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Migration; diaspora; Japanese-Brazilian; space; home; time 

Joy Kogawa’s Obasan (1981) and Oscar Nakasato’s Nihonjin (2011) are two novels that narrate the 
lives of Japanese diaspora in Canada and Brazil respectively. Both countries share a rich tradition 
of Japanese migration during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, which, while distinct in important 

treatments of the home space in Obasan and Nihonjin, arguing that this realm serves two primary 

migration literature from a comparative lens sheds light on the past as a gateway to the present, 
while nuancing national discourses around race and ethnicity. Although these two narratives are 
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The Practice of Everyday Life

propelling a story forward. Unsurprisingly, narratives on migration and migrants are 
frequently less focused on the literal migratory voyage than they are on the journey of 

place, as well as temporally, through the keeping of multilayered time, often conveyed 
as frozen or slow-moving.1 Joy Kogawa’s Obasan (1981) and Oscar Nakasato’s Nihonjin 

and Brazil respectively.2 Both countries share a rich tradition of Japanese migration during 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, resulting in important literary production.3 While Brazil 
houses the largest Japanese population in the world outside of Japan, forecasted to top 

4 

1
Levy’s A chave da casa (2007), an introspective look at a Turkish-Brazilian’s retracing of her family 

ultimately grounded in the protagonist’s memories, which are interspersed with her travel.
2  Both novels’ titles are left in the Japanese, an important marker of language. Obasan means 

Nihonjin means 
Japanese people in Japanese. These titles stress the importance of language in the process of 
migration, placing it at the forefront.  

3

cultural alienation and preservation. 
4

Japanese-Brazilian resistance in entering the Brazilian literary scene due to often self-imposed 

a long period of time the population resisted integration. The poets and writers of prose continued to 

translation). 

tempo a colônia resistiu a se integrar - os poetas e prosadores continuavam inseridos dentro da 

Statistics Canada 2011). Nevertheless, Japanese 

histories to life in critical ways, illuminating intersections and divergences as well as cultural 

space in Obasan and Nihonjin, arguing that this realm serves two primary functions: 1) as 

migration literature from a comparative lens sheds light on the past as a gateway to the 
present, while nuancing national discourses around race and ethnicity.

Both Obasan, written in English, and Nihonjin, 

decades. Obasan’s point of departure is 1972, and the novel commences from the 
perspective of a Japanese-Canadian schoolteacher in her mid-thirties, Naomi, who has 

Nagasaki, where, she discovers much later, she has lost her mother. Obasan’s language 

Obasan humanizes Japanese-Canadian 

in the present tense and through the eyes of a child, connecting it to the present and 

skillfully interweaving moments of solidarity or refuge amongst its protagonists. The novel 
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Nihonjin
of narrative voices.5

the intersection of three generations along a shared plotline. Beginning the story is Hideo 

6 Though Nihonjin 

Obasan and Nihonjin

testing of language, cultural traditions, and even racial purity, deemed essential for future 
generations. 

Before turning to depictions of the home, it is important to comment upon some of the 

sanctioned immigration programs in the late 19th and early 20th centuries has changed 

historian Jeffrey Lesser notes, “Most Brazilians understand immigrants and immigration 

5 Nihonjin 
in Brazil.

6

across generations. 

their country of origin, in this case calling themselves Japanese (Lesser 2). Yet although 

not eliminate discriminatory practices, as Nihonjin
historical emphasis placed on miscegenation, evidenced in concepts including racial 

Amerindians, descendants of African slaves, and whites. Not only does racial democracy 
falsely simplify race relations in a country with a long-standing legacy of slavery and other 

or the many other ethnicities that fall outside of the colonial model. Thus, despite an 

within conceptual and historical frameworks. At the same time, the novel’s depiction of 

Japanese-Brazilians. 
Obasan

since the 1970s, scholars have largely dismantled the idealism surrounding this framework 

Obasan

1942-1949. Long-term restrictions on immigration, voting, and other state-sanctioned anti-
Japanese policies are critical components to its interpretation. Both Nihonjin and Obasan 

social facets in these two immigrant-rich countries. 

platform for their recollection. Here the past and present coalesce through dreams, writing, 
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The Poetics of Space, speaks to the 

Nihonjin

the same time, the home-space also highlights the challenging socio-economic situation of 
newly arrived Japanese to Brazil. When Hideo and his Japanese wife enter the immigrant 
housing project in Brazil to which they are assigned, Kimie literally marks the newly trodden 

7 This 

space of the kitchen is a sanctuary for writing and recollecting, a melancholic process of 

the four seasons: the sad redness of the sky that the leaves of momiji8 copied in autumn, 
the white coating on the cherry trees during the winter, the song of the nightingale in the 

were in Japan. (Nakasato 35; my translation)9 

7

8
9

passage, the act of writing is synonymous with the recuperation and preservation of space, 

29-32) in which the migrants are otherwise centered. These digressions thicken narrative 
time, altering the rhythm of events.10 

Obasan

in Obasan

edge are Uncle’s African violets, profusely purple, glass salt and pepper shakers, a soya 

(17). Though the home may not evoke memories of Japan as in Nihonjin, its artifacts are 

Uncle. These items are interspersed with generic things, including a toaster, a radio and 
11Within 

10 Curiously, it is Japan in general which occupies these migrants’ imagination, rather than a 

11 The Location of Culture
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eating identities.12 
Nihonjin’s representation of 

advancing readers’ understanding of the realities of the farming class to which many 

a dusting of imagined snow: 

13 
From the window, Kimie succeeds not only in spatially altering outdoor landscapes 

12

13 

plantation, ran among the coffee plants, feeling the snow falling on her head, and on her 
14

 she feels
present, fantasy and reality.15

closes.
Obasan pushes this idea a step further, the home is more than a psychic state, it is 

The house is indeed old, as she is also old. Every home-made piece of furniture, 

14

15

act of sympathy. The pair’s capacity to retreat into the world of memory and fantasy, taking refuge 
in poetry (through Jintaro’s haikus on the Japanese seasons, constructed in the aforementioned 
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Nihonjin, access to the home is initially denied to non-Japanese 
16 Obasan, the home 

space is also a site of cultural preservation and an increasing focus on cultural plurality in 

Nihonjin

Nihonjin forms part of a dialogue on cultural 

Gaijin – The Roads to 
Freedom (Caminhos Da Liberdade) (1980) portrays a Japanese immigrant community in 

protection of the home space, contemporary scholars on the Japanese presence in Brazil 
including Naomi Moniz contrast two images: 1) the plurality and miscegenation inherent 
to the envisioning of the Brazilian identity, discussed earlier; and 2) the focus on purity 

16

communities have differentiated themselves from other migrant communities in their 
adherence to cultural values and opposition to assimilation, a direct affront to Brazilian 

Networked 
Publics, 

clearly in Nihonjin 

into mainstream Brazil, leading to a series of transgressions including peering out the 
17 Eventually, Hideo and 

After Hanadasan’s refusal, Haruo concluded that he could not seek help in the home 
of a nihonjin

other shirogohan
the world. (Nakasato 78; my translation)18 

cultural identity.19 shirogohan, a cake made 

17

the home, include the Japanese language school and the Buddhist temple.
18 

ajuda em casa de nihonjin

(Nakasato 78).
19 Nihonjin

or gloss. 
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Manioc or cassava is 

Obasan, culinary traditions 

a translation is important in Nihonjin
Obasan

or translation for what is stated in Japanese.20 Nihonjin
an equal plane, rather than stressing their difference through translation. This necessitates 

more prevalent than in the home, where food, family names and cultural artifacts reside. 

a family that accepted him. This interaction highlights not only the ways in which the 

geographically and temporally from the immigrant settlement (colônia) to the countryside, 

vis the home space diminishes. 
Like Nihonjin, Obasan

20

origin. This is important as the novel progresses, as the home disrupts an otherwise hostile 
environment during the war, its preservation an act of resistance. 

Nihonjin
on her identity, “We are leaving the B.C. coast- rain, cloud, mist- an air overladen with 

21 
A method of dealing with this sense of loss and reacting against involuntary moves 

relocation period (168). Even in the internment camps, Japanese women attempt to create 

diary entries, she remarks on this as an act of resistance, 

21
respectively. 
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relocation affected every strata of Japanese-Canadian society. The use of the word home, 

constructed and preserved. As in Nihonjin Obasan, a reminder of how it 

challenge of life in the third space, that of the neither here nor there, hovering somewhere 

 

This is an important consideration as we attempt to understand the preservation of 

the protagonists, the plasticity of time provides a tool for gaining representational space. 

Time in Literature

spatial restriction and relocation. Nihonjin 

her gaijin22 love. However, a late-night, chance encounter with her mother in the kitchen 
weakens her will. Leaving the home would signify a complete departure from the family 

her mother weakened her determination... From the window, she saw Fernando in front 
of the gate. Then suddenly, the gate seemed a distant place to her, shrouded in mist, and 
she thought that it was not just a few steps that separated the two of them... (Nakasato 
111-112; my translation)23 

clock, a period of two hours24 is lengthened across eight pages. The event commences 

for the Japanese community. The scene culminates in an encounter with her Brazilian 

sheds light upon how spatial and ideological distances are frequently melded in the novel, 
Nihonjin’s chapters involve detailed family 

spanning years rather than days or weeks. Unlike the spaces of the novel, which are 

historical trajectories, and then stretched within a singular narrative moment. 
Obasan, time is also drawn out in the domestic arena via dreams, reading and 

recollecting, with some dream sequences encompassing entire chapters. Much like 

22
nihonjin, or ‘Japanese people or person,’ also the novel’s title. 

23

(112)
24

(Nakasato 
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Nihonjin

documents from her Aunt Emily, a stack of papers including letters and journals. As Naomi 

25 The house in which 

home providing a unique realm for the preservation of the past. 

What is clear in this comparative analysis is that class or social position affects the modes 
Nihonjin and Obasan, the occupation 

of space is synonymous with the attainment or challenging of dominant power structures, 

resistance and personal growth. The homes of these two works are often transitory and 
are not a given. To complicate matters, the spatial transformation of the home is affected 

revealing the ways in which spatio-cultural parameters change alongside shifts in national 

25

house’s nooks and crannies, these novels challenge and complement each other in their 

linked in unique ways. 
Space, Place and Gender

Obasan

Nihonjin, 

and depth in their historical trajectory of Canada and Brazil, permitting readers to see the 
home as a dynamic site that mirrors ever-changing national and personal realities, taking 
on many forms. 

Works Cited
The Poetics of Space

1994. 
Studies in Canadian 

Literature New Brunswick. 26 (2001): 5-22. 
Essays on Canadian 

Writing 51-52 (1993-94): 164-210.
The Location of Culture.

Certeau, Michel de. The Practice of Everyday Life
1984. 

Yearning: Race, 
Gender and Cultural Politics. 145-153. 

Casa Grande e Senzala: Edição Crítica
Gaijin: Caminhos da Liberdade

Canadian Literature 109 
(1986): 34-53.

Resistência e Integração: 100 anos 



45A Journal of Canadian Literary and Cultural Studies

de Imigração Japonesa no Brasil. 
Encyclopedia of Food and Culture

Kenzari, Bechi. . 

Kogawa, Joy. Obasan
Lesser, Jeff. Immigration, Ethnicity, and National Identity in Brazil, 1808 to the Present. 

Space, Place, and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Meyerhoff, Hans. Time in Literature

New Worlds, New Lives: Globalization and People of 
Japanese Descent in the Americas and from Latin America in Japan

Nakasato, Oscar F. Nihonjin
África 21 Online (2013). 

Statistics Canada
Networked Publics

Eating Identities: Reading Food in Asian American Literature. Honolulu: 


