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Introduction

In the U.S. landscape, naming streets after ntinfigures is important for the
minority group in the sense that it shows the migaroup has been accepted by the
mainstream as contributors to national historiogyap For example, Martin Luther
King Jr., the most recognized leader of the Civgls Movement, has been
commemorated in various forms across the U.S. Kewdéis commemoration has
often been controversial. Many non-African Amenicasidents have been opposed to
changing a street name to Martin Luther King Je&tbecause they did not want to be
thought of as a part of a black communityln this way, street names have been
considered one of the most important aspects af identity for those who live on the
street and in the surrounding neighborhood.

In this paper | will look at a recent controversigepthe renaming of “Jap Road,”
located in a small country town in East Texas. rgua that this controversy led to the
creation of different communities, and that thosemunities produced different scales,
“local” and “national”. From 2004 to 2005, three streets named “Jap” im3eX had
their names changed in response to actions takeeusral Japanese American and
other civil rights organizations and activists. isTpaper will focus on the first case,
which occurred in Jefferson CountyThis case attracted the most attention from the

national media and led to the other two street saaso being changéd.
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The “Jap Road” controversy in Jefferson County, Teas

The origin of “Jap Road” in Jefferson County goaskbto the early 20
century. It was named after a Japanese rice faifoshio Mayumi  His neighbors
called him “Jap” and his farm “Jap Farm” in a frignspirit, and around 1910 named a
nearby street “Jap Road” to show their appreciatioms contribution to the state
economy. In that time and place, Mayumi and highi®ors found nothing hateful to
himself or Japanese people in general in the steaae but rather respect. The street
name remained after he went back to Japan in 18d®een after “Jap” came to be
widely regarded as a slur on Japanese Americarmbeof World War II.

In 1993 the name “Jap Road” became a problem &fiitst time. A Texas-
born third generation Japanese American was shdokid the street when she
moved into Beaumont City, which was located ab@uiriles away. She wrote a letter
to the county commissioners requesting that treestrame be changed. But the
commissioners rejected her request on the basieaflaim that the street did not
intend any harm to Japanese Americans but hadtirdémnonstrated respect for a long
time, and that the residents did not want to chdinge

Ten years later, this issue appeared again. Tgenéae American Citizens
League, the Anti-Defamation League, and otherd fl@liscrimination complaint to the
Department of Housing and Urban Development and#martment of Transportation
to demand the renaming of Jap Road. They compldhred in any context “Jap” had
become offensive to all Japanese Americans. Mdsiearesidents on Jap Road
opposed the changing of the street name for the saason they had ten years before.
However, this time the activists effectively apgeblo the national media. A variety

of media, from local newspapers such asBé&mimont Enterprise and theHouston
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Chronicle to national media such as tNew York Times andCNN covered this story as
an example of existing racish. Although the activists did not point to the resits as
racists, the media coverage seemed to producecpablli consequences. Portrayed as
racists, the residents of the small town werelibrshocked and angered. One
resident lamented, “It seemed to me the whole wisrldoking at our little Southeast
Texas town and portraying us as prejudiced.Some residents wished the street name
would be changed as soon as possible because éneyheavily embarrassed by the
media coverag®. On the other hand, they realised that if theygra the request

made by the activists, that meant they would atimey had been living with a racist
street name and in that sense they were racistsordér to prove they were not racists,
some residents emphasized how Mayumi’s legend gad banded down from
generation to generation in the neighborhood. rAfeated discussions for six months,
the county commissioners finally decided to chahgestreet name and told the Jap
Road residents to choose a new name by vote. diivists hoped that the residents
would choose “Mayumi Road,” or at least a Japamekded name, as an appropriate
form of commemoration. However, the residents ef@oondocks Road” using the
name of a famous catfish restaurant that used tmlibe street. Part of the reason
they did not choose a Japanese-related name wabelgdelt that the activists had
destroyed their calm village life by giving thentearible reputation in the national

media’

“Local” and “National” Communities
Through this controversy, two separate communégseared: the supporters

of changing the street name and the opponentsafttange. In the coverage of
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several media, these two communities were portragegktremely different in many
aspects. The opponents to changing the name wrgeiime residents on Jap Road or
nearby. Racially, they were predominantly whit®©n the other hand, the supporters
of changing the name were multi-racial and -ethinicluding not only Japanese
Americans but also other Asian Americans, Latiddgcan Americans, and Caucasians.
They lived in other parts of Jefferson County axa®or outside of the state, in places
such as California, Washington, D.C., and Hawaid got to know the “Jap Road”
controversy through their nationwide networks. Khels of memories the two
communities associated with the term “Jap” were different. For the supporters,
especially Japanese Americans, “Jap” was a rdaial sFor the opponents, the word
“Jap” in Jap Road was associated with the beauttal legend of Mayumi and was a
part of their own nostalgic memories. As for cartimns to Mayumi, the supporters
of changing the name had ethnic and family conaestvith him. They included not
only many Japanese Americans but also Mayumi'stgmeend daughter, who grew up
in Japan but had been living in Los Angeles forghevious ten years, working for an
overseas branch of a Japanese newspaper as @heseailthough not taking the
street name personally, she had come to understaythe street name hurt many
Japanese Americans through her experiences in hgslés On the other hand, the
opponents to changing the name shared memoriesdifdi through material objects.
A couple who had been living on Jap Road for oweyéars had built their house with
lumber from Mayumi’s original house. Some residestill kept china that Mayumi’s
brother had given away when he returned to Jap@hese residents tried to
demonstrate their respect for Mayumi by showingéhobjects. In this way, the

contrast between these two communities becameciesaty.
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Most importantly, the supporters of changing theeavere seen as a national
community while the opponents were seen as a o] because they spoke out from
their ownlocations. The opponents to changing the name drew a linedsatw
“insiders” and “outsiders,” and insisted that odéss should stay out of insiders’
business. This was based on the notion that @utss@buld not understand an insiders’
issue, because they did not live “here.” On thephand, the supporters of changing
the name claimed that Jap Road could not be alldavbé a part of the landscape of
Texas or U.S. Wherever they came from, as American citizerisagjvhere” in the
U.S., they could not accept the existence of JagRo This concept was important
especially for Japanese Americans in the sensehéatvere not foreigners but
Americans. Insisting on their opinions, the supgarand the opponents located
themselves in different scales, “local” on the baed, and “national” on the other. In
addition, the media coverage emphasized the digtimbetween the local and national.
The locations of the bodies of the supporters hedpponents were understood to
determine whether they belonged to a “nationafl@zal” community. The
supporters of changing the name were portrayed‘@at@nal” community to represent
the “national” standard in contemporary U.S. sgcietOn the other hand, the
opponents to changing the name were portrayedlasa” community in order to
represent the interests of those living in a paldiclocal space. The county
commissioners sustained this distinction in a diifé way. They followed the
“national” standard, but gave the right to chodseriew street name only to those who

lived on Jap Road.

The Production of Scale
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Where did this binary local/national scale conoef? Did it already exist? Or
was it something imagined into existence to makasier to understand this
controversy? According to the geographer AndrewoHs theoretical argument
concerning scale, a scale is not a rigidly definei but an active process produced by
social actors? The activists, residents, national media, anfifsfn County, can all
be understood in these terms as involved in thegsof producing the scaleFigure

1 shows the scale produced by those social actors.
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Figurel. The Production of the Scale by Locations

Fig.1

This may look like a natural way to grasp the relathip between the supporters and
opponents in this Jap Road controversy. Howenmdgat, the distinction, for example,
between local and national, is so ambiguous thatimpossible to point out where
“local” ends and where “national” begins. Eachigbactor produced the scale
arbitrarily as follows. First, the distinction beten “insiders” and “outsiders” that the

opponents defined was very ambiguous. Changingtteet name was also supported
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by many people from Beaumont City, just a 20-mirdriee from Jap Road. When the
residents defined “outsiders” as those not livihgre,” where was “here™ Second,
the fact that someone from California or New Yaubgorts changing the name does
not mean that they represent the opinions of paapBalifornia or New York. By
taking advantage of their locations, the activistgpphasized Jap Road as a part of the
U.S. landscape rather than as part of the neiglelbdrand were engaged in producing a
national scale. Third, the national media alsggdiean important role in producing

the scale by locating the activists and residenspecific geographical spaces. By
illustrating the surrounding neighborhood of Ja@&Ras an area of racists, the media
forced all the people living there to take a cleasition, supporting or opposing the
changing of the street name, unwillingly identifyithemselves as “racists” or “not
racists,” regardless of their interests and refetio this issue. Fourth and finally,
Jefferson County compellingly defined who had ilgatrto choose the new name of Jap
Road by limiting the vote only to those who lived #ap Road. Unless they were
actually living on Jap Road, “local” people werd given a vote whatever connection
they may have had with Mayumi.

Is there any other way of conceptualizing theedéht positions in the Jap Road
controversy beyond the clear binary of local/naloscale? The approach to space
and place suggested by the geographer Doreen Massdg offer one alternative.
According to Massey, it is crucial to see placestlas products of intersecting
networks'* In other words, in this case it would be posstblehange the focus from
people'docations to theirrelations to Jap Road. As Figure 2 shows, each individual
or organization has a different relation to Japd®@ad their relations are connected to

each other like a web.
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Figure 2. Relations to Jap Road

Fig.2

For some Jap Road residents, Jap Road is an impgdat of their residence and a
connection to Mayumi, but for the other resideritsjay be just a part of their address
or one country road. Japanese Americans havea#iorelto the street through the
meaning of “Jap.” Thus, by tracing connectionsdch person’s relations to Jap Road,
the supporters of and opponents to changing treetstrame might have reached a

compromise in order to resolve this controversy.

Conclusion

In the case of the Jap Road controversy, sevecadlsactors were engaged in
producing scale, which led to the creation of “lbcand “national” communities.
While Jap Road residents claimed the legitimacykeéping the street name by
distinguishing “insiders” from “outsiders” accorgjho residential location, the activists

advocated changing it by representing themselveth@as‘national” standard. The
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boundary between the two communities was made erleaot only by the media
coverage, which illustrated those communities bgtrasting them, but by the county
commissioners, who determined who had the rigketect the new name. Despite the
absence of a clear-cut distinction between locdlraational, those social actors located
the supporters and opponents and arbitrarily preditice scale.

As a result, this controversy had bitter consegesfior both the supporters of
the name change and its opponents. For the foraidrough they succeeded in
forcing the change, Mayumi’s history disappearednfithe street name. For the latter,
their memories associated with Jap Road may wek ldramatically changed from an
honorable local legend to an awful experience ahddabeled as racists. These
consequences will lead to reproduction of the schdsed on the boundary
distinguishing “we” from “they.” However, by chaing the focus from the locations
of those social actors’ bodies to their relatiomgap Road, it might have been possible
for the activists and residents to open a dialagueheir various relations to the street
name before they built that boundary. Then, theyld have worked together to

reconstruct Mayumi’s story as a part of the “locatit/or “national” history.
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