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on both sides of my family, I want to trouble this framing 

of Mirikitani’s subjectivity. I too have communed with 

the spirits of Tule Lake ancestors but with a very different 

outcome as described below. 

In the early 1990s, amidst a period of deep soul searching, 

I found myself at my paternal grandparents’ gravesite at 

the Japanese Cemetery in the town of Colma, just south 

of San Francisco, asking them “Why do I feel so much 

grief?” In response, I received a calling: “You need to go to 

the camp.” This led me to direct and produce a documen-

tary, Meeting at Tule Lake, for the Tule Lake Pilgrimage in 

1994. The documentary is structured around the poem 

“A Meeting at Tule Lake,” written and read by Hiroshi 

Kashiwagi (1922–2019), a Tule Lake survivor, at one of the 

early community pilgrimages in 1975. Like Mirikitani, I was 

profoundly influenced by the pilgrimage experience, but 

not as a moment of catharsis that laid troubling spirits 

permanently to rest. Instead, it compelled me to trouble 

through creative praxis the liberal logic of a settler status 

quo that relegates the incarceration to the sentimental 

Tule Lake, Tule Lake — that

was a name I dared not mention

spoken warily, always with 

hesitation, never voluntarily

Hiroshi Kashiwagi1

As a site of exceptional resistance to the ethnic cleans-

ing of Japanese Americans from the West Coast during 

World War II, Tule Lake segregation center was cruelly 

stigmatized as a camp for “disloyals” and “troublemakers” 

by both the racial state and pro-assimilationist Japa-

nese Americans.2 This resistance proved troublesome to 

not only the War Relocation Authority’s (WRA) wartime 

objective of structural assimilation but also the liberal, 

postwar recuperation of the racial standing of Japanese 

Americans as a “model minority,” blindly obedient to 

the racial state even in the face of gross injustice. While 

the model minority remains one of the most perni-

cious stereotypes confronting Asian Americans today, 

its co-authorship by Japanese Americans came at the 

expense of the disavowal of the history of resistance to 

racial injustice at Tule Lake.3 In this essay, I trouble the 

racial liberalism and settler colonial logic behind that 

wartime ostracism and subsequent historical erasure by 

relocating the political and cultural resistance of Tule 

Lake, as embodied in the life and work of Jimmy Tsu-

tomu Mirikitani, within an anti-racist, decolonial frame 

of structural analysis, liberation, and dignity. This takes 

place within a larger project of unsettling liberal settler 

affect in order to reclaim Japanese American subjectivity 

from the humiliation of assimilationist governmentali-

ty.4 By reframing the mass incarceration and structural 

assimilation as symptomatic of ongoing systems of 

settler colonialism and structural racism, I highlight how 

these systems remain deeply embedded and crucially 

relevant today. 

In Linda Hattendorf’s documentary The Cats of Mirikitani 

(2006), the artist appears haunted by his Tule Lake past as 

evidenced by the repeated depiction of gravestones in his 

drawings (fig. 3.01) and as implied by both his repeated 

spoken references to the US as a “stupid country” and his 

refusal of federal assistance. In the film’s denouement at 

the Tule Lake Pilgrimage in 2002, the spirits that haunted 

Mirikitani are neatly laid to rest where they will sleep 

peacefully forever after. As an Asian American cultural 

studies practitioner and grandson of Tule Lake No-Nos 

Tule Lake Troubles
Scott Tsuchitani

Figure 3.01 (CAT. 081)  Signed: Mirikitani Setsuzan gaishi and Mirikitani. 

Untitled (Tule Lake: cemetery, Abalone Mountain), date unknown.  

Drawing, ballpoint pen, colored pencil, crayon, paper. Wing Luke 

Museum, Collection of Linda Hattendorf, Taos, New Mexico.  

18 1/4 × 23 1/4 in. (46.35 × 59.05 cm)

Figure 3.02  Scott Tsuchitani (b. 1962). Lesson Unlearned, 2018. Digital print. Courtesy of the author
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current racial order requires undermining predominant 

settler colonial conceptions, attachments, and practices 

in order to reveal contradictions rooted in and reproduc-

ing settler colonialism.14 This essay pursues that goal by 

analyzing settler colonial tactics and racial ideologies in 

the federal government’s administration of the concen-

tration camps through the WRA, as well as their represen-

tation in visual culture. It does so through three intercon-

nected threads: first, by examining the liberal racialization 

of Japanese Americans as racial children; second, by 

analyzing the WRA’s social engineering of Japanese 

American (JA) governmentality through the figure of the 

Nisei soldier; and third, by reframing Mirikitani as uncon-

tainable within the narrow confines of settler colonial 

racial liberalism. 

The Settler Colonial Gaze of the WRA

The systemic intersections between Indian removal 

and Japanese American incarceration that are present 

in the shared tactics of forced removal, displacement, 

confinement, and structural assimilation are no coinci-

dence given the overlap in leadership between the WRA 

and Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). The WRA, the federal 

agency that administered the concentration camp system, 

was headed not by Southern racists but by New Deal lib-

erals who saw themselves as anti-racist and their policies 

as benevolent.15 Dillon Myer was a ten-year veteran of 

the BIA before becoming WRA director, and in the early 

1950s went on as BIA commissioner to accelerate the 

termination policy that withdrew federal support for tribes 

and liquidated Indian property in what legal scholars refer 

to as an “abject failure.”16 The similarities between settler 

colonial government policy toward Japanese Americans 

and Native Americans were rooted in Myers’s conflation of 

Japanese and Native bodies.17

In the same way that Native Americans and Filipinos were 

racialized as children in need of paternal care from the 

“great white father”18 to respectively justify genocidal con-

quest and Indian removal and the brutally violent coloni-

zation of the Philippines, WRA liberals similarly positioned 

Japanese Americans as “dependent wards not yet fit 

for democratic citizenship.”19 The racialization of adult 

Japanese as children extended beyond domestic national 

borders and the temporality of the war itself to postwar 

Japan, where Douglas MacArthur, head of the occupy-

ing (colonial by another name) forces infamously stated 

that “measured by the standards of modern civilization,” 

the Japanese “would be like a boy of twelve.”20 Under 

the settler colonial hubris of benevolent assimilation and 

rooted in white supremacy, the WRA’s racial paternalism 

produced the “most disastrous and incendiary aspects of 

the internment experience,”21 such as the loyalty ques-

tionnaire that led to Tule Lake’s transformation into a 

segregation center for “disloyals,” as well as the mass 

renunciation of US citizenship, both of which adversely 

impacted Mirikitani’s life for decades to come.

past rather than connecting it to ongoing systemic racial 

violence. For example, in Lesson Unlearned (fig. 3.02), 

I juxtapose a photograph of children sleeping on bare 

cots at Tule Lake in 1942 with a photograph of children 

sleeping on the floor at an ICE detention facility, subject 

to the cruelty of family separation in 2018. By showing the 

persistence of the racial targeting of children by nativist 

structural policies, the work attempts to unsettle settler 

comfort with ongoing structural violence.

By reframing Mirkitani’s story through a decolonial lens 

per the wisdom of Tule Lake survivor and scholar activist 

Isao Fujimoto (1933–2022), we can reinterpret Mirkitani’s 

life and work with radically different meaning that exceeds 

the boundaries of the settler logics of racial liberalism and 

Japanese American governmentality. Fujimoto argued 

that if the lesson from the incarceration truly is “Never 

Again!” then we need to redirect our gaze away from the 

victim and toward the systems of oppression that pro-

duced the victim.5 Focusing on the victim implies they 

are a problem that needs to be fixed through government 

programs to help them adjust to society. This focus not 

only diverts attention from systemic issues but reinforces 

the racial liberalism that justified the incarceration in the 

first place. Following Franz Fanon,6 decolonial scholar 

Sylvia Wynter similarly contends that we must study colo-

nial power dynamics in order to destroy them.7 Therefore, 

this essay is far less about Mirikitani and his work than it 

is about unsettling the dominant systems and structures 

that have framed them.

To effect this paradigm shift away from pathologizing the 

victim and toward dismantling systems of oppression, I 

first examine the logical and affective structure of set-

tler colonialism. Once that has been established, I then 

critically apply it to the mass incarceration and structural 

assimilation of Japanese Americans during World War 

II.8 Predicated on the elimination of Indigenous peoples 

through the seizure of land and resources,9 settler colo-

nialism should be understood not as an isolated event 

but as an ongoing structure that remains in place while 

evolving over time, creating narratives that justify not only 

Indigenous removal and replacement but also its own 

existence.10 As a knowledge structure, settler colonialism 

operates by concealing its violence, justifying its dispos-

session, controlling Indigenous biopolitics, and denying 

any alternatives to the settler past, present, or future.11 The 

primary mode of Indigenous elimination in post-frontier 

temporality is the agenda of assimilation best character-

ized by the stated government goal of “Kill the Indian, save 

the man.”12 Settler comfort with ongoing colonial violence 

is bound up in a myth of settler innocence that works 

discursively and affectively to relegate settler violence and 

systemic injustice to a sentimentalized past.

We can unsettle settler colonialism by correcting settler 

histories and engaging with truth-telling about settler 

violence, contesting the ongoing sentimentalization and 

naturalization of colonialism, and asserting unsettled 

futurities through cultural production.13 Destabilizing the 
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tural racism, and contemporary complicities through the 

normalization of subjugation. The visual sentimentality of 

the cover pervades the contents of the catalogue: of the 

forty-six photographs that depict human subjects, the 

vast majority are Japanese Americans, with an emphasis 

on small children and the elderly. Images of adult incar-

cerees who are not elderly are few in number: only three 

of women, each of them carrying a baby in a “Madonna 

and Child” pose; and six of men, half of whom are in US 

military uniform. Adriana Cavarero uses the term defense-

lessness to describe scenes that are “entirely tilted toward 

unilateral violence,”32 which, through the lens of settler 

colonial critique, can be read as visual justification for 

the colonial violence of an ethnic cleansing of Japanese 

Americans from the West Coast.

Note how the focus on sentimental depictions of the 

victim serves to conceal the racial regime of whiteness—a 

regime that is, in the words of Cedric Robinson, “unrelent-

ingly hostile to exhibition.”33 This sentimental framing also 

evacuates from historical totality the troubles that took 

place at Tule Lake, a site of exceptional Japanese Ameri-

can political resistance to racial oppression. This absence 

constitutes what Marita Sturken calls a “forgetting pro-

duced through the absence of images,”34 or, in a different 

context, what Roderick Ferguson has termed a poetics 

of evasion—“avoiding those elements that confound our 

narratives of heroism, political purity, and innocence.”35 

Lisa Lowe similarly refers to the process of operative 

forgetting as “the economy of affirmation and forgetting” 

that structures and formalizes humanism, “the way the 

humanist archive naturalizes itself and ‘forgets’ the condi-

tions of its own making.”36 

Given the unprecedented visibility of this collection within 

the Japanese American community, the book’s frontis-

piece and a slightly expanded cropping of Lange’s photo 

inside the book that includes the two Mochida girls on 

the left—Miyuki and Hiroko, their names again omitted by 

the Conrats—achieved iconic status within the regime of 

representation of the incarceration.37 The persistence of 

settler colonial vision is demonstrated in a more recent 

A Poetics of Evasion: Racial Child as Regime of 

Representation

To understand how the Japanese American has been 

constructed as a racial child, we can turn to Stuart Hall’s 

concept of the racialized regime of representation—an 

archive of images and ideas that sediment over time yet 

continue to inform the present.22 As Cedric Robinson 

wrote, “racial regimes are constructed social systems in 

which race is proposed as a justification for the relations 

of power.”23 Decades after the war, in 1972, the figure 

of Japanese American as racial child as justification for 

ethnic cleansing and structural assimilation was made 

visually iconic by Maisie and Richard Conrat’s traveling 

photographic exhibition and catalogue, Executive Order 

9066: The Incarceration of 110,000 Japanese Amer-

icans.24 While it was preceded by a small number of 

regional exhibitions, Executive Order 9066 was one of the 

first national exhibitions to tell this story and likely the first 

introduction to the topic for many viewers.25 It was also 

the first pictorial collection that was made widely available 

in book form in the San Francisco Bay Area where I grew 

up. I recall, as a ten-year-old boy, seeing the catalogue on 

the coffee table of seemingly every Japanese American 

family we knew. Funded by a Guggenheim fellowship, the 

Conrats, a white couple based in Berkeley, produced the 

exhibition and catalogue through a process that ultimately 

selected 64 photographs out of 25,000 in US government 

archives to tell the visual story of Japanese American 

incarceration from their own point of view.

The visual strategy of the Conrats’ narration of the 

incarceration three decades after the start of the war 

echoes earlier discursive practices, creating an intertex-

tual relationship between past and present forms of racial 

meaning-making. The intertextuality between the WRA’s 

settler colonial infantilization of Japanese Americans in 

the 1940s and the Conrats’ visual infantilization is illus-

trated by the radical cropping of the photograph that was 

positioned as the frontispiece for the catalogue’s cover, 

shown in in fig. 3.03. The cover image is taken from an 

original composition by Dorothea Lange (1895–1965), 

shown on the left, that depicts the Mochida family await-

ing evacuation in Hayward, California, in 1942.26 Alan 

Trachtenberg argues that individual images organized 

into a photographic catalogue can be viewed as part of 

a historical totality.27 As measured by area, the Conrats 

erased 95% of the original image in order to represent the 

totality of the incarceration through the image of a racial 

child. Through familial and gendered tropes such as the 

lost child,28 sentimental biopower29 invokes an ethic of 

emotional identification that is not only superficial but 

also racialized because it privileges settler affect at the 

expense of those racialized as less than fully human.30 As 

evidence of this ethic, the pictured child, Miyuki Mochida 

(1936–2010), is rendered nameless by the Conrats, who 

only name the white photographer in their annotation of 

the photo.31

Sentimentalism superficializes colonial histories, struc-

Figure 3.03  Illustration by the author, 2022. Courtesy of the author. Extreme cropping as visual metaphor for 

racial infantilization and liberal erasure of history.



  Street Nihonga: Tule Lake Troubles  187

is created when six-year-old Miyuki’s three-dimensional 

form is enlarged to adult scale? In 2007, as part of a 

series of artworks engaging with Lange’s portrait of the 

Mochida family, I began exploring this very question 

through my own art practice in the form of an interactive, 

carnival-style plywood cut-out depicting the Mochida 

sisters in a mash-up with Akatsuka Fujio’s (1935–2008) 

popular manga Tensai Bakabon and the iconography of 

cherry blossom nationalism, shown in fig. 3.04. At the 

same height as Shaw’s Miyuki, it playfully invites adult-

sized viewers to implicate themselves both physically 

and visually in the reductive and normative logics that, I 

contend, “tone police” Japanese American representation 

via governmentality.

To wit, at the most recent exhibition of the cut-out in 

2022, the Japanese American curator required that it be 

pushed up against the gallery window to prevent interac-

tion out of concern that children might stick their faces 

through without comprehending the political meaning 

they were making, despite them not being tall enough for 

this to pose an actual risk.42 By manifesting the very gov-

ernmentality that the work critiques, the work of art was 

made complete. To formally incorporate this reaction into 

the art, and as further provocation, I titled the heretofore 

untitled work For the Sake of the Children / 子供の為に 

(kodomo no tame ni) (2007/2022).

Where did this governmentality come from and how was 

it implemented?

The Social Engineering of Japanese American 

Assimilation: Nisei in Uniform

The incarceration provided the New Deal liberals in 

charge of the WRA with ideal conditions to socially engi-

neer the cultural and structural assimilation of Japanese 

Americans, transforming them from “enemy alien” into 

“model citizen.” Racial liberalism, the prevailing political 

philosophy of the time, is predicated on the belief that the 

racial order is best managed by the state through assim-

ilation.43 To be clear, the goal of colonial assimilation is 

not racial equality but rather integration into a racial order 

of whiteness by replacing the lifeways and systems of 

knowledge of the colonized with those of the colonizer, 

including the internalization of the racial ideology of the 

colonizer. As noted above, Michel Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality is useful here as a measure of the WRA’s 

success in assimilating Japanese American subjects as 

demonstrated in visual cultural production.44

Of the WRA’s pipelines for re-entry into American life, 

“Nisei in Uniform” stands out as a “stunningly effective” 

example of JA governmentality that, like the trope of 

the racial child, continues to resonate into the present.45 

Begun by the WRA and War Department (fig. 3.05), the 

“Nisei in Uniform” public relations campaign was executed 

within the larger context of a global propaganda war with 

Japan over which empire could appear less racist on the 

global stage (fig. 3. 06).46 The WRA and War Department 

tapped the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) to 

contribution to this regime by a larger-than-life bronze 

statue of the Mochida sisters titled For the sanctity of 

the individual. It was unveiled in 2018 by a white sculp-

tor named Sandra Shaw and erected in a memorial to 

Tanforan “assembly center,” the site of a former horse 

racing venue that was rapidly converted to a detention 

center under Executive Order 9066 and is now a shop-

ping mall.38

In terms of both community self-determination in the 

narration of history and the racial position of the art-

ist-narrator, the choices of who to commission and how 

to thematically celebrate the unveiling of the memorial 

speak to the persistence of a Japanese American govern-

mentality that operates in accord with the interests of the 

racial state. The Japanese American–led memorial com-

mittee raised $1.2 million in donations from community 

members yet chose to commission a white artist who, 

by her own admission, knew little about the camps.39 In 

this context, instead of asking if the subaltern can speak, 

the question becomes one of what it means when the 

subaltern, empowered with all the necessary resources, 

willfully chooses to be spoken for.40 At the ribbon-cut-

ting event for the memorial in 2020, former incarcerees 

and their descendants were invited to sign their names 

on vintage forty-eight-star US flags—flags of the same 

government that subjected them to ethnic cleansing 

and structural assimilation—demonstrating the endur-

ing effects of the WRA’s social engineering of Japanese 

American assimilation and governmentality.41

With the larger-than-life sculpture, not only has the figure 

of the Japanese American as racial child been memori-

alized in bronze, she has also been scaled up to the very 

adult height of sixty-seven inches. What racial meaning 

Figure 3.04  Scott Tsuchitani. For the Sake of the Children /子供の為に (Kodomo no tame ni), 2007/2022. 

Plywood cut-out, 72 × 48 × 18 in. (182.9 × 121.9 × 45.7 cm). Courtesy of the author. Installation views: confined 

to the wall in 2022 (left) and free-standing in 2012.
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As a result of the registration program, more US citizens 

ended up as disloyals (43%) than aliens (17%).53 Instead 

of promoting enlistment, the questionnaire served as an 

official vehicle through which to register JA resistance to 

racial oppression.

However, despite active resistance outnumbering volun-

tary military enlistment by a factor of greater than three 

to one, the JACL would succeed in using the figure of the 

Nisei soldier to promote a public image of state compli-

ance in the face of racial oppression that would become 

foundational to the formation of the model minority ste-

reotype, one of the most pernicious and anti-Black racial 

stereotypes faced by Asian Americans today.54 Counter to 

famed civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer’s liberatory 

idea that “Nobody’s free until everybody’s free,”55 the JACL 

operated with an internalized white supremacist logic of 

meritocracy, seeking redemption through the valorization 

of martial super-patriotism while multiple JACL leaders 

condescendingly blamed Black and brown communities 

for their own lack of economic success during the time of 

the civil rights movement.56

This accommodationist narrative of “blind obedience” 

to the racial state was instrumental to the congressional 

passage of reparations with the Civil Liberties Act in 1988, 

a narrative that erased the history of resistance at Tule 

Lake in favor of an unambiguous message that “there 

are rewards for acquiescence.”57 The late legal scholar 

and Asian American Movement troubadour Chris Iijima 

“astroturf” the campaign. Astroturfing refers to a decep-

tive practice of concealing the sponsors of a campaign 

to make it appear grassroots. The JACL’s track record of 

racial assimilationism dating back to the 1930s47 made 

them a useful vehicle for public relations, and they were 

appointed to represent the entire population of incar-

cerated Japanese Americans despite their membership 

barely reaching 2,000 during the incarceration.48 With the 

backing of the federal government, the JACL’s promo-

tion of the martial super-patriotism of the Nisei soldier 

became hegemonic, successfully self-racializing Japa-

nese Americans as blindly obedient to the racial state and 

erasing a history of resistance at Tule Lake.49 

The extent to which this misrepresents JA response to the 

WRA’s compulsory loyalty questionnaire is remarkable.50 

As an instrument intended to identify eligible Nisei for 

volunteer military enlistment, the questionnaire provoked 

confusion, outrage, and resistance, ultimately ending up 

as a failure for the WRA, the military, and the JA prison-

ers.51 Fewer than six percent of eligible Nisei, or roughly 

1,200, volunteered for the Nisei combat team, while a 

full twenty percent of Nisei males answered “no” to one 

or both loyalty questions or refused to answer, and over 

3,000 incarcerees applied for repatriation or expatriation 

to Japan during the questionnaire registration period.52 

Figure 3.05  Charles E. Mace (1889–1973). Untitled, July 1943. Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley, WRA no. H-108. 

https://calisphere.org/item/ark:/ 13030/ft5f59n99k/. Tom Parker, WRA Photographer, makes a close-up movie of 

Japanese-American soldiers at Camp Shelby running the obstacle course. 

Figure 3.06  Cover of Nisei in Uniform, 1944. https://archive.org/details/

NiseiInUniform. A twenty-eight-page promotional brochure published 

in 1944 by the Department of the Interior, War Relocation Authority and 

Department of War.
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demonstrating the hegemonic self-colonization endemic 

to JA governmentality. What is striking beyond the sheer 

quantity of films on the topic is the thematic monotony 

demonstrated by the titles, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1  A Sampling of Nisei Soldier film titles between 2001–2010.

Forgotten Valor 			   2001

Journey of Honor			   2001

Uncommon Courage 			  2001

A Tradition of Honor			   2002

Going for Broke			   2005

Going for Honor, Going for Broke	 2006

Medal of Honor			   2006

Only The Brave			   2006

Most Honorable Son	 		  2007

Valor with Honor			   2010

Indeed, when the titles of the more than fifty films are 

entered into a word cloud generator, what emerges is 

a picture of “American Honor” (fig. 3.07). As a collective 

cultural response to the racial state violence of ethnic 

cleansing and structural assimilation, the self-identifi-

cation with dominant discourses of US nationalism and 

militarism constitutes a striking demonstration of gov-

ernmentality that further extends to other arenas of JA 

cultural production such as museum exhibitions.65 

The governmentality of Nisei soldier discourse is symp-

tomatic of internalized colonialism66 and brings to mind 

the words of Albert Memmi: 

Willfully created and spread by the colonizer, this 

mythical and degrading portrait ends up being 

accepted and lived with to a certain extent by the col-

onized […] It is a hoax. It is common knowledge that 

the ideology of a governing class is adopted in large 

measure by the governed classes. By agreeing to this 

ideology, the dominated classes practically confirm 

the role assigned to them.67 

The thematic redundance echoes Memmi’s characteriza-

tion of the culture of the colonized as “calcified”:

The colony’s life is frozen; its structure is corseted and 

hardened. No invention is possible […]. The result is 

either to revolt or be calcified.68

No longer a subject of history and removed from a dias-

poric past and hybrid flow of the present that extends 

back to Japan, the colonized JA subject is reduced to an 

object of settler past, present, and future, or what Memmi 

refers to as “a social and historical catalepsy.”69 The history 

that is taught to the colonized is not their own, Memmi 

reminds us, and they only avoid their own past.

Tule Lake troubles JA Governmentality

Given the choice between revolt or calcification, those 

at Tule Lake chose the former. The WRA’s conflation of 

culture and loyalty through its coercive, assimilationist 

asserted that “the question remains whether that response 

should be what we, as a nation and community, celebrate 

and commemorate when we look back on the experi-

ence,” asking further, “Should not the lesson that we as a 

nation learn from the experience of Japanese Americans 

be that when injustice happens we should listen better 

to the dissenters and the protesters against that injus-

tice?”58 Such a national lesson is needed to prevent any 

other community from being “forced to humiliate them-

selves” in the face of their oppression in order to survive.59 

Despite calls for lessons of structural resistance from legal 

scholars such as Iijima and Eric Yamamoto,60 JA govern-

mentality has been rewarded for acquiescence at the 

national level through not only the exceptional rewarding 

of reparations61 but also more recently the heralded publi-

cation of a Nisei soldier US Postage stamp in 2021.62

A Poetics of Evasion, Part II: Essentializing JA 

Governmentality

JA governmentality is evident across decades and gen-

erations in the realm of visual culture where, by my own 

count, the number of films, videos, and media projects 

celebrating JA martial super-patriotism exceeds fifty since 

1965, an average of more than four every three years since 

2000, with four of them produced in 2022 alone.63 The 

promotional poster for a recent award-winning short film 

titled Nisei (2023) depicts a solitary Nisei soldier seated, 

head bowed, behind his upright rifle.64 By titling the film 

simply Nisei and not Nisei Soldier, the producers essential-

ize martial patriotism to an entire generation of Japanese 

Americans when, as indicated above, the response to the 

loyalty questionnaire strongly indicated otherwise, thus 

Figure 3.07  Word cloud generated from fifty-three Nisei soldier film titles at https://simplewordcloud.com.. 

Courtesy of the author.
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construction of citizenship produced a dominant mode of 

Japanese American subjectivity that is overdetermined by 

the state’s framing of loyalty to nation, as demonstrated 

by the monotonous abundance of Nisei soldier dis-

course. The lone site of exception was Tule Lake, where, 

unlike the nine other concentration camps, there was no 

self-government in accord with the interests of the state, 

American schooling was not compulsory, and residents 

were allowed to establish Japanese-language schools.70 

Among the ten camps, resistance to the loyalty question-

naire was highest at Tule Lake, where 49 percent of eligi-

ble Nisei responded “no” or refused to answer71 and 140 

were arrested in the process.72 Consequently, the WRA 

sought to isolate resistance at Tule Lake by converting it 

into a maximum-security segregation center for “disloyal” 

Japanese Americans. Resistance thwarted governmen-

tality, and segregation was followed by mass demonstra-

tions, violence, and martial law involving army tanks and 

a two-month military occupation.73 By thwarting govern-

mentality, Tule Lake also refused the WRA’s conflation of 

culture and loyalty, providing cultural space for the dignity 

of an alternative, hybrid futurity of Japanese American 

subjectivity that maintained diasporic ties to ancestral 

culture, language, and religious practices.74

The racial paternalism that fueled belief in the contra-

dictory improbability of democratic self-governance in 

concentration camps did not take kindly to Tuleans look-

ing the gift horse of state benevolence in the mouth, and 

thus resistance was met with the congressional retribution 

of a renunciation policy that legally “allowed” citizens to 

renounce their citizenship during wartime. As Mirkitani 

testifies in The Cats of Mirikitani, this renunciation was 

highly coerced. Just as the failed loyalty questionnaire 

was intended to facilitate assimilation and reintegration 

into white society, the renunciation policy was expected 

to identify the truly disloyal so that everyone else could 

be released from the camps. And again like the ques-

tionnaire, due to the racial hubris that inspired both, it 

did not go as planned, provoking not only confusion and 

opposition but also far more renunciations than expected, 

resulting in 85 percent of citizens over the age of sev-

enteen at Tule Lake renouncing their citizenship.75 More 

than four and a half times the number that volunteered 

for the Nisei combat team after the loyalty questionnaire 

renounced their citizenship, and many, like Mirikitani, 

were further segregated at Justice Department detention 

centers and held captive until 1947.

Queering the Figure of the Lost Child / 

Unsettling the Frame of Liberal Sentimentality

In The Generation of Postmemory, Marianne Hirsch writes 

how feminism and other scholar activist movements 

“scrutinize and refuse the sentimentality attached to the 

figure of the lost child that often mediates traumatic 

stories, enjoining us to queer that figure.”76 In follow-

ing the wisdom of Isao Fujimoto and Sylvia Wynter by 

turning our gaze away from the formerly unhoused artist 

as victim in need of state benevolence and toward the 

systems of oppression that continue to racially victimize, 

we can queer the sentimental racialization of Mirkitani as 

lost child through the agency of unsettling. As a disrup-

tive form of action, unsettling functions to destabilize the 

current order by engaging in truth-telling about settler 

colonial violence and contesting the ongoing romanti-

cization of genocidal missions and its naturalization of 

colonialism.77

Through white savior narratives, sentimental biopower 

cultivates passive and superficial feelings of empathy that 

lead not to transformative action but only to the gener-

ation of “good feeling” for empathizing with Others,78 a 

positive affect that has been historically bound up with 

the pain of marginalized groups.79 In the realm of digital 

culture, Lisa Nakamura uses the term “toxic empathy” to 

refer to technologies that enable white viewers to feel 

that they have experienced authentic empathy for the 

racial other as a substitute for social and institutional 

responsibility and change.80 At the level of pedagogy, this 

demands that we “must resist at all costs the desire to 

protect white feelings […], for this protection is impossible 

without a simultaneous delegitimization of the feelings of 

black, brown, and other racialized subjects.”81 When we 

do tell the truth about the systematic marginalization of 

BIPOC affects, Cathy Park Hong writes, our feelings “are 

interpreted as hostile, ungrateful, jealous, depressing, and 

belligerent, affects ascribed to racialized behavior that 

whites consider out of line. Our feelings are overreactions 

because our lived experiences of structural inequity are 

not commensurate with their deluded reality.”82

Not unlike the so-called troublemakers at Tule Lake, I 

have had the experience Hong describes multiple times 

when I dared to intervene in JA governmentality—itself 

an extension of white coloniality—through my art and 

documentary work, but instead of whites considering 

me out of line, it has been self-regulating and tone-po-

licing Japanese Americans. These experiences serve 

as proof of both the potential for art practice rooted 

in subjugated community knowledges to unsettle set-

tler colonial feelings83 as well as the imperative need to 

unsettle JA governmentality for the sake of our own racial 

dignity. Again, the choice is either revolt or calcification, 

and dignity survives oppression through resistance, not 

acquiescence. Instead of waving the American flag and 

self-racializing a generation of Japanese Americans as 

blindly obedient to the racial state, Mirikitani’s drawings of 

Tule Lake repeatedly depict a red sun behind Castle Rock, 

its rays radiating forth on gravestones of prisoners who 

died in unjust confinement. By working in a hybrid space 

of diasporic Japanese American subjectivity, Mirikitani 

and his work exceed the bounds of liberal sentimentality 

and colonial petrifaction to resume contact with the rich 

flow of time and history interrupted by the settler violence 

of racially targeted deportation, family separation, mass 

incarceration, and structural assimilation that remain 

ongoing today.
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