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WAR RELOC1~TION AU'rHORI TY 
Washington, D. C. 

To WRA Staff Members 

The successful administration of the WRA program, es­

pecially in the Relocation Centers , nill be dependent to a 

great extent upon an unders tanding of the cult ural background 

of the Japanese people and thei r American children and gr and­

children. John F . Embree, who recently has ~qsumed r esponsi­

bility for documentation of the Vffi.A progr am, in the O'ffice of 

Reports, has conducted studies in both Japan and Hawaii , and 

is recognized by his colleagues as being vmll qualified to 

report on Japanese r a ce and culture. The accompanying notes 

on Dealing With Japanese Americans are commended to the atten­

tion of all iVRA staff members . Additional notes of similar 

nature will be prepared from time to time . 
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DEALING WITH JAPANESE- AMERICANS 
. 

By John F. Embr ee 
Documents Section, Office of Reports 

1. Race and Culture. 

The only thing evacuees i n r elocation center s have in common 
is their ancestry, i . e . , their r a ce . Because of this fact both the 
evacuees and members of the VffiA staff are likely t o assume many 
things to be racial which ar e in actu""l fact not r acial but cultural. 

What is r ace any-M~y? The basic el ement in r ace is heredity. 
A number of people of the name ancestry may bo t ermed a r a ce . Pure 
ra ces, that is, l ar ge numbers of peopl e descended from the same 
stock, do not exist. All present- day groups of people such a s 
Japanese , English, Germans , Americans , are of mixed r acial stock . 
One consequence- of th:i.s i s that indi vidual s of any so-called r acial 
group differ gr eatl y among themselves in regard to stat ure , hair 
form, skin color, head shape, (;tc . This means that r acG can only be 
consi der ed on a statist ical basis . Jap@rnse, f or i nstance , are on 
the averaee shorter, darker- skinned and more often round- headed than 
ar e Caucas i ans . But j_ndi viduaJ. japanosu ar t;: often ta11er or lighter 
or more J ong- headed t han indi.vidual Caucasians with whom t hey i:my be 
compar ed . 

A look around any r elocation center will demonst r at e these 
points . Some Japamrnc you will notice to be r a t hcr short, but 
every now <1.nd thon you will meet a t.c~l l man; some ·;1111 have the 
char a ct er i stic str aight bl a ck hair of th.e 11Mongol11 type , but others 
have wavy hair; some have an epicanthic f old on the inner part of 
the eye opening (whi eh partly accoµnts for t he so-called slant eye ) , 
but many do no.t . Observ2 your Jc.pam,se acquainttmces closely c:.nd 
you will soon have t o discard a ny mythical 11 Jt,panese t ype 11 you have 
built up in your mind. 

Physical f eatures of parents ar e transmitted to their chil­
dren, r acial t y~ s persist through gener & tions . But cultural t r ai ts 
are not i nherited; they ure ncquired t hrough l eo.rning and educ<ltion . 

Thus , a Japanese born i n Californi a grows up speaki ng English, 
soJ11ething his cousin in J;;:,pan mny never l earn. And even t hough he 

,I 



- 2 -

attends a Japanese language school, he will never learn to speak Japanese 
properly unless he goes to Japan to live . President Roosevelt i s of 
Dutch descent, but he cannot discourse in Dutch . To unders tand his 
personality you must know his cultural background as an America n brought 
up in eastern New York . Mr . ;vj_llkie iS of German descent, but he does 
not speak German, and his culturally deterr.J.ined personality is typically 
America:1 . 

Psychologists and anthropologists have made many studies in regard 
to intelligence a!1d race , and temperament and race . There is general 
agreement that as between the major "races" of man ther e is no positive 
evidence to show that a gi ven individual of one race may not develop as 
far mentally as an individual of ano t her , given the same cul tural back­
ground. Si~ilarly, in regard to t emperament, it is cult ure rather than 
race that is the ;;:>r edominant factor . Thus, the, 11l azy11 Negro of rural 
United States is not lazy be cause of race but because of social status; 
his cousin in rJi gc.:riu is a very energetic individual a;;d one capable of 
complex political development and strong individual l eu.dership. Simi­
l2rly, Japanese i n Cal ifornia are known to be hard-working, self­
sacrificing peopl8 vri th strong fomily 1loyal ties. 'Ihe se useful t:r;-a its 
are not biological and t here i s a r eal danger of their disaprearinB soon 
under relocc2tion center condi tions . (nemember , t he Crow and Blr.ckfoot 
Indians whose cultures stressed i ndi v.Ldua l ini tia t i ve nnd per sonal 
bravery and what has happened to these brilliant warri ors under P.eserva.­
tion conditions ~·,here all t he ol d cnl tur al Vc'.lues hlive been undermined 
and many are today lackj_ng in i ndividual init iative end possessed of a 
typical vm.rds-of-the-go1:ernmer..t-outlook on l i fe . ) 

1he i mportance of cul t ure i n determining behavior may be seen 
further in tile fact th,\t frequently you will find a young Ni sei to have 
a simil;:.r temperc...ment and out look on life as yourself in contrast to his 
father ·who m:J.y appear to you to be "very Japi"mese. 11 Of course , under 
center co:1di tions of' life , the administrator, with his securi ty and 
dominant social position will have s o many advantages over any Nisei , 
insecure a s to his future, and inc. subservient social position, that 
the two are bound to look upon problems in t he center from differ ent 
points of view. This social 2.nd economi c difference in position should 
alvmys be remember ed by a 11 Caucasicm11 adminj_strc:. tor or t eacher vrhcn 
trying to set t le somG problem "Nith an eva cuee . 

To Stunmarize : 

Race j_s hereditary ar:d culture ccquired . Races of man todr.y ctre 
not "pure" and t here is great variability in physical a ppear ance and 
i ntelligence within any racial group: The .:tll important factor in 
determining adult behavior is early educ~tion, i . e . , the cultural back­
ground of an individual. .Further, even :i.n wha t is r ec;arded <lS one culture 
(e. g. American) important differences i n persom!lit,y develop as a result 
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of growth i n d i fferent r egi onal areas and i n diff erent social l evel s of 
s ocie t y . 

2 . Behavfor Patterns as Found Among Issei and Some Other s in 
Relocation Centers . 

In order to deal successfully with a ny gr oup of peopl e it i s well 
to know something about t hem. A f r iendly a t titude goes a long way, but 
that i.s not enough , for good will without knowl edge may r esult in more 
harm than good . 

The older Japc1.nese (Issei)~< have a number of fixed ways of l ivi ng 
t ogether and dealing vri th social s i tuations about which i t i s useful t o 
know. 

The Go- Bet ween 

Fir st of all , no Japanese (and her e is meant no per sons of 
Japanese culture) likes t o r.ieet face t o face with his s oci al equa l or 
superior in a s i t uation that mi ght cause embarr assment t o the latter . 
I ns tead, a go- be t ween i s preferr ed, some common friend who will ca r ry 
the message or conduct tho negotiations . In this way, i f the negotiations 
fal l through or one party hc:s to say nNo, 11 face-to- face embarrc:.ssment i s 
avoided . The bes t knm-m exc::.mpl c of thi s is in marriage whe r e the t,10 
families i nvolved uish t o inquire into one another' s social backgrounds . 
This , of course , could lead to consider able embarra s sment and so a go­
between is V<ffy convcmi ont. Even some Jc(paneso- A1;1ericans who object to 
mc.'.rriage a r rangements by families do like t o hfave a friend do the pr o­
posing, John hlden style , 

Similarly, if i:m important business deal i s being car r i ed out , 
negotiations are often by means of a go-between . 

On a relocation center , you mny f i nd t hat if some progrnm or 
sugges t ion j_s not liked, no one will object at first but later t hrough 
some thi rc: party you vri ll he2.r that there is ob j ec t i on t o it. This i s 
the go- betvreen sys tem i n open: t i on , You may oft en get better resul ts i n 
wor k ,;ri th older evacuees by working thr ough a go-betvreen than by working 

-::-Much has been sa id of the differ ences bet· -.rce"! T s sei , Kibei , a nd 
Ni sei. On the vrhole it is safe to assume t h<'.: t older I s:;ei are Japanese 
i n cultur e and out l ook fmd younger Nise i c.re A.meric2,n i n culture and out ­
l ook . (If a Nisei is bitter <'ind anti- o.dministr a tion in u tti tude , this i s 
s i mpl y evi dence that he is America n and strongl y resents his loss of 
l iberty wi thout t rial.) The Kibei, Ni s e i who hc:.ve been educated i n Japan , 
have been much wr itten of .'.1s l, dungerous pro-Japanese el ement . Probably 
m&ny Ki bci a r e culturally Japanes e , but by no means all. Further more , 
s ome I ssei , born in Japan but educatGd in the Unit ed Stat es , a r e Amer i ca n 
i n point of vi8w, So, vrhil e Issei , Ki boi and Nise i a.r e convenient t er ms 
of cl assifi cation, it is ·Nor th r emomburing that gener a l izati ons concerning 
t hese groups are subject t o many indivi dual exceptions . 
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directly, since each of you can speak more freely and express your ideas 
more fully to a go-between without fear of hurting anyone I s , feelings 
than if you were dealing face to face . 

Sharing Responsibility 

Another characteristic of older Japanese is a desire to avoid 
personal r esponsibility for something that may make him unpopular with 
his associates . As a r esul t committees are more popular than chairmen. 
Further, any final decision for action by a committee is usually 
unanir.i.ous , thus naking all members equally responsible for it. If people 
ar€ dissatisfied with some aspect of project life, instead of using a 
singl e go- between, a committee may be chosen and that committee will wait 
upon some member of the staff vri th its complaints or proposals. 

1~1ere a single man must serve, as in the case of block repre­
sentatives , he will probably either be unanimously nominated or men will 
rotate in office ei the.r by resignations or through having different men 
elected each election . 

(For a comparison, note that in Japan v,hUe a certain body of men 
rule Japan through the years, those who ar e openly and formally responsible 
for government change :frequently. No single man s t~mds out as responsible 
for ~overnment for long at a time in t he manner of Hitler or Mussolini.) 

Project Head's Position 

As the man r esponsible for the whol e conmrunity, the project head in 
each center hc;.s gr eat authority nnd prestige -- an c.uthori ty and prestige 
r ecor,nized by the elder Japanese in the same way in which they r ecognize 
the £. u thor it~ of D. village headman . 

When a new policy is announced or anything affecting the whole 
center is inaugurc.:.t ed, it should be mad.e by the project head himself. 
F\lrthermore , the project head should make it a point to from time to time 
meet with j;he 1:)eiiple of the center ( or of each camp where there is more 
than one· .in a center) in order to discuss new developments , answer 
qu~stions and so make sure th.a t people understand. Only in this way 
will the people believe what is said, because it comes from the highest 
authority . Talks of this sort by the project director should be as 
specific as possible -=- if necessary deal vii th such seemingly minor but 
very real things as toilets , soap supply, food distribution, etc, , i f 
these questions ar e r aised by the evacuees . Only the project head can 
effectively kill some rumors . Furthermore, this first-hand word from 
the highest authority should be given not once a year , but nt least once 
a month . Such duties cannot be deputized. The project head, like the 
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village headman, is expected t o be responsible for taking an active 
interest i n the welfare of his community by traditional Japanese 
custom. (Resentment of questions implying criticism of administration 
is not, of course , the best means of answering t hem, or [,ol ving the 
underlying probler.1s and anxieties that give rise to them. ) 

After a new policy has been explained by the project head to 
responsible evacuees i nvolved, later discussions of i t may be made by 
the appropriate division head. 

Modes of Employment 

Employment problems form an important aspect of center life and 
need patient and personal attention by cons cientious admini strators . 
With Japanese ( as indeed ,vi th any people ), to simply ask for a turnout 
of 300 men on a work project is not likely to be successful. Instead, 
first the nature of the work must be consider ed, then a number of 
experienced evacuees contacted . To them the nature and purpose of the 
work must be expl ained . When they understand what :i.t is all about, they 
can suggest the peopl e to be employe d on it, and make useful suggestions 
on carrying out the project . In this way a corps of workers with close 
rapport and good morale can be built up . If any change in conditions 
of work is made , this also shou~d be car e fully explained to and fully 
understood by the work l eaders who can in turn oxplai n it to their work 
crews . 

Sitdowns, strikes and riots ar e not the r esult of cussedness , but 
are the r esults of misunderstandings and dissatisfactions; in tho centers 
they are likely to be acccntuDted by anxieties, but the administrator 
who is car e ful to develop understandi ng by the evacuees of the progr ams 
he proposes to initia t e probably will be favored wi th their cooper ation. 

Anxieties 

All evacuees in relocation centers have an uneasy feeling of in­
security that determines many of their actions . This insecurity i[, 
due to the war, and especial l y to the r eloca tion program whereby families 
often had to move, not once but 17Nice or three times , from, sc.y, Ber keley 
to Zone Two, from Zone Two to e n assembly center, from an assembly center 
t o a relocation center . All of this in a fev1 weeks or months. The news­
papers carry stories of threats to deport Japanese after the war, threats 
to deprive Nisei of citizenship, threa ts to prevent the r eturn of evacuees 
to California after the war . 

WRA policy i n the r eloc~tion cent er differ s f rom WCCA policy, and 
this WR.A policy itself has often changed s ince i t was first established . 
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Small wonder, then, that an evacuee v,onders 11What next?" He is worried 
and insecure in regard to what will happen after the war, what will 
become of his children ' s manners and morals as a result of life in 
center barracks , with the common mess halls and lavatori es; he is 
worried about tomorrow ' s food , tomorrow1 s heal th, tomorrow 1 s children . 

It is this basic insecurity and multitude of anxietie:, that 
cause so many alarmist rumors to fly through the center s and cause so 
many people to become apathetic toward work. 

For the present, the best way t o deal with this si tuat:i.on is for 
everyone from project head dovm to make sure t hat ho understands and 
has explained cl earl y and definitely jus t what any new policy or new 
activity means in terms of life in the cente r . Furthermore , within his 
sphe r e of activity, each staff member sho1.,ld make every e ffort to know 
personally and vmll as many evacuees of as many s ocial types as he can . 
Only in this way can some of the foan; and ru.rnors preva l ent among the 
evacuee s be brought to light and so killed off just as darkness- lovi ng 
bacteria di e .,;hen exposed to sunshinG. 

Food 

In regard to food , any r egular eating in common mess halls is un­
satisfactory e.nd the food is inevitably goi ng to be criti cized whe ther 
it is good or not . But it is i mportant to real ize the grea t importance 
of the slightest change i n diet to the evacuees a nd tha t anything that 
even looks like unfair practice by the chefs and the chief stewar d is 
going to cause a great dea l of dissatisfaction, Unless t he chief i,teward 
ha s the confidence of M.s cooks who in turn have the respect of the blocks , 
food riots or strikes are going to occur s ooner or l a t er on the proje ct . 

Most of these last sugges tions all add u p to the s ame thing, a need 
for staff members to be well acquainted with ev,: cuees with whom they a re 
concerned so that they can observe any growth of a cri tica l s i tuaUon 
and deal with it on a pe r s ona l basis and in a peaceful manner before it 
gets out of hand . 

Evacuee Attitudes 

The r e are certain attitudes among e va cuees whi ch are fairly common , 
First ther e is a tende ncy t o take s i des i n t he v.rar, t o be pro- or anti­
axis . These t wo attitudes ar e often r elated to pro- and anti- project 
administration attitudes . Thus, the more successful t he staff is in 
arousing the confidence of eva cuees i n its integrity, the more converts 
to the anti-axis group among evacuees . 
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On the whole ol der.- :.;inele men viho are ali ens and who have fevr 
ties in America are most likely to be pro- axis in any aggressive way 
such as criti9ising pro-Am~!rican Nisei c:ind telling then t he:i.r American 
citizenshi r) j s useless . 

J apanese born i n thi s country but educated in Japan, especia.lly 
for sever al years and since 1935 are, like the old bachelors , a group 
ltkel y to actively favor Japan . 

Purents of children v,ho have made so~e success in Amer : .. can life 
are :aore l ikely t o be neutral in action if not in attitude . Their 
loyn l ties are likely to t-e divieted, since, up to December 7 at any r a te , 
they r eal:i.zcd t hat t heir cq.il dren I s future lay in America and America 
had given t hem a chance t o rise in the· world such as they would never 
have had in Japan . 

Ni s e i , America n born t.nd American educa t ed, a r e today of mc:.ny 
atti tudos . First ther e are the very pr o- America n . These people ar e 
easy to deal with but a r e often r egar ded as appl e polishers and do not 
ah1,\•:rs have t he r espect of other evacu(1cs , either Issei or Ni sei. A 
l a rge number arc nor mal Americans who r ather resent b eing transported 
and locked up jus t because t heir pc.r E:nts wer e born ifl Japan. A small 
minority are , like.: s ome Kibc-:i , e.cti vely pro- axis. 

On th8 whole most older marr ir::d eva cuNis \'till ' cooperate with any 
r easonabl e progrc~m of center m:1nagemcnt since they ;rrant center conditions 
t o be peaceful c.nd to improve r a.·she r than deteri or ate . Honever , it is 
too much to expect Jnpan c;se ,n-10 could never become ci tizcms t o actively 
partici pat e in progr-:ti:1s to ce l ebrate the Four Freedor0,s or Independence Day. 
A democr acy of worlrn rather than of ,ror ds is what will be most effective 
in influencing their attitudes . 

Among N:Lsei, due to i:,::ceti vi ty, ·many problems a r e going to arise 
i n connection with work, with sel f - government and with sex which have 
nothing to do v:ith pr(')- or anti- .:txis attitudes, but if handled without 
human understc1.ndine may l ead t o anti- administration attitudes vrM.ch be­
cause of center social conditiom mi~ht soon be transferred to anti ­
Ame r ican attitudes . '!'his would -be a tragedy for the i ndividuals concerned 
9nd an :Lndicati on of foilure in the WP..A . 

To Sumrncrize : 

Older J,:panesE~ have a number of patterns cf behavior, a knowl edge 
of which is useful i n project admini str :1tion . First, ther e is the desire 
t.o avoid face- to-face embarrassment through the use of a go- between. 
Second , t her e is a desir e to avoid per s onal r esponsibility (and so i nvoke 
censur e against oneself) and a consequent t endency towar d group r espon­
sibility and, in cormnittees , unanimou s decisions , a nd rotating office 
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holding . Thirdly, there is the tradi.tion of a ccepting as true wha t the 
gover nment head (in this case the proj'3ct head) says i.n r egard to 
gove rnment policy -- but t o be a successful government head one must give 
out thE; policy per sonally l!.nd s o accept r e sponsi bili ty for it . 

Finally, in all deal in gs vti th l~vacuee•s i t is well to be awar e of 
the anxieties a nd 2. tti tudes which are pr evalent in the center among all 
groups ; and the need to become personally acqua inted with these in order 
t o lessen tensions t hat might le~d to serious consequences . 
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