John Tateishi

Biography

In 1978, John Tateishi spearheaded the JACL’s redress effort when he launched the JACL’s national campaign to seek redress for the U.S. government’s imprisonment of Japanese Americans in America’s concentration camps during WWII.  He guided the JACL’s national redress committee through the controversial decision to seek the creation of a federal commission to investigate the circumstances surrounding the government’s decision to exclude and intern the entire West Coast Japanese American population during WWII.

It was as the redress chair that he crafted the legislative and public affairs strategies for the campaign in seeking passage of the controversial commission bill and, later, for redress legislation.  With widespread opposition from the Japanese American community and with only a small group of JACL loyalists supporting the commission concept, he crafted a strategy that focused on the constitutional issues of the internment and on public education as the essential driving forces of the grassroots lobbying campaign that succeeded in gaining passage of the commission bill.

He resigned a twelve-year teaching tenure to devote fulltime as the JACL’s principal redress lobbyist in Washington D.C. once the commission bill had passed.  In his new capacity as the JACL’s Redress Director, he re-directed the JACL’s campaign from an educational to a lobbying operation and continued to focus on the constitutional issues of the internment as the basis of the grassroots strategy.  Depending primarily on the JACL’s network of chapters and supporters throughout the Midwest and East, the strategy eventually drove the grassroots campaign to a successful conclusion with passage of the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, which provided an apology from the President and Congress and monetary compensation to the victims of the internment.   

In 1999, he rejoined the JACL as its National Executive Director to help shepherd the organization into the new millennium.  He brought the JACL onto the national stage in the days and months following the terrorist attacks on 9/11 when, under his leadership, the JACL was the first organization in the country to caution the Bush Administration against the dangers of scapegoating the Arab and Muslim communities.  He called upon JACL chapters across the nation to support and protect Muslim and Arab communities against public backlash and positioned the JACL as one of the most active organizations in the country protecting communities vulnerable to backlash from the events of 9/11.  Through his leadership, the JACL became an important national voice by challenging the Bush Administration’s post-9/11 policies and joining with the ACLU and other groups in several law suits against the Administration for actions that threatened the civil liberties of Americans. 

 

Author of And Justice for All, an oral history of the WWII interment, and a contributing author of Last Witnesses, a collection of essays written by those who were children in the camps,  he has been the subject of international television documentaries and has appeared on national and local television and radio programs throughout the country.  He was the 2007 recipient of the Spendlove Prize on Social Justice.   

