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S5l ASSITILATION

34 Are the Nisei Assimilated?

The old question as %o whether the Criental pecpls are readily
agssimilable, or are not assimilable at all--has been cropping up here and
there lately, and secms largely to have gone unanswered. For this reason,
the Communlty Analysis Section feels obligated to inform WRA sitaff membsrs
of facts bearing on the problem and to poimt out that so far as Japanese
Americans are coancorned, they have proven their assimilability by actually
becoming as American in their thinking and in their behavior as have othér
second gensration immigrant g.oups, not ordianarily regarded as "unassimilabler,
¥any people have accepted the "unassimilability"” chargs without guestion,

- having been influenced the Oriental as "mysterious” or "inserutable™-and
by an unspoken assumption that & racial difference hecessarily indicates
deep, psychological differences., Actually, of course, the Issei differ

in their mental sets from, say, paople born and bred in Maine or Texas; but
the differences derive from differences in culture, not from differences in
race, Also, it 1s true, there are psychological differences which set

the Nisel off from young people in the same age groups whose families have
a long history, covering several generations, in this couniry.

Most of these last differences are also characteristic of second
generation Americans of other racial stocks, They are derived from the minori-
ty proups status of Japanese Americans and are comparable to the psychologi-
cal peculiarities of all second ger eration immigrant groups whose parents
migrated here as young adults, bringing with them the lanpuage and many of the
~ customs of their homeland. 30 it is with such groupa as the Italian Americans,

Greek Americans, or Spanish Americans, that the Japanese Americans with
their conflicés of two cultures, exposed to one at home and a second outside
the home, must be compared. With them, as with other children of imrigrants
from foreisn lands, the rost serious kinds of conflicts vwith parents have
arisen over such issues as the use of the foreign language at home, the degree
of freedom and indepsndence which should be allowed to younp people, the
conditions under which marriages should be contracted, the kinds of careers
or the sorts of education which ought to be pursued. Witk them, just es with
the other second generation sroups, the pull of the majority, American culture
hasg proven far the stronger, with the result that most Japanese Americuns
have pgrown up in the United Jtates, have gone or are going through our school
gystem and are thoroughly americanized and exceedingly well assimilated.

The few thousand Xibei who have been sent to Japan for a part of their
education because of their parents® desire to sse them ascauire & better appre-
ciation of Japan are likely, if their period of Japanese elucution was long,
to be considerably less american in their thinking and behavior than are other
Japanese Americans. It must be remembered, however, that one of the reasons
for the educational pilgrimage of some second geoneration Jepanese to Japsn
has been the lack of Japanese schools--except for the short session language
schools~~in this country. .llany other second generation groups have been
privileped to attend specimsl "nationality" schools in the United 3tates. These
have usually been parcchial schoolz, but they have quite freguently served
singlo nationality groups. In DBurlington, Vermont, for example, there are
separate elementary schools for Irish and for Trench-Canadian children, in addi-
tion to the public elementary schools. In the school for French-Canadians,
tha first two bours are devoted either to the study of French, or to subjects
taught in Frereh (2. L. Anderson, Je American,1938, p, 114). Thus the tendency
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- of some Japanese parents to seek 2 partly Japanese sducation for iheir childs
ren 18 closely paralleled by the similar efforis of other immigrant parents
to utilize the schools as & means of imparting soms of the old country®s values
to their children, and need not indicate that the Japanese and their children
are any less willing to adopt American weys than ars many other immigrant
groups., Rather, it is evidence of the similar reactions of the Japanese and
other groups to similar situations.

Assimilation may most easily be defined as the acquisition of the cul-
ture traits of a particular society by people of foreign origin or parentage.
That Japanese Americans have gome far in their acquisition of imerican traits
is obvious to all who have made comparative atudieg on the subject, but be-
cause the false impression that they are not well asgsimilated i3 so widely
encountered, a brief review of some of the more important evidences of assimi-
lation 18 given here.

II.  Evidences of Assimilation
A, MNaterial Culture and Manners

The Nisei dress in American clothes, eat Americaen foods, buy American
furniture, use American cooking and eating utensils, have permanent waves,
live in American~-style houses, and in every life activity utilize as & matter
of custom and habit the eppropriate American gadget rather than its Japanese
type counterpart. Of course, the Nisel are likely to know more about the use

. of chopsticks or the proper method of wrapping a kimono sash tham do other
Americans--=just as Scotch Americsns undersitand better the wearing of a high-
land costume or the significance of tartans, But for them, chopsticks and

the kimono are unnatural, foreign objects, suiteble enough for the old-fashioned
Issei or for a costume affair, but wholly inappropriate for usage in daily

1ife where American articles of clothing, American utensils, etc,, are natural
and comfortable. iWith food habits, the situation is much the same; the Nisei
prefer American foods but quitec maturally know more of Japsnese foods than do
New inglanders. »

American manners are second nature to the Nisei, In greeting each oher
they shake hands and say "hello” and "how're you doing?" rather  than going
through the elaborate bowing ritual of Japanese greeting. Relations betwesn
Iiisel of opposite sexes follow the informal American pattern~-much to the dis-
tress, be it said, of some of the Issei. While Nisei may be more likely to
consult their parents regerding merriage than is the average American, they
accept with little reservation the American conception that marriage 1s largely
the business of the young psople concernmed, and marriages are frequently con-
tracted despite parental objections. In many other ways, Nisei girls and
wonmen are emancipated, like their American contemporaries of other ancestry. -
41l this is in sharp contrast to traditional Japanese custom.

Again, it 1s true that a Fisei can usually give a falr imitation of
the Japanese forms of courtesy; but in doing so, most Nisel feel awkward and
embarrassed, if only because they feel the forms to be foreirnisms and because
they well know that their imitation is shamefully imperfect in the eyes of
thelr parents.

The recreational agctivities of llisel are also characteristically



- American. &ven in the relocation centers, where segregation from the wider
American society and enforced close association with Issei and Kibei have
tended to slow down the processes of assimilation, this is conspicuously
evident. The two most popular sports in the centerc are basebsll and basket~
ball, with ping-pong, volley ball, and {in season) football also very populsr.
Not only do the Fisei play these aAmerican games but they play them skillfully,
hundreds of them having achieved prominonce as members of hirh school athletic
teams prior to avacuation.

Young Avisel, especially the girls, belong to social clubs, modeled
exactly after those of other "teen-aped Americans, which give teas, orpganize
dances, help out in Red Croas drives and perform other soclal services., Lany
liisei are mombers of the Y.CA or Y.TA, and some have become outstanding Y
workers. '

A favorite recreaticn for younger liigei is dancing, snd the dances are
the same aus those popular amons ell young Americans, Danced to the same music,
they follow American conventions, including the types of refreshments, styles
of hall decoration, and shyness between girls and boys. u4vVen so typically an
American trait as jitterbugring is to be found among the Nisei - & trait which
reprovents a conspicuous break with the Japanese tradition of reserved and
decowrous behavior.

The 1isting of «dmericar raterial traitc and manrers which have become
the Nisei's own could be indefinitely extended, always leading to the same
insvitable conclusion. As one authority put it prior to evacuation, "....the
$ypical bshavior of the second generation Japanese Americans is clsarly much
more characteristic of American culture than it is of Japanese culture. Beyond
a doubt, if present tendencies continue, the Japanese will continue to become
1ncreasingly American until they achieve complete acculturation...." 1/
(Evucuation, of course, represents a discontinuance of pre-evacuation tandencies,
but resettlement allows for their resumption.)

B, lLangunage

The language of the Nisei is inglish. In spite of persistent efforts
on the part of the Issei to encourage the learning of Japanese through special
language schools, or through the use of Japanese at home, very few Nisel have
any real proficiency in Japenese. £/ Those who do know Japanese are likely
to have spent some time in Japun or to have grown up in the more isolated
rural regions of California, £ven most of the latiter have a beiter command
of mznglish than of Japanese.

The continuing use of Japanese by muny Issei is not a sign of Orisntal
unassimilability but also characterizes first generation immigrent groups of
European origin, A recent study of language use in the homes of a group of
American~born high schocl boys of Italian origin in Mew York led to the follow~
ing concluszions:

“l. Two distinct languages are still used in Italian homes; the
parents use Italian, and the boys use English.

"2, The 593 boys who had chosen Italian as their foreign language
in high school used that language vith their parents and
grandparents.
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"3, The language of exchange in the home is still Italian ox an
Italian dialect. The boy may speak Enplish because he lacks
facility in Italian or in the dialect of his family, but the
older folk anawer in Italian or in the dialect.

"4, The parents spsak 10 each other in their own languare. Oniy
9 per cent of them speak Knglish exclusively."®

1/ J. A. Rademaker, "Japanese aAmerican”, im Brown and Roucek, Our Racial
and National liinorities, p. 489.
g/ In the same way, the Russian Kolokans in los Angeles sourht--unsuccess-
fully-~to perpetuate the use of Russian in the second reneratiomn. oo
also the Norweprians established Norwepian language achools in the prairies.
. Thus late afternoon "lanruoge stchools” are scarcely an exclusive Japanese
trait

sxcept for No. 2, which is obviously irrelevant to Japanese Americans, thesge
comments become s cood description of the Language situation in Japanese and
Japanese american homes in the United States, 1f the word 'Japansse' be
substituted for ‘Italian®' throughout. The special significance of this
illustration is that neither race nor Crientel origin are of any special
importance in the production of the partially bilingual home; on the contrary,
it is the consequence of the living together of two gemerations, the first of
which possesses faclility in a foreign language, while the second is much more
at home in inpglish,

Direct evidence of the prevalence of Znplish usage among the Kisei is
seen in the fact that most Japanese lanpuapge dailies in the Upnited States had
added an Znglish lanfuage page in ap effort to reach the Kisei (who were
inaccessible through Japanese) by 1932, MNost Nisei associations conduct their
meetings in English, the language is used naturally and as a matiter of course
among school children throughout the grades and in high school {although
some children from "Japanesey” homes tend to prefer Jaupanese at the nursery
school or kindergarten level). In short, the Nisei use &rglish guite as :
naturally as 4o other Americens, and very nearly all of them feel uncomfortable
when compelled to communicate in Japanese, largely becasue they can speak 1t
only haltingly. (It must be pointed out that ore of the effects of rslocation
center life has been to lead to an increase in the use of Japanese by some
Kisei; nevertheless, the above statements are njulte accurate as applied to the
pre~avacuation situation end need not as yet be much discounted as applied to
relocation centers.)

C. Religion ‘

Wwhen the Issei first arrived in the United States, they were, with a
few exceptions, non-Christian in religion, and even today, over two-thirds
of them are Buddhists., In contrast, less than half of the Nisel are Buddhists,
and 35 per cent of them (as against 22 per cent of their parents) are Christians,
largely Protestant, Perhaps even more significant is the large propertion of
Nisei who profess no particular religion: over 16 per cent of the Nisei in
relocation center declined, as of November, 1942, to identify themselves with
any réligious group. Thus, the Nisel are seen to have gone far in. the direction
of taking over the religious practices prevalent in the United States, even ine-
cluding, apparently, a fair amouni of agnosticlsm. This contrast between the
Nisei and Issei is of especial importance as an evidence of assimiletion, for,



A_ as is well known to social scientists, the faking over of 2 new material culture
is relatively cusy, but the abandonment of & traditional religion in faver of a
new one 1s very difficult---cxcept for pesople who have come to identify them=
selves much more thoroughly with the new culture than with the old.

lioreover, although noarly half of the Nisel remain Buddhists, they are
not by that token, unassimilated., Buddhism emong the Japanese and their children
in America bhas itself become Americanized in important respects. Buddhist
churchea have taken over the .unday Jehool-Young Peoples® Club complex bypical
of american Protestantism. ¥ay of them, in an effort to hold Nisei mombers,
use dnglish in par$ of their services or conduct some services in Bnglish,
Rapresentatives of the Young Buddhist Association from relocation centers who
recently met at Salt Lake Clty, decided to esztablish a national hesdquarters,
separate from the Hongwanji liiesion, az a purely American religious organization,
Buddhist churches in relocation centers organize their activities along lines
gquite like thoss folloved by the Christian groups. An intsresting sxampla in
the Buddhist observetion of Father®s Day a2t Jercome. There is no basis, then,
for the suprosition that Buddhiat REizei are ill-assimilated. Cn the averase
the Christians may be better nssimilated, but very many of the younpg Buddhist
Nisei sre well sssimilated, also, and are members of a church vhich, though
bearinge a foreirm nams, is in fazct much closer to dmeriean religious traaitions
then to those of Japan in many significan® ways.

D, Ideals and Ambitions.

The most telling evidence of Risei ugsimilation is the exteni to which
bt they have accepted as their own American ideals and standards of succeés. Thelr
adoption of Christianity and the Americanizing of Buddhism sre illustrations of
the Yisei acceptance of Americen values, and there are many more., American
gtandards of success, and ideas of desirable occupstions are a part of the Nisel
value system. Born of parents whose ¢radition is cne of fixed classes, with
sons® and daughters' soclal status defined by the class of the parents, the
Nisei have struggled valiently to move upward is the relatively open class
system of America. To this end they have mourht education, especially on the
secondury and college level, as a means to improved stutus. Census flgurss
for 1940 show this clearly. The liisei population of the four ‘est Coast states
25 years of age and older is conspicucusly bettsr educated than is the native-
born white population of the country at large. In terms of years of school
completed, thare is relatively little difference {or grade school, although
approximately 93 per cent of the Japanese Americans as compared to 83 per cent
of %he native whitss have completod the 7th grade. DBut 57 per cent of the
Nisei have completed 4 years of high school as compared to only 29 percent of
the native white group. biore Nisel relatively have completed 4 years or more
of college, too, although here the conirast is less, the figure for Nisei being
7 percent, and for the native white population 5 per cent. Impressive as these
fi7ures are, the differsntial indicated would be even more siriking 1f compari-
sons were made accordimg to the ocoupations of the parental groups, sincs as
is well known, the native whites whose children carry their education farthest
arec those whose occupational status 1s higher than that of the average Issei.

; In comnection with the Nisei drive for education, ons of the most
“~— important grounds for contending that their assimilation has been as thorough-
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going as that of most children of immigrants may be mentionsd. The pattern of
achool aschievement for immigrent’®s children is often one of relatively peor
nerformance. In @ peneral dlscussion of "The Jehool and the Immigrent”, (in
Brown and Koucek, Our Hacial and National Minorities, (p. 805-606), . George
Payns deveslops the thesis that elementary and secondary school programs are
not at all well adjusted o the needs of immiprant children, and that $his is
the explanation of the fact that, as in Bridgeport, Connecticut, children of
immigrants fail much more frsquently tham do those of native-born paremts. In
contrast, the Japenese Amsricans on the Pacific Coast have performed at least
Bs well and gquite oftem better in school than have their classmates, In a
seattle high school, for example, they have nesrly three time as many high
school valedictorians and honro students as their percentase in the school
population would indicate; thers is evidence, %oco, that Japapnese American
"membership in honorary fraternities is disproportionately higher than thel
of any other group”.

The Nigei, then, not only attend American schools in disproportionately
larra numbers, but are unusually successful ir their scholastic achievement--
all of which is evidence of a hirh degree of as saimilation.

Yisei adherence to democratic political ldeals is peneral, as uwes
demonstrated c¢learly in the -recent registration, when in splis of the most
adverse circumstances, 79.1 per cent of the Uisel reristered expressed their
willingness to swear unqualifieé alleglance to the United JStates.

25 4 Conclugion

3ignificant evidence of the hiph degree of lisei assimilation of smericen
ways, comparing favorably with the attainments of other groups of immigcrants’ ‘
chiléren, has been briefly reviewed., It 1s necessary to add two qualifications
at this point. Tirst, there is considerable variation in’ the extent to which
individual Nisei are typically smerican in persorality. In general, those who
have grown up in rural areas,'in relative isolation from the main currents of
American life, are less thorouchly 4mericunized than those reared in urban
situations which constantly have brought them into contact with the wider
americun society. Those who have carriceé their education further are likely
tc be morc completely ussimilsted, OJecond, even the most thoroughly assimilated
are to some extent influenced by their'parents' culture; but usually by facets
of 1t which correspond with nmerican patierans--sas in respect for law, or for
sducation. (It is important to note that similar qualifications must be made
resnrding the nmerlcanization of cther second generation groups. )

To summarize, then, the hiqei as & group are American in their dress,
in their eating, in their manners, im their recreational preferences, in their
anbitions, in their religious tendencies, in their language, snd--crucially=-
in their ways of thinking, their ideals and values, Although life in reloca=~
tion centers is impeding the further assimllation of many Nisel, and 1s even
driving some back toward -the culture of their parents, most of them today are
as thoroughly American as the average immigrant’s child,
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