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Abstract

This paper examines the social exclusion of Japanese-Americans and the influence that this
social exclusion had on Japanese-American beliefs in Buddhism. The study demonstrates that
social exclusion likely contributed to strengthening the belief in Buddhist religious institution
among Japanese-Americans in the early twentieth century. The analysis of secondary resources
highlights important new topics to be discussed, such as the role of religion and faith in times of
social exclusion and racism, as well as diplomatic relations and Japanese religion in general.
The finding shows that American society was divided at the time of the World War Il with re-
gard to the accommodation of the immigrants in general. Some Americans considered immigra-
tion to be an integral part of the country's development, while others believed that immigrants
threatened American security. The discourse about immigrants and the situation of America be-
ing divided about immigrants is similar to what we see today in America, and we can learn much
about the present by more closely scrutinizing this similar event in America’s past.
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Introduction

The September 11 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in the United States of
America (the U.S.), by terrorist groups claiming to be Islamic, have created uncomfortable
feelings and connotations towards the religion Islam and the immigration of Arabic speaking
people in the United States, raising questions about the relationship between immigrants, reli-
gion and homeland security. The public attention and tensions have created the need for Mus-
lims to clarify their identity — both who they are and the extent to which they accept or reject
an identity associated with terrorism. More recently, we witness the surge of nationalism aris-
ing in the U.S. that resulted in banning the entry of predominantly Muslim country origin im-
migrants and refugees. The way that the Muslim population has been grouped together and
stereotyped by many in the West does urge us to reflect on the historical relationships between
religion and immigrants in the United States, and how immigrants were perceived and accept-
ed or rejected. Looking back, the accommodation of the immigrants in the U.S. has always
been an issue. In particular, the religion of the immigrants coming to settle in the U.S. was of-
ten associated with malaise or even the source of conflicts between immigrants and people al-
ready living in the U.S. Religion has been an integral part of ethnocentric nationalism. The
historical case of the relationship between Japanese immigrants and national security agencies
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in the U.S. provides a good comparative study for analyzing this issue. The reason for this is
that the Japanese religion Buddhism was once considered to be the source of conflicts.

On the 7th of December 1941, Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. The day after this attack on
the U.S., the U.S. and Britain declared war on Japan. Japan-US relations have since been
marked and tainted by this war, which has also influenced the religious beliefs of Japa-
nese-Americans. The central question of this paper is to what extent religion influenced the
way Japanese Americans formed their identities between the late 19th century and the end of
the Second World War. The main concern is how the religious identity of Japanese-Americans
was affected by the socio-political context of the United States, as well as the broader interna-
tional political and economic contexts. Yoshida suggests that despite the existence of ethnic
Christian churches among the immigrant population (Christianity being the major religion in
the U.S.) acceptance of Japanese people in American society faced an extremely high bar for
acceptance'. Moriya mentions that since the bar of acceptance was so high, Japanese immi-
grants faced a lack of recognition of cultural changes, which, as Moriya mentions, resulted in a
turn to cultural essentialism. In this case, that was to turn back to a more familiar religion:
Buddhism®. This study will attempt to demonstrate the following hypothesis: The lack of ac-
ceptance of Japanese immigrants in American society resulted in the Japanese immigrants’
heavy reliance on and strong connections to ethnic religions, specifically Buddhism.

This paper consists of three parts. First, it will outline the background of Japanese immi-
gration to the U.S. and Japan’s religious beliefs, with a particular focus on Buddhism. Second,
it will examine the failed accommodation of Japanese immigrants within American society.
Third, it will analyze the consequences on the religious beliefs of Japanese-Americans. The
study will focus on the time period between the late 19th century and the end of the Pacific
War.

Chapter 1: Buddhist Japanese Immigrants in the United States of America

One might argue that not all immigration has been considered as a positive source of so-
cio-cultural change throughout American history. One example of this can be seen in Japanese
immigration. Looking from a broad perspective, the U.S. experienced a new trend of interna-
tional immigration in the early 20th century. During the first wave of immigration, during the
period of the independence (1776—1890), most foreign people came to the United States from
Northern or Western Europe (Britain, France, Germany, Ireland or Scandinavia)’. From the
late 1880s, however, there was a marked shift in major source countries providing immigrants
to the U.S., including a larger influx of immigrants from non-Western European countries.
These ‘new’ immigrants were primarily made up of slaves and Jews from eastern and southern
European countries, including Sicily and Greece, who previously constituted only a small pro-
portion of immigrants to the U.S.* As a result, the American society, that had previously only
known immigrants from the West, developed a sort of ‘moral panic’ towards these new immi-
grantss. Between 1800 to 1950, some 40 million newcomers arrived in the U.S., with 85% of
them coming from Europe, 11% coming from other countries in the American hemisphere, 3%
from Asian countries and 2% from the rest of the world’. Among these immigrants, the Japa-
nese made up only a small portion of American society. However, it is clear that the political
climate of the time saw American society feeling unsafe because of the new non-Western im-
migrants, which affected their attitudes towards the arriving Japanese immigrants.

One cannot deny that the Japanese rural poverty was one of the major causes of Japanese
immigration to the U.S. The roots of this poverty were twofold. First, it was the result of a
painful transition to a modern economy. The government imposed extra taxes at the time, to
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contribute towards the government’s income. Those who relied on agriculture for their liveli-
hood were deeply affected. Those who could not pay the tax were obliged to sell off their
land. Secondly, Japan was hit by natural disasters. The 1885 drought resulted in great famine,
which extended across the entire nation’. Japan was challenged by overpopulation. Like
many other international immigrants, the triggering factor that pushed many Japanese towards
the U.S. was, essentially, socio-economical.

To address the poverty in rural Japan, the Japanese government took part in diplomatic
negotiations with the U.S. authority on immigration. The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Kaoru
Inoue, and Japan’s leading business, Mitsui Bussan, collaborated to make a deal with the di-
rector of the Hawaii Immigration Bureau, who was happened to be an advisor for Mitsui Bus-
san’. The arrangement was signed between the Japanese government and Hawaian sugar plan-
tations. The outflow of Japanese officially commenced in the year 1868, and for the first time,
Japanese laborers were allowed to leave their country legally, and enter the U.S. In that same
year, the first shipment of 141 men, six women and one child left for Hawaii, on a three year
contract. The first group of Japanese immigrants then settled in California, and founded the
agricultural colony at Gold Hill, near Sacramento’. Many Japanese immigrants who arrived in
Hawaii immediately left for the U.S. mainland. From the period between 1885 and 1924,
around 200,000 Japanese moved to Hawaii, and around 180,000 moved to the U.S.". In the
pre-war era, Japan’s overseas colonies, Korea and Taiwan, as well as Manchuria, were the top
three destinations for Japanese emigrants. The U.S. was not yet one of the top destinations,
with Hawaii ranking fourth and the U.S. mainland, following Brazil, came in sixth place in
terms of popularity of destination for Japanese emigrants'’. Although it was supposed to only
be a temporary place of residence, the majority of Japanese workers decided not to return
home'”. Consequently, the U.S. society was alarmed at the growing presence of Japanese im-
migrants.

The majority of Japanese who settled in the U.S. in the 20th century were Buddhist, with
some Shinto and Christian. Unlike the current discussion on Islam and Muslim immigrants in
the U.S., little has been studied to explain the religious links between the identity of Japanese
immigrants in the U.S. and the identity of their home country. One reason for this is that the
notion of race is a widely accepted umbrella for the analysis of Asian Americans.

To provide an additional perspective on the relationship between Japanese ethnicity and
religion, this paper attempts to understand the consequences of the socio-cultural exclusion of
the Japanese in the U.S. based on their religious beliefs. Thus, the following section will in-
clude a brief overview of Japanese religion, which will be useful for the later analysis.

Unlike societies which were previously made up of one predominant religious group,
such as Christianity, Judaism and Islam, the Japanese civilization was based on multitheism".
In present day Japan, the Japanese have incorporated both the religions of Buddhism and Shin-
to into their daily lives. One could observe this social and religious reality as far back as the
6th century. Prince Shotoku (574-622), the founder of the Japanese civilization, said that
three religious and moral systems were found in Japan, to form the root, the stem, the branch-
es, the flowers and the fruit of the tree in Japanese society.

Shinto is the root embedded in the soil of the people’s characters and national tradi-
tions. Confucianism is seen in the branches of legal institution, ethical codes and
educational system, Buddhism made the flowers of religious sentiments bloom and
gave circumstances of the times and by the genius of the people into a composite
whole of the nation’s spiritual and moral life. These three systems were molded and
combined by the circumstances of the times and by the genius of the people into a
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composite whole of the nation’s spiritual and moral life ™.

In the recent developments of Buddhist scholarship, many specialists affirm this point of view
that Buddhism and Shinto have been closely interlinked throughout much of Japanese histo-
rylS'

Acknowledging this close link between Buddhism and Shinto, we should also recognize,
however, that Buddhism went through its hardest time during the process of Japan’s modern-
ization. One can observe a growing anti-Buddhist sentiment that prevailed across all of Japan.
The modernization process was carried out from the mid-19th century, under the new Meji
government'’. To establish a nationalistic character, through the purification of Shinto, the
government attempted to suppress Buddhism because it contained foreign elements. All
teachings of Buddhism that Japan knew in the mid 19th century were introduced from China
from the mid-sixth century'’. It is believed that the origin of Buddhism goes back to India'*
and that it was introduced to China at around the same time of the beginnings of the Christian
era. The intensified Chinese exchange with the region situated in Chinese Western frontiers,
however, was established in the fifth or sixth centurylg. Unlike Christianity, which was intro-
duced to Japan in the mid-1500 by Spanish missionaries, one can observe a smooth accultura-
tion of Buddhism into Japanese society”’. The process of the acculturation of Buddhism saw it
evolve to meet the reality of life in Japan. Thus, Buddhism was embedded in the Japanese civ-
ilization by the time the government of the Meiji Era attempted to eliminate it from Shintoism.
To form a national consciousness, Japan’s Meiji government deliberately used Shinto, Japan’s
popular and indigenous belief system, and attempted to eliminate Buddhism. While it is diffi-
cult to measure the extent to which Buddhism was successfully separated from Shintoism, it is
clear that there was no link between Japan’s secular national and ethnic identity and the teach-
ings of Buddhism practiced in the early 20th century in Japan.

Throughout its history in Japan, the doctrine of Buddhism functioned to transcend en-
lightenment and contribute towards social unity. In principal, the doctrine of Buddha shows
the path on which he had walked”'. This is to provide worried living persons with assurance
that the highlight of one’s life is to attain peace and enter the benevolent world of the ances-
tors”. From this perspective, Buddhism has been an important agency for viewing one’s life,
particularly for dealing with the issue of death™. For instance, the function of the Buddhist
temple is to commemorate the ancestors of the community*. The social element is another
important aspect that should be highlighted about Buddhism in Japan. The community based
on household units was systematically formed in order to provide social unity. In addition to
this social function, it has also been suggested that it is not merely a matter of abstract thought,
but rather it is inextricably embedded in the political, ideological, and cultural specifics of Jap-
anese society”. As to one final point on Buddhism, it should be highlighted that Buddhism,
unlike Shintoism, was based on universal unity rather than national or social solidarity”®. All
in all, the Buddhist institution in Japan was depoliticized and functioned only for personal lib-
erty and social organization. The following section is an examination of why American exclu-
sion of Japanese occurred and consequently why Japanese needed the Buddhist institutions to
secure their strength.

Chapter 2: American Exclusion of the Japanese

In the early 20th century, it appears that there was a lack of political will to include the Bud-
dhist Japanese in American society, liberty and social organization. Consequently, the Japa-
nese who immigrated to the U.S. in the 20th century were constantly faced with the challenge
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of harsh social exclusion. One reason for this may be that the Buddhist Japanese did not suit-
ably match the concept of what an “American” was perceived to be in those days, namely
white, probably Protestant and of Anglo-Saxon descent. Although the presence of many ethnic
groups is what makes today’s American society particularly unique, in those days, American
society was not as willing to include second-generation Japanese Americans’’. As a conse-
quence, there existed a sense of frustration and isolation that was felt by the Japanese-Ameri-
can. This was especially true for the second-generation Japanese-Americans who were born in
the U.S. They were entitled to American citizenship and were even educated at American pub-
lic schools, where they bowed to American flags to demonstrate their loyalty to the U.S.**
Considering such aptitude of Japanese-Americans to assimilate, a lot of historiography by Jap-
anese scholars takes a critical stance on the harsh discrimination of the U.S. authority. The
following section will analyze carefully this criticism, and assess to what extent the deteriorat-
ing U.S.-Japan relations influenced the exclusion of Japanese Americans, from a historical and
political viewpoint.

Upon analyzing the motives of the American Immigration Exclusion Acts, it appears that
the U.S. government restricted the entry and integration of Japanese immigrants into American
society based on the perceived threats at the time. This is evident through: 1) the 1908 Gentle-
men Agreement, 2) the 1924 Immigration Act and 3) the 1942 Executive Order 9066. Each
policy reflected different complexities of Japan-US relations, as well as the domestic and in-
ternational political environment during that period. Finally, it demonstrates the absence of re-
ligious motives behind the exclusion of Japanese-Americans. The following section therefore
follows these three different phases to examine the failed accommodation of Japanese-Ameri-
can in the U.S.

The 1908 Gentlemen Agreement

The first diplomatic action of the U.S., which officially related to Japanese immigrants, was
the 1908 Gentlemen Agreement. In the year 1907, the federal government banned Japanese
immigration from Hawaii and Mexico to the mainland. In the following year, 1908, the gov-
ernment officially restricted the flow of Japanese to the United States. The agreement between
the two countries appears to have been reached in a harmonious manner. The Japanese agreed
to issue no further labor passports for either Hawaii or the U.S., and the U.S. arranged to re-
strict the entry of persons with Japanese passports from Hawaii to the mainland, and promoted
the free return of Japanese laborers in the U.S. to Japan.

This agreement manifested from a growing American fear of the Japanese presence, and
this fear extended beyond American society, to the international community. Following Ja-
pan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese war (1904-1905), the presence of Japanese immigrants
came to be considered as a growing issue for the U.S. national security. Until this point, the
anti-Japanese campaign had not extended nation-wide. It is a widely accepted view that Cali-
fornia’s anti-Oriental tradition dated back to its gold-rush past”. Nevertheless, Roger Daniels,
a prominent expert on Asian American issues, highlights that the anti-Japanese movement,
concentrating on exclusion, attracted little notice outside California and the neighboring
states”’. It appears that Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese war altered the sentiments of
American foreign policy makers, and their subjective relationship with Japan. As a conse-
quence, one can argue that they came to consider Japanese immigration as a threat to the U.S.
security. It was the first time in modern international history that a non-Western country con-
quered one of the major Western powers, and, as such, it caused Western countries to consider
and acknowledge Japan as a country with a great modern industrial and military capacity”.
The country that had only opened up to the Western influence in 1853 was ambitious enough
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to acquire a great power status in Asia. Following Japan’s previous triumph in the Sino-Japan
War (1894-1895), the victory in the Russo-Japanese war allowed Japan to expand its sphere of
influence over Korea and South Manchuria. This hindered American national interests in con-
tinuing on with the open door policy in Asia — a concept in foreign affairs that dictated that all
nations should have equal commercial and industrial trade rights in China. The growing pres-
ence of Japan in East Asia affected the way American society came to view Japan, which was
increasingly seen as a vigorous and agile actor of power politics in East Asia’’. From this, one
can interpret the growing negative and hostile sentiments as the Japanese representing a threat
to the U.S. national security.

The shift in American thought is exemplified in President Roosevelt’s interpretation of
the growing anti-Japanese sentiments in the country. In the year 1905, the year marked by Ja-
pan’s victory over Russia, the Asiatic Exclusion league in San Francisco mounted a campaign
to exclude Japanese and Koreans from the U.S. The campaign was successful enough to influ-
ence the San Francisco Board of Education. In the following year, 1906, it prepared papers to
rule that 93 Japanese students in all the twenty-three public school of San Francisco, including
25 who were native-born American citizens, were to join the Chinese at the segregated oriental
school established in 1884%. This ‘local’ political ‘exclusion caught the president’s attention
and made him aware of the anti-Japanese feelings that were prevalent in the region. What is
important to note is that the president realized that this hostile sentiment against Japanese im-
migrants was no longer limited to San Francisco, and he anticipated that it could spread over
the whole nation™. Indeed, the president himself attempted to be critical about such a drastic
measure of segregation in San Francisco, and insisted on equal respect for the Japanese civili-
zation and Japanese-Americans, as with other Western civilizations and immigrants in the U.S.
Thus, his interpretation and urgings appeared to localize the growing anti-Japanese sentiments
to California, underscoring the full extent of the problem across the U.S. Some have argued
that anti-Japanese attitudes differed across the region. For instance, where the anti-Japanese
agitation in California was due to the mechanization of local political organs, the case of Seat-
tle shows that without the same level of political influence and interference, great cordiality
existed between the Japanese and Americans™. There was also still a balanced public opinion
on the presence of Japanese-Americans. The large majority of the public in California ex-
pressed unfavorable opinions on Japanese immigrants, but the editorial of the newspaper often
gave critical insights on such moral panic®. This evidence is, however, contradictory to what
President Roosevelt estimated about the anti-Californian movement.

The anti-Japanese movement reflected the racial prejudice that already existed in those
days. In President Roosevelt’s opinion, the differences that lay between Japanese and Ameri-
cans were so great that exclusion of the Japanese was inevitable, in order to avoid the develop-
ments of a further anti-Japanese movement’’. Racism was partially responsible for making it
even more difficult to accommodate Japanese-Americans into society. This view is widely
shared by prominent scholarship on Japanese-Americans. For instance, American scholars,
such as H.S. Millis, as well as prominent Japanese scholars, such as Kiyoshi Kawakami, T.
Iyenaga and Yamamoto Ichihashi, shaped their histories in response to the racist public opin-
ion in the U.S. at the time™. On one hand, Japanese-Americans desired to integrate into Amer-
ican society, and they saw an assimilation consciousness as an essential element for improving
the future socio-economic status of Japanese-Americans™. For this reason, the second-genera-
tion Japanese-Americans attended public schools when they reached a certain age. In public
school, the lessons were given in English, and the students pledged allegiance to American
flags and were educated in a Christian environment. Nevertheless, President Roosevelt be-
came convinced that assimilation would not be possible. He believed that the greater the so-
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cial and cultural distance between the country of origin and country of adoption, and the more
conformity was found in the latter, the more ethnic organizations would flourish, with ethnic
enclaves forming that needed to be eradicated®. Indeed, American society was developing a
critical fear in reference to their accommodation of the Japanese. It viewed Japanese people as
hostile to Western people and believed they would establish an ethnic community that would
challenge American society. This line of thinking resulted in a never-ending cycle of failure to
accommodate Japanese-Americans in the U.S.

The Immigration Act of 1924

The Immigration Act of 1924 was a United States federal law that pushed back the quota of
immigrants for each country, in order to minimize the influx of non-Western immigrants, in-
cluding those from the Mediterranean and East European countries, as well as East Asians and
Asian Indians*'. It deliberately limited the number of immigrants who could be admitted from
any country to two percent of the number of people from that country who were already living
in the U.S. in 1890, according to the census of 1890. This was, thus, the first permanent lim-
itation on international immigration into the U.S.

The Immigration Act concerned a variety of countries and regions, and it included the
Asian Exclusion Act, which entirely prohibited East Asians and Asian Indians from immigrat-
ing to the U.S. There was one shortfall to the 1906 Gentlemen’s Agreement that sought to re-
duce the number of Japanese immigrants in America. The agreement still allowed those pres-
ently domiciled in the U.S. to leave and return on a voluntary basis, and, most importantly, it
allowed for family re-unification”. It was expected that the Gentlemen’s Agreement would
end immigration; however, the Japanese population in the U.S. continued to increase. In the
year 1910, there were 72,000 Japanese-Americans; in the year 1920, the figure reached
150,000%. Looking at the number of adult Japanese within California alone, the figure rose
from 32,785 in 1910 to 47, 566 in 1920*. From a gender perspective, between 1908 and 1919,
39 percent of the Japanese moving to the U.S. were women, most of who came to join their
husbands. Indeed, by 1920, their presence as wives and mothers had completely changed the
Japanese community™.

We should question, however, the extent to which the growing number of Japa-
nese-Americans directly represented increasing threats to U.S. security. Little evidence sug-
gests that the U.S. public intensified its anti-Japanese movement because of the increased
number of Japanese population in the U.S. Contrary to this view, Roger Daniel, the prominent
scholar on Japanese-Americans, suggested that from 1913 to 1919, exclusionist activity within
California declined; no significant anti-Japanese organization existed during those years®.
The principal reason for this decline of anti-Japanese feeling was likely that the U.S. was pre-
occupied with World War I (1914-1918); thus, dealing with Japan’s continuous efforts to con-
solidate it’s interests was not an immediate priority for U.S. security at the time. This illus-
trates that the climate of Japan-US relations was a much more significant factor than the actual
number of immigrants in shaping the anti-Japanese discourse.

With the end of World War I, Japan continued its ambitious endeavors in Asia, and this
caught America’s attention and raised concern. It came with the collapse of what remained of
the old imperial order in East Asia; thus, Japan was obliged to redefine its fundamental rela-
tionship with the three major players, the Soviet Union, Great Britain and the U.S."”". In this
context, Japan sought to acquire equal status from the West (i.e. Japan’s position in the Pacific
from the conquest of German’s Island to Manchuria, as well as the termination of the racial
clause at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference). Japan’s leading politicians also agreed upon the
idea to protect its sphere of influence in the East, which continuously undermined the Europe-
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an order in the region®™. The government of Japan simultaneously attempted to keep sound re-
lations with the U.S., thinking that international cooperation was fundamental for Japan’s se-
curity”. However, Japan’s privileged status was contrary to what the U.S. was ready to accept.
Thus, we can see that Japan posed a threat to U.S. interests in the Asia-Pacific.

There was not only external, but also internal pressure from ethnically Japanese people
on American security. There is a clear distinction between 1) the legitimacy of government
sovereignty to regulate the inflow of the international immigrants and 2) the question of so-
cio-economic exclusion for the immigrant settlers. However, one can argue that racist moral
panic can simultaneously influence the socio-economic exclusion of immigrant settlers and the
passage of immigration exclusion registrations. To address this racist moral panic, American
politicians instituted fears of a mythic race war for responsible efforts to reach a mutual under-
standing between people”. No known evidence demonstrates that the U.S. government was
ever willing to take political action to correct the persisting and growing moral racism toward
Japanese immigrants in those days.

The Japanese-Americans’ growing economic success also came to pose as a threat to
American citizens. The first generation was initially stripped of their civil liberties and the
bulk of their property was marginalized. Generally speaking, the second generation, even with
their excellent academic achievement, could only find work within their ethnic community and
within establishments owned and run by the first generation-middle class Japanese-American
society’’. Some even suggested that, in the pre-war period, ‘Asians and their children have
been a parish group at the very bottom of the ethnic escalator of American society, holding le-
gal and social status even below that of oppressed African Americans’*’. Given such general
socio-economic constraints, however, by the 1920s, Japanese-Americans began to make some
economic progress. In 1919, about 10% of the market value of Californian agriculture was at-
tributable to Japanese farmers, who produced some $67 million worth of products™. By the
end of the 1920s, Japanese-Americans came to seek white-collar jobs, which were long associ-
ated with equality with the whites. Also, Japanese-Americans tended to employ people who
belonged to their own ethnic and national groups, as was also the practice among ‘white’
Americans. There was consequently a growing presence of Japanese ethnic businesses in the
U.S. It has been suggested that disputes arose due to their economic success, and that Japa-
nese-Americans in California, and elsewhere, were faced with persistent prejudices™. The in-
creasing number of Japanese-Americans was not the sole factor that led to a growing moral
panic in American society, however. The significance of containing Japan’s geopolitical inter-
ests in the Asia Pacific also formed part of the U.S. foreign policy objectives, and was largely
responsible for the growing anti-Japanese sentiments. Moreover, the socio-economic promo-
tion of Japanese-Americans was received negatively, in such a way as to promote a policy of
exclusion. Looking back to when the immigration Act of 1924 was signed, the way Japa-
nese-Americans were socialized was not the way they wished to be. The racism on the side of
American society as well as an unwillingness to overcome cultural differences kept American
society and Japanese-Americans apart.

The 1942 Executive Order 9066

The exclusion and detention of Japanese-Americans was the final point of racial confrontation.
Following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, President Franklin Roosevelt authorized the intern-
ment of Japanese immigrants and citizens with an executive order in 1942. Translated into
practice, the executive order led to the forced removal and internment of approximately
120,000 Japanese Americans (62% of whom were American citizens), Chinese-Japanese
Americans, Korean-Americans considered to have Japanese nationality, Japanese-Hawaiians
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in the mainland and Japanese-Latin Americans from the West Coast of the U.S. during World
War II. Roughly, 110,000 men, women and children were at first put into temporary Assembly
Centers. Later, the army took them to prison camps located mainly in remote parts of the
mountains and deserts of the West™.

This ethnic rhetoric played a great role in deteriorating Japan-US relations in the 1930s
and 1940s. In this view, the Shinto-inspired form of nationalism was partly responsible for Ja-
pan’s aggressive foreign policy at that time. During these years, the government of Japan de-
veloped its Asian policy as it evolved under the banner of the Great Asian co-prosperity
sphere, which challenged American interests in China and Southeast Asia®. The historiogra-
phy of Japan’s foreign relations tended to highlight the racism that was prevalent in the West-
ern-centered international relations and Japan’s frustration with this. It turned out that Japan
failed to acquire equal status with the West in the international arena, though it enthusiastically
provided a modest contribution to its victory in World War 1. Therefore government policy
shifted so that Japan would keep and develop its privileged sphere of influence in Asia as the
U.S. did in Latin America. Coupled with Japan’s intolerant attitude towards open trade, Ja-
pan’s quasi-conquest of Manchuria, in 1937, and Southeast Asia in the early 1940s, under-
mined the U.S. geopolitical interests. In the major historiography, there is no evidence that the
human rights violation of the Japanese colonial subjects were the purpose of intervention.
Given the condition that Japan was unwilling to renounce the acquired territories in Asia, the
U.S. aggressively imposed an oil embargo in order to secure its national interests. The oil em-
bargo meant war for the oil-starved Japan, as it attempted to seize the oil fields of the Dutch
East Indies.

It was also during this period that the government of Japan lowered its tolerance with re-
gard to American racist regulation, and the exclusive policy towards Japanese-Americans.
One can note a sensitive stance in Japan’s foreign policy makers’ discourse in reference to the
U.S. Asian exclusion policy. To respond to Japan’s resistance regarding the immigration poli-
cy, however, the U.S. remained reluctant to acknowledge that action and attitude of state and
local authorities might constitute an important element in the creation of foreign policy’’. The
U.S. was also unwilling to resolve its ethnically shaped hostility that drove Japan’s foreign
policy at that time. Following the American response, the government of Japan rhetorically
used the U.S. Exclusion Act of 1924 as a way to infuse its own hysterical reaction.

In responding to Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt repeated the an-
ti-Japanese rhetoric to remove Japanese-Americans from American society. It grouped and
profiled anyone with Japanese origins with the Japanese military machine master-minded sui-
cide missions launched against naval vessels. The politicized propaganda escalated racism
and hatred against the American-Japanese as part of the war effort among the general public™.
Overall, the 1942 Executive Order 9066 was the expression of American political choice to
exclude the unfamiliar others from a country that challenged the U.S. for its racially con-
strained international relations. The following section will analyze the consequence of this
ethnically driven American exclusive attitude towards Japanese-Americans, based on their be-
lief in Buddhism.

Chapter 3: Buddhist beliefs among Japanese-Americans

This section analyses the growth and development of the Japanese Buddhist community in the
U.S., and assesses to what extent it was linked to the formation of ethnic and national identity.
It reveals that Buddhism and its institution greatly contributed to forming an identity of Japa-
nese ‘American,” which was used to relativize themselves with American mainstream society.
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The passing of the racially exclusive act proved to be an escalating source of insecurity for
Japanese-Americans. For this, it appears that Buddhism played a key role in providing shelter
and refuge for the increasingly insecure group. The exclusion act highlighted the fact that Jap-
anese-Americans were cast to the social margin because they did not fit the American model
of citizenship. The ideal of democracy was still racially exclusive in the U.S. at that time™. It
was often the case that Japanese sought full recognition as Americans because they desired to
have access to the same opportunities and a chance to enjoy an equal quality of life”. Howev-
er, it was a failed attempt. As a consequence, frustration and sense of separateness were often
felt, particularly by the second generation Japanese-Americans.

Most of the immigrants, drawn from rural areas in Japan, subscribed to the simple Salva-
tionist faith demanded by the Shin (Hongwanji) sect, one of the six main branches of contem-
porary Japanese Buddhism. It is a widely accepted view that many who emigrated from the
agricultural regions of South-Western Japan to Hawaii and the mainland U.S. brought with
them their dreams of belonging and world views®. The majority of first-generation Japa-
nese-Americans believed in the True Pure Land®”. Before the occurrence of World War II,
about 85% of Japanese immigrants were Buddhists, and the True Pure Land in the U.S. re-
mained overwhelmingly Japanese-American”. An anthropological study, conducted in 1940,
showed that Japanese-Americans accounted for 55,000 of 56,000 Buddhists in the U.S.%
Thus, the practice of Buddhism in the U.S. generally represented Japanese ancestry.

One could argue that the Buddhist Japanese remained wary of the public perceptions and
misconceptions about them. Many historians have noted the connections between religion,
ethnicity and American identity; however, Japanese-Americans believed in a religion that is
well outside the realm of the American identity at the time®. It is true that Japanese-American
Buddhists initially shared the spirit of Buddhism among themselves and throughout their lives,
through the teachings of monks who were sent from the headquarters of the various sects in
Japan, particularly from the Shin. However, forms of public worship differed from those in
Japan®. Thus, when the 1924 Exclusion Act was passed, Buddhists were marked as a subject
and criteria for exclusion. However, their religious belief in Buddhism was not related to Jap-
anese nationalism, which was inspired largely by Shintoism. In other words, Buddhists forged
a sense of self that embraced the very markets of racial and religious difference used against
them®. Thus, it was a misconception to use Buddhist Japanese as a subject of hostile unity
against American society. However, with the advancement of the World War II, Japan’s mili-
tarism triggered by Japanese patriotism came to be seen more visibly.

Given the racially exclusive social context, religion played a great role in creating this
ethnic community within American society, which did not comprehensively include those
originally from Japan, and those who believed in Buddhism. As discussed earlier, religion has
always had an intensely social nature in Japan, being used to provide a sense of social cohe-
sion, continuity and community on many levels, including local and familial, regional and na-
tional, and a sense of unity and identity®. In the U.S., it appears that the scenario was similar.
For instance, the local Buddhist temple served to effect group unification in various Japa-
nese-American communities”. They organized events and festivals related to Japanese-Amer-
icans and their home country; thus, it also had a great social function to play. They also ad-
dressed the needs of Japanese Americans — ‘providing invaluable social services, promoting
ethnic solidarity and serving as places of meaning for faith’”,

Japanese Christian activities could not develop without the support of the American soci-
ety as well. For instance, Ernest A. Sturge, an American of the Presbyterian faith, had a great
influence on the developing of the Japanese Christian community. It kept Japaneseness in the
practice of Christianity. Japanese Christian churches developed very rapidly as Japanese im-
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migrants became more established in American society’'. The reasons why the first-generation
Japanese-American joined Christian faiths was not necessarily because they understood the
teachings of Christianity. Rather, they converted to Christianity because they thought it could
improve their life in America or establish a friendly personal relationship with American
Christians”®. This has been attributed to the fact that membership in the Christian church came
to offer the immigrant a number of distinct social advantages, including greater cultural capital
in American society. Japanese Christians lived and moved within paternalistic missionary
contexts. Consequently, there were ties to white American Protestantism”.

There was a diversification of religious beliefs among Japanese-Americans. During the
interment camp era, the Buddhist institution helped Japanese-Americans through the painful
experience of life in the concentration camps. Following an influx of former Japanese-Ameri-
can internees during World War 11, two local Japanese temples were established in Chicago in
1944™. They were sacred deals with the most basic sentiments and values that allowed the re-
ligious institution to develop as an integrator of values and norms”. The War Relocation Au-
thority (WRA), in 1942, was considered to be predominantly Buddhist, with 21.1% being
Christian. Of the second-generation Japanese-Americans, 48.7% were Buddhist and 35% were
Christians. There was a clear distinction between the first and second generation in terms of
religious beliefs. While the first generation usually refused to convert to another religion, the
second generation had more aptitude for harmonizing the two different religions. Thus, Bud-
dhism was not a total unified force for Japanese-American.

Buddhist institutions encouraged the Japanese Diaspora to be ‘Japanese’ American. The
formation of the leagues for young women and men initiated a series of conferences that be-
came significant gathering places for second-generation Japanese-Americans, and for their so-
cialization®. Moreover, the Young Women’s Buddhist Administration (YWBA) and the Young
Men’s Buddhist Administration (YMBA) became the primary vehicles for drawing in second
generation Japanese-Americans, during the 1920s and 1930s. These organizations had their
origins back in 1899 in San Francisco, and primarily consisted of young immigrant men who
had recently arrived from Japan’’. In terms of language, the church, more than any other eth-
nic institution, persisted in its reinforcing of old world language and culture”®. Thus, the Bud-
dhist institution provided a valuable space for immigrants to identify with and become ethnic
Japanese-Americans. Through their ethnic church, which encouraged nostalgia for the old
country, they often became isolated from both the old and new world setting, maintaining in-
stead a unique “Japanese-American” identity.

Japanese-American people relativized their religious belief. Hybridization of the two reli-
gions — Buddhism and Christianity — was often evident. For instance, there was what was
called Protestanisation of American Buddhism, where Sunday school programs for children
were initiated and which included practices of Christianity; however, the essence of the reli-
gion still contained predominantly Buddhist practices. Also, there was a greater number of
second generation Japanese-Americans who chose to be Christian, even before the outbreak of
World War II. In the concentration camps, however, some argue that the segregation policy in-
tensified their beliefs in Buddhism and concretized a sense of self as a distinguished outsider.
However, at the same time, some Buddhist Japanese in concentration camps demonstrated ap-
preciation for American society supporting Japanese-Americans’ survival. There was a reli-
gious relativism among Japanese-Americans in the U.S.

Overall, it appears clear that Buddhism was not entirely a secular massive and collective
institution that aimed to threaten the U.S. The transnationalism associated with Japa-
nese-American’s faith in religion did not exist in a way to oppose American mainstream faith
in religion. In some ways, it was connected to American society. It is important to highlight
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this point because, in much research, belief in different religions is considered to be a source
of conflict. It is significant that culture and religion can influence each other for fruitful devel-
opment”. It has been suggested that the temples for Japanese Buddhists did not engage in po-
litical advocacy. However, some found strength through Buddhist organization because of the
support network developed from their Buddhist religious roots, which helped them stave off
the pressures incurred by social exclusion. Along the way, the Japanese ethnic social network
developed in a way to form a distinguished Japanese-American identity.

The contribution of this research does not rely much on primary resource survey. How-
ever, the analysis of secondary resources still highlights important new topics to be discussed.
The topics include the role of religion in the faith of social exclusion and racism as well as the
diplomatic relations and Japanese religion. This contributed therefore to the academic discus-
sion on Japanese-American. Also, American society at that time had a sharply divided view
toward the accommodation of immigrants in general®. The findings show that American soci-
ety was divided at the time of the World War II regarding the accommodation of immigrants in
general. Some Americans considered immigration an integral part of the country’s develop-
ment, while others believed the immigrants threatened American security. The discourse about
immigrants and the situation in which America is divided about how to feel about immigrants
is similar to what we see Islamic Americans facing today.

Conclusion

This paper has examined the social exclusion of Japanese-Americans and the influence that
this social exclusion had on Japanese-American beliefs in Buddhism. The study demonstrated
that social exclusion likely contributed to strengthening beliefs in Buddhist religious institu-
tions among Japanese-Americans. The arrival of Japanese immigrants, which was triggered
by poverty in their country of origin, caused moral panic in American society. There was not
enough political will in America to overcome any cultural differences, nor to accommodate the
Japanese-Americans at that time. There was a growing sense of “unwanted Japanese” in the
international arena as well, and there were also conflicts of interests in resources in the
Asia-Pacific that worked to further deteriorate Japan-US relations. These factors combined
were largely responsible for creating a hostile image of Japanese-Americans. The majority of
Japanese Americans were Buddhist. The Shintoism-inspired Japanese nationalism eliminated
the practice of Buddhism in Japan due to it being introduced from foreign countries, though it
had always linked Shintoism in the development of a Japanese civilization. As a result, Bud-
dhism never accumulated the political momentum parallel to Shinto-supported Japanese mili-
tarism.

It appears that central to the historiography of Japanese-Americans is the ethnic boundar-
ies that were evident between Japan and the United States of America. The social exclusion of
Japanese immigrants in American society not only provoked a hysterical reaction from the
government of Japan, but also reinforced the cultural, racial and social niches and structures
that religion created. The Buddhist institution played an important role in creating a Japa-
nese-American identity, transmitting Japanese culture and language to the new generations,
and developing social networks amongst those with Japanese ancestry. In particular, during
the time when Japanese-Americans were sent into the segregation camps, Buddhism helped
them acquire strength. Nevertheless, there was also a hybridization of Buddhism and Christi-
anity, in addition to the acculturation of Japanese to American culture, language and religious
practice; thus, the Japanese-Americans’ belief in Buddhism did not necessarily manifest itself
in an aggressive way towards American society. Japanese-Americans had some cultural and

32



Maiko Sawada

religious linkage to American society, and they were not to be totally excluded. Finally, what
is important is that American-Japanese Buddhist institution even appreciated American open-
ness to accommodate Japanese in American society, even thought it was minimal. The situa-
tion of Japanese-American in the U.S. and their relationship with American society, therefore,
left a chance for integration and connection after the end of World War II.

Looking towards future research possibilies, this paper can serve as a base point for com-
paring and examining how the constructed threats of Islam and Muslim immigrants in the U.S.
will affect that group’s belief in their religion, and how it is relevant to the discourse of non-
state actors and national security in America. A divided American public opinion toward im-
migrants is what we see in today’s American politics; we must now work to better understand
and discuss what we are seeing.
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