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and National Public Representation 
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 Public history, including art history – and specifically public history in museums – is only one of 
the influential venues through which we derive our sense of our collective “place” in society. Certainly 
television and film as well as formal schooling are more important in terms of direct impact on social 
perceptions of ethnicity, race, and gender. But in spite of considerable shifts in recent museum leadership 
attitudes, museums themselves continue to be regarded as temples of truth and beauty, arbiters of 
objective history and aesthetic sensibilities.  
 As a result, museums continue to be important influences in shaping social attitudes. Many 
people do go to museums, at the least for the mandatory field trips in elementary grades, but also for a 
wide variety of personal reasons. And those who do attend regularly tend to be individuals and groups 
with considerable authority, including teachers leading these field trips, who validate and authenticate 
interpretations provided by the museums. It is useful to recall that, while students may go to museums 
only a few times in their careers, teachers do so on a regular basis and are exposed repeatedly to this 
particular influence.  
 Other opinion-shapers, including those in the media and the ranks of society’s leaders, absorb 
and transmit museum notions of beauty and value as well as historical truth through interlocking networks 
of community councils such as chambers of commerce, school boards and ethnic associations. Thus, 
museum representations are critical sites that help define who and what make up our society and how we 
came to be the way we are. And as the struggle for cultural hegemony heats up, control of history-making 
apparatuses becomes increasingly important. Museum board members or public officials who allocate 
funding, then, tend to take their responsibilities and power very seriously. At the national level, continual 
assaults on the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) demonstrate the fervor of the antagonists to cut 
funding of the arts. Vicious controversies involving the Smithsonian Institution over the 1995 Enola Gay 
exhibition ratcheted the debate up by more than a few notches (Kurin 1997).  
 The history of Hawai’i’s Japanese Americans (JAs) is one part of the total story of these Islands 
because of the enormous impact this group has had for the past 115 years, as well as its continuing 
importance in contemporary society. There are two important ways in which this story may be 
contextualized. The first is within the rapidly growing field of national Asian Pacific American (APA) 
studies. The second is within the more localized, but related, space of Hawai’i itself. In the context of the 
national history of Asian Americans or APAs, little attention has been directed to the complex and critical 
issues involved in the history of Japanese Americans in Hawai’i. A review of the general texts covering 
the field reveals this gap (Chan 1991; Takaki 1989). A quick look, for example, at the political, business, 
religious, academic, and philanthropic leadership among APAs illustrates the point that Japanese 
Americans are still of critical importance in spite of their relative decline in total APA numbers.1 For 
national JA concerns, the Hawai’i community is becoming more, rather than less, important. The 
Japanese American National Museum, based in Los Angeles, recognized this fact with two recent 
exhibitions. One, on JAs in the Kona coffee industry on the Big Island, was followed by a major venture 
chronicling the entire history of the ethnic group in Hawai’i. The latter opened at the Bishop Museum in 
October 1997, entitled “From Bento to Mixed Plate. Americans of Japanese Ancestry in Multicultural 
Hawai’i.” 
 It is important to remind ourselves, at this point, that the APA rubric is entirely constructed; there 
is no logical rationale for lumping together peoples and societies from this immense portion of the earth, 
Asia and the Pacific, including most of its water and land masses as well as the vast majority of its 
populations. One reason is, of course, the fact that this is a leftover, catch-all, category of people of color, 
after accounting for Native Americans, peoples from Latin America, and from Africa. But it is a bewildering 
and complex congeries of societies, linked by no common language, no common belief system or 
religion, no common traditions, no common foods; not rice, not tubers, not other grains. What unites us is 
the need for the federal decennial census to count people in aggregates.2 
 The aggregates themselves, however, suggest we should pay attention. While APAs in 1970 
comprised less than one percent of the population, with less than one million individuals; we are now 
about just over three percent, perhaps 10 million people, clustered overwhelmingly in metropolitan areas 
and disproportionately important in California and Hawai’i, and increasingly so in urban areas like Seattle, 
the New York City-northern New Jersey region, as well as Atlanta, Houston, Minneapolis, and other cities. 
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Along with Latinos, APAs form the fastest growing [in percentage terms] racial group in the nation. The 
national responses to issues of immigration and affirmative action, to take only two of the more intensely 
debated issues of contemporary times, illustrate the volatile and critical nature of this grouping (see, for 
example, Matsuda and Lawrence 1997). 
 Within the local context of social conditions in Hawai’i, a critical assessment of the place of JAs is 
surely a matter of great import. This is an ethnic group that continues to be influential in the voting booths, 
legal ranks, public schools, and in government offices as well as small- and medium-sized businesses. 
They also now serve as high-ranking officers in all branches of the military and in the local corporate 
structure. How JAs respond to the Native Hawaiian sovereignty movement, for example, will be crucial, 
even recognizing that this is a community far from monolithic in any respect. But how Japanese 
Americans respond to struggles for human rights among other groups often relies on a personal sense of 
reciprocity or comfort with these issues as their own group faced them. Thus, as with all groups, the 
public representation of JA experiences and heritages is exceedingly important. And how JAs are 
presented – not just in Hawai’i, but on the national level – becomes increasingly salient as the world 
shrinks and policy continues to be formulated away from Hawai’i’s shores (Kent 1993). 
 One example should suffice: redress payments and formal apologies were provided to over a 
thousand individuals who were detained in concentration camps on the continent or in various locations in 
Hawai’i. But it required extraordinary research efforts to document the racist nature of the World War II 
treatment of Hawai’i’s Japanese Americans to convince the US Justice Department that over hundred 
individuals deserved presidential apologies and $20,000 payments even though none had been interned.3 
While the research took place in Hawai’i, this victory would not have been possible, in my judgment, 
without a national effort, including a significant base in Washington, DC (Hohri 1984). The following 
sections will illustrate the ways in which national institutions and perspectives dealing with Japanese 
American heritage/experiences have challenged long-standing views.4 
 There is general appreciation in Hawai’i’s art world of JA artists as significant contributors, 
especially in the period after World War II (Morse 1997:183-85). What has not been appreciated, 
however, is the impact they and other Asian American artists had on the national and international 
phenomenon known as American Abstract Expressionism. In 1997, the Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art 
Museum at Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, opened an exhibition entitled: Asian 
Traditions/Modern Expressions: Asian American Artists and Abstraction, 1945-1970. In the catalogue for 
this exhibition, Philip Dennis Cate, the Director of the museum, insisted: “Almost from its inception, 
Abstract Expressionism inspired claims that it represented the first truly indigenous American art 
movement of consequence and that its sources are purely American, essentially unaffected by other 
international trends, whether contemporary or historical” (1997:7). Cate noted that claims from this 
perspective distorted history by ignoring European antecedents and, perhaps more importantly, the 
involvement of dozens of significant Asian American artists. “That most of these Asian American artists 
have been neglected in studies of twentieth-century American art suggests that race rather than artistic 
achievement was one criterion for historians, especially when it came to defining an ‘American’ art form” 
(ibid.). Many art enthusiasts will know of Isamu Noguchi, the internationally renowned sculptor, and 
perhaps of Kenzo Okada; but most know of American Abstract Expressionism through the works of artists 
like Mark Tobey, Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, Mark Rothko, and Adolph Gottlieb, 
who are described as pathbreakers in technical, compositional and formal terms. There are, however, 
dozens of Asian American artists whose works both reflected and helped shape the direction of Abstract 
Expressionism. Some are well-known in Hawai’i art circles: second-generation nisei like Satoru Abe, 
Isami Doi, Ralph Iwamoto, Sueko Kimura, Tetsuo Ochikubo, Tadashi Sato, and Toshiko Takaezu were 
active contributors to the movement.  
 Perhaps this should not be surprising, given the fact that the techniques and perspectives 
deemed innovative in Abstract Expressionism had been applied for centuries in East Asian art; some of 
these elements were incorporated into the art of the nisei and other Asian American artists of Japanese, 
Chinese, and Korean descent in the 1945-1970 period. Among the qualities considered advanced and 
new are the following:  
 

gestural methods (for example, the “flung ink” manner of sumi); frequent restriction of color range 
often to only black and white; calligraphic imagery, free linearism, and aggressive or rapid 
brushwork; highly asymmetrical compositions, often with large areas of empty space; 
atmospheric or flat fields of color; spontaneous approaches to artmaking that includes the 
acceptance of accidental effects; and the notion of the act of painting as a self-revelatory event, 
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psychically and sometimes somatically charged with, and implicitly linked to, the artist’s emotions 
(Wechsler 1997:11).  

 
 These are qualities immediately familiar to those who have appreciated art from East Asia. And 
there is the constant, underlying foundation of a Chinese writing system, itself extremely abstract, that 
became the formal symbol of both intellectual achievement and aesthetic refinement. These nisei artists 
are of a generation that almost universally received training in both language and calligraphy – whether 
as a matter of course in language schools in Hawai’i or through their own search for artistic “roots” in 
Japan (see, most recently, Okita 1998). Their individual and collective impact on the American Abstract 
Expressionism movement was important; their backgrounds as Hawai’i Japanese Americans formed a 
vital part of that capacity to influence their generation of artists.  
 Interestingly, these artists, who consciously interwove traditional Asian cultural practices with 
modern American trends, who deliberately sought out ways in which to bridge the cultures, have not been 
particularly honored by either mainstream society or by their own ethnic communities. As Philip Cate 
remarked, “race” is surely a factor for the mainstream, but what about their own communities? I would 
argue that, in the period under question, 1945-1970, the immediate post-World War II quarter of a 
century, most Asian American community leaders defined progress in terms of assimilation, defined then 
as the discarding of traditional cultural baggage. As a result, the inclusion of Asian elements, however 
skillfully blended into American modernity, was problematic. The next quarter century, between 1970 and 
1995, were years of intense ethnic revival on campuses and historical societies/museums. Perhaps the 
major focus of that period was to explore and validate the depth of our “Americanness” – largely to 
counter the racist stereotypes of Japanese and other Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners. Shelves 
of articles and books were written to demonstrate the length of time we have been here; the individuality 
of our experiences; our involvement with labor movements, literary activities, film and culture, radical 
political movements, and entrepreneurial activities. In this context, there was little room for those who 
were plumbing the depths of their Asian cultural heritages.  
 Now, however, times are changing. As a result, the voices within Japanese American historical 
representations are also shifting. The major waves of influx of Asian immigrants after the 1965 
immigration act’s reforms brought significant differences. While many of the newcomers in the 1970s and 
1980s were refugees from Southeast Asia, many more were physicians, nurses, researchers, scientists, 
academicians, from East and South Asia as well as Southeast Asia. Many came with training and 
financial resources – Asian Indians, for example, are the most highly educated ethnic group in the United 
States. And, now, travel is convenient and fast, communication is instant; soap operas from last week’s 
TV series in Seoul Korea are in today’s video stores in Flushing, Queens, in New York City. Today’s 
“Americans” no longer feel it quite so necessary to distance themselves from the “old” countries, 
wherever they may be. So, today, we are more prepared to embrace the fascinating stories of these 
Asian American artists who helped shape the course of American Abstract Expressionism through their 
conscious use of Asian artistic traditions. The exhibition, Asian Traditions/Modern Expressions: Asian 
American Artists and Abstraction, 1945-1970 may not transform mainstream art criticism or sensitize 
critics to the multiple ways in which Japanese American or other artists of color might be considered, but 
it should alert us to the interesting ways in which, historically, old cultural traditions always bear seeds of 
innovation. 
 Arguably the most important public history exhibition interpreting Asian Americans in a 
mainstream venue is A More Perfect Union: Japanese Americans and the Constitution. It has been about 
a decade now since the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History unveiled its major 
exhibition commemorating the 200th anniversary of the Constitution of the United States. That such an 
exhibit would feature the violations of multiple sections of the Constitution by the US government was an 
astounding achievement, one that required considerable vision and courage on the part of the museum 
director, Roger Kennedy, and the curator, Tom Crouch. I recall Crouch showing me his file of hate mail, 
including death threats he had received, even before the public could see the exhibition (source: personal 
visits and conversations, 1988).  
 For many Asian Americans, not only Japanese Americans, World War II became the defining 
watershed between an unmitigated experience of exclusion and racism, and a much more positive, if 
ambivalent, postwar period of becoming America’s poster group for minority self-improvement. This was a 
gross oversimplification of history, but there were certainly elements of truth to be found in this 
interpretation. Nowadays, JAs have been called the “Model Minority.” This has become shorthand for a 
once-despised group that used its own internal cultural strengths and favorable historical conditions to 
overcome prejudice and racism in a positive fashion, succeeding in, as one popular and immensely 
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influential essay published in 1966 put it: “outwhiting the whites” (Petersen 1966). The unfortunate 
subtext, however, was a non-too-subtle dig at the “other” immigrant minorities and indigenous peoples 
who continued to be mired in poverty and problems. So, in one sense, World War II became the crucible 
in which the souls of JAs were tried and their characters formed. After all, nearly 120,000 JAs, two-thirds 
of them American citizens, were detained for periods varying from days to over five years, in America’s 
concentration camps. 
 Of course, there was the anomalous and disquieting fact of the nearly 160,000 JAs in Hawai’i, 
only a thousand were sent into these camps, followed by a similar number of family members. The 
remainder continued to live and work in the only piece of American real estate seriously attacked by 
Japan, one potentially a site for enemy invasion – but that is another story. Hawai’i was also the origin of 
most of the men later honored as combat troops in Europe, in the 100th Infantry Battalion and the 442nd 
Regimental Combat Team.5 Six thousand others served as interpreters and translators in the Military 
Intelligence Service or in OSS units, or were detached to allied forces like the British in India. They were 
truly a secret weapon that may have helped end the war a great deal sooner than otherwise possible.  
 A More Perfect Union juxtaposes the stories of JA heroism in the military with the concentration 
camp experiences. There is little visible to mitigate the irony of ethnic-combat heroism drawn from a 
population forcibly detained behind barbed wire because of their ancestry. It is not clear, from the exhibit, 
that all of the volunteers and draftees who formed the 100th and the men who volunteered in 1943 for the 
442nd were from Hawai’i, where mass arrests and detainment did not occur. It is possible, as a result, to 
misread one possible “lesson” from the exhibit – that JAs consciously and disproportionately offered up 
their bodies out of the camps. But the exhibit does spend time on the controversial topic of the several 
hundred young men, in the camps, who refused to report for induction when the draft was applied to them 
in 1944. From this vantage point in time, it seems reasonable that at least a few JAs would resist the draft 
until they and their families were accorded the same democratic processes as available to non-JAs in the 
general public. At the time, the confrontations between the resistors and the government, as well as with 
their own ethnic leaders, were intense and bitter, but this tone does not emerge very well. An overall 
impression that might mislead, then, one to thinking that there was relative harmony within the JA 
community during this traumatic experience.  
 Another aspect of intra-ethnic divisions was the movement to secure redress in the 1970s and 
1980s. That struggle culminated in the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, signed into law by Ronald Reagan in 
August of that year. Although most claims for redress and appeals following rejection have been settled, 
including those of many Japanese Peruvians who were kidnapped from their homeland and removed to 
camps within the US, the unresolved cases will continue to trouble our political and moral consciences. 
This is necessarily a messy business, but the exhibition should explore it as part of the historical record 
(Bunch 1995:32; Kurin 1997:71-82). And, to be sure, if the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of 
American History weighs in on the side of one particular interpretation, this would be a highly significant 
move, coming from an “objective authority.” 
 The inclusion of JA experiences within the national discourse of history and art history within the 
last decade has created space for the reconsideration of major institutions – the functioning of the United 
States Constitution and the formation of American Abstract Expressionism within modern American art 
history. If allowed appropriate appreciation in Hawai’i, national museum coverage might provide a 
powerful tool to enable Japanese Americans within Hawai’i to respond more generously and proactively 
to the struggles of all groups for social justice.  
 
 

Notes 
 
1.  The National Asian Pacific American Political Directory (1996), for one example, lists over three 

hundred APA names, many Japanese American, for 1996. 
 
2. For lucid presentations on the demographic aspects, see LEAP and UCLA Asian American Studies 

Center (1993); for the most recent compilations, see “The APA Population Report; A Special 
Statistical Supplement Incorporating the Latest Findings From the U.S. Census Bureau” (Asian Week 
1996).  
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3. In the 1990s, a series of efforts resulted in successful claims for redress for dozens of Hawai’i JAs 
who were not interned but were removed from homes or jobs based on their ancestry (Bill Kaneko 
1996).  

 
4. Most Japanese American art history has moved in other directions. Karin Higa’s important exhibition 

and catalogue (1992), for example, insists on validating the artists in their own contexts; Kristine 
Kuramitsu follows in a similar vein (1995). Here, I wish to suggest that these artists need to be 
interpreted in other ways as well. 

 
5. There is an entire shelf of books documenting this part of JA history. See, for good bibliography, Niiya 

(1993). 
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