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T
his essay explores the impact of the black liberation

movement on the radicalization of Japanese Ameri-

can activism in the 1960s. The case examples of

Yuri Kochiyama, arguably the most influential Asian Amer-

ican activist to emerge in the 1960s, and Richard Aoki, a

former leader of the Black Panther Party, are presented to

examine the ways in which the revolutionary black move-

ment a√ected the development of Japanese American radi-

calism. Two areas of this issue need further explanation.

First, it was the radical black liberation or Black Power

movement, rather than the civil rights movement, that ex-

erted a radicalizing force. The black liberation movement

developed in response to frustrations with the moderate

goals and gains of the civil rights movement. By the early

1960s there were visible shifts toward revolutionary goals

and increasingly militant tactics, and by the mid-1960s the

radical black movement was flourishing.∞ It was in this
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historical context that Kochiyama’s and Aoki’s politics developed. Had they

come to political consciousness in a di√erent period, and had they not lived

in working-class black communities, their ideological development and po-

litical participation most likely would have taken a di√erent form.≤ Second,

while I discuss the radicalization of these 1960s activists, it is more appro-

priate to frame this event as the reemergence of Japanese American radical-

ism. But the earlier radical organizing, particularly strong in the 1920s and

1930s, did not directly impact the 1960s activists.≥ In fact, most of these

activists were not even aware of a preexisting Japanese American Left until

after they became politically active and began to seek their roots. Nonethe-

less, that this history existed and that some of the Issei or older Nisei∂

radicals worked with the 1960s activists are facts that helped shape the

latter’s political development.∑ Moreover, experiences as Japanese Ameri-

cans, notably in the World War II concentration camps, shaped their po-

litical consciousness, racial awareness, and ethnic identities. But, it was

the black liberation movement that triggered the development of a radical

consciousness.

Impact of the Concentration Camps

The events of World War II had a dual e√ect on Japanese American radical-

ism. First and foremost, the state repression that culminated in the forced

incarceration of 120,000 West Coast Japanese Americans along with inter-

nal contradictions within the U.S. Left combined to spell the demise of

visible radical organizing. Moreover, the arrests and imprisonment of Issei

community leaders immediately following Japan’s bombing of Pearl Harbor

created a vacuum of leadership in a period of crisis.∏ Into this void stepped

the Japanese American Citizens League (jacl), the largest Nisei organiza-

tion, with its ultra-patriotic, assimilationist, and political accommodationist

beliefs. The jacl national leadership not only promoted a policy of coopera-

tion with the U.S. government’s evacuation orders, the organization also

actively opposed any type of protest within the Japanese American commu-

nity and pushed for the military enlistment of Japanese Americans. Some

jacl leaders went so far as to gather intelligence on the Japanese American

community—information that enabled the arrests of the Issei leaders.π

Prior to the 1940s, Japanese American leftists were particularly active in

the Communist Party USA (cpusa) and in the militant labor movements.
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But by late 1941, internal contradictions within the cpusa contributed to

the disintegration of visible radical organizing. In 1940, in response to

the Smith Act, the cpusa decided to purge its immigrant membership

and, following the December 1941 bombing of Pearl Harbor, to suspend

all Japanese American members and their non-Japanese spouses. The ra-

tionale for suspending Japanese American members, Karl Yoneda con-

tends, is that cpusa General Secretary Earl Browder believed that ‘‘the best

place for any Japanese fifth columnist to hide is within the Communist

Party ranks and consequently no Japanese American should be kept in the

Party while the war against Japan is going on.’’∫

But the mistakes of the cpusa went beyond membership purges. In

following the dictates of the Soviet Communist Party and allying itself with

President Roosevelt’s policies, the cpusa prioritized its fight against fas-

cism, to the exclusion of any critical analysis of the war or of U.S. or Euro-

pean militarism. When World War II first began in 1939, the National

Committee of the Communist Party declared: ‘‘The war that has broken out

in Europe is a Second Imperialist War. . . . It is a war between rival imperial-

ists for world domination.’’ And the Communist Party sought to keep the

United States out of the ‘‘Imperialist War.’’Ω But following Japan’s attack on

Pearl Harbor, the cpusa immediately pledged complete support for the

U.S. war e√ort. Consequently, the cpusa failed to oppose the unconstitu-

tional incarceration of West Coast Japanese Americans. The cpusa further

urged its members, including the newly suspended Japanese Americans

like Karl Yoneda and the Communist sympathizers like James Oda, to fight

in the U.S. military, which did help defeat Axis fascism but also strength-

ened U.S. global dominance. While the cpusa’s goal of fighting fascism

was reasonable and just, that they did so after 1941 in the absence of any

critical analysis of the inter-imperialist nature of the war was treacherous. In

retrospect, the cpusa leader Dorothy Healey has acknowledged as much:

‘‘With the Soviet Union and the United States as allies, we felt no conflict at

all between our patriotic sentiments and our political beliefs. So unques-

tioning was our support for the war that a few months later we raised no

objections when Japanese-American citizens . . . were sent to relocation

camps. . . . It was yet another example of our inability to find or even

conceive of a way to be simultaneously supportive and critical in our judg-

ments, the flaw that was the basis of the ‘pendulum’ appearance of our

policies.’’ The cpusa’s World War II policies and practices resulted in capit-



168 Diane C. Fujino

ulating to U.S. and European imperialist goals and abandoning domestic

struggles against racism and capitalism.∞≠

The cpusa and jacl’s activities during World War II were, for the most

part, indistinguishable. Both organizations supported the U.S. war e√orts,

though the cpusa certainly placed a greater emphasis on fighting fascism.

Both groups urged Japanese Americans to cooperate with the U.S. govern-

ment, including the forced removal from the West Coast; pushed for Japa-

nese American enlistment in the U.S. military; volunteered to go to Man-

zanar early to help prepare the concentration camp for new arrivals; helped

the U.S. war e√orts from inside the concentration camps; and in general,

worked inside the concentration camps to promote pro-American senti-

ment and to suppress any resistance, including that of the Nisei draft re-

sisters. The political consequence of this dual e√ort—from the moderate

and the so-called radical segments of the Japanese American community—

was to strengthen a moderate politic, promote assimilationist aspirations,

and further suppress Left organizing.∞∞ By the mid-1960s, the absence of

militant labor struggles and radical activism helped set the conditions for

the rise of the model minority image of Japanese America.

But even as resistance was being suppressed, the harsh and unjust condi-

tions inside the concentration camps spurred political protest.∞≤ Many inter-

nees voiced strong objections to their incarceration and what many saw as

the capitulation of the jacl and cpusa to the U.S. government. ‘‘It is be-

lieved that at least 90 percent of the people in the centers are opposed to the

jacl,’’ editorialized the Rocky Shimpo journalist James Omura in 1944. And

some, particularly within the pro-Japanese Kibei∞≥ community, went so far

as to physically assault several jacl and cpusa leaders and sympathizers

inside the concentration camps. Many who engaged in protest activities did

so for the first time inside the camps. By and large, the leaders of the

Fair Play Committee inside the Heart Mountain, Wyoming, concentration

camp, for example, were not politically active prior to their decision to

oppose military conscription of internees. Neither were the 315 Nisei men

who risked prison time for refusing induction into the U.S. military. Their

rationale centered on the violation of civil liberties—reasoning that they

should not have to fight for a government that unconstitutionally incarcer-

ated their families—in the absence of any radical critique of U.S. militarism

or imperialism. For these draft resisters—as well as for some who later
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developed radical politics—it was the conditions of confinement that trig-

gered their racial and political awakening.∞∂

The Black Liberation Movement

It was not until the social movements of the 1960s that Japanese American

radicalism reignited. At the time, Japanese American politics were domi-

nated by jacl’s focus on legalistic, integrationist challenges within the es-

tablished system to obtain fair housing and nondiscriminatory employment

practices and to promote nonracist images of Japanese Americans. This

politic matched that of the naacp and other moderate civil rights organiza-

tions, in contrast to high-risk direct action confrontations, including core’s

freedom rides and sncc’s sit-ins, or more radical e√orts to transform op-

pressive structures.∞∑ In the absence of any Japanese American militancy,

the black liberation movement inspired the radicalization of many Japanese

and Asian American activists in the 1960s. So did the predominantly white

New Left. But the residential proximity of Japanese and blacks—shaped to

a large degree by racially discriminatory housing policies and practices—

helps explain why the black movement had such a large influence on Japa-

nese American activism. In fact, it was the Japanese, to a greater extent than

the other major Asian American group at the time, who lived in or near

black communities. The Chinese, by contrast, tended to be segregated into

their own ethnic enclaves, especially before World War II.∞∏

Two leading examples of Japanese American radicalism, Yuri Kochiyama

and Richard Aoki, emerged in this period. Living in Harlem in the 1960s

enabled Kochiyama to meet and work with Malcolm X, her principal politi-

cal mentor, as well as other influential black revolutionary nationalists. Hav-

ing grown up in Oakland in the postwar years, Aoki’s social networks facili-

tated his development into an early leader of the Black Panther Party and the

most prominent Asian American leader in the struggle for ethnic studies at

the University of California at Berkeley. These two activists di√er from the

majority of Japanese American 1960s activists in that they were signifi-

cantly older in age and developed their radical consciousness in the early to

mid-1960s. By contrast, most 1960s activists gained their political con-

sciousness as youth participating in the Asian American movement that

emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Still, the black movement ex-
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erted a powerful influence on the development of Asian American activism

throughout the 1960s and 1970s and arguably to this day. Kochiyama and

Aoki are important to study because they were significant political mentors

to the younger cohort of 1960s activists and they influenced the develop-

ments of the Asian American movement. Moreover, both are credited with

being among the chief architects in building African-Asian unity and soli-

darity grounded in anti-imperialist, revolutionary politics. These case exam-

ples are based on my extensive oral history interviews and participant obser-

vations as well as on primary source materials.∞π

Richard Aoki: Drawing from
Black Cultural Roots

Though Aoki was only three years old when his family entered the Tanforan

assembly center in spring 1942, the experience of incarceration had a major

impact on his life. Not only did the three-and-a-half year incarceration result

in economic decline, as it did for many Japanese Americans, it also lead to

the break up of Aoki’s nuclear family. Aoki’s parents separated in the all-

Japanese environment of the Topaz, Utah, concentration camp, in a com-

munity where divorce was both rare and taboo. Even more unusual, Aoki

and his brother, fifteen months his junior, lived with their father’s family

both inside the concentration camp and after their return to Oakland.∞∫

Aoki recalls the concentration camp experience shaping his racial atti-

tudes, even at a young age: ‘‘In kindergarten I was chosen to play George

Washington in the school pageant. . . . I got real excited about it and ran

home and told my father what the big deal was. Disasterville struck. . . . My

father was incensed that I didn’t have the good sense to realize that I was not

the father of ‘our country,’ no way, shape or form. . . . There was no way I

could forget the message: I should not think in terms of George Wash-

ington, this was not my country by a long shot. In fact ‘my country’ put me

in this camp.’’∞Ω His father’s views were influenced by his own segregated

confinement. As Aoki recounted, ‘‘My father [then a junior high school

teacher] resigned after he got to the section on American democracy be-

cause he looked at the kids while speaking about democracy, freedom, and

justice; and all the kids had to do was look out the window and see the

barbed wire fences, the watch towers with search lights, the half track with

50 caliber machine gun. It didn’t compute.’’≤≠
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Returning to the black ghetto of West Oakland in 1945, Aoki faced not

only being the new kid on the block but also the anti-Japanese sentiment

engendered by the war. When his black peers picked fights with him, as they

regularly did, his father demanded that he fight back. As Aoki recalled: ‘‘My

father was starting to become an accomplished barroom brawler. . . . Also

my uncle Ruizo had a black belt in jujitsu, so he was very patient and taught

me the basics or fundamentals involving jujitsu. . . . In jujitsu, it’s not the

size of your opponent that is that important.’’ And soon, Aoki became an

accomplished street fighter. In time, he was drawn into the petty criminal

activities of street life—‘‘five-finger shopping,’’ ‘‘second-story work,’’ ‘‘mid-

night auto supply,’’ and gangs. He also adopted black music, dance, food,

and culture, as well as a love for reading that was influenced by the substan-

tial libraries of his paternal grandfather, his father, and his uncle Ruizo.

After many years of being home schooled by his father, he entered public

junior high school and graduated co-valedictorian.≤∞

Following his high school graduation in 1957 Aoki joined the army, where

he served on active duty for the first six months and reserve duty for the next

seven-and-a-half years. In the military he saw contradictions that helped to

fuel his very early opposition to the Vietnam War. He also gained weapons

training—skills he would further develop in his activist work. After complet-

ing his active duty, Aoki began a series of working-class jobs where he gained

a proletarian consciousness. At one of these jobs, in a paint factory, Aoki

made a grave error in calculating the ingredients to make a huge batch of

paint, thereby ruining, in Aoki’s estimate, ‘‘ten thousand dollars’’ worth of

paint. ‘‘The color was o√, the viscosity was o√, the pH was o√,’’ he explained.

Because the paint would be ‘‘chipping and cracking and peeling in a week,’’

he expected it to be thrown out and anticipated his own reprimand or firing.

Instead, he was shocked that the bosses would sell the defective paint: ‘‘They

made a decision to can the product. . . . put them into one gallon containers,

put [on] another label, not the company label.’’ That day, he learned a lesson

in the greed of capitalism. His understanding of capitalism was further

enhanced when his fellow workers, many of whom were labor organizers,

socialists, and communists, introduced him to reading materials, including

books by Carey McWilliams and John Steinbeck, the speeches of Eugene

Debs, Art Preis’s Labor’s Giant Steps, and Michael Harrington’s The Other

America. Members of the Socialist Workers Party (swp) urged him to read

the classics, and he delved into Hegel, Marx, Engels, and Lenin. After an
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intensive self-study in Marxist-Leninist literature, Aoki joined the swp and

its youth group, the Young Socialist Alliance, around 1963. By this time, he

publicly identified as a ‘‘revolutionary socialist’’ and cofounded the Socialist

Discussion Club in 1964 at Oakland City College (later Merritt College),

where he had just begun his full-time studies.≤≤

Aoki’s study of black nationalism began through regular exchanges be-

tween his group and the Soul Students Advisory Council and one of its

leaders, Bobby Seale. He was also ‘‘reading everything anybody in a Marxist

or Leninist, Maoist tradition had written about nationalism.’’ By the time he

participated as the only nonblack at a Black Power conference held in San

Francisco in September 1966, he was an advocate of revolutionary national-

ism. In a report on the conference for the swp, Aoki asserted that ‘‘the origin

and development of black nationalism is the direct result of the American

capitalist system, which has placed black people into a position analogous to

the colonial peoples.’’ He also noted that ‘‘the Black nationalist movement is

in an embryonic stage of development, and is constantly undergoing trans-

formations.’’ He called upon the swp to recognize the need for ‘‘Blacks . . . to

organize themselves independently,’’ even as ‘‘the Black liberation struggle

does not exist in isolation from other forces and conflicts at home and

abroad.’’ He also admonished that ‘‘the swp must begin to lay down the

foundations that will lead to a principled alliance between Black people and

the White workers so that they can together destroy American capitalism.’’

Though he did not yet have a term for the various forms of nationalism,

Aoki had come to the conclusion that there was a distinction between what

he soon called cultural nationalism (promoting African culture and racial

pride, but lacking a class analysis) and revolutionary nationalism (promot-

ing race and class liberation in its anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist, and pro-

socialist analysis). Aoki’s advocacy of revolutionary nationalism contra-

dicted the swp Trotskyist line that all nationalism is reactionary, and by early

1967 he left the swp ‘‘without breaking stride.’’≤≥

Contrary to what many would assume, while growing up in Oakland

Aoki did not know the Black Panther Party co-founders Huey Newton and

Bobby Seale. Aoki, after all, had been home schooled until junior high. But

by living in Oakland, he met Huey’s older brother, Melvin, and through

Melvin, he met Huey. In contrast to Bobby Seale’s unwavering descriptions

of Huey Newton as the intellectually and politically savvy one of their duo,≤∂

Aoki remembers Seale as the more intellectually engaging and the better
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orator, and Newton as the street-smart one with the quick street-fighting

skills. In fact, even with his revolutionary socialist politics and political

understanding of exploitation, Aoki, along with Huey, entertained the idea

of becoming pimps. They were impressed with the fancy clothes and impos-

ing guns of a big-time pimp they knew. But, after further exploration of the

idea, they changed their minds. As Aoki explained: ‘‘[We] got to talk to a lot

of prostitutes. And he and I could just not become pimps. We talked to the

women and they were in bad shape. I mean they were out there because they

were mothers and trying to make ends met . . . Huey and I couldn’t see

profiting over somebody’s misery.’’≤∑ That Aoki could seriously consider

becoming a pimp in the mid-1960s illustrates the inconsistencies of his

street upbringing and his developing political ideas.

As Seale remembers it, he met Aoki through Newton: ‘‘It was at one of

the restaurants across the street from Merritt College . . . in the Spring of

1963. Richard happened to pop in, or [he] was at the table and I came in, one

of the two. And Huey says, ‘Bobby this is Richard Aoki, he’s a friend of

mine.’ . . . We got to talking about basic politics. Huey was always getting

into . . . discussions with Richard about politics, international politics, social-

ist politics, that kind of stu√.’’ Seale and Aoki were soon having regular in-

teractions through their respective organizations at Merritt College. But, as

Seale recounted: ‘‘Our friendship with Richard was more than just around

the college campus. We would drop over to Richard’s house, me and Huey,

my god we must’ve dropped into Richard’s apartment several times just to

sit and sip on some wine, drink some beer, eat some cheese. We were

intellectuals. We had these long broad intellectual discussions with each

other . . . ten or twelve times over a two to three year period. [This was] all

before the Party started.’’ Seale credits Aoki with teaching him about the

distinctions among the di√erent forms of socialism and, in the first couple

of years of the bpp, being the party member most well versed in Marxist-

Leninist thought. Seale respected Aoki’s a≈liation with the swp, par-

ticularly its publication of Malcolm X’s speeches, and he appreciated the

swp newspaper subscription that Aoki gave him.≤∏

When Seale and Newton organized the now renowned Black Panther

Party for Self-Defense (bpp) in Oakland in October 1966, they sought

Aoki’s advice on their newly written Ten-Point Platform. Aoki was also

among the first to help to duplicate and distribute copies of the document.

He further embodied the Panthers’ belief in self-defense by supplying them
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with their first two guns—a .45 for Seale and a M-1 carbine for Newton. In

fact, because of Aoki’s consistent presence in Newton’s and Seale’s political

lives and his active support in the early days of the party’s formation, it was

hard for Aoki to pinpoint the exact moment of his Panther membership. But

after joining the party some time within the first month, Aoki became one

of the few nonblacks (perhaps the only one) to hold leadership positions

within the bpp, in which he served briefly as the first branch captain of the

Berkeley chapter, worked as a field marshal who reported directly to Huey,

and, informally, acted as the minister of education in the bpp’s earliest

months.≤π

In 1968, Aoki began working in the Asian American movement at uc

Berkeley, to which he had transferred two years earlier to complete his

bachelor’s degree. As a founding member of the Asian American Political

Alliance (aapa), initiated by Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee, Aoki was among

the earliest participants of the nascent Asian American movement in the

Bay Area and throughout the nation. He was respected for his dynamic

oratory skills, developed in the black culture of West Oakland; his political

study of revolutionary nationalism and classic Marxism-Leninism; and his

activist experience in the revolutionary nationalist black movement, in the

antiwar movement with the radical Vietnam Day Committee, and in Third

World solidarity struggles. After becoming aapa’s o≈cial spokesperson,

he soon found himself embroiled in a historic struggle to establish eth-

nic studies at uc Berkeley, a movement that followed closely on the heels of

the 1968–69 five-month strike at San Francisco State College, which re-

sulted in the nation’s first School of Ethnic Studies. As Aoki became in-

tensely involved in Asian American organizing in 1968–69, he began drift-

ing away from the activities of the bpp, which, unlike its active role in the

San Francisco State College strike, provided little direction to the strike at

uc Berkeley.≤∫

In 1968 at uc Berkeley, the black, Chicana and Chican/o, and Asian

American students began approaching the administration for ethnic studies

curriculum. When the aapa-initiated pioneering Asian American studies

class was o√ered at uc Berkeley in winter 1969, Aoki, then a graduate

student in social welfare at uc Berkeley, served as one of the class’s four

teaching assistants. And when various student groups decided to begin a

strike for ethnic studies and formed the Third World Liberation Front
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(twlf), Aoki became the chair of aapa for the duration of the strike and the

Asian American spokesperson within the twlf. He was the most visible

Asian American leader of the strike and a member of the twlf decision-

making body, the central committee. Consistent with Aoki’s ultra-Left ap-

proach, he was more interested in the military aspects of the strike than in

sitting in lengthy meetings. In this capacity, he tirelessly and meticulously

attended to the details of planning various tactics for confronting the police

and administration. Though he considered himself more radical than most

in aapa, there is consensus that in his role as spokesperson, he fairly and

accurately represented the organization’s views.≤Ω

After establishing the School of Ethnic Studies at uc Berkeley, Aoki

became one of the first coordinators of the nascent Asian American Studies

Program and taught many of its first classes. For Aoki, it was important to

teach academically rigorous classes and maintain a community-based focus

in that program. But by 1972, with internal struggles in the department,

Aoki was ready to move on.≥≠ He would spend the next twenty-six years

working as a counselor, instructor, and administrator with the Peralta Com-

munity College district in the East Bay. During this period, a combination of

political burnout and personal crises led to his being politically inactive,

though he continued to follow political events in the mainstream news and

was aware of grassroots struggles. Significantly, it was through the reemer-

gence of Black Panther activities following Huey Newton’s death in 1989

that Aoki reconnected with the grassroots social movements. Following his

retirement in 1998 his activist life reignited, and currently he is active in the

movement to oppose the U.S. war and occupation of Iraq.≥∞

In reflecting on his life, Aoki contends that the Black Panther Party

remains the single most important political influence on his life. As he

adamantly states: ‘‘I never left the Party and I was never expelled.’’ Even

when politically inactive, he found jobs for party members at the various

community colleges where he worked and provided other concrete support

to the bpp, particularly through the mid-1970s.≥≤ To the present day, his

loyalties to the party are so strong that it is hard for him to o√er criticisms of

the organization’s controversial history. The legacy of the Panthers in Aoki’s

life is evident in his revolutionary nationalist ideology; his current activism,

often centering on bpp commemorations or antiwar organizing with for-

mer Panthers; the personal sacrifices he has made in his life; his oratory
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skills; and his black cultural style. Indeed, his reputation among Asian

American activists in the 1960s and today stems in large part from his

Panther a≈liation.

Yuri Kochiyama: Living in Harlem in
the ‘‘Sizzling Sixties’’

Yuri Kochiyama is one of the most prominent Asian American activists to

emerge in the 1960s.≥≥ Yet her early years hold few clues that explain her

radical transformation during that period. Born in 1921, Kochiyama grew

up in a predominantly white, middle-class neighborhood in South Los An-

geles. There were acts that could be interpreted as rebellious in her youth. In

particular, she managed to evade doing much housework. This was un-

usual, when social norms in 1930s America dictated that daughters, espe-

cially only daughters as was the case with Yuri, would help lighten their

mother’s domestic load and, perhaps more importantly, gain training for

becoming a ‘‘good wife’’ and ‘‘good mother.’’ Still, Yuri’s rebelliousness did

not stem from any conscious feminist impulse, but rather from a desire to

participate actively in extracurricular activities. Her whirlwind of commu-

nity service activities, including being a fanatical sports journalist, a mem-

ber of her high school tennis team, the first female student body o≈cer at

her high school, a counselor to multiple girls’ clubs, and a dedicated Sunday

school teacher, was a second area that signaled a potential activist future. But

she was drawn to helping others from a humanitarian base, in the absence

of any pursuit of social justice. In her youth, her racial outlook could best be

described as colorblind and assimilationist. She fit into the predominantly

white world surrounding her in San Pedro. She was not only well integrated

into school activities—‘‘one of the most popular students,’’ remarked several

of her friends—she even dated white boys at a time when Asian-white ro-

mantic relationships were legally and culturally prohibited. Kochiyama ac-

knowledges that even as she attended Japanese language school and was

raised in a Japanese home culture, she barely identified as being Japanese

American.≥∂

World War II inaugurated her racial awakening. For the first time, she

perceived race discrimination in, for example, organizations asking her to

leave and the local police accusing her of spying for Japan. Under conditions

of segregated confinement, Kochiyama began listening to the lengthy dis-
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cussions of older internees, many with grievances about their unjust rac-

ist treatment. These experiences challenged her colorblind worldview. But

even as she began recognizing instances of race discrimination, she still

clung to her faith in America as a land of equality and democracy. She was

able to reconcile these seemingly contradictory views by adopting a moder-

ate, legalistic, and assimilationist politic—one that matched the politics of

the jacl. Race discrimination was an aberrant event that could be eradicated

through reforms to the system. This is far di√erent from the worldview

Kochiyama would adopt by the mid-1960s—that racism was a deeply em-

bedded and widespread feature of the United States, intricately linked to the

historical development of the country itself. Still, her concentration camp

experiences triggered a racial awakening and her community service ac-

tivities began, for the first time, taking on an explicitly racial focus. From

inside the Santa Anita assembly center and the Jerome, Arkansas, con-

centration camp, Kochiyama organized her Sunday school class to began an

extensive letter-writing campaign to Nisei soldiers, in large part because

they were facing race discrimination at home and abroad on the battlefield.

In the postwar years, after moving to New York City to marry a war veteran,

Bill Kochiyama, she and her husband started an organization to support

Japanese American and later Chinese American soldiers on their way to the

Korean warfront.≥∑

In the 1950s, as Kochiyama followed newspaper accounts of the civil

rights movement and invited political speakers to her family’s open houses

—where scores of people, strangers and friends alike, gathered every week-

end—she began to gain a political consciousness. But her 1960 move from

midtown Manhattan to Harlem, with its pulsating black social movements,

was key in her radical transformation. In 1963, she began struggling for

quality education for inner-city children and for nondiscriminatory hiring

practices for construction workers—work that matched the goals (integra-

tion) and methods (nonviolent, direct action) of the civil rights movement.

But within two short years she had developed an incipient radical conscious-

ness. That she developed a moderate political consciousness was not sur-

prising. In the context of the civil rights movement surrounding her in

Harlem, her community service activities took on a political cast. But given

her experiences, it would have been hard to predict the development of a

radical politic. What triggered this radicalization?

The historic moment—the ‘‘sizzling sixties,’’ as Kochiyama has called it—
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and her location in Harlem were key. She became radicalized at precisely

the moment when the moderate civil rights movement was shifting into the

radical Black Power movement. Moreover, she was located in a black com-

munity that was rife with radical and nationalist tendencies and that had a

rich history of political and cultural resistance. In this milieu, Kochiyama

met Malcolm X, who would become her foremost political mentor. In Octo-

ber 1963, when Kochiyama met Malcolm at a courtroom hearing for her

arrest along with others for using their bodies to block construction trucks,

her politics reflected that of the predominant civil rights movement. She

told Malcolm that she disagreed with his ‘‘harsh stance on integration,’’ and

she asked, in her first letter to him, ‘‘If each of us, white, yellow, and what-

have-you, can earn our way into your confidence by actual performance, will

you . . . could you . . . believe in ‘togetherness’ of all people?’’≥∏ In these

statements, Kochiyama clearly promotes integrationism as a goal, yet she

also acknowledges the need for nonblack people to prove through ‘‘actual

performance’’ their genuine commitment to racial equality.

The day after meeting Malcolm, Kochiyama heard him speak for the first

time. She soon began to attend his talks at the Audubon Ballroom. In June

1964, Malcolm spoke at a program, held at the Kochiyama home, in honor

of Japanese hibakusha (atomic-bomb survivors) on a world tour against

nuclear proliferation. At that program, Malcolm acknowledged receiving

the numerous letters from Kochiyama and promised to write during his

lengthy travels abroad in Africa, the Middle East, and England. Yuri and Bill

were surprised to receive eleven postcards from Malcolm, in the midst of his

meeting with foreign national leaders. But something about Kochiyama

touched Malcolm. As Mae Mallory, a respected Harlem activist, recalled:

‘‘Mary [as Kochiyama was then known] was the only person in the area that

Malcolm wrote to, except for Mr. Micheaux [the black nationalist bookstore

owner].’’ Although her statement is exaggerated, Mallory is expressing a

perception that exists to this day—that Kochiyama was special to Malcolm.

As he expressed in one of his postcards: ‘‘I read all of your wonderful cards

and letters of encouragement and I think you are the most beautiful family

in Harlem.’’≥π

By the end of the year, Kochiyama was attending, at Malcolm’s invitation,

his Organization of Afro-American Unity’s Liberation School. From lessons

about Fannie Lou Hamer’s jailhouse beating to the European colonialists’

division of Africa to a political-economic analysis of slavery, Kochiyama
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learned lessons about how this country’s ‘‘congenital deformity’’ of racism

could not be reformed. Contained in these lessons, and in readings by

Fanon, Nkrumah, and Aptheker, were anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist, and

even implicitly pro-socialist messages. At Kochiyama’s first class, on De-

cember 5, 1964, she was impressed with the instructor’s ability to connect

cross-culturally: ‘‘To my surprise, Brother [James] Shabazz started talking

about linkages between Africans and Asians. I was the only non-Black there.

I don’t know if he spoke about this because I was there, to help me connect

my heritage to what we were learning, or if he would have lectured on this

anyway. Brother Shabazz, who speaks some Japanese, Korean, and Chinese,

wrote the kanji [Japanese and Chinese characters] for Tao and various mar-

tial art forms on the board. He explained the spirituality underlying these

martial arts—that they were exercises to help one move towards God similar

to how Islam did.’’ The Liberation School not only presented a di√erent view

of nationalism, one that contained elements of Third World solidarity and

internationalism, it also challenged the reformist, integrationist, and non-

violent beliefs contained within Kochiyama’s civil rights ideology. As she

questioned the possibility of gaining equality and liberation in a system

built on racism, she began to fathom that an entirely di√erent system

needed to be established.≥∫

That Malcolm too was undergoing a political and racial transformation

following his 1964 departure from the Nation of Islam had a profound

impact on Kochiyama. In May 1964, upon returning from Africa where he

met white revolutionary Muslims, particularly the Algerian ambassador to

Ghana, Malcolm revealed: ‘‘In the past, I have permitted myself to be used to

make sweeping indictments of all white people, and these generalizations

have caused injuries to some white people who did not deserve them. . . . My

pilgrimage to Mecca . . . served to convince me that perhaps American

whites can be cured of the rampant racism which is consuming them and

about to destroy this country. In the future, I intend to be careful not to

sentence anyone who has not been proven guilty. I am not a racist and do

not subscribe to any of the tenets of racism.’’≥Ω Had Malcolm maintained his

previous antiwhite views, Kochiyama, who believed in the possibility of

genuine interracial unity based on her own experiences growing up in San

Pedro, probably would not have become such a close supporter.

Nationalist politics were growing in other ways in Harlem as well. Fol-

lowing Malcolm’s assassination in 1965, LeRoi Jones (later Amiri Baraka)
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established the Black Arts Repertory Theater and School, which according to

Kochiyama, ‘‘became so well known that black literary people and artists

from all over the country came to Harlem to check it out.’’ Jones, a promi-

nent poet, dramatist, and writer who initially emerged as a Beat poet, had

undergone an ideological transformation from integrationism to black revo-

lutionary nationalism. Jones’s first organization in Harlem, the On Guard

for Freedom Committee, was interracial—a policy he defended when some

of the young nationalists in Harlem objected to the presence of whites at

their meetings. But by 1965, Jones argued that the Black Arts School should

be, in the words of Harold Cruse, ‘‘a black theater about black people, with

black people, for black people, and only black people.’’ Kochiyama observed

how this policy a√ected the political community in Harlem: ‘‘It was the first

kind of institution that upset a lot of people, and certainly it upset whites,

because the idea was that it was open only to blacks, or nonwhites. Harlem

Freedom School was integrated and most everything else that was political

in Harlem was integrated, until this new kind of nationalism emerged. Even

a lot of whites who had been in the civil rights movement were upset by it.’’∂≠

The racially exclusionary policy of the Black Arts School and other in-

stances of separatist organizing must have challenged Kochiyama’s own

evolving views on integrationism and self-determination. Just two years

earlier, she had rebuked Malcolm X’s separatist ideas. But by listening to

Malcolm’s speeches and studying at his Liberation School, she was begin-

ning to understand the need for autonomous spaces to solidify unity and

realize self-determination. The e√ects of white supremacy were felt in a

variety of ways in the movement, including white people dominating dis-

cussions and leadership positions and black people, in subscribing to inter-

nalized racism, accepting subordinate roles. As a result, Kochiyama rea-

soned, autonomous spaces—that is, racially exclusionary ones—served to

counter the powerful e√ects of white supremacy on black activists as well as

on well-meaning white activists. So while Kochiyama probably disliked the

fact that white activists felt hurt by being excluded on the basis of race,

she also believed that the separation of races was necessary for black self-

determination, but only as a stepping stone to the eventual ‘‘togetherness of

all people’’ in a transformed society. Her own racial identity placed her in an

ambiguous position vis-à-vis black nationalism. But in a period of growing

Third World solidarity, and given Kochiyama’s humble and respectful man-
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ner, she was one of the few nonblacks to be included in the Black Arts

School and other black nationalist formations in Harlem.

Not only was Kochiyama becoming increasingly nationalist, she also was

moving from believing in philosophical nonviolence to accepting the right

to self-defense. Certainly the teachings of Malcolm X and his associates at

the Liberation School influenced her thinking. In contrast to many civil

rights leaders, particularly Martin Luther King Jr. and Bob Moses, both of

whom raised nonviolence to a principle to be adhered to in all situations,

Malcolm X viewed nonviolence as a tactic to be used depending on the

circumstances: ‘‘We’re nonviolent with people who are nonviolent with us.

But we’re not nonviolent with people who are not nonviolent with us.’’ He

elaborated on this concept in his 1963 ‘‘Message to the Grass Roots’’ speech:

As long as the white man sent you to Korea, you bled. . . . You bleed for white

people, but when it comes to seeing your own churches being bombed and

little black girls murdered, you haven’t got any blood. . . . How are you going

to be nonviolent in Mississippi, as violent as you were in Korea? . . . If

violence is wrong in America, violence is wrong abroad. If it is wrong to be

violent defending black women and black children and black babies and

black men, then it is wrong for America to draft us and make us violent

abroad in defense of her. And if it is right for America to draft us, and teach us

how to be violent in defense of her, then it is right for you and me to do

whatever is necessary to defend our own people right here in this country.

Robert F. Williams, president of the naacp chapter in Monroe, North Car-

olina, who gained the respect of black nationalists for daring to promote

armed defense against Ku Klux Klan attacks in the 1950s, concurred with

the tactical use of self-defense: ‘‘Nonviolence is a very potent weapon when

the opponent is civilized, but nonviolence is no repellent for a sadist.’’ As he

further observed: ‘‘When Hitler’s tyranny threatened the world, we did not

hear much about how immoral it is to meet violence with violence.’’ Like-

wise, nonviolence would not prove an e√ective weapon against white su-

premacists, argued Williams.∂∞

In the 1960s, Williams became one of the most prominent leaders within

black revolutionary nationalist circles, second only to Malcolm X. The black

intellectual Harold Cruse, under whom Kochiyama studied at the Black Arts

School, views this as a curious fact; as he asserted, ‘‘Robert Williams himself
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was never a nationalist, but an avowed integrationist.’’ There is certainly

much evidence to support this position. As president of the Monroe naacp,

integration appeared to be Williams’s solution to white supremacy, as he

worked diligently for the desegregation of swimming pools and other public

facilities. Believing that the federal government would defend civil rights

activists against the segregationist practices of southern politicians and

Ku Klux Klan, he consistently informed the federal o≈cials, including the

fbi, about local racial problems. He supported diverse political tendencies,

including the interracial Freedom Riders and the predominantly white

Trotskyists—all pro-integrationist. Moreover, Williams considered the black

nation position unfeasible and was never a nationalist, in his words, ‘‘to the

point that I would exclude whites or that I would discriminate against whites

or that I would be prejudiced against whites.’’ So why, inquires Cruse, were

the bulk of Williams’s supporters in Harlem in the early 1960s nationalists?

And why, I might add, did revolutionary nationalist organizations in the

late 1960s invite Williams to be their leader? Cruse o√ers a succinct re-

sponse: ‘‘The young nationalists celebrated Williams as their leader, since

his self-defense stand coincided with their rising interests in the adoption of

force and violence tactics in the North.’’ Williams’s advocacy of self-defense

certainly inspired many revolutionary nationalists, including the Black Pan-

ther Party’s armed stance against police brutality. This position contrasted

sharply with the nonviolent philosophy of prominent civil rights leaders and

made Williams an adversary of the naacp executive director Roy Wilkins

and an ally to revolutionary nationalists.∂≤

By the late 1960s, Kochiyama was a firm believer in revolutionary na-

tionalism, with its promotion of self-determination and self-defense and its

anti-racist, anti-capitalist, and implicitly or explicitly pro-socialist politics.

Even here, the influences of Malcolm X and Robert Williams are apparent.

Both adhered to what Williams’s biographer called ‘‘eclectic radicalism.’’ In

the late 1950s and early 1960s, Williams believed in nationalist ideas about

self-reliance, he relied on the militant tactic of self-defense, and he strove

toward racial equality through integration without fundamentally contest-

ing the economic or political structures of the United States. By the late

1960s, Williams, after living in exile in Cuba and China, stated, ‘‘I envision

a democratic socialist economy wherein the exploitation of man by man

will be abolished.’’ Malcolm X’s Organization of Afro-American Unity con-

tained cultural nationalist, revolutionary nationalist, and revolutionary
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Marxist elements. And it is unclear whether Malcolm, whose politics were

evolving rapidly in the last year of his life, remained a nationalist (some

associates claim that given his treatment as an ex-o≈cio head of state during

his 1964 travels abroad, he acted out the concept of nationalism) or repudi-

ated narrow nationalism (as Malcolm stated in a January 1965 interview

with the Socialist Workers Party). But it can be argued that he was becoming

increasingly internationalist, anti-capitalist, and pro-socialist toward the end

of his life.∂≥ Moreover, compared to West Coast black radicals who drew

sharp divisions between cultural and revolutionary nationalism, on the East

Coast, particularly in Harlem, the boundaries between various forms of

nationalism appeared more fluid. While the New York Panthers adopted

African names and culture, the Oakland Panthers emphasized class over

race, harshly condemned ‘‘porkchop nationalists,’’ and forbid New York

Black Panthers from working closely with cultural nationalists.∂∂ It was

in this more eclectic East Coast nationalist environment that Kochiyama’s

politics—strongly influenced by revolutionary nationalism but also drawing

from cultural nationalism, civil rights discourse, and socialism—flourished.

In the mid-1960s, Kochiyama was a supporter of the Revolutionary Ac-

tion Movement, a clandestine revolutionary nationalist organization, which,

according to William Sales, ‘‘was the first of many organizations in the black

liberation movement to attempt to construct a revolutionary nationalism on

the basis of a synthesis of the thought of Malcolm X, Marx and Lenin, and

Mao Tse Tung . . . [giving] its variant of black nationalism a particularly leftist

character.’’ The Revolutionary Action Movement was headed by Muham-

mad Ahmed (Max Stanford), who relied on Kochiyama’s wide political net-

works to help to recruit members in Harlem. As Ahmed recounted: ‘‘Yuri

opened up her apartment as a meeting place, where we met for lunch two or

three times a week. She’d fix sandwiches and we would listen to Malcolm’s

unedited speeches, which would go for maybe two hours or so. And we

would have discussions. . . . She could introduce people to us. She would

circulate any information that we had to a whole network of people. . . . Yuri

was a constant communicator, constant facilitator, constant networker.’’

Through ram and others in Harlem, Kochiyama began writing to Robert

Williams while he was in exile, distributing his U.S.-government banned

publication The Crusader. Upon their return from exile in 1969, Robert and

Mabel Williams visited the Kochiyama home.∂∑

Based on her consistent and fervent support for revolutionary politics
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and black self-determination, Kochiyama was among the very few non-

blacks invited to join the Republic of New Africa (rna), which was estab-

lished in 1968 and known for its ultimate nationalist position advocating a

separate black nation in the U.S. South. Kochiyama was so influenced by

rna’s ‘‘nation-building’’ classes and the revolutionary nationalist milieu in

Harlem that when the rna had an internal split over the form and loca-

tion of revolutionary struggle, despite her own location in a northern city

she sided with the need to build an independent black nation in the South

over the struggle for equality in northern cities, where large numbers of

blacks had migrated since World War II. Though Kochiyama took a clear

stance by allying with Imari Obadele’s faction, given that her pragmatic

approach consistently took precedent over a strong ideological position, it is

not surprising that she worked simultaneously to promote Obadele’s ‘‘na-

tion within a nation’’ position and to work for black liberation in Harlem.∂∏

By 1967, the year that the fbi director J. Edgar Hoover o≈cially launched

the counterintelligence program, or cointelpro, ‘‘to expose, disrupt, mis-

direct, discredit or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalist,

hate-type organizations and groupings, their leadership, spokesmen, mem-

bership, and supporters, and to counter their propensity for violence and

civil disorder,’’ Kochiyama began what would became her most intense area

of struggle—supporting political prisoners. Initially drawn in because many

of her comrades were being harassed, arrested, and imprisoned by the fbi

and local police, her own experiences of incarceration during World War II

help explain the intensity of her commitment. Drawing parallels between

the two situations, Kochiyama proclaimed: ‘‘These things could happen

when there is no support; when no one even knows what is happening; and

when people are afraid to even know you because they might be found guilty

by association. . . . If we don’t support one another, and stand by one

another, it will be easy for those in power to pick o√ one group at a time, as

they have done so successfully in the past.’’ Kochiyama soon became one of

the central figures in the political prisoner movement in Harlem and na-

tionally, supporting political prisoners not only for humanitarian reasons,

given their excessively harsh treatment and long prison sentences, but also

defending their anti-racist, anti-imperialist politics. She was the first person

many turned to when arrested or when released from prison, either by

calling her home or dropping by her work. ‘‘When we were captured by the
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enemy, our first call went to WA6–7412,’’ recounted the political prisoner

Mutulu Shakur, rattling o√ her telephone number from memory thirty

years after his first post-prison phone call to Kochiyama. ‘‘Everybody just

remembered that number,’’ continued Shakur: ‘‘Anybody getting arrested,

no matter black, Puerto Rican, or whatever, our first call was to her number.

Her network was like no other. She would get a lawyer or get information

out to our family and the Movement. You knew she wasn’t going to stop

until somebody heard from you.’’ Kochiyama, dubbed the ‘‘Internet in those

days,’’ was also a storehouse of political information and updates on political

prisoner cases. As her fellow rna citizen Bolanile Akinwole recalled, ‘‘She

had little cardboard boxes [of files] stacked up everywhere. One of her back

rooms was just filled with these boxes. And there used to be boxes in the

hallway and in the kitchen. The kitchen table always had bunches of stu√ on

it, and underneath it. But everything was very organized and it was amazing

how quickly she could put her hands on information.’’ And Ahmed Oba-

femi adds, ‘‘So if you wanted information on a political prisoner, say to

organize a conference or a tribunal, all we had to do was go to Yuri.’’ And

with the same intensity she had while writing letters to Nisei soldiers during

World War II, Kochiyama would stay up until the wee hours of the morning

writing letters to political prisoners, composing articles for newsletters or

letters to the editor, completing a mass mailing, or organizing an event.∂π

Kochiyama’s commitment to political prisoners and to working cross-

culturally continues to this day. She has become an ardent supporter of

Puerto Rican independence and of those imprisoned for their e√orts to

decolonize their homelands. As the Puerto Rican leader Richie Perez ob-

served: ‘‘Yuri was an activist in a movement to free political prisoners in

almost every community—not only for the Panthers but also for the people

up in prison fighting for Puerto Rican independence—and [she] worked

very closely with some of the cases that were dear to our community. . . . In

each of these, [she worked] amazingly with the same kind of enthusiasm as

if they were people from her own community.’’ She has traveled inter-

nationally to Peru, the Philippines, and Japan to generate international

support for the Peruvian political prisoner and Shining Path leader Abimael

Guzman. Significantly, Kochiyama almost single-handedly is responsible

for generating Asian American support for political prisoners and, in the

1990s, for establishing support groups for the Asian American political
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prisoners Yu Kikumura and David Wong. As the former Puerto Rican politi-

cal prisoner Dylcia Pagan proclaimed, ‘‘I have the utmost admiration for

Yuri. She is the most incessant activist I’ve ever met.’’∂∫

The Radicalizing E√ect of the
Black Liberation Movement

My discussion of Richard Aoki and Yuri Kochiyama attends to the ways

in which the black liberation movement exerted a radicalizing force on

their ideological development and political activities. Their proximity to the

working-class black community was important. For Aoki, his growing up in

the black ghetto in West Oakland shaped his ideas about the nature of black

oppression, which he saw grounded in not only racism and capitalism but

also internal colonialism.∂Ω Had he been raised in a middle-class, predomi-

nantly white suburb, he may well have adopted a civil rights analysis of the

racist nature of black oppression or a Left analysis of the capitalist nature of

black oppression. For Kochiyama, it was in listening to her black neighbors’

daily experiences with racism that she gained an understanding of the sys-

temic nature of racism.

Still, as Kochiyama observed, it was not simply living in a working-class

black community, as she had throughout the 1950s in the predominantly

black Amsterdam Housing Projects in midtown Manhattan, but being sur-

rounded by the emerging black power movement in Harlem that triggered

her radicalization. That her politics developed in the early to mid-1960s,

precisely in the period when the civil rights movement was transforming

into the more radical black power movement, profoundly shaped her activ-

ism. These influences are particularly salient in Kochiyama’s ideological

development from her civil rights promotion of integrationism and nonvio-

lence to her revolutionary nationalist advocacy of self-determination, self-

defense, and armed struggle. For Aoki, his participation in the budding

black nationalist movement transformed his politics from the Trotskyism of

the swp to the revolutionary nationalism of the bpp. For both of these

Japanese American radicals, living in working-class black communities in

the midst of the emerging Black Power movement provided them with

opportunities to meet numerous black radicals and nationalists. These were

invaluable connections and experiences. To this day, Malcolm X is Kochi-



Richard Aoki and Yuri Kochiyama 187

yama’s greatest political mentor and the Black Panther Party is the single

greatest political influence in Aoki’s life.

As much as black radicalism impacted Aoki and Kochiyama’s poli-

tics, these Japanese American radicals also helped to shape the emerging

black power movements locally and nationally. The Black Panther Party

cofounder Bobby Seale finds Aoki’s contributions significant enough to

identify him by name in his 1960s classic book Seize the Time, and in his

current Black Panther Web site, even though Aoki was in neither the pri-

mary nor secondary tier of party leadership.∑≠ To Seale, Aoki’s ideological

and material support was critical to the formation of the bpp. He and Huey

Newton trusted and respected Aoki’s political analysis, so much so that

they engaged in lengthy discussions with him and sought his advice on,

for example, their party’s platform. That a person—and nonblack at that—

would be willing to supply them with their first guns for their audacious and

controversial police patrols must have a≈rmed their ideas and signaled

Aoki’s commitment in action, and not just words, to black liberation.

In the New York black liberation movement, Kochiyama can be charac-

terized as a behind-the-scenes worker—making stylistically designed leaf-

lets, archiving materials, writing and visiting political prisoners, arranging

meetings, and writing articles for movement publications. She readily ac-

knowledges her ordinariness: ‘‘I was never an o≈cer or leader [in rna]. . . . I

never spoke.’’ In emphasizing her respect for black self-determination, she

is adamant ‘‘that [it] would be sort of ridiculous for a non-Black to speak for

the Black nation.’’ But to see her contributions to black liberation as merely

that of a rank-and-file activist is misguided. As Mutulu Shakur, Kochiyama’s

New York comrade in rna and the National Committee to Defend Political

Prisoners (ncdpp), asserts: ‘‘She was more than just a leaflet maker. . . . She

was essential to that decision-making process. . . . When there were like only

five of us active in the ncdpp, Yuri would be there at every meeting. So how

can you minimize her decision-making role in that?’’ The ncdpp comrade

Nyisha Shakur concurred: ‘‘Yuri, out of all of us, was in touch with people

the most. People would call her relentlessly, just all the time—frequently

collect. And she would somehow just never refuse them. So she was always

the one who people looked to to find out where [prisoners and activists]

moved to. . . . She was the one seemingly writing and visiting most of [the]

political prisoners and really staying on top of it. . . . When I was still young,
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I said to myself, I never want to be as busy as she was. Yuri literally worked

until two or three in the morning every night.’’ Because of the dedication,

consistency, and selflessness with which Kochiyama has worked through

thick and thin, she has emerged as a leading figure in the New York black

liberation movement and in the national political prisoners movement. In

the early 1990s, for example, Kochiyama was listed on the Malcolm X Com-

memoration Committee’s letterhead as a founding member of the Organi-

zation of Afro American Unity (oaau), though she was merely a budding

activist when Malcolm X established the oaau in 1964. It seems that Kochi-

yama is so revered in black revolutionary nationalist circles that she is placed

among the closest associates of Malcolm X.∑∞

It was from their roots in the Black Power movement that both Kochi-

yama and Aoki emerged as early leaders of the Asian American Movement.

Young Asian American activists respected both leaders for their connec-

tions with the militant Black Power movement. Kochiyama helped build

bridges between the Asian and black radical movements by, for example,

writing or speaking about Malcolm X, Robert Williams, and political pris-

oners in many Asian American movement publications and events, and

writing or speaking about the Japanese American incarceration, the bomb-

ings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Vietnam War, and the Japanese Ameri-

can redress movement to Asian and black audiences. As she worked for

Japanese American redress in the 1980s, she consistently advocated the

need for black reparations. Aoki’s leadership in the Asian American Politi-

cal Alliance and the Third World Liberation Front at uc Berkeley stemmed

from, in large part, his connections to the Black Power movement on the

West Coast. Not only was he a dynamic orator grounded in black street style

and an advanced student of revolutionary black nationalism, he also exuded

the macho style of the Black Panthers that drew the admiration of young

Asian American men and women looking for alternative role models.

The black liberation movement was a radicalizing force in the lives of

Aoki and Kochiyama, both of whom in turn helped shape the emerging radi-

cal black movement. Both activists were influential leaders in the nascent

Asian American movement and inspired the activism of countless Asian

American youth. In helping to forge revolutionary African-Asian unity, Japa-

nese American radicals like Kochiyama and Aoki were instrumental in

helping to build the Left wing of the Asian American movement.∑≤
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Kalamu ya Salaam

Why Do We Lie about

Telling the Truth?

‘‘I
put his head sort of on my lap. I just hoped and prayed he

was still alive. It was hard to tell. He was having di≈culty

breathing. And other people came and they tore open the

shirt. I could see that he was hit so many times.’’

This is a description of the death of El-Hajj Malik El-

Shabazz, aka Malcolm X. Who said these words?

A Betty Shabazz, Malcom’s wife who was present with

their children when Malcolm was assassinated.

B Gene Roberts, an undercover police agent who had infil-

trated Malcolm’s organization and was attempting to

save Malcolm with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

C Yuri Kochiyama, a Japanese American member of Mal-

com’s organization who was present in the Audubon

Ballroom on February 21, 1965.

If you have seen Spike Lee’s movie Malcolm X you will

be forgiven in believing the answer is A. Betty Shabazz. If

you have seen the death scene photo of a man leaning over




