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 “Diaspora and Empire at the Pageant of the Pacific: Japanese Americans and the Japanese 
Pavilion at the Golden Gate International Exposition of 1939” 
 
 In 1939, Mitsui Shizuko often stood with her hands immersed in near-boiling water. 

Her job was to prepare silk cocoons to be fed into a Katakura Silk Spinning Company reeling 

machine. Mitsui was not, however, at her normal workplace in rural Nagano Prefecture. 

Instead Mitsui spent her days in 1939 demonstrating for millions of onlookers the technique 

for making high-quality raw silk, the favored raw material for women’s stockings in the US 

at the time.1 Mitsui and her partner where “silk girls,” two chosen from a group of 200,000 

young textile workers in the Japanese home islands. In one corner of a silk exhibit in the 

Japan Pavilion at the Golden Gate International exposition, they represented the 

modernization of the Japan’s silk industry.2  

[click] 

 But this was not Mitsui’s first time in America. Mitsui was born in Seattle and like 

many second-generation (Nisei) immigrants to the US, she received much of early education 

in Japan, attended high school in America, then returned to Japan, where she helped to 

support her family in Nagano prefecture working as a silk reeler.3 It is not clear if Mitsui was 

chosen for her fluency in English, but she was not the only Nisei employed by the Japan 

Pavilion. 

                                                        
1 Nihonjin Kyōsankai, Kanemon Banapaku Daihaku Kinen. San Francisco: Nihonjin Kyōsankai, 1939. 24. 
Ryōshin Minami and Fumiko Makino, “The Development of Appropriate Technologies for Export Promotion in 
the Silk-Reeling Industry,” in Ryōshin Minami et al eds. Acquiring, Adapting, and Developing Technologies: 
Lessons from the Japanese Experience (New York: St. Martins Press, 1995), 48. 
2 From a Silk Cocoon, 2005. Nihonjin Kyōsankai, 1939, 24. 
3 From a Silk Cocoon, 2005. 
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 [click] Mitsui was one of twenty-three Nisei who worked for the pavilion in 1939 and part of 

a broader network of Japanese emigrants and trader in San Francisco who shaped Japanese 

public diplomacy in events at the pavilion.4   

 In 1939 and 1940 the Japanese government supported large pavilions in international 

expositions in New York and San Francisco to boost Japanese exports and to ease significant 

diplomatic tensions with the US. Japan’s pavilion at the fairgrounds on Treasure Island in 

San Francisco Bay in particular, long considered a minor fair, could easily be dismissed as an 

ephemeral display of Japanese imperial propaganda. However, Japan’s participation in GGIE 

offers a unique site for analysis of the transnational social foundation for the empire’s 

wartime cultural and commercial diplomacy.  

 Using Japanese corporate records, consulate reports, and Japanese American 

newspapers, I show that the Japan Pavilion at Treasure Island was a distinct moment of 

Japanese diasporic diplomacy, that mobilization of Japanese emigrants and transpacific 

networks was an integral strategy for defining the empire on the world stage in the years just 

prior to Pearl Harbor. Furthermore, Japanese community leaders in San Francisco were one 

of the primary groups who planned events at the Japan Pavilion.  

 My interest in this project sprang from two discoveries. First was a massive file on the 

Japan pavilion at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Archive. Second, at the San Francisco 

Public Library I ran across a commemorative booklet put together by an immigrant 

association that formed to support the Japan Pavilion.  

[Click] 

 In its see Japanese consular officials meetings with the Mayor of San Francisco, [click] 

ambassador Horinouchi presiding over Japan Day festivities at the expo on the emperor’s 

birthday, {click] evidence of widespread support from the Japanese American community 

                                                        
4 George (Gentoku) Shimamoto did not design the Japan Pavilion, but coordinated its construction. Shin Sekai 
Asahi Shinbun, April 14, 1939. “Nisei Aiding in Making Japan Pavilion Outstanding Success,” Shin Sekai Asahi 
Shinbun April 24, 1939. 
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particularly around events such as nisei beauty pageants, [click] and lists of support 

association members that hinting at support from Japanese communities from all over 

California.  

 This research speaks to three fields: scholarship on Japan’s world’s fair exhibits, 

wartime mobilization, and Asian diasporas. The study of world’s fairs have long been a 

fruitful ground to study the historical development of imperialism, racism, nationalism and 

gender. Building on Robert Rydell’s 1984 work All the World’s a Fair and Yoshimi 

Shunya’s 1992 Politics of Exposition Fairs, numerous historians have used expositions as a 

lens to understand contemporary politics and popular culture.5 Architectural historians 

Yamamoto Sae and Lynne Horiuchi argue that Japan’s Pavilion at the Golden Gate 

International Expositions as a temporary platform for Japan’s vision for world trade and 

wartime strategies for representing the Japanese nation.6  

 These strategies also mobilized diasporic actors to shape Japan’s image. Barak 

Kushner and Eiichiro Azuma that describe how Japan’s wartime public information 

campaigns were a means to mobilize the support of the Japanese populace the empire and 

Japanese communities in California.7  

 Just as scholars of the Japanese empire have increasingly used human mobility as a 

means to understand processes of imperial development, I argue the roots of Japanese export 

expansion and soft power in the twentieth century can only be truly understood through a 

diasporic lens. Scholars of international relations have in recent years have described 

diasporic diplomacy as a set of state policies intended to induce networks of non-state, 

emigrant actors to serve as overseas ambassadors and to mobilize their position abroad to 

                                                        
5 Yamamoto, 2014, 104. 
6 Yamamoto Sae, Senjika no banpaku to ‘nihon’ no hyōshō. Tokyo: Shinwasha, 2012. See also for selected 
translation of Yamamoto’s book: Yamamoto Sae, Aki Fuji, Jessica Jordan, Paul W. Ricketts, “From  The 
Representation of ‘Japan’ in Wartime World’s Fairs Modernists and ‘Japaneseness’,” Review of Japanese 
Culture and Society 26 (December 2014): 104-134. Lynne Horiuchi, “A Local Global Utopia: The Japan 
Pavilion at the Golden Gate International Exposition,” in Horiuchi and Tanu Sankalia eds, Urban Reinventions: 
San Francisco’s Treasure Island (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2017), 98. 
7 Barak Kushner. The Thought War: Japanese Imperial Propaganda. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 
2006, 6, 16. Azuma, 2005 and 2008. 
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support economic development, to recognize the role of the diaspora as actors at the forefront 

of international relations.8 The imbedded assumption in this scholarship is that the state 

creates opportunities for engagement in popular diplomacy when the opposite is often true. 

As I will illustrate, the events surrounding the Japan Pavilion could not have been possible 

without the social and economic foundation of the Bay area Japanese community.  

  Here I use the term diaspora to describe an affective relationship held by some 

emigrants in distinct historical moments. The Japanese diaspora I refer to here is not 

synonymous with the bay area Japanese American community. As Adam McKeown notes, 

the label diaspora can lead us to essentialize Asian emigrants as a “concrete entity that is 

indissoluble over long stretches of space and time.”9 It is not migration or the formation of 

communities that make a diaspora—a diaspora is not made up of the sum total of emigrant 

populations, but a relationship some but not all migrants form with their homelands.10 

Historian Shelley Chan invites us to consider the temporality of diasporas. So far, historians 

have tended to focus on the spatial elements of human mobility as a means to “challenge 

territorially bounded notions of nation, culture, and identity.” But diasporas are made in 

discrete diasporic moments in which emigrants reconnect with their homelands.11 The 

Golden Gate International Exposition of 1939-1940 was one such diasporic moments for the 

Japanese of California. 

 In this presentation, I will look at planning and events of the Japan Pavilion at 

treasure islands from three geographic scales: from the perspective of international politics, 

transpacific networks, and in-person encounters at the fair itself. First, I will frame the 

pavilion’s place in Japan’s wartime international relations, as the outgrowth of mid-1930s 

                                                        
8 Makumi Mwagiru, “The African Union’s Diplomacy of the Diaspora,” African Journal of Conflict Resolution 
June 11, 2012. https://www.accord.org.za/ajcr-issues/%EF%BF%BCthe-african-unions-diplomacy-of-the-
diaspora/ 
9 Adam McKeown, “Conceptualizing Chinese Diasporas, 1842 to 1949,” Journal of Asian Studies 58(2). 331. 
Also cited in Shelley Chan, “The Case for Diaspora: A Temporal Approach to the Chinese Experience,” Journal 
of Asian Studies 74: (2015), 109. 
10 Takeyuki Tsuda, Japanese American Ethnicity: In Search of Heritage Across Generations (New York: New 
York University Press, 2017), 253-254. 
11 Chan, 109-110. 
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internationalist diplomacy and as a diasporic moment when numerous nations petitioned the 

American people by mobilizing their brethren in America. Second, I will place the pavilion in 

a trans-local context by tracing immigrant and business networks that served to mobilize the 

San Francisco Japanese community to support the fair. Finally, I will show how gender 

politics at the pavilion and local conflict between bay area Chinese and Japanese 

communities shaped Euro-American encounters with Japan’s message at Treasure Island. 

Through attention to diasporic perspectives and agency in each scale, I show how transpacific 

social and commercial networks played an integral role in shaping Japan’s image on the 

international stage. 

International Situation 

 In the mid-1930s, the internationalists and business elites in the United States 

organized the GGIE in San Francisco and the New York World’s Fair to celebrate visions of 

the future and the cultural, social and technological, progress of America. The GGIE was 

dubbed the “Pageant of the Pacific,” was imbued with themes of peace, harmony, and 

commerce; it announced San Francisco as a “regional giant, dominating trade with the 

Pacific,” symbolically claiming the Pacific ocean as a new frontier of American expansion.12 

Just as the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition heralded the emergence from the ruinous 

aftermath of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, the 1939 exposition proclaimed the city’s 

revival from the great depression, through massive federally funded infrastructure projects. 

The exposition commemorated the completion of the Golden Gate Bridges ($35 million), San 

Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge ($77 million) and the man-made Yerba Buena Island ($4.7 

million) initially designed as an airport. In 1939 and 1940, this island hosted the exposition 

and was nick-named Treasure Island.13 ` 

                                                        
12 Andrew M. Shanken. Into the Void Pacific: Building the 1939 San Francisco World’s Fair. Berkeley: UC 
Press, 2014), 210. Lynne Horiuchi and Tanu Sankalia, “Urban Reinventions” in Horiuchi and Sankali eds. 
Urban Reinventions: San Francisco’s Treasure Island (Honolulu: University fo Honolulu Press, 2017), 9-11. 
13 Yong Chen, Chinese San Francisco, 1850-1943: A Trans-Pacific Community (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 2000), 186.  Lynne Horiuchi and Tanu Sankalia, “Urban Reinventions,” in Horiuchi and 
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 The Japanese government participated in both major expositions in the US in 1939 

and 1940 as part of broader public information campaign targeting average Americans. In 

response to mounting tensions after the start of the Sino-Japanese war in 1937, the Japanese 

government sponsored the largest foreign pavilion on Treasure Island. Costing $500,000 on a 

50,000 square foot lot, planners designed the pavilion to be a centerpiece at the fair, and later, 

a permanent center for educating America visitors about the culture, people, and products of 

the Japanese empire.14 The main pavilion was mixed architecturally, with Japanese-style 

manor-house rooves, white plaster exterior walls, a 125-foot pagoda, and a surrounding 

Japanese garden with a large pond. Interior exhibits included a silk room, an industrial arts 

exhibit, a travel promotion section featuring a 15 by 60 foot map of travel routes connecting 

the US to the Japanese empire, science and communications exhibit, and a tea concession 

overlooking the pond.15 The pavilion assiduously avoided military themes, depicting the 

empire primarily through themes of unity. For instance, a fountain in front of the travel route 

map featured a statue of a Japanese, Manchurian, and Korean girl holding hands to depict 

cooperation and solidarity within the empire. The only martial figure prominently displayed 

was imaginary. The pavilion entryway in 1940 featured a statue of emperor Jimmu, the 

imaginary first emperor, but no references to the modern Japanese military.16 This was a 

distinct departure from contemporary fairs in Japan, such as the 1937 Nagoya Pan-Pacific 

Peace Exposition. Originally planned to showcase the city as a hub of thriving industry in a 

new “Pacific Age” of cooperation and prosperity, the Nagoya expo was forced to host 

military exhibits and even live-fire drills, significantly undermine its theme.17  

                                                        
Sankalia eds, Urban Reinventions: San Francisco’s Treasure Island (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 
2017), 7, 10. 
14 Shanken, 67. MOFA E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 6. 
15 Kyōsankai, 22-28. 
16 Nyū Yōku Sōkō BAnkoku Hakurankai Seifu Sandō Jimu Hōkokusho, 122-124. 
17 Nathan Hopson. "'A Bad Peace?'--The 1937 Nagoya Pan Pacific Peace Exhibtion," Japanese Studies 38:2 
(2018), 137-151. 
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 The Japanese government’s choice to invest heavily in two pavilions in the US may 

strike you as odd given the incredible financial toll of colonial projects and the war in China. 

The choice is especially noteworthy given the cancelation in 1938 of the 1940 Japanese 

Olympics, and their own Tokyo International Exposition. 

  We tend to think of expositions and world’s fair exhibits as state projects, but Japan’s 

pavilion in San Francisco were largely organized by Japanese business interests and non-

governmental organizations. Japanese corporations still sought to bolster trade with the US 

and supported the fair to further that end. Japanese spending on New York World’s Fair and 

Golden Gate International Exposition in San Francisco in 1939 totaled 3.8 million yen 

(approximately $950,000–17 million in todays dollars), of that 2.9 million yen came from 

corporate donations.18 This paled in comparison to the massive budget outlay that would be 

required to fund construction for an international exposition. Businessmen also noted that 

investments in both fairs were expected to spark enormous consumer spending on tourism 

and post-fair trade.19  

 San Francisco’s status as the preeminent port on the West coast was a primary reasons 

for participation in the GGIE. San Francisco was a central hub for shipping and tourism on 

the west coast. GGIE promoters touted a total of $50 million dollars in total investment in the 

fair and the potential for 20 million visitors in 1939.20 This heavy investment in GGIE 

created a perfect platform to promote Japanese commercial and cultural interests. The 

possibility was particularly attractive for Japanese banks and corporations that already had 

significant capital investment in San Francisco operations.21 

 Japanese business leaders such as Japan Chamber of Commerce president Kadono 

Chōkyūrō supported participation because of his belief in cultural diplomacy as a means of 

trade expansion. Unlike the “trade follows the flag,” mercantile expansion of 19th  century 

                                                        
18 Shōkōshō Kanri Kyoku. Nyū-yōku Kanemon bankoku hakurankai seifu sandō jiu hōkokusho. Tokyo: 
Shōkōshō, 1941 65. 
19 Official Guide Book of the New York World’s Fair 1939. New York: Exposition Publications Inc, 
1939. B08061713500 
20 MOFA E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 1 
21 Gaimushō Tsūshōkyoku, Zaigai honpō jitsugyōsha chōsa (Tokyo: Gaimushō Tsūshōkyoku), 1492-1494. 
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empires, Kadono argued that Japan should adopt a new slogan: “trade follows culture.”22  

Citing the relationship between French cultural prestige and the success of its exports, 

Kadono and other business leaders pushed to establish overseas cultural propaganda as pillar 

of national policy.23  He wrote, “We must plan for the expansion, dissemination, and 

promotion of our culture as a means of providing a proper and more solid foundation for 

commerce.”24 In 1937, Hoshino Shaku, President of the Tokyo Federation of Business 

Associations and contended that each of the 12 Japan pavilions in US fairs between 1876 and 

1933 had contributed to the cultural exchange and commerce between Japan and the US, 

while also improving relations between Japanese immigrants and local communities in which 

the expositions were held.25 

 Kadono and other business leaders found willing partners supporting participation in 

the Japanese Foreign Ministry. The San Francisco consul general primary argued San 

Francisco “a truly unparalleled axis for US-Japan diplomacy. Not only was it the gateway for 

trade with the Western US, but it was the center of the Anti-Japanese movement target traders 

and immigrants alike.26 Foreign Minister Hirota Kōki also promoted cultural diplomacy to 

bolster mutual understanding and thereby establish of a permanent peace in the Pacific.27 

Hirota’s peace diplomacy was not a retreat from empire. He argued for peaceful cultural 

                                                        
22 Kadono Chōkyūrō, “Culture and World Trade,” Kokusai Bunka 9 (27), 2-4. 
23 Sae Yamamoto. “Yushutsu sareta Nihon no Imeji 1939 Nyū-Yōku Bankoku Hakurankai de Jōei sareta Nihon 
Eiga,” Nihon Eiga 77 (2006) 63-64. Writing in 1937, Saburo Kido sought cultural diplomacy as a way to gain 
more participation by prominent white American groups such as the Japan Society, which traditionally 
promoted better understanding of Japan in the US. If the dissemination of information went along cultural lines, 
then they would be less likely to court controversy. Conversely, he also called for the creation of a group willing 
to be more “militant” in their defense of Japan, along the lines of the pro-China group “American Friends of the 
Chinese People.” Saburo Kido “Timely Topics: Friends of Japan” Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun December 10, 
1937. English section. 
24 Kadono Chōkyūrō, “Culture and World Trade,” Kokusai Bunka 9 (27), 2-4. 
25 Hoshino Shaku to Foreign Minister Satō Naotake, may 26, 1937. E.2.8.0.4-10 Volume 1. 
26 San Francisco Japanese Chamber of Commerce, “Resolution for Japnaese Government Participation in the 
Golden Gate International Exhibition,” January 26, 1937. San Francisco Consul General Shiozaki Kanzō to 
Foreign Minister Satō Naotake, march 24, 1947. MOFA E.2.8.0.4-10 Volume 1. 
27 As Jessamyn Abel explains, Japan’s exit from the League of Nations in 1933 prompted Japanese 
internationalists in government and business circles sought to foster mutual understanding between various 
nations of the world, coordinated by a newly created semi-governmental agency called the Society for 
International Cultural Relations—the forerunner of the Japan Foundation. Abel, 81-83, 88. Nippon to Amerika, 
February 1935, 11. 
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exchange with nations outside the empire while defending military advances in China, 

arguing that the stabilization of East Asia would contribute to the advancement of world 

culture.28   

   

 The 1930s were also a high point of the Japanese foreign ministry’s efforts to 

mobilize the Japanese American community for diasporic diplomacy, part of a larger 

movement by various nations to mobilize emigrant populations to influence American 

politics. Japanese American historian Eiichiro Azuma writes that in the aftermath of both the 

1931 Manchurian Incident and Marco Polo Bridge Incident of 1937, first and second 

generation Japanese Americans on the west coast formed numerous organizations to support 

pro-Japan publicity.29 The Japanese American community was one of many immigrant 

communities in the US during the mid-to-late 1930s who engaged in such activities. For 

instance, British authorities also established their own networks for disseminating public 

information among British Americans and other ethnic groups in attempt to turn American 

opinion against isolationism.30 Members of the Japanese Diet recognized the possibilities of 

diplomatic partnerships with their brethren in the US. Citing a contemporary surge in public 

diplomacy by France, Great Britain, Italy, and Russia, Diet Member and journalist Nakamura 

Kaju proposed in 1933 the formation of a special cultural projects office to coordinate 

cultural diplomacy efforts with the Japanese in America, calling them the “first line of 

defense”  against rising anti-Japanese sentiment.31  

  Consul generals in the US suggested that given their experience in engaging the US 

public, the Japanese government should provide more financial support for Japanese 

                                                        
28 Abel, 83, 88. Hirota Kōki Denki Kankōkai. Hirota Kōki (Tokyo: Hirota Kōki Denki Kankōkai, 1966). 108-
116, 128. 
29 Azuma, 2005, 171-183. 
30 Brewer, Susan Ann. To Win the Peace: British Propaganda in the United States during World War II. Ithaca 
(N.Y.): Cornell University Press, 1997), 44-48. See also Cull, Nicholas John, and Mazal Holocaust Collection. 
Selling War: The British Propaganda Campaign against American “Neutrality” in World War II. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995. 
31 64th Japanese Imperial Diet, Lower House Proposal Committee, January 31, 1933. 
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Associations and Japanese Chambers of Commerce so they could play a stronger role in 

public information campaigns.32 After the start of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, 

cooperation intensified. Foreign ministry information section chief Kawai Tatsuo increased 

funds for Japanese Associations while the San Francisco consul general held weekly 

“emergency committee” meetings with local immigrant leaders to discuss how best to 

influence American public opinion on trade and the China question.33  

 Nisei played a prominent role in Japan’s public information campaigns. Given their 

upbringing and citizenship in the US, the foreign ministry and Issei leaders argued that Nisei 

would make ideal unofficial spokesman, often calling the generation a “bridge of 

understanding” between the US and Japan. Kawai and other foreign ministry leaders saw in 

the Nisei a “valuable human resource for the Japanese empire’s overseas expansion policy.” 

If Nisei could improve their social and economic standing in the US, they believed “Japan’s 

global prestige would rise as well.”34 The prominent place of Nisei at the Japan pavilion 

reflects these trends in the broader movement of diasporic diplomacy in the late 1930s.  

TransPacific Connections 

 At this point I’d like to step back and put Japanese San Francisco in a longer 

transpacific framework to understand immigrant motivations for supporting the expo. As 

early as the 1880s, San Francisco was a central node in the mobility of Japanese emigration 

and commerce. The earliest groups of merchants in San Francisco were indigent private 

students and would-be importers from Japan. Many of these merchants were former students 

of educator Fukuzawa Yukichi, who advocated for entrepreneurial migration to the US as a 

way to build initial pathways for Japanese trade. After the first of Fukuzawa’s disciples 

founded a business in San Francisco in 1880, hundreds followed. Japanese observers visiting 

California twenty-five years later noted that more than 1,000 graduates of Fukuzawa’s 

                                                        
32 “Zaibei taiheiyō engan ryōji kaigi,” [US Pacific Coast Consul Conference] 1936. MOFA M 2.3.0.1-2, 
B115100130000. 
33 Fujioka, 171-172. 
34 Fujioka, 168. Azuma, 2005, 138-139. 
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school, Keiō Gijuku, had migrated to the US and formed Keio alumni associations in both 

San Francisco and Seattle. This initial group of emigrant businessmen formed the core of 

community leadership and maintained close ties to the Japanese Foreign Ministry and 

business elites back in Japan. Some of these merchants returned to Japan and went on to 

assume prominent roles in the Japanese business and political world.35  

 During and after World War I, Japanese business and community leaders began to 

form a number of institutions to both combat anti-Japanese sentiment in California and to 

expand markets for Japanese products on the west coast. Most notably, local businessmen 

formed the San Francisco Japanese Chamber of Commerce of to help deal with trade issues 

during the war and to support Japanese participation in the 1915 Panama Pacific Exposition 

in San Francisco. This chamber, like the primary leadership institution of Japanese in 

America, the Japanese Association, represented smaller, local economic and community 

organizations. Board membership of the SFJCOC was, however, dominated by monied 

immigrant importers and representatives of Japanese corporations such as the Japanese 

Steamship Mail Company. The chamber served as a central node in Japanese trade expansion 

in the Eastern Pacific and was part of a global association of Japanese COCs abroad funded 

by the Ministry of Commerce and Industry. Given their experience coordinating product 

exhibitions and market surveys, the SFJCOC was uniquely qualified to help host the Japan 

Pavilion and had the broad network of connections necessary to mobilize Japanese 

communities for public events.36  

 SFJCOC and Japanese Association leaders viewed the Japan Pavilion as a chance to 

support the war effort and court the American consumer public. San Francisco Japanese 

Association president and Japanese Steamship Mail Co. office chief Takahashi Kazuo wrote 

the Japan pavilion would help pave the way for an era of transpacific commercial prosperity 

                                                        
35 Azuma, 2005, 20-22. 
36 SFJCOC, Petition to the San Francisco consulate, March 5, 1936. MOFA E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 1. 
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he expected to follow Japanese victory in China. He and the other emigrant businessmen 

believed the “stabilization” of East Asia would result in increased East Asian buying power—

“Thus, in the future the mobility of people and goods across the Pacific will increase 

dramatically.”37 With  members of the SFJCOC and Japanese Association, Takahashi 

organized the  Japanese Committee for the Golden Gate International Exposition (nihonjin 

kyōsankai which I will refer to as the support association.38) Takahashi offered foreign 

ministry planners to have the support association host public events--plays featuring children, 

ikebana demonstrations, martial arts and tea ceremony demonstrations— to disseminate 

printed matter and movies promoting Japanese culture, and to act as a liaison with exposition 

offices.39 Essentially, they were volunteering to be the public face of the Japan pavilion.  

Network Analysis 

 Given the prominent role of non-emigrant Japanese officials in the support 

association, we are left with the question of representation. Can you really say local logistical 

support came from the San Francisco Japanese immigrant community?  Yes, I can. 

[click] 

 Japanese corporate and diplomatic representation on the support association board amounted 

to only 18%. The rest were community leaders, local newspaper editors, immigrant business 

owners, or their Nisei children. The 18% included Japanese banks such as the Yokohama 

Specie Bank, shipping companies, and representatives of zaibatsu trading offices.  

[click] 

  This network graph illustrates the relationship between the SFJCOC and support on 

association. On the right you see the SFJCOC and on the bottom-left is the support 

association. The connections in between reveal membership on both boards. This graph 

                                                        
37 Takahashi Kazuo, “Waga kaiunryoku o kyōka shi, taiheiyō jō no haken,” Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun, January 
1, 1939. 
38 The full name in Japanese was Kanemon Bankoku Hakurankai Nihonjin Kyōsankai, kyōsankai for short so as 
to not confuse the San Francisco group with the larger Tokyo World Fair Committee. 
39 Takahashi Kanzo to San Francisco consul general Shiozaki, April 29, 1938. E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 5 
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reveals significant overlap in membership on the two boards, shown here in red. We can 

conclude that the support association was a means for the SFJCOC to mobilize the immigrant 

press, several Japanese Association chapters shown here and an additional advisory board of 

37 local Japanese Association chapters not shown here.40 

[click] 

 If we take this network analysis one step further by incorporating data from the 

boards of several World’s fair-related committee in Japan, we get a broader sense of the Japan 

Pavilion’s place in the broader field of Japanese wartime public diplomacy by showing 

connections between them. I included the Japan World’s Fair Association, two sub 

committees overseeing the New York and San Francisco pavilions, the Association for the 

1940 Tokyo International Exposition and Committee to Celebrate 2,600th Anniversary of the 

Japanese Empire, which coordinated events all over the empire to celebrate the first, mythical 

Emperor Jimmu in 1940.  

 Several connections in this broader network stand out. First, committees for the 

pavilions in the US had no discernible connections to the Japanese military or strictly 

colonial enterprises, unlike previous expositions in the US.41 Second, Chambers of 

Commerce, the Ministry and Foreign Affairs and businesses in the transportation sector had 

the strongest ties to the San Francisco support association. This reflects their strong interest in 

mobilizing the Japanese American community in support of the fair. Third, Japanese business 

interests dominated most world’s fair planning committees. Finally, zaibatsu corporations and 

the Japanese Steamship Mail Company (NYK) had no discernible presence on boards for the 

Tokyo exposition of 1940. This suggests that they were more invested in maintaining their 

commercial networks in the US than they were in shaping festivities in Tokyo.  

                                                        
40 Kyōsankai, 1939, 44. 
41 For instance, Admiral Uryū Sotokichi was vice president of the committee overseeing the 1915 Japan 
Pavilion. Zaibei nihonjinshi, 684. 
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 The local community saw participation in diasporic diplomacy and events at the Japan 

pavilion as one way to embrace Japan’s wartime mobilization. On August 24, 1937 Prime 

Minister Konoe Fumimaro’s cabinet issued a declaration calling for a National Spiritual 

Mobilization Movement headed by a central association to coordinate public and private 

efforts.42 The next day, the San Francisco daily Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun ran an article 

detailing various “patriotic donations” from homeland groups to the Japanese Army and 

Navy totaling more than ten million yen. Donations also included comfort bags full of 

everyday necessities for soldier on the front lines in China collected by school children.43 The 

National Spiritual Mobilization Movement quickly caught on in San Francisco where 

accounts of participation in savings campaigns, the shipment of comfort packages, and 

patriotic education filled local newspapers.44  

 Particularly in 1939 and 1940, Japanese immigrant community leaders embraced the 

movement as a way to bring a permanent peace to East Asia and viewed it equal in urgency to 

their efforts in public diplomacy to gain the trust and respect of average Americans.45 It is 

important to note, though, that the National Spiritual Mobilization Movement in Japanese 

America differed fundamentally from its counterparts in Japan and its colonies. By 1940, the 

Spiritual mobilization Movement gained progressively greater control over the social 

organizations that it oversaw.46 Some scholars view the spiritual mobilization movement as 

encirclement of the population- a way to study the way the government reached down to 

mobilize society.47 In the colonies the movement often took on a particularly oppressive 

form, enacting forced assimilation and labor mobilization of colonial subjects in Taiwan and 

Korea.48 But Japanese communities in the US were not overseen by either the home or 

                                                        
42 Nagahama Isao. Kokumin Seishin Sōdōin: Minshū kyōka dōin shiryō shūsei. (Tokyo: Heibunsha, 1988), 31. 
43 “Rikugun e aikoku kenkin issen man en toppa: jugo no sekisei nitigoto ni takashi,” Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun, 
August 25, 1937. 
44 Azuma 166-167. 
45 Nakamura Gongoro, “Chōki kensetsu ni sanka,” Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun January 1, 1939. 
46 Simon Partner, “Taming the Wilderness: The Lifestyle Improvement Movement in Rural Japan, 1925-1965,” 
Monumenta Nipponica 56:4 (Winter 2001) 498-499. [487-520] 
47 Nagahama, 11. 
48 Kyung Moon Hwang, 46. Joseph Siu Kam Wah, 5. 
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colonial ministries that oversaw the exercise of Japanese state power over their subjects. 

Japanese American participation in the movement may have involved social pressure, but was 

not coerced by the state.  

The Pavilion in Person 

 Now that we have a sense of supporters motivations and the networks of local 

immigrant groups supporting the fair, I would like to turn to how inter-ethnic rivalry with the 

Chinese American community and the gendered image of Nisei women working at the 

pavilion shaped fair goer’s encounters with pavilion exhibits.  

 Japanese-language newspapers in the bay area reveal wide-spread support for 

Japanese pavilion in the immigrant community at a time when the SFJCOC and Japan town 

businessmen’s Association were interested in transforming San Francisco Japantown into a 

tourist destination for the white American public. Business leaders saw the upcoming 

exposition was a perfect opportunity to make Japantown into “a more distinct and colorful” 

part of the city, as well known as Chinatown.”49 

 [click] Parades to celebrate the exposition’s opening provided Japantown leaders a 

good first chance to make this transformation. Ahead of the fair, immigrant supporters 

decorated Japantown with Japanese and American flags and dozens of elaborate lantern 

displays to celebrate the opening of the exposition. 750 Issei and Nisei joined an exposition 

parade starting in Japantown to great acclaim in the American press. In that and other 

parades, the Japanese Association sponsored a 50-piece marching band. The support 

association held similar parades for Japan Day, featuring floats and hundreds of young girls 

in kimono, a group dressed like goblins, one hundred girls performing the hanagasa ondo, 

and the visiting Takarazuka revue.50  

                                                        
49 Suggestions included placing Torii gates at the edges of Japantown, in part because white Americans did not 
often notice when they walked into the area. “Smoking Section” Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun July 8, 1937. English 
Section. 
50 “One Thousand Nipponese Take Part in Parade,” Nichibei Shinbun May 1, 1939. 
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 The Japan Pavilion offered a means to upstage the Chinese presence at the fair. China 

did not plan to participate officially, but an association of San Francisco Chinese merchants 

called Chinese Factors, Inc. planned to spend a million dollars on a Chinese Village 

concession.51 The China Village included a 130-ft pagoda, theater, temple, cocktail lounge, 

teahouse, and model of a rural Chinese village meant to humanize average Chinese for 

visitors.52 Because visitors and newspaper coverage tended to portray the Chinese Village and 

Japan Pavilion as microcosms of those nations, favorable impressions offered the possibility 

to reshape EuroAmerican perceptions of their homeland.53  

 The face that the support association ultimately put forward was distinctly gendered; 

nearly all the Japan events at the expo featured young Nisei women in kimono. In addition to 

the female Nisei guides in the pavilion, the support association also hired a ten-person troupe 

of Nisei dancers to perform at numerous public events.54  

[Click] 

 The support association also held beauty pageants for Nisei women in 1939 and 1940. 

The winners took part in numerous public events at the pavilion, such as a reception for Miss 

Nippon, Vancouver-born Nisei Tsukimoto Akiko who was sent in April 1939 to carry a 

ceremonial flame of peace from Tokyo to San Francisco and New York.55 Large numbers of 

Nisei women supported the pavilion as a chance to gain personal status while displaying their 

ethnic heritage.56  This enthusiasm was so pronounced that the 200 shops making and selling 

kimono in the US at the time could not keep up with their demand.57 One Nisei pavilion 

employee described her excitement and ambivalence at representing Japan at the pavilion. 

                                                        
51 Letter from Consul Shiozaki Kanzō to Kadono Chōkyūrō, January 12, 1938. MOFA E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 3. 
52 “Chinese Village to Be Built on Treasure Isle,” San Francisco Chronicle December 7, 1937. Chun, 182. 
53 “Pacific Nations Plan Colorful Exhibits at Fair,” San Francisco Chronicle January 12, 1938. “Japanese 
Reveal Plans for Feudal Display,” San Francisco News May 10, 1938. “Fair to Have Chinese Village,” San 
Francisco News April 29, 1938. 
54 Kyōsankai Budget, . E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 5. 
55 Need citation 
56 Kyōsankai president Takahashi to San Francisco Consul General Shiozaki, April 19, 1938. E.2.8.0.4-10 Vol 
6. 
57 Katō, 76. 
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Employee Iiyama Chizuko recounted in a 2012 oral history that as a sixteen-year old UC-

Berkeley student from a working class background, going to the fair grounds every day was 

liking having the world at her fingertips. On the other hand, Iiyama was conflicted about 

having to wear kimono at work. Fairgoers all thought she was Japanese, but her mother was 

constantly critical of the way she rushed around in her kimono and told her she was failing 

miserably in her attemp to “look like a real Japanese lady.”58 

 Anxiety around the embodiment of the Japanese female image raises the question of 

self-orientalization—in prominently featuring images of kimono-clad Nisei, did fair planners 

indulge in sexualized stereotypes of Japanese women? Local responses to performances by 

the Takarazuka review show that this tactic could cut both ways. Many American audiences, 

including the local San Francisco immigrant community, saw these women as paragons of 

femininity and charm.59 Takarazuka performances quickly created a vogue for all things 

Japanese among the women of San Francisco, including among bay area cabaret performers. 

A couple of weeks after their first local performance, a Yomiuri Shinbun reporter, support 

Association president Takahashi, consul General Satō, and KBS representative Dan Ino, 

attended a performance at the Music Box, a popular burlesque hall. There performers danced 

in kimono and nude while uttering nonsense phrases such as “In Tokyo, Yokohama, and 

Fujiyama, you take your shoes off to enter the house.” The reporter took the performance as a 

sign of positive changes in attitudes towards Japan, that Americans were a tolerant people and 

Japanese readers shouldn’t worry about the future of US-Japan relations.60 This suggests that 

Japanese performers and Nisei women played some role in re-articulating the American 

image of Japanese femininity that became the dominant lens through which Americans 

                                                        
58 Horiuchi, 113-114. 
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embraced Japan after the Pacific War.61 But did the gendered image of the pavilion pavilion 

indulge sexualized stereotypes? Well, the figure of the kimono-clad woman was distinctly 

conservative compared to other exhibits at the fair. For instance, the Music Box’s owner ran a 

concession called Sally Rand’s Nude Ranch at Treasure Island where visitors could see nude 

women in cowboy attire.62 The fair’s newspaper also regularly featured photos of topless 

women when describing exhibits of developing nations.63 Planners, it seems showed relative 

restraint. 

 By closing day of the first year of the fair in October 1939, the San Francisco consul 

general Satō Toshito hailed the fair as a success. The Japan pavilion received an estimated six 

million visitors. Satō believed the Japan pavilion had greatly improved American public 

opinion about Japanese culture, trade, and national conditions.64 One reason for this apparent 

success of the pavilion was its avoidance controversy. For instance, when a Naval training 

squadron arrived for their visit during the fair, they avoided public events in the city so as to 

avoid protests by local Chinese and communist groups.65   

  Public outreach by the Japanese community may have been just as important. On 

March 21, 1939, the Japanese Association, Japan pavilion manager Yamada Masakazu, and a 

Nisei beauty pageant winner hosted 900 teachers for a dinner and tour of the pavilion 

exhibits. Teachers viewed demonstrations by doll makers and silk reelers followed by a 

movie about the education of children in Japan.66 The San Francisco press praised the 

exhibits, but the most effusive praise came from teachers themselves. One teacher, Florence 

Coffey, praised “charming Japanese girls in attendance,” the pavilion’s architecture and doll 

making exhibit while critiquing the “highly commercialized” China exhibit: 
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“It seems to me it is high time we American stop reading all this newspaper talk about 

wars and rumors of war lest we forget and lose sight of the fact that the 

Japanese people are a peace loving, kindly, and highly intelligent race, and above all a 

nation which contributed generously to the beauty and culture and refinement of the 

world.”67  

This is just one example of how pavilion events gained a positive reception, particularly 

among female fairgoers. The apparent success of the pavilion led consul Satō to request 

another $250,000 to run the pavilion a second year.68 The exhibits were roughly the same the 

following year, but Nikkei community participation was even greater with over 1500 

participating in the Japan Day parade. Both consular and newspaper sources claimed between 

25,000-30,000 Japanese immigrants attended the events, making it potentially the largest 

gathering of Japanese Americans in history.69  

 The Japan Pavilion mission ultimately ended in failure. While the San Francisco 

consul general was working successfully with Japanese business elites and local Nikkei to 

win a modicum of goodwill for Japan, US Congress had other plans. In the middle of the first 

summer of the exposition, citing Japanese manipulation of trade in China, US Congress 

abrogated the 1911 US-Japan commerce treaty, following this up with escalating sanctions, 

and a total freeze on Japanese assets in the US during the summer of 1941. At the same time, 

US government authorities were also actively investigating Japanese Chamber of commerce 

chapters in the US as subversive and potentially dangerous.  

 After GGIE ended, the US Navy turned Treasure Island into an airport, dismantling 

all the pavilions. The Army corps of engineers destroyed by fire a pavilion once intended to 

serve as a permanent exhibition of Japan’s cultural and technological progress.70 “Silk girl” 
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Mitsui Shizuko’s experience after the exposition encapsulates part of the human toll of that 

failure. During her time in San Francisco, Mitsui met a Nisei reporter. They exchanged letters 

after Mitsui returned to Japan and she traveled back to San Francisco so they could be 

married in March 1941. Like over one hundred thousand Japanese Americans, Mitsui spent 

much of the Pacific War incarcerated by the US government.  

 By way of a conclusion, I would like to offer what I see as the major takeaways from 

the Japan Pavilion at Treasure Island. By viewing this event through a diasporic lens we can 

reframe Japan’s wartime foreign public information campaigns. The Japanese government 

did not merely broadcast its message to the American public, it actively mobilized 

transpacific immigrant networks for public diplomacy at a grassroots level. The Golden Gate 

International Exposition was the key diasporic moment in those efforts My research shifts 

away from the discursive formations of Japan’s wartime cultural diplomacy and national 

mobilization to see how images of Japan were formed by human networks and encounters.  A 

focus on overseas Japanese communities in transpacific context also allows us to see 

diasporic diplomacy in a longer time frame while also letting us gain a clearer picture of how 

Japan’s messages were received.  

 This research also challenges scholars of the Japanese empire to consider transpacific 

emigrant communities as they increasingly reframe our understanding of imperial 

development by research figures at the margins. I also challenge Asian American scholars to 

see the immigrants’ own role in constructing their ofttimes problematic image in the 

American imagination and to further reckon with the role many Japanese Americans played 

in defending legitimizing empire. 


