
Japanese-American Internment Camps Inquiry 
 

 

"Imagine that one day you received notice that you and your whole family must be 

ready to move within 48 hours. You could take only the possessions you could carry 

and no one would tell you when you would be permitted to return home. Sound like 

a bad dream? This happened to over 120,000 United States citizens and legal 

residents during World War II. Your job is to find out why.” 

- Martha Daly, in opening comments about the camps 

 

 

Historical Context 

In the first half of the 20th century, California experienced a wave of anti-Japanese prejudice, in part because of the 

concentration of new immigrants. Over 90% of Japanese immigrants to the USA settled in California, where labor and farm 

competition fed into general anti-Japanese sentiment.  In 1905, California's law outlawed marriages between Caucasians 

and "Mongolians", an umbrella term that was used to refer to the Japanese and other ethnicities of East Asian ancestry.  In 

October 1906, the San Francisco Board of Education separated Japanese students from Caucasian students. It ordered 93 

Japanese students in the district to attend a segregated school in Chinatown; twenty-five of the students were American 

citizens. In 1924, the "Oriental Exclusion Law" eliminated all Japanese immigration. Japanese immigrants had already been 

unable to attain citizenship by naturalization.   In 1939 through 1941, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) compiled a 

list of all Asian-born residents, citing national security. On 28th June 1940, the Alien Registration Act was passed. Among 

many other loyalty regulations, it required the registration and fingerprinting of all aliens older than 14, and required aliens 

to report any change of address within five days. In the subsequent months, nearly five million foreign nationals registered 

at post offices around the country.  

 

Of 127,000 Japanese Americans living in the continental United States at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, 112,000 

resided on the West Coast.  About 80,000 were nisei (literal translation: "second generation"; Japanese people born in the 

United States and holding American citizenship) and sansei (literal translation: "third generation"; the sons or daughters of 

nisei).  The rest were issei (literal translation: "first generation"; immigrants born in Japan who were ineligible for U.S. 

citizenship). 

 

After Pearl Harbor 

The attack on Pearl Harbor on 7th December 1941 led military and political leaders to suspect that Imperial Japan was 

preparing a full-scale attack on the West Coast of the United States. Japan's rapid military conquest of a large portion of 

Asia and the Pacific between 1936 and 1942 made its military forces seem unstoppable to some Americans. Civilian and 

military officials had serious concerns about the loyalty of the ethnic Japanese after the Niihau Incident which immediately 

followed the attack on Pearl Harbor, when a civilian Japanese national and two Hawaiian-born ethnic Japanese on the 

island of Ni'ihau violently freed a downed and captured Japanese naval airman. 

 

Several concerns over the loyalty of ethnic Japanese seemed to stem from racial prejudice rather than evidence of actual 

malfeasance. Major Karl Bendetsen and Lieutenant General John L. DeWitt, head of the Western Command, each 

questioned Japanese American loyalty. DeWitt repeatedly told newspapers that "A Jap's a Jap" and testified so to Congress.  

DeWitt also sought approval to conduct search and seizure operations aimed at preventing alien Japanese from making 

radio transmissions to Japanese ships. The Justice Department declined, stating that there was no probable cause to support 

DeWitt's assertion, as the FBI concluded that there was no security threat.  

 

On January 2nd, the California Legislature sent a joint statement to California newspapers which attacked "the ethnic 

Japanese," who it alleged were "totally unassimilable." This manifesto further argued that all people of Japanese heritage 

were loyal subjects of the Emperor of Japan. The manifesto was backed by several nativist groups, which in January 

demanded that all Japanese with dual citizenship be placed in concentration camps. Internment was not limited to those 

who had been to Japan, but included a small number of German and Italian enemy aliens. By February, Earl Warren, the 

Attorney General of California, had begun his efforts to persuade the federal government to remove all people of Japanese 

heritage from the West Coast.  Those that were as little as one-sixteenth Japanese could be placed in internment camps. 

There is evidence supporting the argument that the measures were racially motivated, rather than a military necessity. For 

example, orphaned infants with "one drop of Japanese blood" (as explained in a letter by one official) were included in the 

program. 

 

Presidential Proclamations 2525, 2526 and 2527 were issued designating Japanese, German and Italian nationals as enemy 

aliens. Information from the CDI was used to locate and incarcerate foreign nationals from Japan, Germany and Italy 

(although Germany and Italy did not declare war on the U.S. until December 11th).  Presidential Proclamation 2537 was 

issued on 14th January 1942, requiring aliens to report any change of address, employment or name to the FBI. Enemy 

aliens were not allowed to enter restricted areas. Violators of these regulations were subject to "arrest, detention and 

internment for the duration of the war." 
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Executive Order 9066 and related actions 

Executive Order 9066, signed by Franklin D. Roosevelt on 19th February 1942, allowed authorized military commanders to 

designate "military areas" at their discretion, "From which any or all persons may be excluded." These "exclusion zones," 

unlike the "alien enemy" roundups, were applicable to anyone that an authorized military commander might choose, 

whether citizen or non-citizen. Eventually such zones would include parts of both the East and West Coasts, totaling about 

one-third of the country by area. Unlike the subsequent detainment and internment programs that would come to be applied 

to large numbers of Japanese Americans, detentions and restrictions directly under this Individual Exclusion Program were 

placed primarily on individuals of German or Italian ancestry, including American citizens.  

 

Reasons which highly influenced those who supported the internment of peoples of Japanese ancestry include, but were not 

limited to: 

➢ Racism and prejudice – Many newspapers wrote in overt racist terminology. 

➢ National Security – many feared the specter of espionage by those who supported their ancestral homeland 

➢ Economic – White farmers, who resented Japanese-American farmers, admitted their self-interest in having                  

                     competition removed from the fields. 

 

Exclusion, removal and detention 

Somewhere between 110,000 and 120,000 people of Japanese ancestry were subject to this mass exclusion program, of 

whom about two-thirds were U.S. citizens. The remaining one-third were non-citizens subject to internment under the Alien 

Enemies Act; many of these "resident aliens" had long been inhabitants of the United States, but had been deprived the 

opportunity to attain citizenship by laws that blocked Asian-born nationals from ever achieving citizenship. 

 

Internees of Japanese descent were first sent to one of 17 temporary "Civilian Assembly Centers," where most awaited 

transfer to more permanent relocation centers being constructed by the newly formed War Relocation Authority (WRA). 

Some of those who did report to the civilian assembly centers were not sent to relocation centers, but were released under 

the condition that they remain outside the prohibited zone until the military orders were modified or lifted. Almost 120,000 

Japanese Americans and resident Japanese aliens would eventually be removed from their homes in California, the western 

halves of Oregon and Washington and southern Arizona as part of the single largest forced relocation in US history. 

Most of these camps/residences, gardens, and stock areas were placed on Native American reservations, for which the 

Native Americans were formally compensated. The Native American councils disputed the amounts negotiated in absentia 

by US government authorities and later sued finding relief and additional compensation for some items of dispute.  

Under the National Student Council Relocation Program (supported primarily by the American Friends Service 

Committee), students of college age were permitted to leave the camps to attend institutions willing to accept students of 

Japanese ancestry. Although the program initially granted leave permits to only a very small number of students, this 

eventually grew to 2,263 students by 31st December 1943.  A nationwide night-time curfew, initiated on 27th March 1942, 

was the first mass-action restricting the Japanese Americans. 
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Conditions in the camps 

According to a 1943 War Relocation Authority report, internees were housed in "tar paper-covered barracks of simple 

frame construction without plumbing or cooking facilities of any kind." The spartan facilities met international laws, but 

still left much to be desired. Many camps were built quickly by civilian contractors during the summer of 1942 based on 

designs for military barracks, making the buildings poorly equipped for cramped family living. 

 

To describe the conditions in more detail, the Heart Mountain War Relocation Center in northwestern Wyoming was a 

barbed-wire-surrounded enclave with unpartitioned toilets, cots for beds, and a budget of 45 cents daily per capita for food 

rations.  Because most internees were evacuated from their West Coast homes on short notice and not told of their assigned 

destinations, many failed to pack appropriate clothing for Wyoming winters which often reached temperatures below 0 

degrees Fahrenheit.  Armed guards were posted at the camps, which were all in remote, desolate areas far from population 

centers. Internees were typically allowed to stay with their families, and were treated well unless they violated the rules. 

There are documented instances of guards shooting internees who reportedly attempted to walk outside the fences. One 

such shooting, that of James Wakasa at Topaz, led to a re-evaluation of the security measures in the camps.  

Life in the camps was hard.  They were housed in cold barracks and had to use communal areas for washing, laundry, toilet 

and eating.  There were schools for children, the camps had their own camp newspapers, and the government even paid 

detainees to do some work at the camps (they paid less than $20 a month), but the armed guards with bayonet knifes affixed 

to their rifles were a regular presence.    In the eyes of their residents, said Mine Okubo, “the camps represented a prison; 

no freedom, no privacy, no America.”  Some camp administrations eventually allowed relatively free movement outside the 

marked boundaries of the camps, but not all. Nearly a quarter of the internees left the camps to live and work elsewhere in 

the United States, outside the exclusion zone. Eventually, some were authorized to return to their hometowns in the 

exclusion zone under supervision of a sponsoring American family or agency whose loyalty had been assured.  

  

Hawaii was a US territory at the time; not a state.  Although there was a strong push from mainland Congressmen to 

remove and intern all Japanese Americans and Japanese immigrants in Hawaii, it never happened. 1,200 to 1,800 Japanese 

nationals and Japanese-Americans from Hawaii were interned, either in five camps on the islands or in one of the mainland 

internment camps.  The vast majority of Japanese-Americans and their immigrant parents in Hawaii were not interned 

because the government had already declared martial law in Hawaii and this allowed it to significantly reduce the supposed 

risk of espionage and sabotage by residents of Japanese ancestry. Also, Japanese Americans comprised over 35% of the 

territory's population, with about 150,000 inhabitants; detaining so many people would have been enormously challenging 

in terms of logistics. Also, the whole of Hawaiian society was dependent on their productivity. Lieutenant General Delos C. 

Emmons, commander of the Hawaii Department, promised the local Japanese American community that they would be 

treated fairly so long as they remained loyal to the United States, and he succeeded in blocking efforts to relocate them to 

the outer islands.  There were five internment camps in Hawaii.   

 

Collectively, the realities of loss and hardship was apparent in all detainees.  Many internees lost irreplaceable personal 

property due to the restrictions on what could be taken into the camps.  These losses were compounded by theft and 

destruction of items placed in governmental storage.  A number of persons died or suffered for lack of medical care, and 

several were killed by sentries.  Psychological injury was also observed in the populations increasing feeling of depression, 

helplessness and personal insecurity.  While some Japanese-American farmers were able to find families willing to tend 

their farms for the duration of their internment, most could not and had to sell their property in a matter of days, usually at 

great financial loss. In these cases, the land speculators who bought the land made huge profits.  The phrase "shikata ga 

nai" (loosely translated as "it cannot be helped") was commonly used to summarize the interned families' resignation to 

their helplessness throughout these conditions. This was even noticed by the children. 

 

To compensate former internees for their property losses, the US Congress, on 2nd July 1948, passed the "American 

Japanese Claims Act," allowing Japanese Americans to apply for compensation for property losses which occurred as "a 

reasonable and natural consequence of the evacuation or exclusion."  By the time the Act was passed, the IRS had already 

destroyed most of the 1939-‘42 tax records of the internees, and, due to the time pressure and the strict limits on how much 

they could take to the assembly centers and then the internment camps, few of the internees themselves had been able to 

preserve detailed tax and financial records during the evacuation process. Thus, it was extremely difficult for claimants to 

establish that their claims were valid. 

 

Loyalty questions and segregation 

Some Japanese Americans did question the American government, after finding themselves in internment camps. Several 

pro-Japan groups formed inside the camps, particularly at the Tule Lake location.   When the government passed a law that 

made it possible for an internee to renounce American citizenship, 5,589 internees opted to do so; 5,461 of these were sent 

to Tule Lake.  Of those who renounced their citizenship, 1,327 were repatriated to Japan.  Many of these individuals would 

later face stigmatization in the Japanese American community, after the war, for having made that choice, although even at 

the time they were not certain what their futures held were they to remain American, and remain interned.  These 

renunciations of American citizenship have been highly controversial, for a number of reasons. Some apologists for 

internment have cited the renunciations as evidence that "disloyalty" or anti-Americanism was well represented among the 

interned peoples, thereby justifying the internment.  Many historians have dismissed the latter argument, for its failure to 

consider that the small number of individuals in question were in the midst of persecution by their own government at the 
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time of the "renunciation".   Civil rights attorney Wayne M. Collins successfully challenged most of these renunciations as 

invalid, owing to the conditions of duress and intimidation under which the government obtained them. 

 

When the government circulated a questionnaire seeking army volunteers from among the internees, 6% of military-aged 

male respondents volunteered to serve in the U.S. Armed Forces.  Most of those who refused tempered that refusal with 

statements of willingness to fight if they were restored their rights as American citizens. 20,000 Japanese American men 

and many Japanese American women served in the U.S. Army during World War II.    The famed 442nd Regimental Combat 

Team, which fought in Europe, was formed from those Japanese-Americans who did agree to serve. This unit was the most 

highly decorated US military unit of its size and duration 

 

Internment ends 

On 18th December 1944, the United States Supreme Court clarified the legality of the exclusion process under Order 9066 

by handing down two decisions.  Korematsu v. United States, a 6-3 decision, stated that the exclusion process in general 

was constitutional.  Ex parte Endo unanimously declared that loyal citizens of the United States, regardless of cultural 

descent, could not be detained without cause. 

 

On 2nd January 1945, the exclusion order was rescinded entirely. The internees then began to leave the camps to rebuild 

their lives at home, although the relocation camps remained open for residents who were not ready to make the move back. 

The freed internees were given $25 and a train ticket to their former homes. While the majority returned to their former 

lives, some of the Japanese Americans emigrated to Japan. The last internment camp was not closed until 1946. 
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Name: ______________________ 

Period: ____   Date: ___________ 

Japanese-American Internment Camps Inquiry 

 

Please answer the following questions about the Japanese-American Internment Camps as thoroughly and 

completely as possible.  If you need more room, feel free to answer on a separate piece of paper and attach 

this as your cover page to your answers when you turn it in. 

 

 

1. Why was there – since the early 1900s – more racial tension directed against those of Japanese ancestry 

in California than there was in other areas of the nation? 

 

2. To what does “Nisei” refer? 

 

3. To what does “Sansei” refer? 

 

4. To what does “Issei” refer? 

 

5. What was the Niihau Incident, and why was its timing significant? 

 

6. Regarding whether or not people of Japanese ancestry were a security threat, what did the FBI and the 

Justice Department conclude? 

 

7. What percentage of Japanese ancestry was considered enough to label the person as being sufficiently 

Japanese to channel into the internment camps? 

 

8. What did Presidential Proclamation 2537 do? 

 

9. What did Executive Order 9066 do? 

 

10. Identify the reasons which influenced those who supported the isolation of people with Japanese ancestry 

 

11. How many people were removed from the West Coast and resettled in internment camps? 

 

12. On whose land were the internment camps established? 

 

13. Describe what life was like in the internment camps. 

 

14. Why was it difficult for the detainees to receive compensation for their time in the camps? 

 

15. Identify some of the hardships people who were in the internment camps had to endure. 

 

16. When the US government invited people of Japanese ancestry to join the army, what happened? (please 

offer specific numbers/statistics in your answer) 

 

17. What was the decision of the Korematsu v. US case? 

 

18. What was the decision of the Ex Parte Endo case? 

 

19. When the internees were freed for the camps, how must resettlement money did the government give them? 

 

 
A few of the citizens who were interned at the camps, whom students may be familiar with: 

George Takei Actor, Star Trek’s original “Mr.Sulu”, and gay rights activist 

Takayo Fischer Actor, Pirates of the Caribbean III and Moneyball 

Robert Ito Actor, several episodes of X-Files and Star Trek Voyager 
Yuri Kochiyama Activist, she was a supporter of Malcolm X and was witness to his assassination;  

nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize for her human rights humanitarian activism. 

Pat Morita Actor, The Karate Kid series 

Jack Soo Actor, he was a recurring character in M*A*S*H 


