indigenous peoples during wartime incarceration
seems to have been infrequent. As Okimoto has remarked, “[t]hough the Japanese
American detainees and the CRIT people ‘shared a desert home’ for three years, we
lived as strangers during those years, each group struggling with their own issues.”™
And yet, as we shall see, even that little contact came forward in the memories and
subsequent historical engagements of Okimoto and Omori. It spurred each of them to
reframe wartime incarceration not as a discrete episode involving two relatively stable
groups, but as a constellation of entangled modes of exploitation that developed out
of parallel-yet-different histories and brought parallel-yet-different outcomes.

Nikkei in North America were settlers from the outset, and despite wartime
incarceration much of their subsequent activism has taken place within the model of
the American nation state. And yet, for Okimoto and for Omori, building outward from
the fragmented, elusive memory of that incarceration has provided a way to rethink
historical injustice, to recognize potential points of contact across difference, and, in
so doing, to trouble conventional narratives of American belonging as well as the racial
capitalism and settler colonialism on which those narratives depend.

Let us begin with the fragmented nature of Nikkei historical memory, which not
only restricts our understanding of wartime incarceration and its fallout, but also has
become a driving force behind political engagement. After that, we can examine evi-
dence for some of the engagement of inmates with the Indigenous nations on whose
lands they were incarcerated.™ Studying such evidence allows us to see potential
points of origin where the memory of shared injustice might eventually shape action
in the future. In cases such as those of Okimoto and Omori, the fragmentary legacy of
entangled experience retains potential power, though that power is fragile and requ-
ires effort to develop.

Fragmented Memory as the Engine of Empathetic Agency

Empathetic engagement lies at the heart of how many Nikkei activists have ap-
proached their work.” Rather than seek closure, they aim to extend the afterlife of the
injustice they, their relatives, and their communities have suffered. To do this, they
take the lingering complex feelings that haunt their past and relay them, acting and
speaking in ways that purposefully make the reverberation of that past detectable to
others. In so doing, they bring the personal experience of injustice into view, demon-
strating the scope and duration of state-sponsored violence. Past and present overlap,
creating slippages that allow people with little or no direct experience of mass incarc-
eration to comprehend the necessity of a different future.

Such empathetic agency frequently expresses itself in complex ways. For ins-
tance, in her 1999 documentary Rabbit in the Moon, Emiko Omori summarizes the seis-
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mic impact of mass incarceration on Nikkei culture by comparing her family life versus
that of her sister, who is ten years older: “The Japanese American community she
knew before World War Il was not the community | knew after the war. The community
| grew up with is fragmented, acrimonious, my father quiet and distant. The father who
raised her was vital, with hopes and dreams.”"® Moving from the broadly social to the
deeply personal in just a few words, Omori invites the viewer to understand the fallout
of Executive Order 9066 in terms of the daily experience of a yawning sociocultural
void framed by the shaky edifice of what came after and haunted by the remnants of
what must have been.

Loss ultimately becomes the center of gravity of Rabbit in the Moon, which
opens with a caption recounting how “[i]n the 1950’s a Wyoming farmer unearthed a
55-gallon oil drum on land that was formerly a World War Il relocation center. It had
been buried by inmates. It was filled with hundreds of small river stones ... each one
carefully inscribed with a Japanese character ... coming to light like fragments of
memory.” " For Omori, as for many Nikkei activists, the history of mass incarceration
resides not simply in the historical record, but also in the myriad gaps in that record.
Absences, losses, omissions, and denials come to the fore. Recovering the past be-
comes an exercise in bridging historical gaps via empathetic engagement, imagining
or recreating or inferring what has been lost or actively obliviated. Omori, Okimoto,
and others work with what remains—a drum filled with stones, the memory of a
funerary urn, a dawning recognition of the mistreatment other groups suffered in con-
nection with your own unjust imprisonment. In such cases, empathy drives these
activists to think of their history as not simply their own; it compels them to identify
from a distance with people in parallel yet different circumstances. In the closing voice-
over to Rabbit in the Moon, Omori observes: “The government succeeded in erasing a
good deal of my cultural past. It succeeded in alienating me from myself, from the face
that looks back at me. | not only lost my language, but came to despise many things
Japanese, except food—steaming white rice and green tea were embedded too
deeply to erase. | found my mother’s wedding veil, delicate and torn. | wrapped myself
in it as though it were a fragile cloak of memories not remembered.”*® Hindered from
connecting with her mother, who died soon after the end of the war, Omori seeks
identification through emotional analogy, a reimagining of circumstances at which she
can only begin to guess.” This form of historical bridging creates opportunities for
thinking across difference as the activation of emotional commonality drives cultural,
political, and social action against the oblivion wrought by white settler colonialism,
wartime incarceration, and other forms of state-sponsored violence.”

Mass Incarceration as a Civilizing Process

It is tempting to think of the wartime imprisonment of Nikkei in the United States as
an exercise in simply absenting more than one hundred and ten thousand innocent
people from contact with the rest of the nation. But while remoteness was a consid-
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eration in the placement of America’s World War Il sites of incarceration, that did not
guarantee isolation. The US War Relocation Authority placed Japanese American pris-
oners far from large cities, but close to zones that governmental authorities felt had
agricultural potential.> And in the cases of Poston and Gila River, both in southwest
Arizona, the aim was specifically to have Nikkei prisoners “reclaim” the desert for
subsequent use by Indigenous peoples, deploying scalable sorts of agricultural and
farming techniques, as opposed to the traditional forms of subsistence ancestors of
the Colorado River Indian Tribes had employed. Contact between the two commun-
ities was not part of that plan. Almost immediately, however, contact began to occur.
And while it was not the norm, it undeniably took place and, in the process, proved
looser than OIA and WRA administrators might have anticipated, as informal inter-
actions began occurring both within and outside of official channels. Tamie Tsuchi-
yama, one of the main Nikkei researchers working for the Japanese American Evacua-
tion and Resettlement Study, remarked in August of 1942 that “Poston is an [sic]
unique community in that it is the only relocation center (if | am not mistaken) under
the jurisdiction of the Indian Commission. People here, | surmise, enjoy greater free-
dom than in any of the relocation centers under the direct management of the WRA.”**
The main cause of this, she seems to suggest, was the OIA’s less punitive approach to
incarceration, which seems to have enabled a modicum of engagement between Nik-
kei and Indigenous peoples.

That engagement can tell us much about the origins of resistance to racial
capitalism and settler colonialism for some Nikkei activists, many of whom only took
on a broadly recognizable political voice decades after wartime imprisonment. Rather
than focus on high-profile uprisings, such as the Poston Strike of November 1942, this
article focuses on forms of adaptation and resistance to wartime incarceration that
arose on an informal, day-to-day basis. While the Poston Strike allowed Nikkei pris-
oners to assert animportant collective agency soon after their forced relocation to the
desert Southwest, it constituted an overtly and explicitly political response to overtly
and explicitly racist policies. More to the point, perhaps, it was necessarily an
intraethnic alliance. By contrast, mundane experiences that both arose within and
tested the limits of exclusionary policies can shed light on how resistance to racial capi-
talism and settler colonialism might find a point of origin within the day-to-day intri-
cacies of lived experience, as well as how those intricacies can, in some cases, lead to
a later sense of shared political aims.

Of particular importance for my analysis are moments of contact between
Nikkei and Indigenous children and teenagers. Those moments arose not only in
formal, administratively sanctioned interactions (e.g., allowing the nearby Parker Ind-
ian School to provide Nikkei inmates with beehives for honey production), but also in
the fricative informal economies that developed in and around the two Arizona war-
time prisons. Attention to those moments can help demonstrate how the roots of later
attempts to think across racial and historical difference can lie in the everyday exper-
ience of injustice. In the process, this article traces forms of adaptation and resistance
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analogous to what K. Tsianina Lomawaima has revealed with respect to the Chilocco
Indian School.” While those forms took root during wartime and arose in a community
that subscribed to the ideal of the US as a nation state, they have blossomed over
subsequent decades, always with a strong retrospective character and, in the cases of
Okimoto and Omori, resistance to racial capitalism and settler colonialism.

By Okimoto’s own account, such empathetic engagement came relatively late
in her life. And yet, as she began reassembling the pieces of her own past, she realized
how entangled that past was with the history of settler colonialism in the United
States.?® Having undertaken work on Poston in the 1990s, she learned how the estab-
lishment of Poston compounded the dispossession inflicted on the Indigenous com-
munities on whose lands the prison was built. In response, she began actively studying
the histories of those communities, how the implementation of Executive Order 9066
impacted them at the time, and how the region and its Indigenous inhabitants had
continued living with the aftereffects of Nikkei wartime incarceration.

Although Okimoto was barely old enough to attend school at the time of her
imprisonment, she actively developed a sense of shared, not just overlapping, injustice
after she began working with the Colorado River Indian Tribes. Reflecting on her own
experiences, she has repeatedly expressed empathy for the Indigenous people on
whose land she and her fellow Nikkei found themselves imprisoned. Most important,
she has worked to ensure that the history of wartime incarceration intertwines with
that of the mistreatment of Indigenous peoples within the United States, thereby
emphasizing the multilayered character of state-sanctioned violence, the long history
of which continues to shape the present. In this respect, empathetic agency and frag-
mented memory drive her political work, spurring her to bridge from her own past
toward those of the Indigenous Peoples whose land she and her fellow Nikkei had
been forced to occupy.

Okimoto’s empathy has not collapsed or elided the differences between Nikkei
prisoners and members of the Colorado River Indian Tribes. Her mention of sovereign
status is an example of this; for her, prisoners at Poston were similar to, not the same
as, the Indigenous inhabitants of the region. That similarity helped her understand how
profoundly Indigenous peoples, who had suffered grievously long before the Second
World War began, suffered further as a result of the governmental mechanisms that
had inflicted parallel forms of suffering on her own community. The empathy at work
is analogical, recognizing the complexities of both similarity and difference as bases
for political and cultural alliance. Like Omori, Okimoto has worked outward from the
known or even the dimly recollected toward a sense of entanglement—elements of a
shared, yet different history. It is a way of feeling, thinking, and acting that gains force
from the memory of having lived through wartime injustices as a child; reflection on
the sheer reach of those injustices fuels a deeper and more comprehensive sense of
how she might work against their repetition.

As Leong and Carpio have demonstrated, John Collier’s plan for Poston was an
attempt to render the lands of the Colorado River Indian Tribes capable of supporting
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not only the Mojave and Chemehuevi peoples who lived on those lands, but also Hopi
and Diné (Navajo) that the OIA planned eventually to move there.? Collier also ex-
pected Nikkei would serve as agricultural exemplars for Indigenous Peoples. The same
objective governed the prison at Gila River, where the Akimel O’odham (Pima) and Pee-
Posh (Maricopa) communities continue to live. Accordingly, both prisons arose under
singular circumstances: The WRA leased reservation land from the OIA, with the stip-
ulation that inmates would help reshape the desert, preparing it for large-scale agri-
cultural production and the anticipated needs of sizable Indigenous populations.?® The
two agencies then ran the prisons in tandem, if disharmoniously, for the first year or
s0.

While Nikkei and the Indigenous Peoples in the region were mistreated simul-
taneously and in a shared location, the resulting inequities were themselves unequal.
Judged by the metrics of whiteness, people of Japanese ancestry were higher up in
the American socioeconomic hierarchy, their labor and economic successes having
been made more legible by their participation in familiar sorts of farming along the
West Coast and by the resulting antagonism of their white competitors. Contributing
to the stereotype of agricultural aptitude, Collier enthused in January of 1943 that “[i]t
has been estimated that between 30 and 35 percent of all commercial agricultural
crops in the State of California was harvested by Japanese farmers.”*° The implicit logic
behind this statement, a racial capitalist assessment of productivity linked to a settler
colonial expectation of land “reclamation,” allowed the OIA and WRA to rationalize
moving one supposedly uncivilized group onto the territory of other, supposedly less
civilized groups in order to lay the groundwork for the eventual displacement of still
further such groups, all the while advancing the civilizing process through lived, day-
to-day demonstration.

This aim of redeploying racialized resources to prepare for the supposed trans-
formation of other suchresources also played out at ground level. The plans of the OIA
and WRA built on the expectation not only that Nikkei inmates would be able to adapt
readily to their new surroundings and, in the process, adapt those surroundings to
their needs, but also that they would do so in ways that led them to interface with local
Indigenous communities. That interface wound up being a site of important cultural
and, eventually, political productivity, albeit not always in the manner white adminis-
trators had in mind. Consider, for instance, this memory that Ruth Okimoto dredged
up during one of her many return trips to Poston:

one time, this is one thing | do remember, one day [ ... ] cattle
got loose, the tribe’s cattle, one of them roamed into the
camp and a Native American, Indian on a horseback without
a saddle came riding into the camp. And | thought years
later, “Is that my wild imagination that that happened? |
mean did | really see a cow and an Indian on a horse?” And
that stuck with me and years later | talked to one of the
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chiefs, a Chemehuevi chief, and | said, | asked him, “Did the
tribes ever lose cows? Did a cow ever come into our camp?
And he said, “Yes.” And | said, “Did the Native Americans,
did they come riding into our camp if there was a stray
cow?” And he said, “Yes,” and | thought, oh thank God, that
wasn’t just my imagination that | was thinking of but that
actually happened.”’

Okimoto’s story demonstrates the kind of force at issue in this article: a force so deeply
rooted in personal experience that at first it seems almost immaterial, both literally
and metaphorically. And yet, the very unruliness of that experience, and of its place in
memory, helped spark a broader awareness of the constraints under which Okimoto
had lived and labored, helping to broaden her political horizon and make visible the
entanglement of Japanese American history with that of Indigenous Peoples. Memor-
ies of this sort helped lead Okimoto back to Poston so that she might better under-
stand how her own experiences intersected, and continue to intersect, with the mem-
ories of those with whom state-sponsored violence brought her into contact.

As Okimoto’s memory suggests, the settler-colonial appropriation of an Indig-
enous sovereign space for use as a prison arguably created an inflection point that only
recently has become legible. We can also sense that dawning legibility in Chizuko
Omori’s recollection in Rabbit in the Moon of encountering Indigenous individuals as a
teenager in Poston: “l understand that we were in the middle of an Indian reservation.
And occasionally Indians would come into the camps, and we’d stare at them, and
they’d stare at us. And, you know, there was this kind of really strange feeling. ‘Well,
you guys are outcasts, and we’re outcasts, and here we are, in it for the duration!””>*
Although recast by the fractured lens of postwar Nikkei memory, Omori’s account
nonetheless touches on the immense emotional and political weight of even the mo-
mentary locking of eyes. In that moment, a flash of recognition that started as brief
discomfort—a “really strange feeling”—grew over time into the explicit recognition
of intertwining and shared, but not identical, injustices.

While the prison at Poston arose in the face of resistance by the CRIT council,
members of the local community engaged in trade with Nikkei prisoners. Archival
documents even attest to the involvement of government officials, as in the case of
planning for a so-called Poston County Fair and Harvest Festival, which took place in
October 1942. Administrators had dreamt up the fair to foster an American-style ethos
of cooperation and self-sufficiency among the prisoners. Other efforts extended be-
yond large-scale ceremonies in ways that bore directly on daily life, though. Also in
October 1942, for example, The Poston Press Bulletin, a prison newspaper, reported
that “[t]he Unit 8 Apiary Div. of the Agri. Dept. reported that on Sept. 9 they had
received from Parker Indian School two beehives, in order to begin their new project
in providing enough honey to help Poston with the sugar situation.”*> Exchanges such
as these quickly became part of life in the prison.>* More to the point, they belonged
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to a loose network of interactions that could at times carry profound emotional
weight. For instance, in December of 1944, the Phoenix Indian School music band
played at a 1944 memorial service for Nikkei servicemen from Poston who had been
killed in action.? Although small in scale, intermittent, and rarely formal, such events
were an integral part of life for inmates of Poston.

Action by government administrators was not necessary, either, since the un-
forgiving climate and distance from large cities helped foster informal economies.
Some inmates improvised a series of carp ponds.>® Others established vegetable gar-
dens to supplement their prison diet. This resourcefulness eventually enabled indepen-
dent trade. Okimoto later recalled about other Nikkei in Poston, “there was this one
family who had chickens. So you could get permission to get out of the camp to go
drive up to Parker and buy other dry goods and things. But this one woman who l inter-
viewed, her family had the chickens and the Japanese had all kinds of variety of vege-
tables that their family didn’t grow. So there was a couple of Japanese—older Niseis
probably—who met her, the family, and so they’d do a swap. They would bring the
vegetables to them and they would give this group some chicken, which I thought was
really interesting.”?” These small but impactful occurrences resulted from efforts by
Nikkei inmates to adapt to the demands of their environment. And that adaptation
created opportunities for people like Okimoto and Omori to begin thinking across
racial and historical divides.

For Nikkei prisoners in southwestern Arizona, the forced displacement of war-
time incarceration took an insistently physical form, depriving them not just of the
sights and sounds of home, but of virtually every familiar sort of perceptual exper-
ience. Tasked with writing about their move in 1942, more than half the Nikkei high
school students remarked on the extraordinary heat, which averaged more than 100
degrees Fahrenheit from June through September. Many recounted how, driven by
so-called “Poston Zephyrs,” the fine topsoil moved around in vast clouds of dust that
infiltrated every nook and cranny of the barracks. A few mentioned the poor state of
preparation that met them upon their arrival; some also discussed the salinity of the
drinking water drawn from local wells. As a student named Katherine Sogo remarked,
“Iw]e had to eat with knives and the water tasted very queer.”®

And yet, Nikkei at Poston adapted to their new environment, in the process
gaining a fuller sense of their surroundings and of their political circumstances—a
sense that would, for Okimoto and Omori, propel them toward a growing awareness
of the interconnectedness of the US government, stolen Indigenous lands, and
wartime incarceration. As the environment became less alien, and as inmates engaged
in those informal economies, contact fostered a recognition of similarity and differ-
ence that was small-scale, immediate. Thus, the opportunities for identification be-
tween Nikkei and Indigenous persons included the most mundane aspects of daily life,
from raising trading goods and enduring the summer’s heat to battling wave upon
wave of dust and drinking weirdly salty water.?® Experiences of this sort arose created
an impossible situation, with children and teenagers experiencing the failing ideal of
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the American nation state, an ideal to which they simultaneously strove to subscribe.
For Okimoto and Omori, internal conflicts of this sort provided touchstones that they
have subsequently used to think beyond that ideal.

Pedagogical Slippages

Official efforts at enculturation both within and outside of the prison at Poston neces-
sarily had mixed results. A prime example of this would be the “Youth Conference”
that took place in the spring of 1945. The conference formed part of an effort to pre-
pare inmates for the impending closure of Poston, an occurrence that drew ever closer
as the war in Europe came to a close and as battles in the Pacific theater increasingly
turned against Japan.*® Running from April 27th to May 4th, activities ranged from
baseball games, scouting demonstrations, and traditional Japanese dance to presen-
tations on topics the organizers deemed noteworthy. Governed by the catchphrase
“Better Youth for a Better Community,” those topics testify to the lingering force of
social gospel. The conference opened, for instance, with a roundtable discussion con-
ducted under the rubric of “You Can Be Better than You Are.” On April 28th, Girl Scout
leaders attended a session on “Building Leadership”—one of several on this topic—
while the next day saw all of the girls in Unit |, one of the prison’s subdivisions, sitting
for a presentation titled “Boy Meets Girl.” Parents could learn about “Understanding
Your Children,” “Meeting the Problems of Youth,” and, ominously, “Juvenile Delin-
quency.” Several sessions also dealt with the impending closure of Poston. For in-
stance, the program for Sunday, April 29th included sessions on “Meeting the Outside
World” and, for a group of Nikkei Girl Scouts, “Meeting the Outside Community.”*

Some sessions also involved Indigenous participation. For instance, alongside
those two presentations on life after incarceration was a session straight out of con-
temporaneous American self-help mythology. Entitled “How to Win Friends and Influ-
ence People,” the session was run by Frances S. Cushman, who had initially been drawn
to Poston by the founding of the prison there. Just a few months before the confer-
ence, in October of 1944, she left Poston to become the first woman to serve as super-
intendent of the Phoenix Indian School. According to the conference schedule, Ms.
Cushman was accompanied in this session and in the roundtable on “Meeting the Out-
side Community” by a group of five unnamed girls who had been taken from their
Indigenous communities and enrolled in the Phoenix Indian School.

The inclusion of the girls is telling, since it inscribed on that demonstration of
politeness the settler colonial project that governed the entire federal boarding school
system. Thus, at no point does the program name any of the Indigenous participants,
treating them instead as an aggregate demonstration of what feminized nonwhite
people might supposedly achieve if they put their minds to it.** Consequently, the girls’
role was paradoxical: They were important enough to merit inclusion in order to dem-
onstrate the construction of whiteness through the destruction of indigeneity, and
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they were deemed insufficiently important to merit identification as fully human partic-
ipants.

That demonstration was, in fact, critical; it also produced an important slippage
inits own messaging. Although Dale Carnegie’s self-help program is perhaps most fam-
iliar from his 1936 book, to which Cushman’s session owed its title, the foundation of
that program lay in demonstration.® As a result, the program reduced the Indigenous
young people to exemplars of Carnegie’s cult of positive thinking, mere models of how
effective white, middle-class manners supposedly could be in any number of situations
and for any number of groups. Consequently, “How to Win Friends and Influence Peo-
ple” recapitulated in microcosm the fact that a group of nonwhite people deemed to
have been too good at agriculture, who were evicted from their homes along the West
Coast at the behest of one group of white people to work on behalf of another group
of white people in order to demonstrate their skills to another group of nonwhite
people, now watched members of that other nonwhite group enact whiteness for
their supposed benefit.

Cushman, like some of the teachers in the federal boarding school system,
seems to have been a supportive presence. Articles from the Poston High School
paper, the Hi Times, celebrate students who won scholarships for out-of-state study
with her guidance, and extensive postincarceration correspondence between her and
former pupils attests to their affection for and gratitude toward her.** And yet, the
evidence of success that she provided during the Youth Conference was indelibly
marked by colonialism and white supremacy. Indeed, those unnamed girls became not
just colonized subjects, but extensions of settler colonialism itself, their very bodies no
longer their own, except insofar as they served the ends of a colonizing nation state.

The narrative of “How to Win Friends and Influence People,” like that of
“Meeting the Outside World,” was one of movement upward through the racial
hierarchy—exemplified in these particular instances by the construction of whiteness
through the destruction of Indigeneity. Consequently, audience members faced in
microcosm the impossibility of racial capitalism, its insistence on modes of conformity
that it simultaneously, inevitably defined as impossible. These sessions were designed
to reenact at a small scale both racial capitalism and the settler colonial mentality that
Leong and Carpio have mapped at the level of government policy. The sheer perfor-
mativity of the episode, along with the stark physicality of its falsehood, rendered the
zero-sum character of white settler colonialism fully visible, opening up the possibility
of informal resistance. (I am thinking here of the actions and events K. Tsiniana
Lomawaima has discussed with respect to the federal boarding school system.*) For
“politeness,” that art of winning friends and influencing people, could only be a form
of passing, the fragility of which permeated the daily life of both Nikkei and their
Indigenous counterparts.*® To judge from both the newspapers and the police blotter
in Poston, many Nikkei subscribed to a variety of that art.

But as Okimoto and Omori demonstrate, the fragmented, haunting memory of
injustice helped move others toward a clearer sense of the cultural, economic, and pol-
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itical stakes of their history. Representation from the Phoenix Indian School must have
concentrated the minds of some audience members, who had ample cause to recog-
nize points of contact with the Indigenous students on stage before them. Founded in
1890, the Phoenix Indian School initially served an assimilationist agenda, which is per-
haps best summed up by a motto from the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania: “To
Civilize the Indian; Get Him Into Civilization. To Keep Him Civilized; Let Him Stay.”* It
provided vocational training, basic primary and secondary education, and religious
instruction for slightly more than four hundred pupils who lived on-site. Indigenous
practices were initially banned from campus, and students who flouted this mandate
received swift and severe punishment until the early 1930s. Under John B. Brown,
superintendent of the Phoenix Indian School from the early 1900s until his forced resig-
nation in 1931, the school won public infamy for its viciousness, with punishments that
included humiliation, extra labor, corporal punishment, and imprisonment.*® A public
campaign in the 1920s, in which Collier was named as a major figure, followed by a
scathing report in 1928, helped bring the worst offenses to an end, but shaming, pad-
dling, and other abuse of students persisted throughout the system into the 1930s.%

Collier’s public campaign for reform ultimately led to his appointment as com-
missioner of the OIA in 1933. In that role, he quickly expanded a program of changes
that had been initiated under his predecessor. From mid-1930s onward, the emphasis
at the Phoenix Indian School increasingly moved away from punitive measures and
toward providing skills that would help Indigenous students to engage “productively”
with groups governed by white, middle American cultural norms. But while the
school’s curriculum may have stemmed from attempts to reform the so-called civilizing
process, a “civilizing” process it nonetheless remained, with an accent on vocational
training and the continuing encouragement of church attendance, even as Indigenous
cultural practices began to encounter less active opposition.>°

Familiarity with the Phoenix Indian School within the prison at Poston was likely
limited, but the idea of that institution was nonetheless a complex point of contact
among whites, Indigenous students, and Nikkei. After all, Cushman first worked with
the WRA; by 1942 she was assistant principal (and principal by early 1944) at Parker
Valley (Poston I1I) High School.”’ Thus Nikkei audience members saw not just another
white administrator, but one who had initially overseen their own education before
taking over that of Indigenous students, including those unnamed girls who appeared
onstage during the ‘“Better Youth for a Better Community” program.

Sitting in the audience, then, prisoners in Poston did more than gaze on another
group. They directly observed within their racialized incarceration the dispossession
and racialization of another marginalized group, whose children appeared before
them to emulate, but never truly achieve, an ideal of whiteness that the OIA and WRA
advanced. Furthermore, audience members who watched those girls act out Carne-
gie’s philosophy also watched a familiar authority figure exercise that authority over
another group. For Nikkei observers, the double displacement of incarceration on In-
digenous lands had a distinctly personal impact, inadvertently promoting awareness
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of simultaneous identification and difference. They were settlers twice over, but Nikkei
nonetheless also labored under the yoke of imprisonment and racial capitalism.>* It is
this sort of reciprocal, empathetic observation that Chizuko Omori expressed when
she recalled thinking that she and members of the Colorado River Indian Tribes were
“in it [i.e., subject to racist injustice] for the duration.”>?

NATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY

Top row:Toru Matsumoto, Ken Miura, Taro Mukai, Kiyo Aoki.

Middle row: Martha Hays, Blanche Ishida, Michiko Furuta, Reuw Shirokawa, Elsie
Sogo, Mizue Himaka, Elaine Morikawa, Ruth Tanaka.

Bottom row: June Kiyomoto, Doris Kuwada, Akiko Kodama, June Hayashi, Ayako
Ashida, Mary Nakagawa, Molly Ohashi.

Figure 1. Group portrait of the 1945 Parker Valley High School (Poston 1) National Honors Society in
Campus Echoes, the school’s yearbook (yearbook consulted at Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley).

Being “in it” was something Nikkei children and teenagers chose to express in
various ways, from sharply worded responses to school writing assignments to more
oblique forms of resistance. Take, for example, the decision of the Parker Valley High
School National Honor Society to wear dunce caps for their 1945 yearbook picture (see
Figure 1). Beaming proudly in their ironic protestation of worthlessness, these teenage
prisoners upend a stereotype that had already begun to take root concerning the
intelligence and industriousness of Asian immigrants, thereby recognizing the com-
modification of their racialized bodies. At the same time, though, the students in that
photograph participate in another stereotype, that of the mainstream high schooler
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goofing off under the watchful eye of a patient and affectionate teacher. Taking on
the air of irremediably stupid teens, they placed themselves adjacent to that most
alarming of midcentury middle-class categories, the juvenile delinquent—a specter
that loomed large in the program of “Better Youth for a Better Community.” The act
was slyly parodic, with students of high academic achievement faking punishment for
once again being too good at something supposedly valuable in American culture—
valuable, that was, if you were white.

Conclusion

The fractured landscape of memory can provide a surprisingly powerful engine for
thinking across constructed difference and, in the process, beginning to push back
against racial capitalism and settler colonialism. Okimoto, for instance, has reflected
on how traumatic the destruction of mesquite trees must have been for members of
the Colorado River Indian Tribes in advance of building Poston.>* While mesquite had
long served Indigenous peoples in what became southwestern Arizona as a primary
food source, among other things, OIA and WRA officials saw the plant as merely an
obstacle.””> Okimoto, by contrast, came to understand how eradication of the plant at
Poston destroyed a mainstay of Indigenous life. She had no direct memory of this des-
truction, and neither had she any experience with reliance on it for subsistence. None-
theless having experienced that unforgiving environment, she cultivated a form of em-
pathy that has helped her understand similarities and differences between her
experience and those of the Indigenous Peoples from the region that gain political
potential from their very entanglement.

But one must earn, not just build, coalitions; hence the long time it has taken
for Nikkei-Indigenous alliances to begin forming. For the former, wartime incarcer-
ation was the beginning of an adaptation that has slowly fueled doubts about Amer-
ican racial capitalism and grown into various sorts of recognizable engagement. A case
in point would be Okimoto’s eventual dedication not just to the history of incarceration
at Poston, but to the site and the people who continue to live there. The latter have
often proven hard to draw out, as Okimoto herself found: “[N]obody talked much
about that [wartime period] until years later when | was doing some research and we
actually had a Poston restoration project meeting on the reservation in 2003. We had
thirty Japanese Americans and thirty Native Americans, CRIT folks, and that’s when a
lot of these stories came out.”*® The stories Okimoto is referencing circulated only in
conversation among people who trusted one another to speak. And that trust could
only arise because, while those people occupied different positions and experienced
different forms of injustice, their differences intersected in a shared historical moment.
Haunted by the long afterlife of their entangled experiences, Nikkei and Indigenous
families who were shaped by government-dictated life in southwestern Arizona have
only just begun to discover the basis for such trust.
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Built on the fractured terrain of memory, such trust is fragile. With that in mind,
the Poston Community Alliance, which has worked cooperatively with the Colorado
River Indian Tribes, has made the shared legacies of racial capitalism and settler colon-
ialismin the desert southwest an explicit part of its mission: “The mission of the Poston
Community Alliance is to preserve Poston’s incarceration history in order to uphold
social justice for all Americans, regardless of race, religion and ethnicity. Through multi-
media education and the preservation of stories, artifacts and historic structures, Pos-
ton’s unique multicultural history, involving Japanese Americans and Native Ameri-
cans, will be kept alive.””’

The toll of injustice makes itself felt in all manner of ways. Sometimes it comes
across in overt, recognizable political action. But it also can take root in the myriad
adaptations, evasions, stoppages, reconfigurations, and above all the fragmented
memories of life under an unjust regime. Many of those mundane responses dissipate,
their own fragmentation further destabilizing the historical record. But the erosion of
memory, like the incarceration that shaped it, does not necessarily result in isolation.
As Ruth Okimoto, Emiko Omori, and others show us, it is an ember that can burn qui-
etly for decades, fueling the pursuit of alliances when one least expects it. Unlike the
processes of legislation, planning, and judicial practice that support racial capitalism
and settler colonialism, empathetic agency gains force through its idiosyncrasy. Auth-
ority may lay out pristine blueprints for white existence, but within the lived exper-
ience of those blueprints lie untold cracks and fissures. And in those cracks and fis-
sures, those creases, Nikkei may find ways to support Indigenous peoples in their
struggle for self-determination.
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