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On February 19, 1942, two months after the Imperial Japanese Navy attacked Pearl Harbor, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, authorizing the forced removal and incarceration of 120,000 Japanese and Japanese Americans living on the West Coast of the United States.[footnoteRef:1] Those forced to relocate had a little more than two weeks to pack their belongings and move to temporary relocation centers, before eventually moving to one of ten incarceration camps.[footnoteRef:2] Camp life was full of hardships and difficulties. Former incarcerees have recounted their experiences with the food, describing it as cheap, moldy, or covered in maggots.[footnoteRef:3] Police brutality was also common in the camps. For example, James Hatsuaki Wakasa, a 63-year-old man, was shot and killed by Private First-Class Gerald Philpott because he got too close to the camp’s fence.[footnoteRef:4] In 1946, more than four years after the incarceration camps opened, Japanese and Japanese Americans were released. Despite being released, many former incarcerees experienced long-lasting issues and effects of the camps. Specifically, their mental health, societal standings, and intergenerational relationships were negatively affected. Japanese incarcerees experienced consistent emotional trauma, including anxiety and loss of identity, which led to post-traumatic stress disorder, physiological issues, and suicidal behavior. The camps also affected them on a societal level, as they led to massive economic, housing, and educational losses, as well as racism against those of Japanese heritage. Finally, the impacts of these camps can be intergenerational, as seen through the third generation of Japanese Americans, Sansei, who can feel a weaker connection to their Japanese heritage and family members. [1:  Hana Maruyama and Noah Maruyama, “Campu Episode One: Rocks,” September 30, 2020, in Campu, produced by Hana and Noah Maruyama, podcast, 27:17-27:30, https://densho.org/campu/campu-rocks/.]  [2:  “Japanese American Incarceration,” The National WWII Museum: New Orleans, accessed December 16, 2024, https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/japanese-american-incarceration.]  [3:  Hana Maruyama and Noah Maruyama, “Campu Episode Six: Food,” February 3, 2021, in Campu, produced by Hana and Noah Maruyama, podcast, 6:09-14:12, https://densho.org/campu/campu-food/.]  [4:  Hana Maruyama and Noah Maruyama, “Campu Episode Three: Fences,” October 14, 2020, in Campu, produced by Hana and Noah Maruyama, podcast, 11:03-11:27, https://densho.org/campu/campu-fences/.
] 

The incarceration of Japanese Americans had immediate psychological effects as it led to loss of identity, self-value, and an overall feeling of distrust toward their own government. For example, many individuals in the Nisei generation identified strongly as Americans because they were born in the United States to Japanese immigrants. Some were raised using the English language, attended American schools, held American values, and, most importantly, had U.S. citizenship. For this reason, many Nisei believed they would be excluded from evacuation and incarceration. Their inclusion “made it explicitly clear that, regardless of legal citizenship or national identity, shared American cultural experiences, and claimed ethnic identity, the dominant White American social structure rejected the Nisei identification as American.”[footnoteRef:5] Because of their inclusion, Nisei individuals experienced feelings of exclusion and betrayal as stated in the following Nisei interview: [5:  Karen L. Suyemoto, “Ethnic and Racial Identity in Multiracial Sansei: Intergenerational Effects of the World War II Mass Incarceration of Japanese Americans,” Genealogy 2, no. 3 (2018): 4-5, https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy2030026.] 

Being labeled as an enemy alien and incarcerated in a concentration camp was the most traumatic experience of my life. There is still a feeling of bitterness which I will have the rest of my life. My thoughts at the time were: This country, which I loved and trusted, had betrayed me. How can they do this to me? What did we do to deserve this kind of treatment? Although I was only 15 years old, I could not believe that my country would do this to me, especially when I had been a proud and loyal American. As I sat in the barrack in camp, tears would flow whenever I thought about this.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Donna K. Nagata, Jackie H.J. Kim, and Teresa U. Nguyen, “Processing Cultural Trauma: Intergenerational Effects of the Japanese American Incarceration,” Journal of Social Issues 71, no. 2 (2015): 360, https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12115. ] 

The incarcerated, especially Nisei individuals, didn’t understand why their loyalty was being questioned. Due to this lack of understanding, incarcerees often placed blame on themselves and believed that no matter how “American” they became, they could never fully be accepted by the United States. 
Once inside the concentration camps, incarcerees continued to feel extreme amounts of stress and anxiety surrounding their identity and an overall distrust of the government. This can be seen in a questionnaire administered by the U.S. government, referred to as the Loyalty Questionnaire. For example, question 27 asked if the individual would be willing to serve in the United States armed forces. This question was controversial because some incarcerees felt the question was unjust, and others felt pressured to say yes to avoid further scrutiny. For example, Mits Koshiyama stated, “‘Yes, I would be willing to serve in the United States Army but I would only do so if my constitutional rights were returned to me first and…I was a free citizen again.’”[footnoteRef:7] In addition, question 28 asked the individual to swear allegiance to the United States and forswear any loyalty to the Japanese emperor. Individuals feared that answering yes to question 28 would mean that they had previously been allegiant to Japan. For Issei individuals who did not have U.S. citizenship, answering yes to this question meant that they would give up their Japanese citizenship and, therefore, have no rights or legal citizenship in any country.[footnoteRef:8] George Katagiri remembers her father, a former incarceree, stating the following: “‘My gosh, I can’t be a citizen of the United States. If I disavow allegiance to the emperor, I’d have no country.’”[footnoteRef:9] The pressure associated with the questionnaire forced Japanese incarcerees to forego their own identity to a country that betrayed them.  [7:  Hana Maruyama and Noah Maruyama, “Campu Episode Two: Paper,” October 7, 2020, in Campu, produced by Hana and Noah Maruyama, podcast, 8:18-8:32, https://densho.org/campu/campu-paper/.]  [8:  Nagata, Kim, and Nguyen, “Processing Cultural Trauma,” 358-359. ]  [9:  Maruyama and Maruyama, “Campu Episode Two: Paper,” 9:25-9:33.] 

The psychological trauma experienced before and during the camps led to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and physiological health issues. While reentering society, after being released from the camps, many former incarcerees experienced feelings of “detachment, silence, and avoidance of trauma-related stimuli,” which describes symptoms of  PTSD.[footnoteRef:10] According to a survey of 400 Nisei, “more than 12 percent never spoke with their Issei parents about the camps, “50 percent spoke less than four times, and 70 percent of those who had any discussions conversed less than 15 minutes.”[footnoteRef:11] Some Issei parents avoided camp discussions altogether; only discussing it ambiguously or when they needed “to help their child with a school project.”[footnoteRef:12] For some, PSTD led to physiological health issues as well. Studies have shown that several former incarcerees experienced peptic ulcers, psychosomatic disorders, and face “more than two times greater risk of cardiovascular disease” compared to “their noninterned counterparts.”[footnoteRef:13] According to a Sansei interviewee, most of his father’s friends died before the age of sixty. In his opinion, the primary cause of premature death was due to the physiological impact of the camps.[footnoteRef:14]  [10:  Nagata, Kim, and Nguyen, “Processing Cultural Trauma,” 361. ]  [11:  Donna K. Nagata, Jackie H.J. Kim, and Kaidi Wu, “The Japanese American Wartime Incarceration: Examining the Scope of Racial Trauma,” American Psychologist 74, no. 1 (2019): 6, https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000303.]  [12:  Reeya A. Patel and Donna K. Nagata, “Historical Trauma and Descendants’ Well-Being,” AMA Journal of Ethics 23, no. 6 (2021): 488, https://doi.org/10.1001/amajethics.2021.487.]  [13:  Nagata, Kim, and Nguyen, “Processing Cultural Trauma,” 361.]  [14:  Nagata, Kim, and Nguyen, “Processing Cultural Trauma,” 362. ] 

Similar to the increasing trend found in cardiovascular disease, suicide rates also increased. Before entering the camps, multiple instances of suicide were reported. For example, one Issei man committed suicide because he believed he would bring shame to his daughter if they were seen in a camp together. In a separate instance, a man shot himself and was found holding an “Honorary Citizenship Certificate that expressed gratitude for his prior military service to the United States.”[footnoteRef:15] This trend did not cease while inside the camps. In fact, the on-site suicide rate increased by four times compared to before incarceration.[footnoteRef:16] As seen through studies and reports, the camps left a long-lasting, intangible effect on Japanese and Japanese American incarcerees’ mental and physiological health.  [15:  Nagata, Kim, and Wu, “The Japanese American Wartime Incarceration,” 6.  ]  [16:  Nagata, Kim, and Wu, “The Japanese American Wartime Incarceration,” 6.  ] 

	The camps affected Japanese and Japanese Americans on a societal level as well, as many former incarcerees experienced economic losses. Because of the little notice of relocation given by the U.S. government, Japanese and Japanese Americans were forced to sell their belongings, including businesses, homes, and cars, at a fraction of their worth. For example, one Japanese man, Frank Sumida, expressed that his family was forced to give up a $10,000 business and was never compensated.[footnoteRef:17] According to the Federal Reserve Bank, a total of 400 million dollars was lost in property due to the forced removal and incarceration of Japanese and Japanese Americans. In fact, some believe that when adjusting for inflation, this number is considered “unrealistically low.”[footnoteRef:18] While this immediately affected those who lost their businesses, it also had a generational effect on future family members. Future generations would inherit less, which might negatively affect their lifestyle and well-being. Furthermore, incarcerees lost important valuables and connections to family members. One woman, Aiko Herzig, explained how her half-sister's ashes were buried in their home's backyard. Due to the forced removal, the family lost possession of that home, and ever since, she has never dared to ask the current homeowners if she could dig up the backyard to find the ashes.[footnoteRef:19] Other Japanese and Japanese Americans, in preparation for relocation but mostly due to fear, also burned family photos and destroyed Japanese language books. Aiko Herzig stated that her father even destroyed many of his autobiographies due to fear that the FBI would determine this as loyalty to Japan.[footnoteRef:20] This destruction of Japanese culture and history could lead to further identity loss and a disconnection to family heritage.   [17:  Maruyama and Maruyama, “Campu Episode One: Rocks,” 28:12-28:28.]  [18:  Tetsuden Kashima, “Japanese American Internees Return, 1945-1955: Readjustment and Social Amnesia,” Phylon 41, no. 2 (1980): 110, https://doi.org/10.2307/274964.]  [19:  Maruyama and Maruyama, “Campu Episode One: Rocks,” 28:30-29:05.]  [20:  Maruyama and Maruyama, “Campu Episode One: Rocks,” 23:30-24:56.] 

Housing and educational losses were also an issue for former incarcerees. After being released from the camps, Japanese and Japanese Americans had no homes to return to and, therefore, were forced to find temporary shelter. Temporary shelters included “Buddhist and Japanese Christian churches,” trailer camps, and “converted military barracks built during the war years.”[footnoteRef:21] Times were hard, as incarcerees were forced to scavenge for food. Daniel I. Okimoto describes these hard times in the following statement:  [21:  Kashima, “Japanese American Internees Return,” 110.] 

On those occasions when my mother could scrape the food barrel no lower, and we would wonder where our next meal would come from, there would often be a knock heard at our door. On the porch – with no one in sight - bags of groceries and sometimes steaming hot meals would be left. She was convinced it was the work of God; if so, the agents of delivery were undoubtedly big-hearted Japanese friends who knew our plight and did not want to embarrass us with what might be regard as hand-outs or charitable offerings.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Kashima, “Japanese American Internees Return,” 110.] 

Former incarcerees were forced to try to pick up the pieces they had left behind, but as seen in the above quote, they had trouble doing so. Finally, incarceration led to educational losses for incarcerees in their teenage years and early twenties, as many of them “most likely…had their education and career plans derailed.”[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Nagata, Kim, and Wu, “The Japanese American Wartime Incarceration,” 8.] 

	Not only did former incarcerees struggle economically, but they also faced other societal issues. Upon returning to the West Coast after being released from the camps, Japanese and Japanese Americans faced hatred, racism, prejudice, and violence from society. For instance, when returning to California, Japanese and Japanese Americans were met with “No Japs Wanted” signs, which were used to discourage resettlement. Other Americans used physical violence against Japanese and Japanese Americans to express their hatred. Reports identify “seventy instances of terrorism and 19 shootings,” and some believe these numbers might be higher due to a lack of reporting.[footnoteRef:24] It is important to note, however, that Nisei, often in their teenage years or twenties, persevered against discrimination and continued to work towards building a future. Many succeeded, built successful lives, and helped take care of their Issei parents, who had previously lost everything they owned.  [24:  Nagata, Kim, and Wu, “The Japanese American Wartime Incarceration,” 6. ] 

	Lastly, the camps affected generations of Japanese and Japanese Americans to come, specifically the third generation, Sansei. Lack of discussion regarding the camps in families caused Sansei children to feel disconnected from their heritage and lose their identities. In order to “blend into mainstream American culture” and avoid further racist targeting, many Japanese families reduced or ceased the teachings of their Japanese language and culture.[footnoteRef:25] As a result, Sansei children lost their sense of heritage, identity, and connection to family history. There was also very little discussion about the camps in American society. If the camps were discussed by society, they were discussed with no mention of racism or discrimination. For example, “history books published between 1988 and 1992 and between 2002 and 2003 that were used in public high school curricula found that the internment was justified in terms of national security with no mention of racism or discrimination.”[footnoteRef:26] Two decades later, in the 1960s, incarceration camps were only discussed in terms of the model minority myth, describing how Japanese and Japanese Americans became successful after the camps and overcame their struggles.[footnoteRef:27] Unable to learn traditional Japanese culture and the full story of their relatives’ experiences in the camps, Sansei children felt disconnected from family members and their culture.  [25:  Patel and Nagata, “Historical Trauma and Descendants’ Well-Being,” 488. ]  [26:  Patel and Nagata, “Historical Trauma and Descendants’ Well-Being,” 488.]  [27:  Patel and Nagata, “Historical Trauma and Descendants’ Well-Being,” 488.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]	To combat this lack of knowledge, Sansei children began to learn about the incarceration camps on their own through books, films, and school courses. While this gain in knowledge helped Sansei children understand the experiences of their parents and grandparents, it also led to feelings of sadness, anger, and distrust of the United States government. Sansei, who had relatives incarcerated in the camps, felt less confident about their U.S. rights and felt that their rights could be stripped away at any moment. This was not seen with Sansei who did not have relatives in the camps. Furthermore, it is important to highlight that Sansei children did have positive insights from learning about their relatives’ incarceration. Some Sansei children viewed their relatives as “role models of resilience.”[footnoteRef:28] Additionally, certain Sansei sought to complete their parents’ long-lost dreams, which may have included obtaining a degree or career. Other Sansei felt that to fulfill their parents’ long-lost dreams, they needed to participate in community activism to prevent this type of occurrence from happening again.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  Patel and Nagata, “Historical Trauma and Descendants’ Well-Being,” 488.]  [29:  Patel and Nagata, “Historical Trauma and Descendants’ Well-Being,” 488-489.] 

	While the camps only lasted 4 years, their devasting impacts stretched from the day Japanese and Japanese Americans received notice of relocation to generations after they were released from the camps. Out of 120,000 incarcerees, numerous amounts of these individuals experienced intangible effects, such as emotional, psychological, and physiological consequences. Additionally, many former incarcerees faced heavy economic, housing, and educational losses because of the camps, causing them to lose thousands of dollars, years of documented Japanese history, and prime educational years. Upon returning from the camps, those of Japanese heritage faced inhumane terrorist attacks and discrimination. Some Nisei individuals were able to overcome the persistent racism and obtain successful livelihoods. Unlike the Nisei, others, specifically their parents, were unable to pick up the pieces of their lives they had lost. Additionally, former incarcerees’ inability to discuss camp experiences with family members led to Sansei individuals losing a connection to their heritage and family. Through personal investigation, Sansei learned about the camp experiences and, as a result, experienced feelings of sadness and distrust toward the U.S. government. All in all, the incarceration camps during World War II forever altered Japanese and Japanese American incarcerees’ lives, as well as the descendants of these individuals. 
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