Prompt: What does Sone mean by saying that she has to act like a Chameleon?

Hiroshima and Nagasaki happened to have the largest populations of  Christian Japanese when they were bombed in the mid forties. Perhaps they were only military targets, yet we know the people of that region shared an intimate bond with western culture while maintaining their national identity. Kazuko “Monica”  Sone describes a similar duality of Japanese Americans in her book, Nisei Daughter. Sone likens the straddle of Japanese and American identities to being a chameleon. 

 Sone could not change the way she looked. So she attempted to adapt to situations as best she could. Young Kazuko brought a daily smile to Bailey Gatzert  School. The positive attitude was  a conciliation in that she didn’t appear to become intimate with causation (mainstream) friends, nor was she able to assert herself in the way typical of American children. Her parents,  Mr. and Mrs. Itoi, sent the two eldest to Nihon Gakou (Japanese School). Through rote practice, Kazuko and her peers could Ojigi (bow) and salute their instructors with “Hai..hai HAI!” Yet their hearts were American despite the Japanese conformity that they pantomimed for duty. The Nisei exemplified the nail of independence that Mr. Ohashi would have pounded down. Young women wore bonnets to Hirohito’s birthday. Kazuko and Haruo found love interests in adolescents. Though our heroine tore the evidence of his picture, she remained undaunted for two years until “at five foot six, [she] capitulated to fate with oriental stoicism.” Though Kazuko fought like a boy while vacationing in Japan, she would not be invited to go fishing with her brother. She could not change her almond eyes to avoid the prejudice of interment. While the Americans did not see her as a patriot, the Japanese abhorred her lack of reigi (custom).  Monika Kazuko Sone could not change the way she looked. So instead she did her best to act as people wanted her to act. This is her version of the chameleon. 

Experience nourished Kazuko and she found that she could adapt more readily to challenges as an adult. Early in her womanhood, Monica was firmly requested to go to business school instead of joining her friends at college. Though she “knew what she had to do”, she considered her fathers advice as a “wise decision against [her] will.”  After conforming to the vocational administrator’s mandate for a letter of endorsement by a Japanese firm, Kazuko was unsure why a standard intention notice was necessary when if fact it promised nothing. The school was satisfied and Monika kept everyone happy by striving day and night to complete the two years in a single calendar. She claims this over zealous effort landed her in the hospital even though we know tuberculosis  is not a derivative of stress. In the medical hospital, while consorting with American roommates, Kazuko Monica Sone learns the true difference between her Japanese heritage and her Yankee surroundings. “Then I noticed that I was too polite… When I did change my habits, nobody noticed it but I felt more comfortable.” 


Monica blossomed into adulthood with a firm reconciliation of her Japanese heritage and her American surroundings. Through the Puyallup internment, Monica washed in the hot water of the administration building by pretending to use the bathroom several times a day. It was hard for her to give up her last sentiment of femininity. This continued on until the second year of internment in Idaho. Though Monica and her sister would have worn their dresses in the middle of winter, they found their ideology impractical with the harsh climate. Sone traded her dress for an army fatigue and she enjoyed relative warmth despite the lack of fashion. Though Monica had learned to adapt in  adulthood, she still had many discoveries. During the ceremony of her brother’s wedding, Monika appeased her elders by making use of their customs. She served each of the Issei while running back and forth to the serving table. The lesson created a priority of practically and tradition. When time allowed the least amount of tradition, that was to come first. 


The Nisei enjoyed the privilege to work despite their parents continual internment. This became the final stage of Monica’s sense of identity. Though her employer would turn her into the War Department for not allowing her to wage slave under him, Sone was steadfast in ascertaining what she represented as a Nisei, and what threshold she might endure before calling it quits. Perhaps her parents would have never quit a job that required sixteen hours labor. Monica had evolved, with opportunity following. In her transcendence to a religious fellowship with college opportunity, Sone capitalized on her American contacts. When persons thought her to be Chinese, she did not quiver with pride but let most incidents pass without correction. Through prudence, experience and effort, Sone gave up the chameleon to become an individual. 


Though cross-cultural adjustment seems hard even in these latter days, Nisei Daughter is an allegory with the intent to exemplify persistence and positive attitudes as the road to integration. While real integration with American or Japanese (kibei) identities seemed to be a shallow identity for only part of the day, our heroine has blazed a definition of the possibilities of persistence. Monica was a chameleon who acted as such to appease the two cultures she shared. Once Monica found herself, the world accepted her. 

______

