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Toward a Sociogenic Understanding of Reparations:
An Analysis of Japanese American Reparations and Yuri Kochiyama’s Revolutionary Praxis

Pritish Das1

Conquest, it is affirmed, creates historic links. The new time inaugurated by the
conquest, which is a colonialist time because occupied by colonialist values, because
deriving its raison d'etre from the negation of the national time, will be endowed with
an absolute coefficient. The history of the conquest, the historic development of the
colonization, and the national spoliation will be substituted for the real-time of the
exploited men.

~ Frantz Fanon, Toward the African Revolution2

The apology was so appropriate and the payment so justified, however insufficient it
was, that the source of my ambivalent reaction was at first difficult to identify. After
some introspection, I guiltily discovered that my sentiments were related to a very dark,
brooding feeling that I had fought long and hard to conquer– inferiority. A feeling that
took first root in the soil of “Why them and not me?” and, once discovered, withered
away in the blazing sun of “African Americans cannot expect justice in America.”

~ Vincene Verdun, “If the Shoe Fits, Wear It”3

Introduction
The shadow of anti-Blackness haunts an isolated Asian American history. In the early twentieth
century due to purchasing unwanted land and advanced farming techniques, Japanese American
communities held a growing economic autonomy on the West Coast. Both the state and civil society
anxiously viewed this growing independence through “the stereotype of the Oriental of super cunning
and sly intent.”4 White supremacist organizations and the Californian government worked to pass
alien land laws to dispossess Japanese Americans, attempting to create an expendable migratory labor

4 Michi Weglyn, Years of Infamy: The Untold Story of America’s Concentration Camps, (New York:
WilliamMorrow and Company, 1976), p. 36.

3 Vincene Verdun, "If the Shoe Fits, Wear It: An Analysis of Reparations to African Americans,"
Tulane Law Review 67:3 (1992-1993): pp. 597-668, 647.

2 Frantz Fanon, Toward the African Revolution, trans. Haakon Chevalier, (New York: Grove Press,
1988),p p. 158-9.

1 Pritish Das is a graduate of Kenyon College with a Bachelor’s Degree in Philosophy, and is currently a
Master’s student in the University of Chicago’s Political Science program.
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force.5 Simultaneously across the color line was the rise of Black Wall Street in North Tulsa, with a
growing economic and political autonomy from white capital. The white response in North Tulsa
terrorized, dispossessed, and destroyed Black Wall Street in 1921.6 In the aftermath of Pearl Harbor,
Franklin Deleanor Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, dispossessing, relocating, and interning
over 125,000 Japanese Americans into deplorable and traumatic conditions. On 10 August, President
Ronald Reagan signed the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, assigning $20,000 dollars to survivors of the
Japanese American internment. Vincene Verdun’s “Why them and not me?” haunts a progressive
teleology that sutures the horrors of Japanese American racialized violence into a moment America has
overcome. North Tulsa, as well as many other Black communities, continue their struggle for
reparations. Why did Japanese Americans receive reparations, while Black, Indigenous, and other
racialized groups have received essentially nothing at the federal level? While we must recognize
Verdun’s blazing sun where justice becomes an impossibility, I posit an alternative view of reparations
from the perspective of Yuri Kochiyama. Through tactically supplementing reparations to the ongoing
struggle against anti-Blackness, Kochiyama demonstrates how we can work through Verdun’s
impossibility and create radically new forms of justice beyond the “Why them and not me.”

Crucial to the conceptual underscoring of this paper are Sylvia Wynter and Frantz Fanon’s
notions of sociogeny. Fanon defines sociogeny as the insufficiency of previous descriptions of the
human: “beside phylogeny and ontogeny stand sociogeny.” He defines phylogeny and ontogeny as the
paradigmatic shifts of Darwinian evolution and Freudian psychoanalysis respectively. Fanon integrates
these two projects by arguing that the way humans biologically and psychoanalytically experience
themselves is simultaneously alongside a socially constructed (colonial) code. Understanding the
“epidermalization” of the Black subject cannot be reduced to the biological reductionist theory of
Black skin, but rather how a colonial culture has defined the Black subject’s relation with their
mind/body. To move toward the sociogenic from the ontogenetic and phylogenetic requires realizing
that “society, unlike biochemical processes, cannot escape human influences. Man is what brings

6 Jovan Scott-Lewis, Violent Utopia: Dispossession and Black Restoration in Tulsa, (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2022), pp. 26-27 Scott-Lewis writes: “Those instigated, deputized, and predatory
Whites released the hatred that drove the long tradition of the White violence of death and removal…
The violence was simultaneously destructive as well as constructive. Over those two days, the violence
facilitated the resumption of a particular order of the world. Indeed, these acts recalibrated Tulsa’s
racial, economic, and political relations. The recalibration did not simply return White Tulsa to the
status quo but expanded the reach and impact of White control over the entire city” Driving my
analysis is questioning whether reparations resumes the “particular order of the world,” or whether it
can offer a moment to radically rethink this ordering and create praxis for alternative worlds.

5 Gary Okihiro, American History Unbound: Asians and Pacific Islanders, (UC Press: Oakland, 2015),
p. 280.
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society into being.”7 Wynter summarizes the sociogenic project as a “process taking place hitherto
outside our conscious awareness and thereby leading us to be governed by the “imagined ends” or
postulates of being, truth, freedom that we lawlikely put and keep in place, without realizing that it is
we, and not extra human entities, who prescribe them.”8 As Enlightenment thinkers would argue, the
natural laws governing our behaviors are products of human socialization. For instance, the portrayal
of human nature as self-interested, competitive, and brutish are results of a historical Western code,
rather than an intrinsic quality to humanity. Wynter reminds us that these governing codes, whether it
be religious or the Western secular humanist, are far from our destiny, and humans retain the ability to
redefine humanity in a liberatory manner.

Following the concept of sociogeny, I divide the paper into two parts: the first part
conceptualizes how the colonial code defines Japanese American experiences into the “imagined ends”
of Western liberalism, and the second analyzes Kochiyama’s praxis toward alternative ways of
conceiving reparations beyond progress. The paper begins with an analysis of the Japanese American
Citizens League (JACL), the Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Citizens
(CWRIC) to interrogate how these organizations sutured the internment experience into a progressive
narrative. In addition, I analyze how the JACL adopted anti-Blackness and the Model Minority Myth
to attain reparations, maintaining the colonial code that produced internment. Drawing from
Kochiyama's archives and Diane Fujino’s biography, I analyze how she reworked her historical memory
of racial violence to an anti-colonial position by studying and struggling with Black and brown
communities in New York. To understand Kochiyama’s position of reparations away from the state’s
colonial sociogenesis, I analyze how Kochiyama participated in and created communities founded on
radical care, and how her praxis and words created an alternative future of cross-racial struggle.
Reparations for Kochiyama were far from enclosing Japanese Americans into the state’s logic, but
instead became a moment to celebrate and mobilize the Japanese American community to struggle
against the imperial logic as a whole. Her work can not only influence an approach to reparations as an
aspect of a broader Third World struggle to ascertain material resources but also create new
understandings of time and humanity.

Japanese American Reparations and the Model Minority Myth
During the late 1970s and 1980s, Japanese American organizations began to mobilize in their fight to
redress the 1942 internment. Due to their accommodationist tactics and connections to politicians, the
JACL was the leading group for Japanese American reparations. During the internment camps and

8 Wynter, “Unsettling,” p. 329.

7 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, (London: Pluto Press, 2008), trans. Charles Lam
Markmann, p. 4.
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after, the JACL promoted “superpatriotism” and “Americanization,” adhering to notions of “racial
and economic progress.”9 The organization also promoted the historical vision of Japanese Americans
as a Model Minority, quietly triumphing from racial oppression by remaining dutiful and loyal to the
state. To the disagreement of other Japanese American reparations movements, the JACL first wanted
to establish a study commission to evaluate the damages and determine modes of redress. To avoid fears
of tabling, the JACL advocated and succeeded in creating a commission to tactically educate Congress
so the bill could have a higher chance of passing.10

With the establishment of the study commission, the state created the CWRIC. The
commission’s directives were threefold: “reviewing the facts and circumstances” around internment,
“review[ing] directives” for the military, and “recommend[ing] appropriate remedies.”11 The
investigation comprised twenty days of testimony hearings from Japanese American internees and
Aleut relocation survivors, as well as over 750 witnesses in various cities. The commission included
various political, religious, and juridical figures whom President Jimmy Carter and the Senate
appointed. Carter claimed that the study commission was meant “to expose clearly what has happened
in that period of war in our nation when many loyal American citizens of Japanese ancestry were
embarrassed during a crucial time in our nation's history.”12 With newfound documents and hearings,
the state released their final report, Personal Justice Denied, which included a summary of the
commission's findings and recommendations for redress.

The JACL distributed a twenty-four page packet to the internees before their testimonies.13

The testimony guidelines display the accommodationist tactics of the JACL and the discursive
reconcilability of redress and the state’s imperialist logic. To provide an example of an ideal testimony,
the JACL provided a letter from lawyer Minoru Yasui: “My concern is that our nation, the United
States of America, should never again perpetuate such an outrageous violence against any individual in
the future and that we restroe(sic) our nation to its rightful place as the leader in the world in defending
human rights, dignity, and freedom.”14 The misspelled copula “restroe” displays the faulty progressive

14 Example of actual written testimony presented before the Senate Committee hearing on S. 1647 by
Minoru Yasui, 1981, ddr-densho-67-131-mezzanine-5d9d0db892, Densho Digital Repository,

13 Introduction to Testimony Guidelines by Japanese American Citizens League’s National Committee
for Redress, 1981, ddr-densho-67-131-mezzanine-5d9d0db892, Densho Digital Repository, available
at https://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-67-131-mezzanine-5d9d0db892/ (Accessed 17 August 2023).

12 President Jimmy Carter, quoted in Hatamiya, pp. 87-88.

11 Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, Personal Justice Denied (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 1997), p. 1.

10 Leslie T. Hatamiya, Righting a Wrong: Japanese Americans and the Passage of the Civil Liberties Act
of 1988. (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 1994), pp. 85-86.

9 Jere Takahashi,Nisei/Sansei: Shifting Japanese American Identities and Politics (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1997), p. 60.
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temporality of Japanese American redress with the JACL. The difference embedded in “restroe” reveals
how the project of restoring America as the protector of the moral world order is part of the same logic
that produced the racialized violence of internment. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue that
“moral intervention has become a frontline force of imperial intervention” and how America’s site as
the moral leader of the world justifies its imperial violence.15 States, NGOs, and transnational
corporations legitimize control over the Global South through a perceived moral supremacy. The
narrative of progress plays a crucial role in consolidating legitimacy; Western institutions must
reconcile past historical violence to declare themselves arbiters of moral justice. Japanese American
reparations allowed the state to reconcile the past, as Leslie T. Hatamiya frames it, “clearing the
conscience of the nation.”16 The JACL and Minoru’s letter fails to address the violent history, such as
the Monroe Doctrine, behind America’s role as the benign patriarch “defending” the world. Because
there is a lack of structural questioning on the imperialist role of the state, the “clear conscience”
provides an ideological carte blanche toward the United State’ moralized militaristic hegemony.

The JACL relied on historical arguments separating racialized violence against Japanese
Americans and Black Americans to assuage the committee on questions of Japanese American
reparations creating a precedent:

As John Tateishi, former chair of JACL's National Redress Committee, replied,
although slavery was much worse than the Japanese Americans' situation, the slave
trade was run as free enterprise, not under government sponsorship, even though it was
sanctioned under the Constitution… The internment of Japanese Americans is the
only case in the history of the United States in which the U.S. government took a
group of citizens and imprisoned them en masse without just cause.17

Taiteshi’s distinction between “sanctioning” and “sponsoring” foreclosed Afro-Asian connections and
joint historical justice. Historically the emergence of Japanese American calls for reparations partially
came from the 1960s anti-colonial struggles led by Chicanos, Black Americans, Asian Americans, and
Native Americans.18 Reparations provided the possibility to historically investigate the fundamental

18 CWRIC, Personal Justice Denied, XVI. Though I am critical of the CWRIC, the prologue that I
quote was from the Civil Liberties Education Fund, a project funded as part of the reparations to
educate the public on the general wrongdoings. In addition, Aiko Herzig-Yoshinaga, a fervent political
activist and member of the Third Worldist Asian Americans for Actions, played a pivotal role in
writing Personal Justice Denied. My criticisms of the JACL and state’s role do not seek to erase the

17 Hatamiya,Righting aWrong, pp. 55-56.

16 Hatamiya,Righting aWrong, p. 81.

15 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 36.

available at https://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-67-131-master-5597571e28/ (Accessed 17 August
2023) Emphases are mine.
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roots of Asian American violence, and its connection to Black and Indigenous struggles. However,
Taiteshi relied on a technical distinction to refuse the connection between Japanese American
experiences of dispossession to Black experiences of the middle passage, Fugitive Slave Act, redlining,
and mass incarceration. The measures against precedent made it into the Civil Liberties Act of 198819

in the final clause: “Provides that nothing in this Act shall be construed as: (1) recognition of any claim
of Mexico or any other country or any Indian tribe (except as provided in this Act) to any territory or
other property of the United States.”20 The narrative that the JACL and state constructed to organize
the historical referent of reparations was an active process of undermining the connection of
internment to other racialized struggles.

In the CWRIC’s Personal Justice Denied, a central reason behind internment was the
“unjustified stigma that marked the excluded.”21 However, Victor Bascara’s work on the Civil Liberties
Act analyzes how the Model Minority narrative oppressed Japanese Americans and African Americans
by marking the included. The Model Minority narrative props up certain minority groups against one
another, erasing the structural context behind the racial subordination. Bascara describes how
neoconservatives found the Model Minority narrative helpful for gutting welfare and other social
programs; through “perverted statistics,” Japanese Americans’ median household incomes and poverty
rates were touted by neoconservatives to show racial justice did not need structural change.22 President
George Bush’s support for Japanese American reparations relied on a notion of individual rights: “A
monetary sum and words alone cannot restore lost years or erase painful memories; neither can they

22 Victor Bascara, “Cultural Politics of Redress: AssessingReassesing the Meaning of the Civil Liberties
Act of 1988 after 9/11,” Asian American Law Journal 10:1 (2003): pp. 185-214, 192.

21 CWRIC, Personal Justice Denied, p. 460.

20 Congress.gov,. “H.R.442 - 100th Congress (1987-1988): Civil Liberties Act of 1987,” 10 August
1988 . https://www.congress.gov/bill/100th-congress/house-bill/442.

19 One can also see this sentiment in the JACL’s testimony guidelines: “Don’t draw comparisons, e.g.,
Holocaust, Sioux nation, Black slavery, that will invite questions which may prove difficult to answer.
Keep in mind the make-up of the commissioners.” “Suggested Guidelines for Oral Testimony,” 1981,
ddr-densho-67-13, Testimony Guidelines, Densho Digital Repository, available at
https://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-67-131-master-d2175eb9fa/. (Accessed 17 August 2023),
Emphases are mine.

important work the Education fund, Herzig-Yoshinaga, and countless others have done with the legacy
of internment. As will be discussed more in depth in the conclusion, the current task is to build off the
work Japanese American activists have done in their reparations struggle, yet ensure that work is linked
to different racialized struggles. This task cannot discount the CWRIC’s testimonies, Personal Justice
Denied, and the Civil Liberties Act, but it also cannot dismiss the structural critiques foundational to
these projects.

© 2024 The UCSB Undergraduate Journal of History



7

fully convey our Nation’s resolve to rectify injustice and to uphold the rights of individuals.”23 Saidiya
Hartman critiques the notion of individual rights by contextualizing it within Black history and argues
against emancipation as American progress: “The mantle of individuality effectively conscripted the
freed as indebted and dutiful workers and incited forms of coercion, discipline, and regulation that
profoundly complicated the meaning of freedom.”24 By not questioning the ontological and material
conditions of the racial logic, the state’s granting of individual rights did not offer enslaved Black
people newfound freedom but a transformed regime of violence. Bascara describes how Bush’s
“upholding the rights of individuals” aligns with Black exploitation: “But, in what was often repeated
in the discourse of the Civil Liberties Act…The descendants are presumed to be tabula rasa on a
playing field leveled through the protection of equal rights made possible through the Fourteenth
Amendment and the Brown decision.”25 The figuration of tabula rasa, or homo oeconomicus, erases
how the “level playing field” is marked by racial difference, and instead burdens the individual to
overcome this difference rather than challenge it structurally. Through the subjectivation of the empty
rational subject, reparations do not entail a rethinking of the sociogenic colonial code which led to
internment’s racial logic but a reinforcement of its (anti-Black) transformations.

Jitsuo Morikawa was a Japanese American Baptist pastor, community leader, and former
internee. In his CWRIC testimony to determine redress, he speaks on the temporality of the camp and
the hearings:

The Commission appears to be an act ofmoral concern on the part of the United States
to discern if injustice was done to 120,000 civilians in their relocation and detention in
internment camps.
After 40 years, when memory is faded, the U.S. government has appointed a
Commission to determine if a wrong was done and if a wrong was done, what
measures could be taken to redress the wrongs, long after those who suffered most
have gone to their graves and long after the rest have suppressed their painful
memories into their subconscious and long after the key figures involved in Executive
Order 9066 are not available.
A nation which acted with lightning speed in the suppression and internment of
120,000 persons without due process of trial, without protection of the court,

25 Bascara, “Cultural Politics of Redress,” p. 194.

24 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century
America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 122.

23 “Mail Call: A Belated Apology,” The National WWII Museum, last modified 14 February 2019,
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/mail-call-belated-apology.
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without reference to the law, has given itself 40 years to bring itself under question, to
judge whether even any wrong was committed.26

In Morikawa’s recounting, he identifies a discrepancy between the state’s conception of time during
internment and redress. During internment, the state of exception rapidly condemned Japanese
Americans as traitors to be removed, yet redress necessitated a slow bureaucratic procedure to see if the
state did wrongdoing. In both procedures, Japanese Americans were subjected to America’s moral
concerns, and the state remained the one to determine their political fates. Bascara describes the
temporality of internment as a “time lag” where “the great gap of time both magnifies and blurs that
relationship of causality.”27 For Morikawa and other Japanese American internee survivors, the “lag”
between internment and redress was not a period to be gleaned over, but instead a time where many
survivors of the internment died and suffered without remuneration or acknowledgment by the state.
Redress temporarily freezes and isolates the event, whereas, for many Japanese Americans, it was a
continuous reality whose consequences are ever-present. The lag was also a time for Japanese
Americans to create communities and livelihoods amidst their intense racial trauma. Heeding
Benjamin’s warning “that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy,” the state’s “time lag” allows
for a revisionism incorporating both the alive and the dead into its imperialist logic.28 The hardship
and beauty of Japanese American resistance to internment and its aftermath are reduced to an event
and its monetary sum.

Morikawa also connects the temporality and structure of the hearings to the order of the
internment camps. The commission granted each witness five minutes to present their account. Due to
the short time to speak, the JACL’s testimony guidelines advised the speakers to “because of this [time]
constraint, focus their narrative in very narrow and limited areas.”29 Morikawa resists:

The timing of the commission compounds the wrong. The protracted silence adds to
the injury. The evasion of guilt reinforces injustice. To further deepen the affront,
witnesses are allowed five minutes to tell their stories of months and years of
internment, of confinement, of deprived civil rights.

29 “Guidelines for Written and Oral Testimony,” 1981, ddr-densho-67-131, Testimony Guidelines,
Densho Digital Repository, available at https://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-67-131 (accessed 17
August 2023).

28 Walter Benjamin, “Theses On the Philosophy of History” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt,
(New York: Schocken Books), p. 255.

27 Bascara, Cultural Politics of Redress, p. 203.

26 Reparations testimony hearing by Commission On Wartime Relocation And Internment Of
Civilians, 22 September 1981, Personal Justice Denied: Public Hearings of the Commission on
Wartime Relocation and Internment, 1981. Archives Unbound (accessed 17 August 2023),
link.gale.com/apps/doc/SC5104915795/GDSC, 147, Emphases are mine.
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