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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Dear Editor,'

Japanese immigrants are living in global
diaspora — from the Andes to Los Angeles,
from Sio Paulo to Seoul, Nikkei nomads have
settled into a vast constellation of countries in
the 150 or so years since Japanese isolationism

© was officially squashed.

. detect the painful similarities between our

One of the many beautiful countries into
which Japanese expatriates have assimilated —
while boasting a great diversity of thought and
unique culinary delicacies — is also internation-
ally known for its barbaric penal systems and
the sky-high rates at which it imprisons more
people than any other society in history. A gar-
gantuan network of steel and concrete peniten-
tiaries dot this nation’s landscape, representing
the continuation of an embarrassing legacy that
shamelessly profits from human suffering.

Critics trace the roots of this current infra-
structure to what activist Jim Wallis has called
*America’s original sin.” That is, this nation
was founded by — in the simplest terms —
ideological white supremacists, racist men who
ontologically believed that white meant right
and that blacks were, at best, three-fifths human.
Sadly, this age-old philosophy continues to
haunt our republic today.

For the budding historian, it’s not hard to
ancestors’ generations and our own. Evidently,
North American racism — which is histori-
cally embodied as a racial hierarchy that places
whites at the top and blacks on bottom — did
not miraculously vanish with the formal aboli-

tion of slavery or the noted achievements of the

_civil rights movement. While society has given

us a rain check on politicians openly wearing
white hoods and burning crosses. it keeps in
place a system where black males are shot and
killed by police officers. security guards and
vigilantes on an average of every 28 hours.
Modern manifestations of racism spare us the
Reconstruction-era murder mobs and kangaroo
courts and instead criminalize black men for
pointing and being in nice neighborhoods.
Lynching blacks for bloodsport may no longer

be in style, but racial disparities continue to
plague the death penalty to such an extent

that dozens of states (including my own) have
abolished it or placed indefinite moratoriums

on its practice. And while black Americans can
now buy homes in previously off-limit neigh-
borhoods. cast ballots and be buried in the same
cemeteries as white folks, recent national unrest
has revealed the extent to which this country
still has to come; to those who insist that Judge
Lynch no longer holds his sway, the fact that
Mike Brown’s body can lie in the sweltering
street for hours before it’s taken away, the fact
that Eric Garner’s illegal killing can be caught
entirely on video. declared a homicide and that
his assailant can still walk away badge intact
says much.

Though the cherished Southern practice of
chattel slavery was formally put to an end in
1865, this quarter millennia period of Ameri-
can history was naturally followed by nearly a
century of unyielding state-sponsored terrorism
popularly carried out under Jim and Jane Crow
laws. As Ta-Nehisi Coates so carefully docu-
ments in his superb work “The Case for Repara-
tions.” this tradition collapsed only to morph
into a set of blatantly racist housing policies
and loan prohibitions that then snowballed into
intense policing of low-income black communi-
ties under the dual mantles of federal “wars™
on drugs and crime. These civil wars pumped
adrenaline and nonviolent offenders into our
modest prison network until the system bottle-
necked and exploded into the multibillion-dollar
industry we see today.

Like many black Americans. Japanese Ameri-
cans also know firsthand of the horrors of mass
incarceration. While significant discrepancies
have marked our respective experiences, the
analogy isn’t an inappropriate one: We have
both seen how mass incarceration has torn apart
our neighborhoods, how its violent assault upon
our quarters has left an indelible stain on our

>> See LETTER on page 12

Dear Editor,

After 25 years of service as the
director of the PNW office, Karen
Yoshitomi suddenly resigned last
September. It wasn’t because she
wanted to retire because she was
immediately hired as'the executive
director of a major Seattle nonprofit as
soon as she became available. That’s
how good she is: Others recognize her
value even if the JACL doesn’t,

With Karen’s departure, the JACL has
lost a remarkable senior staff member.
Karen worked tirelessly as the PNW
regional director, often working long
hours and weekends and even holi-
days. In my seven years as National Di-
rector, never once did she ask for comp
time even when I ordered her to take it.
She didn't just work for the JACL: She
gave her soul to the organization.

As the JACLs director, | found that
Karen could be a challenge at times
because she never shied away from
representing the staff's or her own views
where we may have had differences.
Her tenaciousness could sometimes be
aggravating as well, but I always knew
it was only because she had the orga-
nization’s best interest in mind. That’s
exactly what you want in your working
colleagues if you're smart enough to
realize it.

Given Karen’s devotion to the
organization for over two decades. it’s
disappointing that no one — not the
president or national director or the
P.C. staff —.has bothered to publicly
acknowledge Karen’s incredible
dedication and commitment to the
JACL. But maybe that’s just a reflection
of why she chose to leave.

Sincerely,

John Tateishi

-
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