
 1 

 

 

The Color of Citizenship: The impact of the Japanese American Internment during 

WWII—Then and Now 

Marnie Mueller 

 

       I’d like to thank Lorraine Kerr Faison, Robin Yuran, Nicole Thornton, and my long 

time good friend, Carol Ascher, for this opportunity to talk with you about the story of the 

internment of Japanese Americans as a cautionary tale for the current political climate in this 

election cycle.   

        But first, I have a few notes on terminology.  When I mention Issei, I’m referring to the 

Japanese immigrant population that was denied citizenship until the 1950s and when I use 

Nisei I’m talking about their children born on American soil and thus American citizens, and 

Kibei who were Nisei who had been sent back to Japan for their education and acculturation.  

         And when I mention the camps, I don’t use the euphemistic term, relocation camps, as 

the government called them, but instead either interment camps or concentration camps, the 

latter being the more current nomenclature.  

         

 

        We’re living in a time when immigrants and even citizens are being demonized in the 

vilest terms as un-American because of their religion, their ethnicity, or the color of their 

skin, when entire ethnic groups, actually millions of people, are being threatened with 

deportation, and when politicians campaign to close our doors to refugees fleeing 

horrendous regimes and wars. Vitriolic oratory that sets apart and denigrates whole classes 

of people pollutes and corrupts the dialogue on both sides of the political spectrum and can 

have dangerous consequences for our democracy as it did when war hysteria clouded our 

constitutional ideals 75 years ago. We’ve done it before, we can do it again; some politicians 

even use the history of the internment of Japanese Americans as a positive model for 

effectively ridding ourselves of “unwanted” people.  We in a sense are now at war on 

multiple fronts around the world and in our own land which makes the current situation that 

much more precarious and potentially volatile.   
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      To set the stage for this discussion let me relate a story that bears on the title of this talk, 

The Color of Citizenship.  In 1922 Takao Ozawa, a Japanese immigrant who had lived in the 

United States for twenty years filed for citizenship under the Naturalization Act of 1905 

which allowed only “free white persons” and “persons of African nativity” to naturalize, 

making it clear that Asians weren’t welcome.  Ozawa contended that he was eligible by dint 

of the shade of his skin. His case made it to the Supreme Court where he rolled up his 

sleeves to prove to the nine sitting justices that his skin was as white as theirs. The court 

ruled unanimously against him saying that his skin may be white but he was not of the 

Caucasian race, reaffirming the ban on Japanese Immigrants from becoming citizens, and 

leading to the Oriental Exclusion Act of 1924, passed by Congress, effectively ending all 

Japanese immigration to the United States for twenty eight years, which makes the current 

rhetoric of shutting down immigration for all Muslims seem not so improbable. 

      Now imagine yourself as being of Japanese ancestry, or you can transpose any current 

ethnic or racial identity—your own or Muslim or Mexican American or Syrian—as I take 

you back to 1941 with a war being fought in Europe and the Pacific front. A young Nisei 

man, in his last year at UC Berkeley wrote to his Nisei girlfriend in September, “The war 

hangs heavily and preys mightily on everybody’s mind. Just one ‘bad’ move by Japan can 

wreck all our lives.”  Three months later the bad move happened; Japan bombed Pearl 

Harbor on the morning of December 7, a day that would live in infamy as President 

Roosevelt predicted, but especially for people of Japanese descent as it was the precipitating 

event that led to the incarceration of 120,000 people, over two thirds of whom were 

American born citizens, men, women, children, the elderly; even toddlers would be removed 

from orphanages and sent to camps.   

       Within forty-eight hours of the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the FBI began arresting 

Japanese immigrants they identified as community leaders:  priests, language teachers, 

newspaper publishers, and presidents of organizations.  The agents showed up in the night, 

whisking away the heads of household. As happened to Muslims after 9/11 the families 

often went for months trying to find where they were imprisoned.  The racist taunts and 

physical attacks increased exponentially on Japanese business establishments and 

individuals. Signs went up in cities and towns broadcasting in huge letters, NO JAPS 

WANTED HERE. Rumors ran rampant through the Japanese community that everyone was 
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going to be sent to Japan—even those who were American born citizens who had never been 

to Japan, didn’t speak Japanese, were fully assimilated patriotic Americans who had bought 

war bonds and wanted nothing to do with the country we were at war with.  On February 19, 

1942 President Roosevelt issued Executive order 9066 establishing a swath of the west coast 

from the Canadian to the Mexican border as a Military Zone. The order authorized the 

military to exclude any people from military areas without a trial or a hearing. The 

command was headed by Lt. General John DeWitt who was infamous for declaiming “a Jap 

is a Jap,” insinuating that all were disloyal. On March 18th, Roosevelt issued executive order 

9102 creating the War Relocation Authority to administer the concentration camps and the 

process was set in motion to remove all people of Japanese descent from the military zone.  

Curfews went into effect; requiring that those of Japanese heritage had to be in their homes 

from 8PM to 6AM.   

        In April the army slapped the first posters onto building walls and lampposts in the 

Japantowns up and down the coast. The posters were titled “Instructions to All Persons of 

Japanese Ancestry, alien and non-alien,” circumventing any public relations issue that might 

arise around sending American citizens to prison camps. “Non-alien” was the new opposite 

of “foreign.” With this trick of language, Nisei were stripped of pride in their citizenship; 

they were only not aliens, in the country of their birth.  

       The first contingents began to be transported out of their communities with twenty-four 

hours to seven days notice. Within that time frame people had to dispose of their homes and 

their businesses and all personal possessions including their dogs and cats and any other 

pets, selling everything off for a pittance or leaving their belongings with Caucasian friends 

and neighbors whom they hoped wouldn’t take advantage.  They were only allowed to take 

with them what they could carry by hand in two suitcases and one sea bag.  Books written in 

Japanese, cameras and radios were confiscated as contraband. Bank accounts were frozen. 

Fearful that they would be stringently punished if the government found Japanese artifacts—

an indication of loyalty to the enemy—many destroyed everything that linked them to Japan: 

treasured family photos, ancestral heirlooms, and religious and art objects. During the days 

of frantic packing one member of each family group had to find time to stand in line for 

hours to register and receive a family identity number that children and adults would wear 

on tags on their coats, attach to the family luggage, and be listed on all official documents 
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and personal case files that exposed the most intimate details of their lives during their 

incarceration. 

       An Issei man confided to a Caucasian neighbor in Seattle that he was ashamed of being 

Japanese and how terrible he felt to be ashamed of something he couldn’t change.  Families 

who had worked hard to assimilate and regarded themselves as tried and true Americans, felt 

particularly betrayed by the government. Their shock and despair were similar to the 

disbelief and horror of thoroughly assimilated German Jews as the Nazi regime gained 

power and the racial laws were put into place, stripping away their rights as citizens. 

       Six decades later, a Nisei graduate school friend of my father’s still recalled the pain of 

waiting for the transport in Seattle. “The sight of hundreds of people assembled with 

assorted baggage lined up to board the buses at the embarkation point, with rifle-bearing 

soldiers standing around as guards, is still imprinted in my memory. I remember my acute 

sense of embitterment, humiliation, resentment, anger, depression, and concern as we rode 

the 30 miles to the Puyallup Fairground.”  That fairground, euphemistically and cynically 

renamed Camp Harmony, by the War Authority, was one of 16 assembly centers that were 

hastily erected in a slap-dash manner to temporarily house the evacuees until the 

concentration camps were built.  These assembly centers were not fit for human habitation.  

The most infamous was in the Santa Anita racetrack where manure and straw still sullied the 

floors of stables that were used as living quarters for families. After months in the assembly 

centers, evacuees were transported once again—to the ten camps established in harsh 

inhospitable environments, from the high deserts of California to the swamps of Arkansas, 

where they were to live for years. They endured twenty-four or more hours on filthy third-

class trains, in which toilets overflowed and windows were sealed with their shades drawn 

as they passed through small-town America so no one would see their Asian features. The 

train seats were wooden and the air was stiflingly hot. Guarded by soldiers armed with 

Tommy guns, with fixed bayonets, the older people were terrified that they were being taken 

to a place where they’d be shot.    

        

       In May my parents reported for work at Tule Lake internment camp in Northern 

California, situated on a high desert, a windswept dried lake bed of black lava sand.  They 

were young progressive activists who had gone to the camp in their words, to try to make an 
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intolerable situation tolerable for those who were incarcerated there. As a labor economist 

who was active in establishing the early consumer and farmer co-operatives in the United 

States, based on egalitarian, non-racist, and participatory democracy principles, my father 

was hired to organize the camp wide co-operative store system in the Tule Lake Camp, 

ironically behind barbed wire, with a population incarcerated because of their race and 

ethnicity. My mother would be teaching school. 

      My parents’ barracks contained a kitchen with (as yet) no stove, a tiny living room 

furnished with army issue furniture, a bedroom with no closet, and a primitive bathroom.  

My mother set to work making it habitable, cleaning and putting out the few personal 

objects they’d brought along. She soon discovered that she had to sweep and dust at least 

three times daily to keep the place free of the black grit stirred up by the omnipresent wind.  

It sifted in through the cracks in the walls and windows, coating every surface and eating 

into fabrics.  

       As she worked she heard hammering and sawing coming across a vast firebreak from 

the prisoner side.  Lines of tarpaper-covered barracks were still being thrown up even as the 

evacuees arrived. They were hundred-foot-long buildings, each divided into five twenty-foot 

by twenty-foot rooms, each room to house a family of up to six people.  The buildings were 

organized around a square, which was called a block, and governed by a Nisei block 

manager.  There was a mess hall usually feeding five hundred people, for every three blocks.  

And within in each block were communal lavatories, bathing rooms, and laundry rooms.  

The internees had to traipse through dust or mud and, later, freezing winter slush to take care 

of their personal hygiene.   

       My mother was six months pregnant, but her more immediate concerns were the 

preparations for teaching the incoming children.  It was important to get them down to work 

as quickly as possible, to lessen their distress, and to bring them up to date with state 

education requirements since they’d missed months of schooling during their dislocation.  

As she told it, “In the beginning there were no desks or chairs, not even a clock in the room.  

There were no school books to teach from, and no notebooks for the children to write in.  

There wasn’t a blackboard or a piece of chalk to be found.”    

      My father described those first weeks in camp as chaotic and brutal. He had to meet the 

trains and some days they processed over five hundred people.  He had to line up the arrivals 
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to be finger printed and have their pictures taken. He tried to identify young Nisei leaders 

who spoke Japanese to act as translators for the elderly Issei and comfort those who were 

fragile and infirm. “People were pretty damn shaken coming off the trains and seeing the 

twenty-foot-high fences with barbed wire on top, and the armed soldiers in the 

watchtowers,” my father said.  

       But nothing mitigated the moment when he had to escort the families to their new living 

quarters, “walking with them across the vast barren firebreaks. I had to take them into those 

dingy excuses for rooms, with walls that didn’t reach the ceilings, with nothing but steel bed 

frames, rolled empty mattress ticking they had to stuff themselves from piles of straw, and a 

potbellied stove. These were people who’d left everything behind, even fine houses. I 

learned not to enter with the family, but to stand outside. It was too terrible to witness the 

pain in people’s faces, especially the Issei women, too shameful for them to be seen in that 

degrading situation.”   

      One day I came upon a report sent to my father from a Nisei Block Manager in which 

the man gave voice to his despair. His anguish roared off the page. “How, I wonder, how are 

we going to make real Americans out of these innocent young children? Teaching them the 

principles of Democracy, ‘I pledge Allegiance to the flag, one nation, indivisible, with 

liberty and justice for all’ while—they are penned up. Barbed wire fences, guard towers all 

around playing their search lights on us at night, guards with Tommy guns, pistols and 

weapons standing over us. I open my arms and cry out in despair—God! Oh, what is this? 

We who were born here, reared here, educated here…my children ask me: ‘Daddy, why 

can’t we go home?’” 

      Keep in mind what Nicholas Kristof recently wrote in the New York Times, that the talk 

in the air about immigration and refugees is making America a meaner place, especially for 

children. 

       By the end of July there were 18,000 residents living on a thousand acres of land, in 

housing planned for a prison population of 11,000. And that was just one camp of 10.    

       The enormous daily operation of the camps was carried out by white staff, but even 

more so by internees who were paid $12 a month for their efforts. We’re talking about 

professionals such as Issei and Nisei doctors and nurses in the hospital, and teachers as well 

as mess hall staff and farm workers who sowed and harvested produce for the population on 
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the extensive camp fields, and sanitation workers in charge of keeping the primitive 

plumbing operational. And my father succeeded in working together with enterprising Issei, 

Nisei, and Kibei internees to establish a member operated grocery store, a dry goods store, 

shoe repair shop, furniture store, barber shop, and even a taxi service, all achieved with five 

dollar membership fees per person and endless hours of meetings. 

       My mother gave birth to me in the early morning hours of August 6, 1942 in a tarpaper-

covered building that served as the camp hospital. On the mimeographed list of births, the 

baby born before me was number 22, Donald Takeshi Hashimoto, Male, and the baby after 

me, Sumiko Tanaka, Female, number 24; I was number 23. It was announced in the camp 

newspaper put out by internees, the daily Tulean Dispatch: “The first Caucasian baby was 

born today in Tule Lake.”   

        The situation in Tule Lake and the other nine camps worsened after January of 1943 

when the government initiated a camp-wide mandatory requirement that all evacuees over 

the age of seventeen had to sign loyalty oaths. Washington had decided that Japanese 

Americans incarcerated in camps could volunteer for the army and serve in a racially 

segregated unit, but before they could do so they had to prove their loyalty to the United 

States. There were two questions that caused considerable consternation and upheaval 

among the internees. They came to be known as Question # 27, which asked, Are you 

willing to serve in the armed forces of the United States on combat duty, wherever ordered? 

And Question #28, Will you swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of America 

and faithfully defend the United States from any and all attack by foreign or domestic forces, 

and forswear any form of allegiance to the Japanese Emperor or any other foreign 

government, or organization?    

       Even though the ostensible goal of the questionnaires was to recruit able-bodied men to 

fight, everyone, men and women, the elderly, citizens and alien residents, were required to 

participate, under threat of twenty years in prison. The questions tore apart families and the 

fabric of the community because if the Issei, who had not been allowed to become citizens 

of the United States, forswore allegiance to Japan and the emperor, they became people 

without a country, and because the emperor was literally their god, they were a people 

without a divine being to protect them. If their children, the Nisei, swore their allegiance to 

America, they feared being separated from their parents. As a result many native- born Nisei 
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answered as their parents did, checking off “no” to the two questions pertaining to their 

loyalty to the United States; other Nisei checked off “no” as well, asserting on principle that 

they didn’t have to declare loyalty to a nation that had imprisoned them, nor did they have to 

fight for the country while their parents remained behind barbed wire.  

       All those who signed “no” to the questions were dubbed No-No’s and were rounded up 

from the other nine internment camps and sent to Tule Lake which became known as the 

“black center.”  Tule Lake was turned into a high-security segregation camp, a prison within 

a prison, replete with stockades and steel solitary-confinement cages for the most rebellious. 

The two populations—“loyals” and “disloyals”—lived side by side in the barracks. In the 

ensuing months, when the camp administration became increasingly repressive, the rage 

twisted inward and the internee factions turned against one another, causing irreparable 

psychological and physical harm, even resulting in killings, dividing the Japanese American 

community to this day.  

      The repercussions of the internment are far reaching.  Just as African Americans took the 

harrowing trip from the deep south to the north escaping Jim Crow, so to Japanese 

Americans, after years of incarceration, had to travel from the camps back into America 

where they were reviled and remake lives for themselves by putting this traumatic piece of 

their personal and historical pasts behind them. They were like the refugees coming out of 

Europe, only they were refugees in their own land.  In a recent New York Times Op Ed piece 

a Vietnamese man described the scars he and other refugees carry forever within 

themselves.  His statement of suffering resonated powerfully for me with the psychological 

scars of the internment and with the desperation of the thousands of refugees who may be 

denied entry into our country because of the stirring of the embers of xenophobia by 

politicians. 

        The reasons given for the wholesale sweep of the Japanese American communities on 

the western perimeters of America were explained variously. At the time, the military and 

the Department of War said it was necessary, in order to protect the country from acts of 

espionage by traitors still loyal to Japan.  Others in the administration put forth the more 

benign-sounding notion that it was to protect the Japanese American population from attack 

by Caucasian citizens. Later, when there was no evidence of disloyalty among the 

population, historians followed the economic causes and contended that Caucasian Nativist 



 9 

farmers’ organizations, such as the Sons of the Golden West, wanted the Issei farmers off 

the land. With their cultivation skills and industrious labor, the Japanese immigrants had 

made previously unproductive acres bloom and now the white farmers wanted it back. 

Farmers are a powerful lobby during a time of war when a nation and its fighting forces 

have to be fed. They took advantage of the wartime fear and used it to pressure Roosevelt, 

similar to now when people are pressuring politicians to rid the country of undocumented 

Latino farm and factory workers as well as their children, the Dreamers, complaining that 

they are taking their jobs. Historians have also postulated that Roosevelt deferred to the 

military’s judgment because he was up for re-election and the military position had great 

public support.    

        But regardless of the precipitating cause for the mass relocation and imprisonment of 

the Japanese immigrants and their native-born children, the result was that America had 

criminalized their race and ethnicity. 

         Many who had endured the internment required a lifetime to reclaim a sense of self; 

some never did; others created means of making up for lost time and devastated pride by 

coming out of the camps with renewed determination to be successful Americans.  But the 

shame and fear felt by even those who prospered was so great that many people dropped 

their Japanese given first names and used only their American names. I had a Nisei actress 

friend who passed her entire adult life after incarceration as a Chinese American performer. 

Most Nisei and Issei kept silent about the experience, never telling their children what had 

happened to then, until decades later, when the next generation, the Sansei, began to ask 

questions of their parents and grandparents; only then did their tales of woe pour out.  When 

people argue that the camps weren’t so bad, that they weren’t the killing camps of Europe, I 

tell the story of a Nisei woman who had been incarcerated as a teenager. She felt it hadn’t 

affected her—she’d hung out with the other high school children, they’d been freer than 

when they’d lived at home. When in her fifties she returned to college and her sociology 

professor asked her to write about the experience, she thought, of course, this will be a 

breeze, but in the tortuous process of remembering, all of her hair fell out.  

       Over years of hearing from former internees and their extended families, I’ve found that 

everyone was affected by the experience—no one emerged completely unscathed, not even 

those of us who are white.  
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      I too kept silent about my own beginnings, well into adulthood. When my peripatetic 

family left the camp and moved east across the country and I entered one school district 

after another, I was invariably asked where I came from, where I was born. At first I said 

that I’d been born in a Japanese American prison camp in California. After a couple of 

teachers looked at me in disbelief and told me that they didn’t think I had my story right, 

that there was no such thing as prison camps in the United States, I settled on saying, 

simply, that I was born in northern California. I didn’t name a town, because after 1946 

there was no existing town to call my birthplace. And when the story of the camps was 

never taught in any of my schools, not even at the university, and when I realized that my 

country had expunged it from our history, I thought it best to keep quiet about that part of 

my past. 

       When I first interviewed my father, in the 1970s, he told of traveling down to help out 

in another camp in Arkansas.  It was after the debacle of the Loyalty oaths and he was pretty 

demoralized by what they’d been through at Tule Lake.  By then the Nisei enlistees, who 

would become the brave and famous 442nd ‘Go for Broke’ segregated Infantry Regiment 

who would fight valiantly and die in Italy in great numbers were in training just across the 

state border in Shelby, Mississippi.  My father started by saying, “They were citizens and 

soldiers going to fight for America but in those southern towns they had to step off the 

sidewalk to let white people pass. Jim Crow applied to them as well.”  

       He continued, “I got there on the Fourth of July. Some of the servicemen were on leave 

for the holiday and had come into camp to celebrate the Fourth with their parents. We stood 

out on the parade grounds in the devilishly hot sun. The place was packed with soldiers, 

their families, and Nikkei Boy Scout troops in proud formation. Everyone began to pledge 

allegiance. I looked up. I saw Old Glory flapping in the wind and behind it a glint of barbed 

wire. It sort of all went together for me right then. Here were these people paying obeisance 

to the flag of the country that had put them there.”  My father lurched forward in his chair 

and covered his face. “Oh, my God,” he said and began to weep.    

 

        And finally, the days and weeks that followed the September 11th destruction of the 

World Trade Center were personally and collectively traumatic, not only because of the 

following chaos in New York City and the stench that filled the air, and the censoring and 
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admonitions against people who dared to raise any questions counter to the sanctioned pro 

American positions, but also because we gradually got word that people of Muslim descent 

were picked up and held in unknown detention centers for interrogation, and talk began of 

rounding up Muslims and sending them to camps.  But one story I heard offered some 

solace.  Japanese Americans in California had bravely taken to the street to demonstrate 

against the rumor and threat that the government was planning to build camps to incarcerate 

Muslim Americans.  With their actions they were saying, Nidoto Nai Yoni, Let It Not 

Happen Again.  

 

 


