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Infected with a “Dangerous, Contagious Disease”:
Japanese Immigrants and Public Health
in the Early-Twentieth-Century United States

Yuko KONNO

What constitutes health and disease at ports of entrance? Historians have
addressed this question using U.S. Bureau of Immigration material from the early
20th century when incoming “new immigrants” from Southern and Eastern Europe
and Asia were viewed as a threat to the nation. Race was an important factor for on-
site Public Health Service officers in making judgments about particular ailments.
They more often associated Asian immigrants coming through western ports with
“dangerous, contagious disease” than they did European immigrants entering
the country through New York. Looking primarily at the Bureau’s policies and
discussions of the physical examination of Japanese immigrants for trachoma and
hookworm, this article fleshes out the way the Japanese body became a contested
space that steamship companies, immigration and public health officers, and
Japanese communities assigned and read different meanings into, depending on how

each actor expected to deal with disease, examination, and treatment.



