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A Passion for Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness

In 1969, Bill Hosokawa published a landmark book
on the history of Japanese Americans. Entitled Ni-
sei: The Quiet Americans, it told the important story of
a relatively small but nevertheless significant compo-
nent of the American population—the Issei (“first gener-
ation” Japanese immigrants) and Nisei (“second gener-
ation” American-born children of those Japanese immi-
grant parents) who encountered formidable racial prej-
udice and discrimination, particularly after the outbreak
of the Second World War.

When Hosokawa’s book came out, some within the
Japanese-American community, most of whom were
younger Sansei (“third generation” Japanese Ameri-
cans), vigorously protested that the Nisei-Hosokawa’s
generation-had by no means been “quiet” and that the
book’s very characterization of Nisei as such was of-
fensive, for it would perpetuate “an undesirable stereo-
type” of the entire Japanese-American population.[1] As
Hosokawa has contended, however, the majority of Ni-
sei, who were interned during the war years in spite of
their American citizenship, endured their hardships qui-
etly, believing that the best and surest way to show loy-
alty was to support the nation’s war effort-even its mis-
guided and racist relocation program.

In 2005, another landmark book in the field of
Japanese-American studies appeared. Authored by Di-
ane C. Fujino, a Japanese American, Heartbeat of Struggle
traces the eventful life of Yuri Kochiyama, a Nisei woman
who was transformed from a relatively “quiet” Ameri-

can into “the most prominent Asian American [civil and
human rights] activist to emerge during the 1960s” (p.
xxii). Heartbeat of Struggle is not in fact the first biog-
raphy of Kochiyama. In 1998, a Japanese journalist pro-
filed Kochiyama, and in 2004 she wrote her own memoir,
which received an “Outstanding Book Award” from the
Gustavus Myers Center for the Study of Bigotry and Hu-
man Rights in Boston.[2]

But these works do not diminish the value of Heart-
beat of Struggle. The extraordinary life of Kochiyama had
remained largely unknown and unattended by scholars
until Fujino, an associate professor of Asian American
studies at the University of California at Santa Barbara,
produced what is believed to be “the first U.S. biography
of an Asian American woman activist” (p. xxxi). Fu-
jino’s book is a much enlarged and more complete ver-
sion of her earlier work entitled “Revolutions from the
Heart: The Making of an Asian American Woman Ac-
tivist, Yuri Kochiyama,” which was included in a 1997
anthology entitled Dragon Ladies.[3] Based on this ear-
lier publication, extensive archival research, and inter-
views with Kochiyama, immediate family members, and
longtime friends from the full spectrum of her life, Fujino
passionately recounts and reconstructs the “political life”
of Kochiyama, who has spoken out and fought shoulder-
to-shoulder with blacks, Native Americans, Asian Ameri-
cans, Hispanic Americans as well as whites for civil rights
and social justice over the past four decades (pp. xxvii-
XXViii).
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Yuri Kochiyama was born Mary Yuriko Nakahara on
May 19, 1921, in San Pedro, California, a small coastal
town south of Los Angeles. Her immigrant parents were
both well educated, and her father owned and operated
a successful store, selling fresh fish, meat, fruits, vegeta-
bles, and other daily commodities to the U.S. Navy and
Japanese passenger liners, which operated between the
West Coast of the United States and Japan. Raised in
a comfortable, custom-built Spanish-style house in the
white section of the town and surrounded by her loving
parents and two brothers, Kochiyama spent her youth be-
ing “apolitical, provincial, naive, and ultrapatriotic” (p.
xxii). “Our home life was traditional in that we spoke
Japanese and ate Japanese food and were expected to be-
have as proper Japanese children,” she reminisced in her
memoir, “but "outside our home ... I was very much an
"all-American’ girl“[4]

On December 7, 1941, Kochiyama’s cozy life was
suddenly shattered when the Japanese Imperial Forces
bombed Pearl Harbor. Within a few hours after the
bombing, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) ap-
prehended Kochiyama’s father, a severe diabetic, who
was viewed as a subversive. In the end, the FBI was un-
able to substantiate its suspicions and eventually released
him several weeks later. But deprived of proper medical
attention while in detention, Kochiyama’s father passed
away in late January 1942.

For thousands of Japanese Americans, the ensuing
mass hysteria, fear, racial antagonism, and eventual in-
carceration literally represented “shattered dreams” At
the same time, the outbreak of the war also “inaugurated

. [a] racial awakening” of twenty-year-old Kochiyama
(p. xxii). Before the war, she saw “America with Amer-
ican eyes” But what happened to Japanese Americans
after Pearl Harbor made her “see the world and Amer-
ica with entirely new eyes—Japanese American eyes.”[5]
Her traumatic experiences had awakened her to the ex-
istence of racial and social injustice in the United States.
Kochiyama could no longer naively profess that she was
“a color-blind patriot” (p. 1).

In April 1942, only a few months after her father’s
untimely death, she and her family were ordered to
leave their well-appointed house in San Pedro and were
sent to the Santa Anita Assembly Center in California,
where they were billeted in horse stalls at a former race-
track. Six months later, Kochiyama, along with her
mother and older brother, were moved by train from
California to a more permanent incarceration camp-the
War Relocation Authority (WRA)’s Jerome Relocation

Center in Arkansas. The Jerome and Rohwer Reloca-
tion Centers in Arkansas were the only two Japanese-
American internment camps located in the South, which
the Office of War Information (OWI) had once hypo-
critically termed “new pioneer communities” for those
evacuees.[6] Nearly 8,500 Japanese and Japanese Ameri-
cans were incarcerated at Jerome, located in the midst of
a dismal swampland in southeastern Arkansas and sur-
rounded by barbed-wire entanglements.[7]

A few months after Kochiyama arrived at Jerome, by
which time 122,000 men, women, and children (includ-
ing 70,000 “American citizens”) were interned at ten war
relocation centers, the Department of War began to form
the U.S. Army’s 442nd Regimental Combat Team, a seg-
regated unit composed of all Nisei soldiers. When the
recruitment plan for the 442nd was announced, many
Nisei, in both the Hawaiian Islands and the relocation
centers, responded enthusiastically. Eventually, in April
1943, the unit began to train at Camp Shelby, located near
Hattiesburg, Mississippi.[8]

Soon, however, the young Nisei women at Jerome
learned that the Nisei soldiers at Camp Shelby were not
welcome at the United Service Organization (USO) in
Hattiesburg. In response, they quickly organized their
own USO, where Kochiyama met and fell in love with
her future husband and “comrade”-Masayoshi William
“Bill” Kochiyama, a Nisei soldier from New York City.
When the war broke out, Bill Kochiyama happened to
live in California, and he was interned at the Tanforan
Assembly Center in San Bruno before being sent to the
Topaz Relocation Center in Utah.[9] Having spent one
year at the camp, he volunteered to join the newly orga-
nized Japanese-American combat unit.

In the spring of 1944, Yuri and Bill planned to marry
at Camp Shelby, but a conflict with their families pre-
vented their exchanging vows at that time. They decided
to postpone their marriage until Bill could return from
his overseas military duty. As the 442nd demonstrated its
military prowess on the battlefronts in Italy and France,
even the WRA began to praise the Nisei soldiers. “[The]
devotion to America and gallantry in action,” according
to the WRA’s booklet entitled Nisei in Uniform, should
not be “determined by the slant of the eyes or the color of
the skin”[10] The 442nd eventually became the most dec-
orated combat unit in the history of the U.S. Army.[11]

While waiting for Bill’s safe return from Europe,
Kochiyama decided to remain in Hattiesburg and work
with the “Aloha USO” for Japanese Americans.[12] Her
main duties included taking care of the families of
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the Japanese-American soldiers, finding them adequate
housing, and doing “anything else to help them set-
tle and feel at home” in Mississippi’s racially segre-
gated society.[13] These experiences also helped trans-
form Kochiyama’s “colorblind worldview.” As Fujino
notes, “For the first time, she was being forced to rec-
ognize her own racial identity, to see herself not just as
an individual but as a member of a targeted group” (pp.
50-51). Furthermore, what Kochiyama witnessed and en-
countered on a daily basis in Mississippi—the citadel of
racial segregation and discrimination in the South-made
it “increasingly difficult [for her] to deny” unfair and dis-
criminatory treatment toward not only her own race but
also blacks (p. 51).

After the war came to an end, Kochiyama moved
to New York City in January 1946 and married Bill.
The newlywed couple moved into a low-income housing
project-the Amsterdam Houses in central Manhattan—
which were predominantly occupied by blacks and
Puerto Ricans. As Kochiyama got to know her neigh-
bors, she began to understand more clearly the parallel
between the way blacks were treated in the segregated
South and the way Japanese Americans were evacuated
and incarcerated. The connecting factors, Kochiyama
recognized, were “senseless degradation, brutality, and
hatred wrought by fear and ignorance” which was ulti-
mately “caused by racism.”[14] That conviction was rein-
forced in 1958, when Daisy Bates, the president of the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored Peo-
ple (NAACP)’s Arkansas branch and the mentor of the
“Little Rock Nine,” visited New York. Kochiyama had an
opportunity to meet her and started to “take a serious
interest in the civil rights movement.’[15]

In late 1960, the Kochiyama family, now with six
children, moved to a new housing project in Harlem-
the Manhattanville Houses—which was intended to ac-
commodate low-income black and Hispanic families.
The move to Harlem-a “university-without-walls” as
Kochiyama has described it—put her and her family in the
political, social, and cultural brew of the 1960s, includ-
ing an incipient black nationalist movement, to which
Kochiyama would soon be drawn (p. 134). It was un-
der these circumstances that Kochiyama, at the age of
forty, developed her political activism. While holding a
series of community gatherings in their new home with
guest speakers such as James Peck, a white leader of
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) who had partic-
ipated in the 1961 Freedom Ride, Yuri and Bill joined the
Harlem Parents Committee in 1963. Working with the
NAACP, CORE, and other civil rights organizations, the

grassroots committee demanded a better and integrated
public school system in Harlem. In so doing, they initi-
ated school boycotts and even opened their own “Free-
dom School” in October 1963.

Until the end of 1963, Kochiyama’s activism, as Fu-
jino observes, “could be described as liberal-progressive,”
reflecting her belief that the best way for racial minori-
ties to advance their political, social, and economic status
would be “integration into White America” (p. 123). But
her faith in the teachings of Martin Luther King Jr. was
altered when she met and became friends with Malcolm
X, then with the Nation of Islam, who “revolutionize[d]
her political vision” (p. 135). Inspired by his vision of
black self-determination, Kochiyama soon joined the Or-
ganization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU).[16]

Then tragedy struck. On February 21, 1965, Malcolm
X was assassinated at the Audubon Ballroom. Kochiyama
was in the audience, and it was she who cradled the dying
OAAU leader’s head in her arms. Fujino contends that by
the time of Malcolm X’s death, Kochiyama’s politics and
activism had undergone a significant shift, “moving from
integration and nonviolence to self-determination and
self-defense” (p. 162). Kochiyama’s ideological trans-
formation had certainly been influenced by Malcolm X.
But it also reflected the emergence of radical politics
espoused by those blacks who began to reject the tra-
ditional and moderate goals of the civil rights move-
ment.[17]

As Kochiyama’s immersion in the broadly defined
“Black Power” movement deepened in the latter half of
the 1960s, her visibility as a Japanese-American woman
prompted the FBI-which Kochiyama believed had short-
ened her father’s life-to place her under surveillance.
One FBI agent even claimed in late 1966 that Kochiyama
might be a “Red Chinese agent” (p. 174). Her chil-
dren also came under state surveillance. In April 1965,
only a few days after fifteen-year-old Audee Kochiyama
arrived at McComb, Mississippi, with eight other stu-
dent volunteers to register black voters, the Mississippi
State Sovereignty Commission-the state’s “segregation
watchdog agency”-dispatched one of its investigators to
ascertain whether Audee, who “appear[ed] to be of Chi-
nese extraction,” was “subversive or communist.”[18]

In the 1970s, Kochiyama remained a political activist.
In 1977, she participated in and was arrested during the
take-over of the Statue of Liberty by Puerto Rican nation-
alists who demanded independence for the Caribbean is-
land, an end to discrimination against Puerto Ricans in
the United States, and freedom for their compatriots in
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prison.[19] She regarded her fellow political prisoners as
“the heartbeat of the struggle”[20] But as Fujino’s book
title suggests, it was Kochiyama herself whom many
have regarded as “the heartbeat,” “pumping life and en-
ergy into the Movement and sustaining the struggle” (p.

XX1V).

As Fujino reveals, Kochiyama’s activism has en-
compassed “revolutionary and reformist, nationalist and
internationalist, and separatist and integrationist ele-
ments” (p. xxvi). Yet her core and primary belief is
that civil and human rights activism in the United States
should forge unity among racially and ethnically diverse
communities. “My priority would be to fight against po-
larization,” she explained in a 1993 documentary film on
her life, and, “I think there are so many issues that all
people of color should come together on”[21]

Despite its great significance, Heartbeat of Struggle
unfortunately has some minor flaws. Fujino might, for
instance, have offered a more complete explanation and
interpretation of Kochiyama’s complicated political be-
liefs, including how she was able to reconcile her belief in
both integration and separation. At one point, Fujino ex-
plains that Kochiyama’s views were “profoundly shaped
by the eclectic radicalism” espoused by Malcolm X and
Robert F. Williams, who, as the president of the Monroe,
North Carolina, branch of the NAACP, advocated armed
self-defense (p. 188). Readers of Fujino’s book would nat-
urally like to know whether Kochiyama ever experienced
any inner turmoil as result of her-at times—contradictory
views.

Fujino might also have trimmed some of the many
lengthy and sometimes tedious block quotations, which
hinder the book’s readability and the flow of the author’s
interpretations. Finally, the lack of a bibliography, al-
though perhaps due to the demands of the publisher, is
regrettable and diminishes the book’s value as an aca-
demic work.

Yet Heartbeat of Struggle is an extraordinary work
which details the life of a remarkable woman who has
fought for racial and social justice her entire life. Regard-
less of whether readers sympathize with Kochiyama’s
political views, she is undoubtedly an intriguing, inspir-
ing, and instructive individual and truly one of the “most
incessant” civil and human rights activists in the United
States (p. 275).
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