Prompt: Describe the Roles of Japanese Mothers.

In the forward to Nisei Daughter by Monica Kazuko Sone, the relationship between Monica and her mother is stated as a unique one. “Kazuko seems to have been less closely tied to Nisei society than many of her peers, and more closely related to her mother, as a companion, than was typical of mother-daughter relationships in most immigrant families,” writes Frank Miyamoto. Through intellect, art, and the lack of overlapping generation peers (those persons between Isei and Nisei groups) we find a leading Japanese mother exemplified in Mrs. Benko Itoi. When Kazuko’s mother trades staunch rearing for affection, there are many Japanese women ready to remind her of duty. Benko does not shirk her duty but finds a happy medium between her role as a Japanese mother and her youthful artistry. 


Mrs. Itoi was a poet. Perhaps she was inspired early in life by her father’s evangelical sermons. Though English did not appear to be a necessity to the close knit Seattle community, Kazuko’s mother tried hard to master it. She joyfully joined her daughter, Kazuko’s class at PTA, the “Mickey Mouse Party,” and even the dreaded parent-teacher conference. Her English made Monica wince from faux pause to such a degree that the child vowed she would not take her mother again preferring to appear as an “orphan” instead.

Benko had consented to marrying her arranged husband yet she would not ask the same of her children. Though she tells her children, “your father and I received harsher discipline than that in Japan, “ the mother is not willing to break her kids to conformity. Her peers remind her of her duty to rear according to custom – the familiar Mrs. Matsui offers torture by way of the ‘okyu.’ Mrs. Itoi politely declines and apologizes for babying. All the while secure in her core values of keeping a home, instilling heritage, sewing school costumes (and day clothes), and partnering with her husband. Benko augments her duty with a genuine interest in most ALL the family’s affairs. 


Nisei Daughter is underwritten by various formalities of Japanese mothers. This can range from tea ceremonies to “propriety” of food (and gift) exchanges, to the insistences of lugging a five-gallon soy sauce bottle through internment. Though Benko did not share the reverence for bowing in crowded streetcars like Mrs. Kato, she sanctified the New Year with baths, ripped her dress to clothe her child, and put her best face forward as her daughter returned to freedom while she remained a prisoner. 


Perhaps it was Benko Itoi’s zest and positive mental attitude that best prepared her family for what they endured. Though oriental stoicism and conformity maintain dignity and community— they function as broken tools when persons find themselves alone. 

________________________

