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From the President’s desk…. 
 

Today is the 15
th

 year anniversary of 9/11. It is one of those days where you remember where you were 

on the day the news of the attack on the twin towers. Like the day when JFK was assassinated or when 

the Challenger exploded. 

 

For the Japanese American community, some may remember when their family received evacuation 

notices or when the redress bill was signed. I remember my dad was in disbelief and saying that it will 

sink in when the apology and reparation came in the mail. It did, 4 years later and I remember that he 

put half away for a vacation trip for my mom and him and the other half wen to a down payment for a 

Honda Accord. Could have been the first brand new car he ever bought. 

 

I’m sure many of you have similar memories of events that shake our community. 9/11 (like any other 

historic event) rocked our country. 

 

The unique way that the JA community responded was to make sure that American did not repeat mass 

incarceration and emphasize political calm and educated awareness of the ills of unwarranted anger and 

discrimination to those that the media deems to be the enemy.  

 

I think it worked. The JACL began reaching out to many other communities of color and spoke out 

about the first person that was killed in a mob. Balbir Singh Sodhi was a gas station owner in Mesa, AZ 

and was killed on Sept 15, 2001 because he had a beard and wore a turban. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Murder_of_Balbir_Singh_Sodhi  

 

After 15 years, is it better? I’d like to believe so. The JACL continues youth programs like Bridging 

Communities that connect and promote cross-cultural workshops and dialogue between our Japanese 

American experience with internment and the post 9/11 experiences with the Muslim American 

community. This program started in Los Angeles and has since worked its way to Northern California 

and most recently in Chicago. If we had greater funding, this program could be expanded to many more 

regions every year. http://jaclchicago.org/programs/bridging-communities/  

 

The 9/11 experience affected us all and the JACL knows this is a teaching moment to share what our 

families have experienced. This is but one proud reason why we join the JACL. 

 

Turandot 

The attraction of opera is fascinatingly complex. First it is in a language other than English. Many of the 

classics were written well over 100 years ago (before they ever heard of civil rights and cultural 

sensitivity). And the ones that remain popular today are filled with magical scenes, beautiful music and 

stories of unrequited love. 
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So how does an Italian opera composed by Giacomo Puccini (d. 1924) completed by another Italian 

composer Franco Alfano (d. 1954) about a love story in China have to do with JACL? 

 

Yellowface 

 

The Philadelphia JACL Chapter had a very respectful and lengthy debate over what to do. How does or 

should the API community respond to actors made up in Yellowface or how the opera is advertised. 

Does the use of “exotic” fit the current times or should the opera that was finished 90 years ago remain 

as it was originally created?  

 

West Side Story and My Fair Lady are modernizations of classic works. But would Romeo and Juliet 

and Pygmalion still carry the same message if it was 

 

Blackface acting is a practice of the past. So why isn’t Yellowface? Again, this is an opportunity for a 

teaching moment for JACL. Both Scott Nakamura, chapter president and Rob Buscher, Board Member 

and Festival Director, Philadelphia Asian American Film Festival took to task this issue. The discussion 

include the entire board and many chimed in very respectfully. Ideas and suggestion of what to do and 

who to talk to abound. Past outreach efforts were made with the opera company were unresponsive. 

 

But further efforts were made directly with the Opera Philadelphia and the Pennsylvania Governor's 

Advisory Commission on Asian Pacific American Affairs of which Rob Buscher is a member of. 

 

Amazingly, the president and general director of the Opera Company met with Scott and agreed to a list 

of 10 items. 

 

1. Although not generally done, he will personally review all makeup designs with the makeup 

artist when she arrives and either modify or completely remove the offending mustaches on Ping, 

Pang, and Pong.  

2. The word "exotic" has been removed from all promotional materials 

3. The promotional video has been removed from the web site. 

4. Invite members of the AAPI community to a dress rehearsal and ask for written feedback 

5. Publish article "Watching Turandot with Modern Eyes" by Bi Jean Ngo, creative director of 

Philadelphia Asian Performing Artists as a program insert. 

6. Have a location available in the lobby for an AAPI representative group 

7. Create a discussion forum on the Opera Company web page 

8. He is prepared to be interviewed by Inquirer or any other publication for an article regarding the 

production, and write a program insert.  

9. Bring the discussion of the depiction of Asian characters in Opera to the national Opera 

conference 

10. Include a discussion of the problem of "yellow-face" in the Between the Notes program 
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There were other details here but the take away is that with some deliberate effort, calm intelligent 

discussion, clear reasoning and asks, the Philadelphia JACL was able to accomplish many tangible 

results and created educational elements that the opera company will insert into their programs. 

 

The chapter board deserves a big round of applause for exercising thought provoking discussion while 

balancing the considerations of the few API performers and employees of the opera with the greater 

artistic intent of this 90 year old classic by Puccini. The City of Brotherly Love continues to shine as a 

symbol of freedom and civil rights. 

 

Other News 

• On Tuesday September 6, 2016, I attended a luncheon welcoming the new Consul General Akira 

Chiba. The luncheon was hosted by Japanese Chamber of Commerce of Southern California 

who’s president is a long time JACL member Kitty Sankey. She is their first female president. 

There were about 220 people in attendance. 

• This Tuesday, a Minister from the Embassy of Japan will be in Los Angeles and asked me to set 

up a small dinner with some local Japanese American leaders. This is a smaller more intimate 

dinner setting. Nice to have relations with the Embassy. 

 

Finishing Thoughts 

Today concludes the 15 year anniversary of 9/11. But for JACL the post 9/11 effects were the start of 

long lasting relations with the Muslim community. Perhaps it’s time for Bridging Communities program 

to expand to other communities of color. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 
National President 

gmayeda@jacl.org  


