Prompt 3: describe discrimination as shown in Nisei Daughter


Nisei Daughter, by Monica Sone, is a time capsule of a Japanese community in Seattle, WA. The book diaries the years between 1900 until approximately 1946 in various degrees of narration. While statistics such as immigrants “tripling the population” became decisive in passing the 1926 Exclusion Act, the situations offered by Monica Sone are much more stirring, almost ‘just cause’ for a national indictment. Nisei Daughter illuminates in soft tone the various discrimination forced on the poor, the foreign, and the small.


Sone makes no mistake when she writes about her early years in the part of Seattle known as Skid Row. Her father was trained as a lawyer yet found himself managing a “flop house.” Though outsiders may not have seen the care taken to keep the Carlson Hotel clean (for outsiders rarely visited), the locale was debased in a poverty catchall. With police looting drunks, demanding bribes instead of false arrest— The people of the ‘Row’ became a close knit, multiethnic family. Police were often bad. Drunks caused problems. Though Mr. Itoi could “smell a working man from a drinker,” it was the added assurance of Montana’s muscles, the friendships of Joe, Peter, Dunks, and Sam, and ties with community leaders that kept a hard working family from being ‘poor.’


Monica learns at a young age to discern good from bad in what she calls the mentality of the Row. She sees her father as physically smaller, his head ‘just coming to the shoulder of Montana,’ the officer that bulges and calls him ‘Charlie” instead of Sir. Though Monica must delineate Row people that are friends verses the Kirby Dare “queer”, she does not make value judgments based off race. Instead, she notices the voyeurs that watch her mother speak Japanese on a streetcar, the golfers leering at the community picnic. Her mind tabulates these distractions but does not come to realization of their meaning until Alkai Beach. 


The Japanese “[had] not been allowed [to rent] there in years.” The many doors which she knocked on with her mother often closed with the words “we are full,” when Monica knew they weren’t. This angered the girl yet her mother would not answer her probes as to why. Mrs. Itoi led her daughter to endure until they chanced upon new friends in the Marta Olsen family. 


Though young Sone struggled with identity for years, she received some of her most unexpected discrimination while vacationing in Japan. “They knew we were American by the clothes we wore.” Her parents seemed to displease an uncle by ignoring the tears and whales of Kenji. Even while her brother was heaving his last breathes of air, Monica and brother were being attacked by the village children. Though the young girl overcame her first scalding Japanese bath and fought ‘like a boy’ she was not invited to fish with the local children. While her brother Henry had overcome being a foreigner with his fist, Monica was sent to the care of an aging aunt in an overt act of gender separation.


Sone earned a pride in being a girl while the stigma of ‘foreigner’ greeted her return home to the states. Tension seemed high even before Pearl Harbor. Mrs. Matsui’s son was a college graduate but could not find suitable opportunity in his own field. She watched her father, who lost the dream of continuing law practice, succeeded the fate of a cook to owning a hotel, now being kicked down as a criminal by the FBI. Monica worried for her father and the entire family called him several times a day for reassurance until the father jokingly “feared his family more than the FBI.” The internment that followed required Monica to wash in the only hot water she could find by faking several bathroom trips to the administration building each day. She would not give up her cleanliness. She did not seem to take much consideration as she chronicled the women that became nurses compared to the men that could be soldiers and doctors and dreamers. 


It would be hard to assess the era now to have an accurate understanding of what percentage of people saw the Japanese as a threat. Sone called this a small party of zealots. In truth, the 120,000+ internments on the United States mainland were made possible because they represented a population minority. While no such action was taken in Hawaii, we know that the Seattle Japanese lost much of their land and property in the removal process. Monika saw the handwork of her parents and writes her book to reflect those that would help like Joe, verses the bank representative that allowed “the books to be short while the business was booming.”


There is a decided feeling of smallness as Sone is told that she represents the entire actions of the Nisei who are allowed to move East after two years of prison. The Nisei account for almost seventy percent of the Idaho population and so it is the lesser group of Isei that must remain behind. Monica is sad to leave her parents but excited by the prospects of freedom, work and education. When the ruthless employer requires sixteen hours work a day to avoid being reported to the War Department, Sone appraises the situation by consulting her peers and becomes the better for it. Perhaps the dentist was not just a quack but sought to profit off the knowledge that Sone was ‘a Jap’ even while most of the Chicagoans took her for Chinese.


The discrimination shown in Nisei Daughter goes far beyond racial lines. By categorizations of poverty, foreigners and smallness, Monica Sone recounts several hardships that the Japanese overcame with a determined countenance. This time capsule, and others like it, cannot be read without a conscious desire to right our wrongs.

