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Japanese Immigration to the United States

In the United States, the month of May is officially known as Asian Pacific
Heritage Month which celebrates the contributions and achievements of
Asian and Pacific Islander descents in the United States. In honor of this
month, this CIR report will focus on the migration of Japanese descent to the
United States and the struggles they faced.

The first recorded immigration from Japan to the U.S. (Kingdom of Hawai’i
during that time) was on June 19, 1868. During this period, Japan was
undergoing a social transformation from the Bakumatsu period to the Meiji
period, and people were having trouble making ends meet. This prompted
them to look for job opportunities abroad in places such as North and South
America. When the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act was enacted which barred a
large source of cheap labor, the U.S. began to look for another work force and
made an agreement with Japan. Thus, Japanese immigration to the United
States formally began in 1885. Japanese immigrants mainly came from
Hiroshima, Yamaguchi, and Kumamoto where they boarded the City of Tokio
in Yokohama and sailed to Hawaii as contract workers. They worked on the

island’s sugar plantations for long hours and little pay.

As immigration of Japanese increased, many Americans were afraid of their
jobs being taken away from them. Upon this fear, the Gentlemen’s
Agreement of 1908 was enacted which was an informal agreement where the
U.S. would not ban Japanese immigration to the U.S. but Japan would stop
emigration from Japan. Other family members such as children, wives, or
parents who had relatives already living in the states were allowed to
immigrate. This act was nullified once the Immigration Act of 1924 was

enacted which banned almost all immigration of non-white immigrants to
the U.S.

As the years passed, the first generation of immigrants gave birth to children
who became the first group of Japanese Americans. In 1940s, World War II
began and distrust against those of Japanese descent increased. They were
placed in internment camps for 3 years without due process. Many were

placed in old animal stalls with other families. Even under these terrible



living conditions, they did their best to make their own communities within

the barbed wires, creating their own schools and newspaper companies.

Once they were released and were able to return home, they found that their
houses were pillaged and they had to start over from scratch. From there,
they slowly built up their property on the basis of working hard. In 1960s,
Asians, who were previously called the Yellow Peril, were now referred to as
the Model Minority for being able to raise above all their conflicts. While in
one way, they were praised for their achievements, in another, they were
mistakenly stereotyped and people accredited and simplified their hard work
for their race.

Japanese Americans are now the 6th largest Asian group in the U.S. with a
majority living in Hawaii and California. Descendants of Japanese continue
to make great strides in promoting and preserving Japanese culture and
history from having Obon festivals to preserving World War II internment

camps for the future generations.



