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Becoming Internationalist Subjects: The Growth of 
Multiracial Labor Organizing among Japanese 

Immigrant Communities in California, 1925–1933

Yushi YAMAZAKI*

INTRODUCTION

In this article I attempt to reconstruct the history of Communist-led labor 
organizing in California in the 1920s and 1930s involving Issei (Japanese 
born) and Kibei (US-born Japanese who were raised in Japan and eventually 
returned to America). Two key analytical concepts I address are found 
in the terms “un-becoming Japanese American” and “internationalism.”1 
Much previous scholarship in Japanese American history has emphasized 
the narrative of “becoming Japanese American.” These scholars have 
assessed the racially differentiated vulnerability of Japanese immigrants 
and their American-born descendants by investigating the sociolegal 
institutionalization of anti-Japanese racism, including bans on Japanese 
immigration, denial of naturalization rights, denial of property rights 
through alien land laws, limited work opportunities, and segregation of 
schools and residency. Many of these discriminatory practices were 
underpinned by derogatory Orientalist representations and outright mob 
violence. An analytical framework that measures social vulnerability by the 
distance from full American citizenship, however, impedes a critical 
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examination of those Japanese immigrants whose visions did not conform to 
ideas of American civil nationalism, infl ated boasting about Japanese 
American economic ascendancy, or the preservation of middlemen ethnic 
economy.2 These individuals, rather, questioned the US system of racial 
capitalism and attempted to expose and defl ate the model-minority myth that 
had captured the minds of mainstream Japanese American community 
leaders. My goal is to rescue the history of those early Japanese immigrants 
who looked beyond liberal capitalist property rights and sought racial and 
economic justice for all.3

This topic is relevant not just for those Issei but also for Nisei (US born, 
second generation living in the United States) and Sansei (third generation) 
and their descendants because it alters the narrative of victimization that 
culminated in Japanese internment during World War II. Though Japanese 
internment is a prime example of the violation of Nisei and Sansei civil 
liberties, a thorough understanding of it must include sovereign power over 
immigration that controls labor infl ux and outfl ow, expulsion, detention, and 
deportation—all of which were previously used on Issei. In the 1920s and 
1930s, the US government found that their ability to detain and deport 
migrant workers was an indespensable method of maintaining a desired 
labor pool and deradicalizing agricultural workers in the interests of 
capitalist agribusiness.4

Although I follow and expand on the emergent scholarship of global 
radicalism and internationalism, I wish to pay keen attention to the 
differences between transnationalism and internationalism. 
“Transnationalism” refers to a mode of analysis or description of 
movements that cross national boundaries, usually because of undesirable 
conditions (e. g., such as slavery and global color line) that extend beyond a 
single nation-state. Movements built by subjects of diasporas tended to 
overarch home and exile because these immigrants have to deal with 
problems in one or more countries. Understanding “internationalism,” in 
contrast, involves a fundamental critique of the nation-state as the basic unit 
through which racial capitalism operates with its antiradical laws, anti-
foreign-born deportation policies, lack of labor protection laws, and other 
state-sanctioned differentiation of social vulnerability. When the movement 
of capital overseas dramatically increases in the form of imperialist projects 
of colonization, monopoly, and bloc economies, internationalism leads 
struggling groups to become involved in cross- or supranational solidarity 
movements. Although many scholars have used the term “transnationalism” 
with the implication that it involves “internationalist” politics, I use the term 
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“transnational” as a neutral descriptive adjective.5

In addition, I use the adjectives “multiracial” and “multiethnic” not to 
refer to persons of mixed ancestry but to point to the diverse composition of 
organizers and participants who aimed to abolish racially and ethnically 
differentiated wage hierarchy by not excluding anyone from their labor 
unions and by not working as strikebreakers.6

Historian Josephine Fowler has, signifi cantly, investigated both Japanese 
and Chinese immigrant radicals in the United States by using not only 
American sources but also Russian archives related to the Communist 
International (Comintern). While Asian Americans tended to be invisible in 
such oral histories of Communist California agricultural labor organizing as 
Dorothy Ray Healey and Maurice Isserman’s California Red, she argues that 
the experiences of Issei and Kibei leftists was not simply peripheral but 
integral to the historical narratives of Asian Americans and the US Left. 
Fowler provides a powerful analysis of communications within CPUSA 
apparatuses (spanning New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles). The 
campaigns of Japanese Communists in California, however, receive little 
analysis in the context of California’s political economy. In this article I 
attempt to correct this lack by providing a more specifi c description of their 
activism in and around Japanese American communities.7

Historian Scott Kurashige has given a concise overview of Japanese 
Communists in Los Angeles with an emphasis on their relationship with 
African Americans and forms of solidarity for racial and economic justice. 
He duly argues that the campaign in support of the black Scottsboro youths 
was a crucial part of the solidarity work. While his account sheds light on 
divergent class interests within the local Japanese community, his 
interpretation of the isolation of Issei radicals from the mainstream Japanese 
community does not go far enough. I analyze this isolation resulting from 
the oppressive racial regime in the United States, including California, that 
combined antiradical laws and police brutality, immigration policies that 
created pools of migrant workers, as well as intra-ethnic alienation caused 
by Japanese community leaders’ accommodationist politics.8

THE LOS ANGELES JAPANESE WORKERS ASSOCIATION

A new generation of labor activists emerged both independent of and 
dependent on the heritage of Sen Katayama and Shusui Kotoku. The trans-
Pacifi c travels, sojourning, and migration of these two prominent Japanese 
socialists and their comrades stimulated antiwar and anti-imperialist 
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discourse among Japanese students who were working their way through 
college by doing menial jobs in the San Francisco Bay/Oakland area in the 
fi rst decade of the twentieth century. Kotoku criticized the American 
Federation of Labor’s (AFL) refusal to organize Asian immigrant workers 
and tried working with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), which 
advocated inclusionary policies under “One Big Union.” Tetsugoro Takeuchi 
and others under Kotoku’s anarchist infl uence founded the Fresno Labor 
League in 1908 and attracted more than four thousand members. Their 
pointed criticism of the militarism of Tennosei (the Japanese emperor 
system) provoked the spying program by Japan’s Department of Interior as 
well as Japanese consulates, resulting in the infamous 1910 High Treason 
Incident in which Shusui Kotoku and some other anarchists were hanged. 
This had a chilling effect on Japanese immigrant communities, particularly 
among immigrant leftists. Despite this setback, the seeds of labor activism 
among Japanese immigrants continued to be sown by Sen Katayama, who 
returned to the United States in 1914.9

One of the New York–based student laborers, Yada (an alias), who was 
under the infl uence of Katayama and founded the New York Nihonjin Rodo 
Kyokai (NY Japanese Workers Association) with other comrades in 1923, 
came to Los Angeles with Japanese immigrant radicals from San Francisco, 
Waseda graduate Sadaichi Kenmotsu and farmworker Tetsuji Horiuchi. They 
found there the Okinawan leftist youth group Reimeikai (New Dawn 
Society) and many Issei and Kibei-Nisei who were willing to organize 
Japanese immigrant laborers. Together, they eventually founded Rafu 
Nihonjin Rodo Kyokai (Los Angeles Japanese Workers Association, 
hereafter JWA) in spring 1924. They sought to organize a broad 
constituency of workers including gardeners, farmhands, domestics, 
housewives, and day workers, along with some students. The membership of 
JWA grew to nearly three hundred during the 1930s.

The JWA published its program in one of the major Japanese-language 
newspapers in Los Angeles, Rafu Shimpo:

We intend to organize all Japanese workers in the U.S. and carry on 
economic and political struggles; we will work together with all anti-
capitalist groups such as trade unions and socialist, communist, 
anarchist, and syndicalist organizations; . . . we are against nationalism, 
imperialism, racism, as well as colonialism and semi-colonialism; we 
will aid any form of struggle against the capitalists; our fi nal goal is the 
nationalization of production and distribution; we will teach and 
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advocate to the proletariat how to achieve this transition from a 
capitalist to a socialist society; we fi rmly believe in the organization, 
unity, and education of the proletariat; the JWA declares that our work 
cannot be accomplished without the support and help of all working 
people.10

The start of their organ and the peripatetic movement and networking as 
organizers marked their early activity. In 1925, Horiuchi, Yada, and 
Kenmotsu launched a monthly JWA journal, Kaikyusen (Class war). Soon 
Kenmotsu traveled east to Passaic, New Jersey, where the Communists led 
the textile strike, and also took the summer training course of the Party 
school in New York, where he met a member of the Young Workers League 
of America, Seizo (Seiya) Ogino. The YWL was a Communist youth 
organization established in 1922 in New York. Returning to San Francisco 
after this exciting experience, Kenmotsu resumed editing the journal in 
September 1926 along with Hoko Hideo Ikeda, an Issei farmworker, 
newspaperman, and participant in the 1920 Oahu sugar strike.11

JWA members considered the California Criminal Syndicalism Act of 
1919 as an impediment to their labor organizing as well as something that 
made foreign-born activists especially vulnerable. In 1927, in the eleventh 
issue of Kaikyusen, contributor Ogino introduced the organization 
International Labor Defense to its readers. Established in Chicago in 1925, 
the ILD defended the rights of strikers, exploited farmers, and victims of 
political frame-ups. Because defending foreign-born workers from 
deportation was a central issue to them, the JWA founded a Japanese Branch 
of ILD in Los Angeles on August 5, 1927. (The Japanese Branch of ILD in 
NY had been organized in fall 1926.) Nisei, as well as those born in Japan, 
could be targets of the Criminal Syndicalism Act, receiving long prison 
sentences. It was crucial to solidify the ILD branch before the JWA started 
their planned organizing drive in California’s rural farming communities.12

Karl G. Yoneda, a Kibei, returned from Japan to the West Coast at this 
juncture and, recruited by Einosuke Yamaguchi, joined the Los Angeles 
JWA and ILD, Japanese Branch in 1927. Yoneda’s trajectory shows his 
distinctive politicization process in Japan. In the upsurge of labor activism 
after the 1918 rice riots, in which poor port laborers of Toyama Prefecture 
tried to prevent the transportation of rice to protest excessive rice prices—
the uprisings spread to about 360 municipalities in forty-one prefectures in 
the following three months and involved more than a million people— 
Yoneda organized rubber factory workers and printers in Hiroshima and 
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corresponded with local Japanese anarchist journalist activists Etsuta Tan 
and Ryuzo Hironaka. Yoneda returned to the United States to evade 
conscription. He had been unfamiliar with American racist practices until 
Yamaguchi explained how Japanese had been excluded from unions 
affi liated with the American Federation of Labor (AFL), which supported 
the Immigration Act of 1924, also known as the Asian Exclusion Act. 
Yamaguchi also informed him that the Workers Party of America (after mid 
1929 known as the CPUSA) had begun paying special attention to 
organizing what we now would term workers of color.13

ORGANIZING AGRICULTURAL WORKERS

In 1928, the JWA took up the issue of wage cuts that many Japanese 
farmhands suffered at that time. Though the monopolization and 
consolidation of land through white settlement and discriminatory land laws 
set the fundamental conditions, a Japanese agriculture economy was 
established through coordination among family farms, ethnic wholesale 
markets, and nogyo kumiai (associations for commercial agriculture). 
California’s intensive farming, however, required cheap, plentiful seasonal 
labor—the presence of a migratory agricultural proletariat. In 1925, 46 
percent of employed Japanese in California worked in farming, with most 
being migrant workers. Japanese farmhands often shared their diffi cult labor 
conditions with Mexican, Filipino, and Chinese workers. As historian Mae 
M. Ngai has deftly analyzed, the “agricultural labor market and immigration 
laws worked in tandem to create a kind of imported colonialism” to recruit 
Filipino colonial subjects, who were not under the jurisdiction of the 1924 
immigration exclusion laws, to meet labor needs. The laws also exempted 
workers from the Western hemisphere from quotas, thereby maintaining a 
transnational fl ow of Mexican laborers, while excluding them from the 
American polity through restrictive immigration controls.14

JWA members needed to place themselves in a historical context in order 
to understand the formation of racial hierarchy within the California farming 
industry and how their precursors resisted labor exploitation by multiracial 
and multiethnic labor organizing. It set up a separate organization for 
organizing farmworkers, the Japanese Agricultural Workers Organizing 
Committee (JAWOC). Bakunin Fukunaga took the lead in gathering a 
history of Japanese farmworkers’ struggles in the West. Especially 
signifi cant were the examples of multiethnic organizing in the 1903 Oxnard 
beet strike, the 1920 Oahu sugar strike, and the Fresno Labor League, which 
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organized four thousand Japanese grape pickers and sought the collaboration 
of Italian and Mexican IWW organizers in 1908–10.15

JAWOC’s organizing drive through the small farms of Stanton, San 
Gabriel, Fresno, and Lodi beginning in spring 1928 gave them the 
indispensable experience of achieving the goal of obtaining “equal wages 
for equal jobs” among different ethnicities. Though JWA members who 
were fl uent in English played an important role in communicating with 
Filipino and Mexican fellow laborers, the organizers felt a need to hire an 
organizer from each ethnicity. They also were concerned about how to 
intervene in the larger power structure of the industry made up of 
landowners, growers, shippers, and market owners.16

JWA AND ILD SOLIDARY WITH WORKERS IN CHINA AND WITH 
COMMUNISTS IN JAPAN

While organizing locally, the JWA also paid attention to the struggles of 
the proletariat in East Asia. The May 30, 1925, killing of Chinese student 
labor protestors in Shanghai, known as the Nanjing Road Incident, had 
triggered the rapid spread of a global movement in defense of China’s 
factory workers known as the May Thirtieth Movement. In Los Angeles, 
Communist Party organizers held two “Hands Off China” mass meetings, 
with help from local Chinese and Japanese.

By 1926, there were 16,940 Japanese living in Shandong, China, and 150 
million yen had been invested under Japanese imperialist control. In May 
1928, when Japan announced its military intervention against the Chinese 
Nationalist Party’s Northern Expedition that was trying to reunify China, in 
order to “protect the life and property of Japanese,” the JWA denounced it 
and had their Chinese comrades translate their anti-imperialist statement to 
distribute it in the Chinatowns of New York, San Francisco, and Los 
Angeles.17

The February 1928 Japanese general election, the fi rst one since the 
passage of universal male suffrage in 1925, gave an opportunity for leftists 
to gain seats in the central Diet. The Japanese Communist Party (JCP), 
though outlawed, openly supported some leftist candidates. Prime Minister 
Giichi Tanaka evoked the provisions of the 1925 Peace Preservation Laws 
and ordered the mass arrest of Communists on March 15, 1928. Five 
hundred of the 1,652 arrested Communists and sympathizers were tried. 
Members of the JWA and the ILD Japanese Branch protested by sending 
telegrams to the Japanese government and raising funds for their comrades’ 
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trials. All were found guilty and sentenced to stiff jail terms. Sadaichi 
Kenmotsu denounced the mass arrests at the 1928 May Day demonstration 
in Oakland, California, and the gathering sent a protest resolution to Japan. 
Months later, at an ILD mass meeting at Los Angeles’s Union Church on 
San Pedro Street members expressed their support for the prisoners and their 
families. This campaign was a crucial part of JWA’s internationalist 
politics.18

TUUL-AWIU FARMWORKER ORGANIZING

Organizing agricultural workers continued to be one of the main foci of 
the JWA. The Trade Union Unity League (TUUL) was formed at the 
national level at the beginning of September 1929 to create independent 
industrial unions inside and outside the AFL and to prepare the Los Angeles 
JWA organizers for a larger strike. From its founding convention, Jim Yanai 
and Kaizo Hakomori brought back the exciting program based on class 
struggle and industrial unionism. JWA members unanimously joined the 
Agricultural Workers Industrial Union (AWIU), which was affi liated with 
the TUUL. It clearly opposed nativist unions and racial discrimination in 
general. The AWIU’s membership card of 1931 reads: “Experience has 
shown us that in fi ghting for better conditions we must not only fi ght against 
the growers and other bosses, but also against the misleaders and agents of 
the bosses, the fakers in the reactionary trade union movement.” The AWIU 
welcomed “all those who, regardless of race, color, age, or sex, are ready to 
fi ght.” Their organizing strategy was to form farm committees that would 
analyze the working conditions and the demands of each ethnic work force 
on a given ranch.19

In California’s Imperial Valley in 1930, the new TUUL-AWIU effectively 
organized farmworkers across racial and nationality lines. The Great 
Depression had tremendously lowered the prices of agricultural products, 
leading to reduced agricultural pay, so that Mexican, Filipino, Indian, 
Japanese, and Chinese workers earned starvation wages under inhumane 
conditions, while growers pitted racial and nationality groups against one 
another. Farmhands in the area responded enthusiastically to the call from 
the organizers, overcoming the barriers that the Mexican Mutual Aid 
Association maintained between Mexicans and other workers. As union 
organizing spread from fi eld to fi eld, some eight thousand workers became 
involved, according to Rodo Shimbun of January 15, 1930. (JWA’s organ, 
Kaikyusen, was renamed Rodo Shimbun [Labor newspaper] in March 1928). 
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The workers’ militant demands were: “union recognition; abolition of the 
labor contractor system; abolition of piecework; a minimum wage of fi fty 
cents an hour; a fi fteen-minute rest period after every two hours of work; 
abolition of child labor; equal pay for equal work; free ice to be furnished by 
growers; better housing; better water; and no racial segregation.” The 
Communist Party in tandem with the ILD organized support for a strike.20

With the appearance of this militant labor movement led by Communists, 
white-supremacist vigilante groups became increasingly aggressive in 
California. These included the Associated Farmers, a powerful right-wing 
group of growers in rural communities in the Imperial Valley such as 
Brawley and El Centro, the Silver Shirts in San Diego, and a revived Ku 
Klux Klan in the Central Valley. In the Imperial Valley, police and vigilante 
forces aligned against the strike movement with their sheer numbers and 
brutality. All outside shipments of food and other supplies for the strikers 
were blocked. Although the Workers Defense Corps protected union 
headquarters from tear gas and gun violence, arrests came on April 14, 1930, 
when the union was holding a meeting to prepare a conference of all 
agricultural workers in the Imperial Valley.21 ILD organizer Frank Spector 
described that meeting:

One after another the workers spoke, each in their own language. They 
told of starvation and sickness of their wives and children, of constant 
wage-cuts, of the long hours of bitter toil under a scorching sun . . . of 
the readiness to fi ght under their union’s militant guidance. Suddenly 
the door burst open. Into the hall rushed an armed mob of policemen, 
deputy sheriffs and privately hired thugs, with revolvers and sawed-off 
shotguns. . . . Out of this mob stepped Sheriff Gillette, chief gunman of 
the Imperial Valley bosses. Ordering the workers to throw up their 
hands . . . [there was] a frenzied search of the 108 workers . . . they 
were chained in groups. Then the mob, with a brutal display of force, 
threw them into huge trucks [and] . . . into the El Centro County jail.22

Nine Communist organizers were sentenced from six to forty-two years in 
state prisons for violating the Criminal Syndicalism Act. Tetsuji Horiuchi 
was sent to Folsom prison and chose to be deported after he served over two 
years of his term.23 The foreign-borns were especially vulnerable to 
deportation. Horiuchi was not the fi rst JWA member to be deported. 
Sadaichi Kenmotsu had been arrested at an antiwar demonstration in front of 
the San Francisco Chinese Consulate on July 27, 1929. On January 3, 1930, 
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Einosuke Yamaguchi was arrested at a forum at a small hall on Brooklyn 
Avenue in Los Angeles. Under the Criminal Syndicalism Act, the police 
were able to hold anyone in custody without bail for seventy-two hours 
before fi ling specifi c charges.24

At an “organize the unemployed” demonstration spearheaded by the 
TUUL in March 1930, Yamaguchi, Hakomori, and Fukunaga were arrested 
and thrown into jail and fi ned $500 each. Yamaguchi, who had been an 
earnest mentor for Karl Yoneda, was eventually ordered to be deported. Just 
two weeks after the mass arrest in the Imperial Valley, two other Issei 
Communists, John Isamu Kobayashi and Meikichi Nishimura, were arrested 
at an antideportation and anti-imperialist demonstration at Battery and 
Washington Streets in San Francisco that was organized by Japanese and 
Chinese branches of the ILD. They were also ordered to be deported.25

This series of deportations of radical activists shows that those who 
contributed to the movement cannot be grasped within the scope of a 
“becoming Japanese American” narrative. Rather, their existence makes us 
reconsider their vision of community building through a radical labor 
movement and racial and economic justice. In other words, without 
recovering the working-class perspective in the Japanese community in 
America, it’s not possible to properly assess the Issei’s vulnerability to 
institutionalized racism and anti-radicalism and their experience of intra-
ethnic prejudice.

THE UNEMPLOYED COUNCIL CAMPAIGNS

On July 4, 1930, the National Unemployed Council was organized in 
Chicago as the result of an escalating struggle for “work or wages,” which 
proposed relief at full wage rates. In its fi rst iteration this amounted to $25 
per week for the unemployed person and $5 for each dependent.26 Ripples 
from the Great Depression also reached the Japanese community in Los 
Angeles. Unemployed cooks, chauffeurs, and gardeners, who had been let 
go by formerly well-off white families, fi lled Little Tokyo employment 
agencies. Soon, Japanese branches of the National Unemployed Council 
were established in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and New York. The Los 
Angeles branch estimated that there were approximately three thousand 
unemployed Japanese in Southern California. It asked the Japanese 
Association (a national organization founded in 1908 and led by the 
economic elites of Japanese American communities as a proxy for the 
Japanese government and consulates) and the Sumitomo and the Yokohama 
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Specie banks to contribute to an unemployment relief fund. They all refused. 
In contrast, the Tokyo Club, a gambling joint where working-class Japanese 
hung out, opened its dining room daily to feed jobless Japanese. Dr. Toshio 
Ichioka, a medical physician, and Dr. Jinkichi Matsuda, a dentist, ex-
Reimeikai member, and longtime JWA supporter, provided Japanese 
Unemployed Council members with free services. Intra-ethnic coldness 
toward Japanese Communists was clear, but members of the Unemployed 
Council also knew that relying on private charity would not in itself solve 
their distress.27

Thus, the Unemployed Council began campaigns that demanded 
distribution of state aid to both US citizens and foreign-borns. On February 
25, 1931, the Unemployed Councils of every major city held hunger 
marches and petition campaigns in support of the Worker s’ Unemployment 
Insurance Bill. Early in 1931, the Los Angeles City Council submitted a 
bond issue to city voters for fi ve million dollars to fund a work-relief 
program. The Los Angeles Times, owned by anti-union Harrison Gray Otis, 
expressed skepticism about funding the unemployed to engage in public 
works projects, commenting that Mexicans and other unemployed workers 
of color were “mostly vagrants profi ting from the public purse.” Nativist 
discourse was surging in strength, since immigrant laborers were frequently 
seen as the cause of job loss among whites in the context of the harsh 
economic downturn. Charles P. Visel, the city’s coordinator of 
unemployment relief, came to view Mexican repatriation as a one of the 
more effective means of solving the unemployment problem. On March 23, 
1931, the fi rst train of Mexican repatriates left Los Angeles, and many more 
followed in the next few years.28

Policymakers who wanted to remove foreign-born laborers always had to 
negotiate with urban nativists and the rural agricultural industry that needed 
cheap migrant labor. In August 1931, the state legislature in Sacramento 
passed the Alien Labor Act (Stats. 1931, Ch. 398), which made it illegal for 
any company doing business with the government to employ “aliens” on 
public works projects such as building schools, highways, and government 
offi ces. The Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce withdrew its support for 
repatriating Mexicans because its ties with rural landowners made it 
consider the potential economic damage resulting from a decreasing pool of 
mobile Mexican workers.29 Japanese farm owners feared labor shortages and 
started an informal “return-to-America” campaign. They attempted to 
maintain an infl ux of Japanese workers, despite the 1924 Immigration Act 
that prevented immigration from Asia, by bringing back Kibei, though it was 
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the later passage of the Filipino Repatriation Act of 1935 that decisively 
accelerated the effort to secure Japanese farmhands for Japanese-owned 
farms.30

POLITICS OF SOLIDARITY AND COMMUNISTS’ POSITIONALITY IN THE 
JAPANESE COMMUNITY

Japanese CPUSA members (most of whom were also JWA members) 
worked to introduce the idea and practice of solidarity in the struggle for 
economic and racial justice. Rodo Shimbun highlighted the intersection of 
race and class. Its January 15, 1930, issue drew attention to the exclusion of 
colored workers in the AFL, exemplifi ed by the racially isolated non-AFL 
1929 Japanese launderers’ strike in Salt Lake City and the Chinese 
launderers’ strike in San Francisco. It also reported on an African American 
attendee at the ILD’s national convention at Pittsburg who called for fi ghting 
against lynching, and a protest against the oppression of Mexican leftist 
labor activists in Mexico, staged in front of the Mexican embassy in 
Washington D.C., and the Mexican consulate in Los Angeles on January 4, 
1930. Rodo Shimbun’s coverage of workers of color included the protest 
against the lynching of Filipinos in Watsonville in early 1930; the protest 
against the death penalty sentence levied on six organizers of a coalition of 
blacks and whites that campaigned against lynchings in Georgia; supporting 
the strike by two thousand Mexican and Filipino farmhands in Bakersfi eld in 
November, 1930; reporting on the decreasing number of embroidery jobs for 
women; demanding full-coverage accident insurance for coal miners of 
color; expressing solidarity with Filipino strikers at pea farms in San Luis 
Obispo and Lompoc in February 1931; and criticizing Japanese scabs.31

When the Scottsboro youths were arrested in March 1931, major 
Japanese-language newspapers and the liberal Nisei-oriented Japanese 
American Citizens League remained indifferent. In contrast, Rodo Shimbun 
avidly protested the injustice of the white-supremacist testimony process. As 
the historian Rebecca N. Hill has argued, the ILD changed the defi nition of 
labor defense by including the defense of working-class African Americans 
accused of nonpolitical crimes. She reported that the ILD “invoked mass 
heroic ideals, celebrated a multiethnic working class as a vehicle of 
liberation for the imprisoned and called for popular mobilization.” Karl 
Yoneda, then the district literature agent of the Southern California ILD, 
mobilized the sale and distribution of the Labor Defender, the national ILD 
monthly. Rodo Shimbun on July 15, 1931, reported the beginning of a 
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speaking tour by an ILD black organizer, Richard Moor, from San Diego. 
Eight Issei and Kibei from the ILD Japanese Branch, the Japanese section of 
the AWIL-TUUL, the JWA, and the newly formed Japanese Proletarian 
Artists League attended the district-wide ILD conference at Long Beach on 
October 4, 1931, which mustered support for the Scottsboro nine; Tom 
Mooney, the socialist labor leader wrongly convicted of the bombing of the 
prowar parade in San Francisco in 1916; and the Harlan, Kentucky, striking 
coal miners. Subsequently, Eighty-four organizations decided to hold an 
indoor mass meeting to widen and deepen the scope of their solidarity at the 
Philharmonic Auditorium in downtown Los Angeles on October 30. But the 
police Red Squad blockaded and then attacked the crowd of over three 
thousand people with blackjacks and tear gas.32

Rodo Shimbun was fi ghting an ideological struggle within the Japanese 
immigrant community, too. They were often at odds with the dual 
nationalism views of Kyutaro Abiko, the founder and publisher of the daily 
Nichibei (Japanese American news). Abiko hoped that Nisei would be able 
to assimilate into white America through what George Lipsitz called the 
“possessive investment in whiteness.”33 He also believed that this generation 
was playing a role of improving relations between the country of their birth 
and the country of their parents’ birth by removing white American 
“misunderstanding” of both Issei and Japanese living in Japan. Rodo 
Shimbun of February 25, 1930, stated that “it was disappointed by the 
solution of the Nisei problem proposed by Japanese Association and the 
Japanese Chamber of Commerce,” which supported a cultural nationalism 
that is aloof from the labor problem. For the editors of Rodo Shimbun, the 
economic insecurities that Nisei were facing in the form of discrimination in 
work opportunities were part of a larger racialized labor hierarchy. They 
were insistent on trying to bring awareness of class struggle to these 
American-born Japanese. Rodo Shimbun of December 10, 1930, in 
expressing its support of a strike by young reporters at Rafu Shimpo, 
indicated that it saw class confl ict within the Japanese American community 
as inevitable.34

The strike by the fi fty employees of Nichibei on June 8, 1931 was another 
sign of the crevasse within the Japanese immigrant community. In June, a 
group of employees of the Nichibei and Shin Sekai (New World, one of the 
most widely read Japanese-language newspapers in Northern and Central 
California and a less-assimilationist rival of Nichibei) came to ask Rodo 
Shimbun workers for advice on how to make management hear their voices. 
Though they were low paid, the demand of the fi rst Nichibei strike was not 
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for higher wages but for the dismissal of the conservative chief editor, 
Hachiro Shishimoto. When they achieved this goal, these reporters founded 
the San Francisco Japanese Press Workers’ Union with an Issei reporter and 
CPUSA member, Yoshio Sakuma, as its head. On the news of the formation 
of this union, Abi ko fi red Sakuma. This incited another strike. Abiko fi red all 
strikers and restarted the newspaper with scabs on August 12. When the 
strikers continued to picket the newspaper, Abiko called for the San 
Francisco Police Department to disband them. On September 21, Abiko 
reluctantly accepted the workers’ demands, including reinstating Sakuma, 
and promised the reinstatement of strikers. But he reneged on the 
reinstatement. Another strike ensued. The San Francisco TUUL gave the 
striking workers full fi nancial and moral support. Then Abiko fi red the 
reinstated workers. On December 20, thirty of the strikers began publishing 
a new bilingual daily, Hokubei Asahi (North American Sun), which merged 
with Shin Sekai in 1935 and was renamed the Shin Sekai Asahi (New World 
Sun).35

JWA’s recruitment of Issei laborers was crucial for solidarity work 
because it helped their movement to take root in the Japanese American 
community. When the Southern Pacifi c railroad laid off fi fty Japanese 
maintenance workers on November 23, 1931, the Los Angeles TUUL, 
Japanese branch tried to help them get severance pay. Although they could 
not obtain it, it had them join the Los Angeles Unemployed Council, 
Japanese branch. When Los Angeles City suddenly dismissed seventy-four 
Japanese streetcar depot employees on September 15, 1932, the TUUL, 
Japanese branch helped them put forward their demand for rehiring or one-
month severance pay. The workers lost their jobs, but they became members 
of the Unemployed Council. With the growing number of unemployed 
laborers in the community, the Japanese branches of the Unemployed 
Council made six demands of establishment organizations. These were:

1. The elimination of the fees charged by the Japanese Consulate and 
Japanese Association for draft deferment and other offi cial papers

2. An end to evictions of the unemployed by hotels and boarding houses
3. A moratorium on bank loan payments due from unemployed workers and 

small farmers
4. The opening of facilities of the Japanese Association, Japanese language 

schools, Buddhist and Shinto temples for lodging the homeless
5. The distribution of interest earned by Japanese Association “relief funds” 

earmarked for major disasters in Japan to unemployed workers and small 
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farmers
6. The distribution of 10 percent of the 1930 one hundred-million-dollar 

profi ts of local branches of Yokohama Specie and Sumitomo banks to 
the unemployed in Japanese communities

Little success ensued. Although some Japanese community buildings and 
temples donated housing space, those organizations willing to provide cash 
relief did so on the condition that the Communist group could not represent 
the unemployed and that the relief was strictly a charity handout. In other 
words, the establishment community organizations did not acknowledge 
their contributions were made because of workers’ rights or empowerment.36

Two statewide hunger marches organized by the National Unemployed 
Council starting in various locations and converging on Sacramento in 1932 
and 1933 drew many people. Karl Yoneda and Harold Ono, a Kibei, joined 
the 1932 march. Ono wondered why tangerines were being dumped and 
pork and potatoes with oil were being buried during the Great Depression. 
He started attending a study group at Dr. Matsuda’s clinic and living at the 
Japanese Communists’ “commune” on West First Street in Little Tokyo in 
Los Angeles.37 Ono and commune members Ishige, Murata, and Ikeda gave 
speeches in Sacramento’s Japantown on their arrival at the state capital. On 
January 11, more than ten thousand people gathered in downtown San 
Francisco with demands for “immediate enactment of unemployment 
insurance,” “repeal of the Criminal Syndicalism Act,” and “fi ght against 
deportation.” While Ono was staying at a Japanese commune in San 
Francisco, a Nisei newspaper carrier of Rodo Shimbun, Toshio Okutsu, got 
shot in his leg by a neighbor, Motoharu Inoue, who had been hired by the 
Japanese Consulate for surveillance. Inoue was indicted for infl icting bodily 
injury but was found not guilty after he testifi ed that the consulate had hired 
him.38

The relative invisibility of the practice of labor activism in the Japanese 
communities in the Japanese American media of the time and in later 
historiography by Japanese Americans owes much to repression from 
without, but it also comes from within the communities. Lack of Japanese 
community cooperation in unemployment-relief efforts and the Japanese 
Consulate’s spying on Communists within the Japanese immigrant 
communities indicates that working-class vulnerability came from many 
directions.
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RED SQUAD POLICE BRUTALITY AND DEPORTATION

While Japanese Communists attempted to get a foothold within the 
Japanese American communities and maintain their overarching solidarity 
work, they remained vulnerable to antiradicalism and police brutality 
directed at the foreign-born. California infl icted plainly punitive hardships 
on Issei Communists. On January 15, 1932, the Los Angeles Red Squad, led 
by Capt. William Francis Hynes and local Long Beach police, raided a 
lecture on the economic crisis held by the Communist Party in Long Beach 
and arrested about two hundred workers who attended. These mass arrests 
and subsequent deportation of those Issei who were arrested were one result 
of state-sanctioned antiradical suppression.39

As historian Frank Donner has revealed in his book on the Red Squads, 
Captain Hynes, who was head of the Intelligence Bureau of the Los Angeles 
Police Department and who had appeared before the Fish Committee with a 
massive 1,500-page testimony and exhibits about the “red menace,” helped 
guide other cities in setting up their own police intelligence units. He “did 
not permit jurisdictional barriers to impede” his union busting “outside the 
city limits.” (Long Beach was not within LA City limits).40

Of those arrested in Long Beach, forty-fi ve were charged with “unlawful 
assembly.” Among them were nine Issei Communists. Although the 
municipal court judge dismissed the charges against all the defendants, he 
turned over eleven aliens (including an Indian worker and a Greek activist) 
to the US Bureau of Immigration for deportation. The Issei were Kaizo 
Hakomori, a gardener and a JWA founder; Bakunin Fukunaga, a farmworker 
and AWIU organizer; Kitajiro Yoshioka, a domestic worker and editor of 
Proletarian Art; Keijiro Nagahama, a chauffeur and ILD activist; and fi ve 
Okinawan gardener-activists—Jun Matayoshi, Yosaburo Miyagi (Yotoku 
Miyagi’s cousin), Chusei Teruya, Jiro Yamashiro, and Seiei Shima.41

ILD activists who were also Communist Party organizers got busy 
obtaining writs of habeas corpus, organizing protests against police brutality 
and against the violations of the right to assembly, raising bail funds, and 
appealing deportation orders on the grounds that those who were deported 
would face long imprisonment on return to Japan. After the court granted 
these Issei “voluntary departure” to the Soviet Union, they had to raise fare 
money to get there. The Southern California target for fare money was three 
thousand dollars total. From 1931 through 1935, eighteen Issei Communist 
Party members went to the Soviet Union after the ILD communicated with 
the International Red Aid headquarters in Moscow about receiving them. 
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Four Issei who were previously charged with violation of the Criminal 
Syndicalism Act—Horiuchi, Kobayashi, Nishimura, and Yamaguchi—were 
also ordered to leave the country along with the Long Beach nine. Kenmotsu 
had been deported on December 16, 1931, from San Francisco. Two 
gardeners (Noboru Tani and Reiji Taira), a fruit stand worker (George 
Hisgashi), and a farmworker (Joe Mori) were arrested for union activities 
and deported between 1933 and 1935. It was a huge setback for the JWA and 
the multilayered network that they had built through various front 
organizations.42

It is also important to note that the Soviet Union had its own problems 
with political repression. Some of those who volunteered to go to the Soviet 
Union (Hakomori, Fukunaga, Matayoshi, Shima, and Miyagi) trained and 
taught at the Communist University of the Toilers of the East (KUTV) and 
later became victims of Stalin’s Great Purge, dying before a fi ring squad in 
May 1938.43 This tragic result does not necessarily reduce the signifi cance of 
the internationalism of these Issei. They had recognized the racial regime in 
the United States that rendered them unnaturalizable and undeserving aliens. 
They were able to join with Chinese comrades to fi ght both American 
racism and Japanese imperialism. Their internationalism helped them create 
a vehicle of antiracist labor movement that advocated for workers’ rights and 
unity regardless of race and nationality.

As Karl Yoneda recalled in his 1983 memoir, much time, money, and 
energy were spent on the deportation cases in 1932. Despite diffi cult 
fi nancial conditions, the ILD Japanese Branch was able to recruit two new 
members for each deportee, increasing Los Angeles branch membership 
from two hundred to three hundred. They were also able to gather three 
hundred dollars to publish a Japanese edition of Labor Defender and to 
expand the bimonthly Rodo Shimbun into a weekly. To further raise funds for 
Rodo Shimbun, they organized a Japan Night on February 11, 1933, at the 
Hollywood John Reed Club under the sponsorship of the Japanese 
Proletarian Artists League, the ILD Japanese branch, and Rodo Shimbun 
readers. The program of the night consis ted of proletarian theatrical drama, 
speeches, and the serving of food. Five hundred guests turned out, many of 
whom were whites from the Communist Party, labor organizations, and 
progressive churches.44

The event did not end without disturbance. Hynes’s Red Squad raided the 
gathering and mutilated David Alfaro Siqueiros’s mural, which was in the 
auditorium, and paintings of the nine Scottsboro youths. Historian Michael 
Denning has discussed John Reed clubs as important sites of leftist cultural 
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production. At this Hollywood branch, activists had mounted an exhibition 
of works by black painters to benefi t the Scottsboro defendants and 
sponsored lectures by Mexican muralist Siqueiros. The authorities feared not 
the artwork in itself but the way in which these images at this particular 
social location demonstrated the unity of all workers of color.45

CONCLUSION

The 1920s and 1930s saw the creation of the Communist-led JWA as a 
vehicle of multiracial and multiethnic labor organizing. For Japanese 
workers in America, who had been excluded by the AFL, this was a major 
chance to push forward the struggle for racial and economic justice. In 
contrast to the visible Japanese community that clung to an Americanization 
effort, many Japanese and Okinawan leftists undertook direct confrontation 
with racial capitalism. As they worked with Chinese organizers, discussed 
“the Negro problem in the United States,” denounced the global reach of 
racial capitalism, criticized the two empires of Japan and the United States, 
and organized integrated unions they developed a politics of solidarity and 
internationalism.

During what the Comintern called the Third Period, beginning in 1928 
and featuring mass working-class radicalization, the tightly networked 
CPUSA and front organizations with their ethnic sections embodied the 
width and depth of the multiracial and multiethnic movement. TUUL-AWIU 
and its California branch, played a major role in organizing farmworkers 
when New Deal labor legislation excluded them. The racialization of Asian 
immigrants as unassimilable and unnaturalizable aliens enabled the 
commercialized agricultural industry of California to include them in their 
pool of cheap migrant farmworkers of color. Deprived of socioeconomic 
security, these farmhands remained vulnerable to the farm labor market’s 
conservative open shop system that left room for nonunion workforce and 
sometimes for scabs to be introduced. They were also vulnerable to the 
antiradical, anti-foreign-born state violence sanctioned by the US 
deportation regime. The 1930 Imperial Valley striking farmworker mass 
arrests and the 1932 Long Beach Communist lecture mass arrest epitomize 
the extent of the oppression.

In other words, some Issei had already experienced the danger of 
statelessness before the United States government presented them with 
Question 28 of the loyalty review during the World War II internment. 
(Question 28 asked individuals to swear unqualifi ed allegiance to the United 
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States and forswear any allegiance to the emperor of Japan. Japanese 
immigrants were barred from becoming US citizens on the basis of racial 
exclusion, so renouncing their only citizenship would leave them stateless). 
The existence of those Issei Communists, who were deported from the 
United States but chose to live in the Soviet Union rather than Japan because 
of its persecution of Communists, points to the signifi cance of class-based 
struggle and the problem of global capitalism and Japanese and American 
imperialism. Rather than the liberal narrative of “becoming Japanese 
American,” with a narrative of “becoming internationalist subjects,” they 
subjectively formed what Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker see as the 
planetary consciousness of the proletariat.46 What was essential was that 
these often invisible radical Issei and their comrades were able to generate a 
broad critique that was also applicable to oppression of other groups and 
other forms.
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