
A Reading List for EMW Bookstore’s 2018 Read-A-Thon 
books relating to the Japanese American history and experience, self-reflection, and legacy 

 

Author  Title  Cover  Overview 

Joy Kogawa  Obasan 

 

Based on the author's own experiences, this award-winning novel was the first to tell the story of the 
evacuation, relocation, and dispersal of Canadian citizens of Japanese ancestry during the Second World 
War. 

Hisaye 
Yamamoto 

Seventeen 
Syllables and 
Other Stories 

 

Seventeen Syllables and Other Stories brings together fifteen stories that span Hisaye Yamamoto's 
forty-year career. It was her first book to be published in the United States. Yamamoto's themes include the 
cultural conflicts between the first generation, the Issei and their children, the Nisei; coping with prejudice; 
and the World War II internment of Japanese Americans. 

Toshio Mori  Yokohama, 
California 

 

Yokohama, California, originally released in 1949, is the first published collection of short stories by a 
Japanese American. Set in a fictional community, these linked stories are alive with the people, gossip, 
humor, and legends of Japanese America in the 1930s and 1940s. 

Wakako 
Yamauchi 

Songs My 
Mother Taught 
Me: Stories, 
Plays, and 
Memoir 

 

Songs My Mother Taught Me is the first collection of literature by Wakako Yamauchi. In her eloquent prose, 
Yamauchi, a Nisei (second-generation Japanese American) illuminates the neglected social and emotional 
history of two generations of Japanese in the United States, recalling the harsh lives of rural immigrants, 
tenant farmers, and itinerant laborers. Informed by her own family history, her stories and plays recreate the 
wartime relocation of Japanese Americans and their postwar return to urban centers, capturing their 
ambivalent longings for the prewar family and culture of Japan. Years later, she recalls very young Mexican 
immigrants hired in as cheap labor in southern California who view a middle-aged Japanese woman as "the 
American", and ask her for advice—an irony almost too daunting for her to bear as she considers the past.  
 
Without bitterness, and often with quiet humor, Yamauchi's human-sized dramas open into larger social 
histories and the great narrative myths of culture. Like Toshio Mori and Hisaye Yamamoto, Yamauchi is a 
pioneer of Asian-American literature. 



Karen Tei 
Yamashita 

I Hotel 

 

Dazzling and ambitious, this hip, multi-voiced fusion of prose, playwriting, graphic art, and philosophy spins 
an epic tale of America’s struggle for civil rights as it played out in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Divided into 
ten novellas, one for each year, I Hotel begins in 1968, when Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were 
assassinated, students took to the streets, the Vietnam War raged, and cities burned. 
 
As Karen Yamashita’s motley cast of students, laborers, artists, revolutionaries, and provocateurs make their 
way through the history of the day, they become caught in a riptide of politics and passion, clashing 
ideologies and personal turmoil. And by the time the survivors unite to save the International 
Hotel—epicenter of the Yellow Power Movement—their stories have come to define the very heart of the 
American experience. 

Karen Tei 
Yamashita 

Tropic of 
Orange 

 

Irreverently juggling magical realism, film noir, hip hop, and chicanismo, Karen Yamashita presents an L.A. 
where the homeless, gangsters, infant organ entrepreneurs, and Hollywood collide on a stretch of highway 
struck by disaster. The Harbor Freeway crisis becomes the apex of events - caused by an orange, which has 
been brought to L.A. from just north of Mazatlan, dragging with it the Tropic of Cancer. Rafaela, caretaking 
Gabriel's getaway home in Mexico, discovers a dealer of human body parts and flees north, joining a 
performer/laborer named Arcangel. Meanwhile, Gabriel, a news reporter in L.A., has been following leads in 
which seemingly unrelated events mysteriously unite as the homeless take up residence in abandoned 
Mercedes, lowriders, and Cads, and an aged Asian American sansei conducts symphonies from a freeway 
overpass. Emi, T.V. executive and Gabriel's girlfriend, along with Buzzworm, his connection to the streets, 
get caught in the middle of this mounting wildfire just as the cast of characters - diverse as the city itself - 
assembles for the final event. Tropic of Orange is an apocalypse of race, class, and culture, fanned by the 
media under the harsh L.A. sun. 

Kenji Yoshino  Covering: The 
Hidden Assault 
on Our Civil 
Rights 

 

In this remarkable and elegant work, acclaimed Yale Law School professor Kenji Yoshino fuses legal 
manifesto and poetic memoir to call for a redefinition of civil rights in our law and culture. 
 
Everyone covers. To cover is to downplay a disfavored trait so as to blend into the mainstream. Because all 
of us possess stigmatized attributes, we all encounter pressure to cover in our daily lives. Given its 
pervasiveness, we may experience this pressure to be a simple fact of social life. 
 
Against conventional understanding, Kenji Yoshino argues that the demand to cover can pose a hidden 
threat to our civil rights. Though we have come to some consensus against penalizing people for differences 
based on race, sex, sexual orientation, religion, and disability, we still routinely deny equal treatment to 
people who refuse to downplay differences along these lines. Racial minorities are pressed to “act white” by 
changing their names, languages, or cultural practices. Women are told to “play like men” at work. Gays are 
asked not to engage in public displays of same-sex affection. The devout are instructed to minimize 
expressions of faith, and individuals with disabilities are urged to conceal the paraphernalia that permit them 
to function. In a wide-ranging analysis, Yoshino demonstrates that American civil rights law has generally 
ignored the threat posed by these covering demands. With passion and rigor, he shows that the work of civil 
rights will not be complete until it attends to the harms of coerced conformity. 
 
At the same time, Yoshino is responsive to the American exasperation with identity politics, which often 
seems like an endless parade of groups asking for state and social solicitude. He observes that the ubiquity 



of the covering demand provides an opportunity to lift civil rights into a higher, more universal register. Since 
we all experience the covering demand, we can all make common cause around a new civil rights paradigm 
based on our desire for authenticity–a desire that brings us together rather than driving us apart. 
 
Yoshino’s argument draws deeply on his personal experiences as a gay Asian American. He follows the 
Romantics in his belief that if a human life is described with enough particularity, the universal will speak 
through it. The result is a work that combines one of the most moving memoirs written in years with a 
landmark manifesto on the civil rights of the future. 

Gary Y. Okihiro  Margins and 
Mainstreams: 
Asians in 
American 
History and 
Culture 

 

In this classic book on the meaning of multiculturalism in larger American society, Gary Okihiro explores the 
significance of Asian American experiences from the perspectives of historical consciousness, race, gender, 
class, and culture. 
 
While exploring anew the meanings of Asian American social history, Okihiro argues that the core values 
and ideals of the nation emanate today not from the so-called mainstream but from the margins, from among 
Asian and African Americans, Latinos and American Indians, women, and the gay and lesbian community. 
Those groups in their struggles for equality, have helped to preserve and advance the founders’ ideals and 
have made America a more democratic place for all. 

John Okada  No-No Boy 

 

“No-No Boy has the honor of being the very first Japanese American novel," writes novelist Ruth Ozeki in 
her new foreword to John Okada’s classic of Asian American literature. First published in 1956, No-No Boy 
was virtually ignored by a public eager to put World War II and the Japanese internment behind them. It was 
not until the mid-1970s that a new generation of Japanese American writers and scholars recognized the 
novel’s importance and popularized it as one of literature’s most powerful testaments to the Asian American 
experience. 

No-No Boy tells the story of Ichiro Yamada, a fictional version of the real-life "no-no boys." Yamada 
answered "no" twice in a compulsory government questionnaire as to whether he would serve in the armed 
forces and swear loyalty to the United States. Unwilling to pledge himself to the country that interned him 
and his family, Ichiro earns two years in prison and the hostility of his family and community when he returns 
home to Seattle. As Ozeki writes, Ichiro’s "obsessive, tormented" voice subverts Japanese postwar 
"model-minority" stereotypes, showing a fractured community and one man’s "threnody of guilt, rage, and 
blame as he tries to negotiate his reentry into a shattered world." 

The first edition of No-No Boy since 1979 presents this important work to new generations of readers. 

Julie Otsuka  When the 
Emperor Was 
Divine 

 

On a sunny day in Berkeley, California, in 1942, a woman sees a sign in a post office window, returns to her 
home, and matter-of-factly begins to pack her family's possessions. Like thousands of other Japanese 
Americans they have been reclassified, virtually overnight, as enemy aliens and are about to be uprooted 
from their home and sent to a dusty internment camp in the Utah desert.  
 
In this lean and devastatingly evocative first novel, Julie Otsuka tells their story from five flawlessly realized 
points of view and conveys the exact emotional texture of their experience: the thin-walled barracks and 
barbed-wire fences, the omnipresent fear and loneliness, the unheralded feats of heroism. When the 



Emperor Was Divine is a work of enormous power that makes a shameful episode of our history as 
immediate as today's headlines. 

Min Jin Lee  Pachinko 

 

In the early 1900s, teenaged Sunja, the adored daughter of a crippled fisherman, falls for a wealthy stranger 
at the seashore near her home in Korea. He promises her the world, but when she discovers she is 
pregnant--and that her lover is married--she refuses to be bought. Instead, she accepts an offer of marriage 
from a gentle, sickly minister passing through on his way to Japan. But her decision to abandon her home, 
and to reject her son's powerful father, sets off a dramatic saga that will echo down through the generations. 
 
Richly told and profoundly moving, Pachinko is a story of love, sacrifice, ambition, and loyalty. From bustling 
street markets to the halls of Japan's finest universities to the pachinko parlors of the criminal underworld, 
Lee's complex and passionate characters--strong, stubborn women, devoted sisters and sons, fathers 
shaken by moral crisis--survive and thrive against the indifferent arc of history. 

Julie Otsuka  The Buddha in 
the Attic 

A gorgeous novel by the celebrated author of When the Emperor Was Divine that tells the story of a group 
of young women brought from Japan to San Francisco as “picture brides” nearly a century ago. In eight 
unforgettable sections, The Buddha in the Attic traces the extraordinary lives of these women, from their 
arduous journeys by boat, to their arrival in San Francisco and their tremulous first nights as new wives; from 
their experiences raising children who would later reject their culture and language, to the deracinating 
arrival of war. Once again, Julie Otsuka has written a spellbinding novel about identity and loyalty, and what 
it means to be an American in uncertain times. 

Monica Sone  Nisei Daughter 

 

With charm, humor, and deep understanding, Monica Sone tells what it was like to grow up Japanese 
American on Seattle's waterfront in the 1930s and to be subjected to "relocation" during World War II. Along 
with over one hundred thousand other persons of Japanese ancestry ― most of whom were U.S. citizens ― 
Sone and her family were uprooted from their home and imprisoned in a camp. Her unique and personal 
account is a true classic of Asian American literature. 

Lois-Ann 
Yamanaka 

Father of Four 
Passages 

 

Hailed by Jamie James in The Atlantic Monthly as "one of the most original voices on the literary scene," 
Lois-Ann Yamanaka is back with a novel about family and forgiveness. Set in Hawaii and Las Vegas, Father 
of the Four Passages tells the story of Sonia Kurisu, a street-wise young mother, who struggles to raise her 
child, Sonny Boy, as she seeks to come to terms with the three children she aborted. In sequences 
alternating between the past and the present, we learn of Sonia's childhood-her abandonment by her father 
and her mother; her contentious relationship with her sister, Celeste; her string of bad lovers; her problems 
with drugs and alcohol-and of her wish to reconcile with her father and make something of her life by being 
a good parent to her son, who has begun to show signs of developmental problems. A haunting novel about 
fathers, forgiveness, spirituality, and solace, Father of the Four Passagesis Yamanaka's most ambitious work 
to date. 



Ruth Ozeki  A Tale for the 
Time Being 

 

In Tokyo, sixteen-year-old Nao has decided there’s only one escape from her aching loneliness and her 
classmates’ bullying. But before she ends it all, Nao first plans to document the life of her great grandmother, 
a Buddhist nun who’s lived more than a century. A diary is Nao’s only solace—and will touch lives in ways 
she can scarcely imagine. Across the Pacific, we meet Ruth, a novelist living on a remote island who 
discovers a collection of artifacts washed ashore in a Hello Kitty lunchbox—possibly debris from the 
devastating 2011 tsunami. As the mystery of its contents unfolds, Ruth is pulled into the past, into Nao’s 
drama and her unknown fate, and forward into her own future. 
 
Full of Ozeki’s signature humor and deeply engaged with the relationship between writer and reader, past 
and present, fact and fiction, quantum physics, history, and myth, A Tale for the Time Being is a brilliantly 
inventive, beguiling story of our shared humanity and the search for home. 

Cynthia 
Kadohata 

Checked 

 

**NEW** Published February 6, 2018 
From Newbery Medalist Cynthia Kadohata comes a brilliantly realized sports novel about a hockey player 
who must discover who he is without the sport that defines him. 
 
Hockey is Conor’s life. His whole life. He’ll say it himself, he’s a hockey beast. It’s his dad’s whole life 
too—and Conor is sure that’s why his stepmom, Jenny, left. There are very few things Conor and his dad 
love more than the game, and one of those things is their Doberman, Sinbad. When Sinbad is diagnosed 
with cancer, Conor chooses to put his hockey lessons and practices on hold so they can pay for Sinbad’s 
chemotherapy. 
 
But without hockey to distract him, Conor begins to notice more. Like his dad’s crying bouts, and his friend’s 
difficult family life. And then Conor notices one more thing: Without hockey, the one thing that makes him 
feel special, is he really special at all? 

Cynthia 
Kadohata 

Kira-Kira 

 

kira-kira (kee' ra kee' ra): glittering; shining  
Glittering. That's how Katie Takeshima's sister, Lynn, makes everything seem. The sky is kira-kira because 
its color is deep but see-through at the same time. The sea is kira-kira for the same reason. And so are 
people's eyes. When Katie and her family move from a Japanese community in Iowa to the Deep South of 
Georgia, it's Lynn who explains to her why people stop them on the street to stare. And it's Lynn who, with 
her special way of viewing the world, teaches Katie to look beyond tomorrow. But when Lynn becomes 
desperately ill, and the whole family begins to fall apart, it is up to Katie to find a way to remind them all that 
there is always something glittering -- kira-kira -- in the future. 
 
Luminous in its persistence of love and hope, Kira-Kira is Cynthia Kadohata's stunning debut in middle-grade 
fiction. 



Nahoko 
Uehashi 

Moribito: 
Guardian of the 
Spirit 

 

Balsa was a wanderer and warrior for hire. Then she rescued a boy flung into a raging river -- and at that 
moment, her destiny changed. Now Balsa must protect the boy -- the Prince Chagum -- on his quest to 
deliver the great egg of the water spirit to its source in the sea. As they travel across the land of Yogo and 
discover the truth about the spirit, they find themselves hunted by two deadly enemies: the egg-eating 
monster Rarunga . . . and the prince's own father. 

Murasaki 
Shikibu 

The Tale of 
Genji 

 

Written in the eleventh century, this exquisite portrait of courtly life in medieval Japan is widely celebrated as 
the world’s first novel. Genji, the Shining Prince, is the son of an emperor. He is a passionate character 
whose tempestuous nature, family circumstances, love affairs, alliances, and shifting political fortunes form 
the core of this magnificent epic. Royall Tyler’s superior translation is detailed, poetic, and superbly true to 
the Japanese original while allowing the modern reader to appreciate it as a contemporary treasure. 
Supplemented with detailed notes, glossaries, character lists, and chronologies to help the reader navigate 
the multigenerational narrative, this comprehensive edition presents this ancient tale in the grand style that it 
deserves. 

Mariko Tamaki  Emiko 
Superstar 

 

Emiko is a teenager on a quest to find herself who goes from suburban babysitter to eclectic urban 
performance artist. 

Jillian Tamaki  Boundless 

 

Jenny becomes obsessed with a strange "mirror Facebook," which presents an alternate, possibly better, 
version of herself. Helen finds her clothes growing baggy, her shoes looser, and as she shrinks away to 
nothingness, the world around her recedes as well. The animals of the city briefly open their minds to us, 
and we see the world as they do. A mysterious music file surfaces on the internet and forms the basis of a 
utopian society–or is it a cult? 
 
Boundless is at once fantastical and realist, playfully hinting at possible transcendence: from one’s culture, 
one’s relationship, oneself. This collection of short stories is a showcase for the masterful blend of emotion 
and humour of award-winning cartoonist Jillian Tamaki. 

Banana 
Yoshimoto 

Kitchen 

 

With the publication of Kitchen, the dazzling English-language debut that is still her best-loved book, the 
literary world realized that Yoshimoto was a young writer of enduring talent whose work has quickly earned 
a place among the best of contemporary Japanese literature. Kitchen is an enchantingly original book that 
juxtaposes two tales about mothers, love, tragedy, and the power of the kitchen and home in the lives of a 
pair of free-spirited young women in contemporary Japan. Mikage, the heroine, is an orphan raised by her 
grandmother, who has passed away. Grieving, Mikage is taken in by her friend Yoichi and his mother (who is 
really his cross-dressing father) Eriko. As the three of them form an improvised family that soon weathers its 
own tragic losses, Yoshimoto spins a lovely, evocative tale with the kitchen and the comforts of home at its 
heart. 



 
In a whimsical style that recalls the early Marguerite Duras, "Kitchen" and its companion story, "Moonlight 
Shadow," are elegant tales whose seeming simplicity is the ruse of a very special writer whose voice echoes 
in the mind and the soul. 

Yukio Mishima  Confessions of 
a Mask 

 

Confessions of a Mask tells the story of Kochan, an adolescent boy tormented by his burgeoning attraction 
to men: he wants to be “normal.”  Kochan is meek-bodied, and unable to participate in the more athletic 
activities of his classmates. He begins to notice his growing attraction to some of the boys in his class, 
particularly the pubescent body of his friend Omi. To hide his homosexuality, he courts a woman, Sonoko, 
but this exacerbates his feelings for men. As news of the War reaches Tokyo, Kochan considers the fate of 
Japan and his place within its deeply rooted propriety. 
 
Confessions of a Mask reflects Mishima’s own coming of age in post-war Japan. Its publication in 
English―praised by Gore Vidal, James Baldwin, and Christopher Isherwood― propelled the young Yukio 
Mishima to international fame. 

David Mas 
Masumoto 

Four Season in 
Five Senses 

 

Rushing from one thing to another, we lose sight of the art of living, which for California farmer David Mas 
Masumoto is also the art of farming. Not fast farming, of the kind that produces fast food, but slow farming, 
the kind that notices each change of light and temperature and produces peaches with juice that runs down 
your chin. 
 
On the farm, appreciating the fruits of one's own labor requires all the senses: smell that knows when a 
peach is ready to be picked; sight that observes the health of a season's crop; touch that measures the 
weight of a fruit; hearing that recognizes each voice that calls out across the fields; and taste that savors the 
refreshing tang of a fruit at that perfect moment of ripeness. Taking us into his fields to witness the cycle of 
the harvest, Masumoto reminds us that we must stop living on the run in order to savor the world around us. 

 


