
During World War II 
120,000 ethnic 
Japanese on the West 
Coast, two-thirds of 
them American citizens, 
were forced without 
due process into camps 
to live under armed 
guard. Japanese-
American internment 
was authorized by President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and supported by Congress and 
the Supreme Court. Authorities feared  
that Japanese residents were disloyal  
and might aid in a Japanese invasion  
of the United States. Japanese Americans 
contested these suspicions throughout  

“Internment” refers to the legal detention 
of “enemy aliens” during wartime. Because 
most Japanese Americans were citizens of 
the United States, the use of “internment” 
to describe their experience during World 
War II is misleading. The word, however, 
remains common in popular references to the 
imprisonment of Japanese Americans. Though 
our title reflects popular usage, in the exhibit 
we also introduced the term confinement to 
accurately reflect this history.

“I was born here, and I 
had the Bill of Rights that 
should have backed me up. 
…How can they do that to 
an American citizen?” 

Robert Kashigawa

the war and later 
sought formal redress. 
In 1983, a bipartisan 
congressional 
committee concluded 
that internment 
was based on war 
hysteria, failure of 
government and 
military leadership, 

and racism against those of Japanese 
ancestry. The Tragedy of War revisits the 
injustice of Japanese-American confinement 
and asks the question: At what point should 
the rights of citizens be limited or denied in 
the name of national security?

Dorothea Lange’s iconic image shows children pledging allegiance at the 
Weill public school in San Francisco. Courtesy Library of Congress
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Top: An American flag surrounded by a dust storm photographed by 
Dorothea Lange at the Manzanar camp in California. Courtesy Library 
of Congress

Middle: Bill Manbo documented camp life while confined at Heart 
Mountain Relocation Center in Wyoming. His son, Billy, is at the far 
right. Courtesy Bill Manbo © Takao Bill Manbo
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 Building 
 American 
       Communities
Japanese migrants came to the United 
States as early as the 1880s, first to Hawaii 
to work on sugar plantations and then to 
the mainland. By 1910, there were roughly 
150,000 ethnic Japanese on the West Coast. 
Newcomers found jobs in farm labor, as 
domestic workers, and in urban, coastal 
industries such as canneries. They formed 
rich cultural enclaves in Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, and Seattle, where they owned 
hotels, restaurants, and laundries. 
Like most Asian immigrants at the time, 
Japanese men and women faced hostility in 
America. Unions, business organizations, 
and nativist groups argued that Asian 

“He was a farmer, and he 
just had a dream that he 
wanted to come to America 
to make his fortune.” 

Kay Matsuoaka, 1999, on her father’s 
decision to leave Japan

workers competed against white workers 
for jobs. These groups believed that Chinese 
and Japanese immigrants did not embrace 
American culture and created a “yellow 
peril.” Discriminatory laws in the 1910s 
and 1920s barred Japanese immigrants from 
owning land and from becoming citizens. 

 

 

The first Japanese immigrants to America 
were young, unmarried men who left Japan 
for better opportunities. The 1907-08 
“Gentleman’s Agreements” between President 
Theodore Roosevelt and Japan’s government, 
however, stopped Japanese migrant laborers 
from coming to the United States. A loophole 
in the agreements did allow for wives to join 
men in the U.S. Most immigrant men found 
Japanese spouses through a matchmaker who 
made connections based only on photographs 
and family recommendations. The women who 
came to America as “picture brides” in the early 
twentieth century were crucial to the growth of 
Japanese American families.

“Picture brides” were married by proxy in Japan to young men who migrated 
to America. These women arrived on the California coast c. 1910. Courtesy 
California State Parks, image 090-706

Top: The Yamatoya clothing store was prominent on Jackson Street 
in the heart of the International District of Seattle in the early 
1900s. Courtesy Museum of History and Industry, Seattle

Top, right: A Japanese mother and daughter photographed by 
Dorothea Lange in 1937 near Guadalupe, California. Courtesy 
Library of Congress

Middle: This card was issued to Bunshiro Tazuma in Kobe, Japan, 
for his passage to the United States. Courtesy Densho, the Tazuma 
Family Collection



 The Issei 
 and Nisei
Japanese Americans assign names to each 
generation, giving meaning to its place 
in the community. The Issei were first-
generation Japanese immigrants restricted 
from citizenship due to the Alien Act of 
1798 that extended naturalization to whites 
and, after 1868, blacks. The Supreme Court 
confirmed that Issei were not “white” in the 
1922 ruling of Ozawa vs. United States. Issei, 
who had been born and reared in Japan, 
often felt close ties with Japanese heritage 
and culture. Their children, the Nisei, 
were born in America and thus were U.S. 

“If anything happens 
between the U.S. and 
Japan, I’m staying 
here. And I want you 
to remember you’re an 
American citizen.” 

Harvey Watanabe, remembering his 
father’s words to him before World War 
II began

citizens. Nisei largely embraced American 
dress, food, music, and sports. As with many 
immigrant communities, however, cultural 
identity was fluid. Issei and Nisei honored 
Japanese traditions while adopting aspects 
of American culture. When World War II 
broke out, all ethnic Japanese felt pressured 
to distance themselves from cultural ties 
with Japan. Many joined the American 
patriotic fervor surrounding the outbreak 
of war, demonstrating that loyalty was not 
determined by ethnic background.
 

Bill Manbo and his family were forcibly 
removed from their Hollywood home and 
confined in Heart Mountain Relocation Center, 
Wyoming. During his time there, Manbo 
took photos of camp life using Kodachrome 
film. Here, Bill Manbo’s wife, Mary, posed in 
Heart Mountain for a family portrait with her 
parents, sister, and son. Pictured from left to 
right: Mary Manbo, Junzo Itaya, Riyo Itaya, 
Eunice Itaya. Billy Manbo stands in front. 
Because he is a child of Nisei parents, Billy  
is part of the Sansei generation. More of 
Manbo’s photographs can be found in Colors  
of Confinement: Rare Kodachrome Photographs  
of Japanese American Incarceration in World  
War II, by Eric L. Muller. Courtesy of Bill 
Manbo © Takao Bill Manbo

Top: An Issei dressed as Uncle Sam for Seattle’s first Golden Potlatch 
Festival, 1911. Courtesy of Densho 

Top, right: Teenager Gene Hashimoto, who was later confined in 
Manzanar, at her parents’ home in Los Angeles, c. 1930s.  
Courtesy Doi family 



   
 After  
      Pearl Harbor

A fter the Japanese attacked the American 
Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 
7, 1941, the United States declared war on 
Japan. Many whites, including political and 
military officials, considered all Japanese 
Americans as “enemy aliens” and feared 
they would aid another attack on American 

“Basically everything 
changed. It’s just like 
turning on the lights or 
turning off the lights. Just 
from daylight to dark.” 

Jim M. Tanimoto, on life after the  
Pearl Harbor attack

soil. Without warrant, the FBI immediately 
arrested 736 Issei community leaders and 
hundreds more in the following months. 
False reports of enemy ships on the 
California coast, rumors of mobilization by 
the Japanese community in San Francisco, 
and Japanese military successes in the 
Pacific in 1942 added to the hostility 
towards Japanese Americans. Some white 
farmers, desirous of Japanese-American 
agricultural land, joined the loud public 
call for Japanese-American exclusion. 
In response, Nisei joined groups like the 
Japanese American Citizens League to 
advocate for protection of their rights. 

Mistrust of ethnic Japanese grew throughout 
the 1930s as Japan began invading China. 
Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, despite 
heavy surveillance of Japanese communities 
by American intelligence, no Japanese-
American citizen or long-term resident 
was convicted of espionage or treason. An 
intelligence report to President Roosevelt in 
the fall of 1941 concluded that, “There is no 
Japanese ‘problem’ on the Coast. There will 
be no armed uprising of Japanese.”

Newspaper headlines, using slang words of the day, proclaimed the 
expulsion of Japanese Americans from the West Coast. Courtesy Library  
of Congress

Top: A Japanese-American storeowner displayed a prominent sign the 
day after Pearl Harbor reminding the community of his American 
citizenship. Courtesy Library of Congress

Top, right: Two young boys, one with a hat that reads “Remember 
Pearl Harbor,” waited to be taken to an assembly center in the spring 
of 1942. Courtesy Library of Congress

Middle: The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Courtesy Library of 
Congress



 Lives 
 Interrupted 
John L. DeWitt, a U.S. Army general, led 
the effort to confine Japanese Americans 
in the winter of 1942. Despite challenges 
from within his own cabinet, President 
Roosevelt backed DeWitt when he issued 
Executive Order 9066, 
allowing for the expulsion 
of Japanese Americans from 
the West Coast. Between 
late February and April of 
1942, sometimes with as 
little as a week’s notice, Issei 
and Nisei were forced to 
leave their homes. They sold 
property, businesses, and 
other belongings at a fraction 
of their cost, losing the 
equivalent of $1.3 billion by 
today’s standards. 

“And they had a hell of 
a lot of nerve calling it 
‘Camp Harmony.’” 

Masao Watanabe, on the unofficial 
name of the Puyallup Assembly Center 
in Washington state

The military, under the auspices of the 
Wartime Civilian Control Agency (WCCA), 
sent Japanese Americans to one of fifteen 
“assembly centers” on the West Coast. These 
centers had been converted from racetracks 

and fairgrounds into crude, 
temporary living spaces. 
They were makeshift 
prisons guarded with armed 
men and surrounded by 
barbed wire. After this 
harsh introduction to the 
government’s “relocation” 
plan, Japanese internees 
were again forced to move 
in the spring of 1942 to 
War Relocation Authority 
(WRA) camps.

E X E C U T I V E  O R D E R  9 0 6 6

On February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 that 
allowed the War Department to “prescribe 
military areas…from which any or all persons 
may be excluded.” Though ethnic Japanese 
were not named in the document, military 
officials understood it to give permission for 
the forcible movement of the entire Japanese-
American population. Despite warnings from 
the Justice Department that confinement 
was unconstitutional, President Roosevelt 
supported the imprisonment of American 
citizens and long-time residents in the name  
of national security.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Courtesy Library of Congress

Top: Bird’s-eye view of Puyallup assembly center in Washington 
State. Courtesy Library of Congress

Top, right: A Japanese-American storeowner advertised an 
“evacuation sale” before being forced to leave his home and property. 
Courtesy Library of Congress

Middle: The U.S. Army began posting evacuation instructions like 
this one in Japanese-American communities beginning in the spring 
of 1942. Courtesy Densho



 WRA Camps:  
 “A desert,  
 no green”  

The War Relocation Authority (WRA), 
a civilian agency created by the Roosevelt 
Administration, oversaw transfer of 
Japanese Americans to permanent WRA 
“relocation centers” that were located 
in Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Utah, 
California, Wyoming, and Arkansas, 

“Down in our hearts 
we cried and cursed this 
government every time 
when we showered with 
sand. We slept in the dust; 
we breathed the dust;  
we ate the dust.” 

Joseph Kurihara

away from the coast. The isolated camps, 
which became small cities, were large and 
surrounded by barbed-wire fences where 
armed guards in towers monitored activity 
below. Internees, in family groupings, 
occupied spaces averaging 16 by 20 feet 
inside a standard army barrack. Each block 
of sixteen barracks had its own mess hall 
and group latrine. Within the barrack, 
only a partial wall separated family rooms, 
making privacy impossible. Dust storms 
and extreme weather battered the poorly 
insulated buildings. Slowly, however, families 
personalized these tiny spaces, adding décor 
and furniture. They also demanded changes 
from the WRA, such as private stalls in 
the group bathrooms. Japanese Americans 
resided in these desolate sites from the 
summer of 1942 until after the war’s end.

Top: Billy Manbo clung to the interior ring of barbed-wire fence that 
surrounded Heart Mountain Relocation Center. Courtesy Bill Manbo 
© Takao Bill Manbo

Top, right: The WRA attempted to make the camps completely self-
sufficient; to do so it relied on older men to provide agricultural labor 
for low pay. Courtesy Library of Congress

T H E  W R A 

Some WRA officials were sympathetic to their 
new prisoners. The internees were offered 
rights that had been curtailed in the temporary 
centers such as freedom to assemble and 
to speak Japanese. The WRA permitted the 
residents some self-government by allowing 
the creation of block councils and advocacy 
for community needs. However, WRA officials 
generally held the assumption that confinement 
was necessary. They argued that camps offered 
the chance to Americanize the Japanese, 
making it easier for them to assimilate into 
American society after the war.

Middle: A map of WRA camps and assembly centers, as well as 
camps run by the Justice Department and U.S. Army that detained 
Issei “enemy aliens” from North and South America. Courtesy 
National Park Service

Amache camp, Colorado. Courtesy Library of Congress



The Japanese-American internees 
attempted to recreate normal life in the 
camps. Adults worked for low pay in camp 
operations, such as in farming, maintenance 
work, and camp kitchens. The WRA started 
schools for children and teenagers. Camps 
also had YMCAs, theaters, libraries, and 
offered classes in dressmaking, art, and 
dance. Children played baseball and 
volleyball, while teenagers met for dances 
and talent shows. Families worshipped 
in makeshift Christian churches and 
Buddhist temples. Camps especially came 
to life during both Japanese and American 

“I felt that we were all 
kind of in it, all in the 
same boat together. And 
the idea was to go to 
school, get jobs, and meet 
as many people as you 
possibly could.” 

Chizuko Norton

holidays; celebrants decorated for these 
and other festivals with adornments often 
made by hand. Despite the stigma of 
imprisonment, those confined were resolved 
to continue their lives as fully as possible 
behind barbed wire. Though internees made 
the best of camp life, some resisted the 
WRA and confinement by rioting for better 
labor rights and higher salaries, and against 
injustices in the camp. Resistance continued 
throughout the war largely because Japanese 
Americans perceived that the WRA refused 
to improve conditions or meet demands. 

 
T H E  A R T  O F  G A M A N

In order to relieve stress and pass time, 
Japanese Americans created art, jewelry, and 
objects for their homes and for celebrations. 
They made art and handicrafts from scrap 
materials found in the camps such as seashells, 
persimmon wood, fabric and anything else they 
could unearth. In a 2010 exhibit on art created 
in camps, curator Delphine Hirasura called 
these objects the “art of Gaman.” Gaman, as 
Hirasuna explained, is a Japanese word that 
translates to “enduring the unbearable with 
patience and dignity.”      
 

 Life in Camp

A Christmas card created by a camp inmate at Minidoka camp, Idaho. 
Courtesy of Densho, the Mamiya Family Collection

Top: Bon Odori dancers during the Buddhist summer festival of Obon. 
Courtesy Bill Manbo © Takao Bill Manbo

Middle: A large funeral at Manzanar camp, California, in 1942. 
Courtesy Doi family



 Go for  
 Broke! 
A fter Pearl Harbor, the military classified 
all men of Japanese descent as 4-C or 
“enemy aliens,” making them ineligible 
for the draft. President Roosevelt was 
finally persuaded to create an all-Nisei 

“The 442nd. We went 
wherever they wanted  
us to.” 

Jimmy Doi, 442nd veteran

unit as a result of the military successes 
of the Hawaiian 100th Infantry Battalion, 
the need for more troops, and Japanese-
American lobbying. In March of 1943, 
1,500 confined Nisei men joined the 442nd 
Regimental Combat Team. In 1944, the 
442nd combined with the 100th and was 
sent into combat in France. After fighting 
in France and Italy, the 442nd became one 
of the most decorated units that served 
in World War II. Nisei soldiers earned 
over 18,000 individual awards, including 
twenty-one Medals of Honor, five thousand 
Purple Hearts, and many other accolades. 
Their famous motto, “Go for Broke!” aptly 
signifies the bravery of the unit in the 
European theater. 

 

In 1943, the military and War Relocation 
Authority created a questionnaire to gauge the 
loyalty of Japanese Americans. Two questions 
proved especially controversial. Question 27 
asked Nisei men and women if they would 
willingly perform combat or volunteer duty 
in the United States Army or army auxiliary 

groups wherever ordered. Question 28 asked 
all internees if they would swear allegiance to 
the United States and forswear allegiance to 
Japan. Many Nisei were angered upon being 
asked to fight for a government that had taken 
away their rights and being asked to give up 
a supposed allegiance to Japan that they had 
never sworn. Answering ‘yes’ to Question 
28 left the Issei stateless and, as a result, 
many protested by answering ‘no.’ Those who 
answered ‘yes’ to both questions were deemed 
loyal and would be eligible for military service. 
Those who answered ‘no’ were segregated in 
the Tule Lake camp, California.

Top: Members of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team saluted the 
American flag during training at Camp Shelby, Mississippi. Courtesy 
Library of Congress

Top, right: Jimmy Doi served with the 442nd in Italy and France, 
returned to Chicago after the war, and today lives in Georgia. 
Courtesy Doi family

Middle: Michael and Jimmy Doi, brothers who both fought in the 
442nd, received the Congressional Gold Medal from President Barack 
Obama on October 5, 2010. Courtesy Doi family

Questions 27 and 28 from the “loyal questionnaire.” Courtesy Densho, the 
Ikeda family collection



Life After  
the Camps 

C amps began to close in early 1945 
immediately after the Supreme Court ruled 
in Ex Parte Endo that the War Relocation 
Authority had no authority to detain 

“concededly loyal” 
citizens. The last 
camp to close, 
Tule Lake, ceased 
operations on 
March 20, 1946. 
The majority of 
the newly liberated 
Japanese Americans 
returned to the 
West Coast, though 
approximately one-
third relocated to 

“Something in me just 
made me always want  
to look over my shoulder  
to make sure  
everything’s okay.” 

Kay Sakai Nakao, on life after  
being released from the Minidoka  
camp, Idaho

the Midwest and East Coast. Many faced 
continued discrimination. Organizations 
such as the Seattle Council of Churches, 
the United Church Ministry, the Civic 
Unity Committee and the American Friends 
Service Committee aided the displaced 
Japanese Americans in reintegrating into 
American life. On July 2, 1948, Congress 
and President Harry Truman enacted the 
Japanese-American Claims Act, awarding 
monetary compensation to many Japanese 
Americans for their loss of property. The 
amount issued, however, was far less than 
what internees lost from their forced 
confinement. It would take another forty 
years for the U.S. government to confront 
its own actions during World War II.

Most Japanese Americans lost their assets 
during the war but successfully rebuilt their 
lives. The Doi family exemplifies this success. 
In 1946, Gene Hashimoto married Michael 
Doi and moved to Chicago. The Dois had 
two children and relocated to Georgia in the 
1950s, where Michael worked in the poultry 
industry. They were part of a very small 
number of Japanese Americans to move to the 
South after the war. The family lives in Atlanta 
today and is active in the southeastern chapter 
of the Japanese American Citizens League.
 

Top: Japanese Americans leaving Heart Mountain Relocation  
Center, Wyoming, in July 1945. Courtesy National Archives and  
Records Administration 

Top, right: Beginning in June 1943 the WRA issued indefinite leave  
cards that allowed internees to temporarily or permanently leave camp to 
work or attend college. Courtesy Densho, the Bill Fuchigama collection

Middle: The Philadelphia Nisei Council provided an information 
pamphlet for Japanese Americans relocating to the city. Courtesy Densho

Gene Hashimoto Doi happily celebrated at her sister’s wedding in Chicago, 
ca. 1946. Courtesy Doi family 



The Fight for Redress
After the camps closed, feelings of shame 
and a desire to move on with life prevented 
Japanese Americans from speaking out 
against confinement. For its part, the 
American public largely accepted the event 
as a necessity. The Civil Rights Movement 
of the 1950s and 1960s, however, 
influenced Japanese Americans to push for 
a reexamination of confinement. Former 
internees began to demand restitution from 
the government. In response, President 
Jimmy Carter established the bipartisan 

“I don’t believe anyone 
would doubt that injustices 
were done, and I don’t 
think anyone would doubt 
that it is advisable now 
for us to have a clear 
understanding of this 
episode in the history  
of our country.”

Jimmy Carter

Commission on Wartime Relocation and 
Internment of Civilians (CWRIC) in 1980 
to investigate the legacy of Executive Order 
9066. Declassified documents verified that 
confinement was not a military necessity 
and was based on racism. By 1983, the 
commission had gathered testimonies from 
over 750 witnesses and submitted a report, 
Personal Justice Denied, that became the 
foundation of the 1988 Civil Liberties Act. 
The Act paid almost two billion dollars in 
reparations to internees beginning in 1990.

The CWRIC recommendations led to the 
passage of the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 by 
Congress. The act granted redress of $20,000 
and a formal presidential apology to U.S citizens 
or legal residents of Japanese descent confined 
during World War II. Signed by President 
Ronald Reagan in 1988, the act acknowledges 
the “fundamental injustice of the evacuation, 
relocation, and internment of United States 
citizens and permanent resident aliens of 
Japanese ancestry during World War II.”  

Top: Jimmy Carter signed the bill to create the Commission on 
Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, 1980. Courtesy 
Jimmy Carter Presidential Library

Middle: Gene Hashimoto Doi’s correspondence with Senator Pat 
Swindall of Georgia (whom she lobbied to support the Civil Liberties 
Act) and Congressman Robert Matsui reflect her activism in the 
redress movement. Courtesy Doi family

The Memorial to Japanese American Patriotism in World War II, Washington, 
D.C., honors the experiences of Japanese Americans during confinement and 
the war. Courtesy Jennifer Dickey


