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Make Way for Nikkei

Since their emergence in America, Japanese
Americans, or Nikkei, have had an outsized impact in the
communities they’ve called home. This rings especially
true in Hawaii, where a majority of Nikkei residents are
direct descendants of Japanese immigrant laborers who
came to the islands over 120 years ago.

Japanese immigration to Hawaii began in earnest in
1885, and expanded rapidly in response to the needs of
labor-starved agri-business. This large influx of Japanese
immigrants caused the population of Japanese in Hawaii
to grow from 116 total in 1884, to 47,508 men and
13,603 women by 1900. By 1920, Japanese immigrants
and their families consisted of 42% of the overall
population of Hawaii.

After years of taxing physical labor in plantations,
many first generation immigrants, or Issei, moved to
urban centers in search of a better life for themselves
and their children. Their children, the Nisei, considered
American citizens by birth, were legally obligated to get
an education, which opened more doors to them. As
the Nisei became adults, the percentage of Japanese
practitioners in specialized fields exploded. Between
1915 and 1970, the percentage of attorneys with
Japanese ancestry jumped from 2% to 24.7%, dentists
from 6% to 61.5%, and optometrists from 0% to 65.5%.

Nisei would occupy other positions of great influence
in Hawaii as well. Daniel Inouye, a Nisei, became the
first Japanese American to serve in the U.S. House of
Representatives, and, later, the senate. He was elected
senator in 1962, and held the seat until his passing in
December 2012. He is also known for being the highest
ranking Asian American politician in U.S. History.

Patsy Takemoto Mink, a Hawaii-born Sansei, or
third generation Japanese American, and first female
Asian American elected to congress, is another person
of Japanese descent who has left a mark on American
history. She is known for co-writing laws prohibiting
gender discriminiation in education.

The Nikkei experience in Hawaii is a well
documented topic of Hawaii's history, and plenty
of information about it can be found online. Try
researching it if you'd like to learn more!
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