
The Incarceration of Japanese Americans 
in the 1940s
Literature for the High School Classroom

Rachel Endo

T h e  N C T E  H i g h  S c h o o l  L i t e r a t u r e  S e r i e s

The Incarceration of Japanese Am
ericans in the 1940s                   ENDO

The latest volume in the NCTE High School Literature  
Series offers new ways to talk and teach about the in-
carceration of Japanese Americans in the United States 
during World War II through the selected works of three 
critically acclaimed Japanese American authors: Jeanne 
Wakatsuki Houston’s memoir Farewell to Manzanar,  
along with its film version; a sampling of Lawson  
Fusao Inada’s poetry; and a selection of Hisaye Yama-
moto’s short stories. All three authors were children or 
young adults during World War II, and their texts pow-
erfully speak to how being racially profiled, forcibly  
removed from their homes, and then detained in racially 
segregated concentration camps for nearly three years 
forever changed their lives.

This volume features author biographies, guiding ques-
tions, resources for teachers, and student-centered ac-
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After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in New York City, 
some American journalists and political leaders commented that 
“another Pearl Harbor” had occurred. In the name of national 
security, the US government began increasing its surveillance 
efforts at all levels from local mosques to international airports. 
Then-President George W. Bush and other political leaders de-
fended their action as a necessary means to prevent future acts of 
terrorism. In response to this grand plan, national organizations 
such as the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL), founded 
in 1929 and the oldest Asian American civil rights organization in 
the United States, began to release public statements that strongly 
condemned what they saw as racist counterterrorism political proj-
ects. The JACL joined an American Civil Liberties Union lawsuit 
that challenged the premise of the USA Patriot Act (the Uniting 
and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Re-
quired to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act of Congress, signed 
into law October 2001) by stating that its scope of surveillance 
activities violated all Americans’ civil liberties and constitutional 
rights. The JACL also began to compare the events leading to the 
mass incarceration of Japanese Americans in the 1940s and the 
racialization of Arab Americans, Muslim Americans, and South 
Asian Americans as extremists and terrorists in the post-2001 
era. While receiving initial backlash for promoting what was seen 
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by some political leaders as unpatriotic views, the message soon 
gained traction as more Americans became disillusioned by the 
emotional toll and financial costs associated with President Bush’s 
Global War on Terrorism. 

In the early 2000s, I was among a handful of educators of 
color in Nebraska and also an active member of JACL. After giving 
a speech about the politics of wartime hysteria at the University 
of Nebraska Omaha, I started receiving invitations to visit K–12 
classrooms and teacher preparation programs to discuss how the 
mass detainment of Japanese Americans in the 1940s had impli-
cations for current conversations about racial profiling in times 
of heightened concerns about America’s safety and security. The 
timing was significant given what was making local and national 
headlines: a local mosque was receiving threatening messages 
from an anonymous caller, and the systemic abuse and torture 
of detainees at the Abu Ghraib prison by American soldiers was 
cycling in the daily news. Many Americans also expressed outrage 
that so-called extra security measures such as enhanced airport 
screenings disproportionately targeted and criminalized persons 
with certain physical features, religious affiliations, and surnames. 

One particular student-led dialogue continues to remind me of 
the value of encouraging young adults to see connections between 
current events and history through the lens of ethnic literature. In 
2003, I visited a twelfth-grade English teacher’s classroom to teach 
Miné Okubo’s (1946/2003) Citizen 13660, a graphic novel of 189 
drawings with accompanying text chronicling the author’s life in 
detainment in the 1940s. I started our class by reading part of the 
preface: “In the history of the United States this was the first mass 
evacuation of its kind in which civilians were removed simply 
because of their race” (pp. viii–vix). Before facilitating a whole-
group discussion, I had students discuss with one another their 
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immediate reactions to this quote in relation to what they were 
hearing in the news about various counterterrorism efforts. What 
unfolded were several compelling conversations and competing 
perspectives about the government’s responsibility regarding 
balancing individuals’ civil liberties against larger concerns with 
preserving national security. 

Pete, a White American male student, started the conversa-
tion: “I don’t see the problem [with] extra screening. If someone 
‘looks’ suspicious, they should be prepared to answer questions 
about who they are and their motives. It’s better to be safe than 
sorry.” A few other students chimed in to affirm Pete’s stance. 
However, Fatima, an Egyptian American student who didn’t wear 
a hijab and who also identified as Muslim, countered: “It’s easy 
for you to say those things when you’re not personally affected. 
And what does it mean exactly to ‘look’ suspicious?” After Fatima 
shared her experience growing up in an immigrant family that at 
different points and in various contexts could or couldn’t “pass” 
as Arab, Muslim, or White, other students began to question the 
premise of racial profiling under the guise of national security. 
Christina, a Mexican American student, shared what it was like 
for her family to experience constant harassment, including be-
ing called “illegals” by some of their White American neighbors 
with threats to turn them in to law enforcement simply because 
of their skin color and surname. From there, we were able to 
discuss various elements of Citizen 13660, including connecting 
it to students’ personal experiences and various current events 
that concerned them. 

With the right framing, ethnic literature offers multiple av-
enues for young adults like Christina, Fatima, and Pete to explore 
critical questions about what’s at stake for all Americans when 
certain groups are targeted, segregated, and socially excluded 
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because of their assumed or real social identities. Japanese Ameri-
can literature from the World War II era specifically surfaces a 
relatively invisible moment in our nation’s history while offering 
students critical counterperspectives about what it means to be 
“American.” For example, excerpts from Okubo’s Citizen 13660 

(2003) speak to “right the wrong done during the war,” and tell-
ing “the shocking story” (p. xii) of what happened to Japanese 
Americans in the 1940s to illuminate the histories and literatures 
of ethnic Americans is usually not part of the regular curriculum. 
The writings of Okubo and other Japanese American authors also 
connect to contemporary examples of social injustice that are eerily 
similar to past histories when we analyze the uneven legal protec-
tions that different Americans are afforded depending on factors 
such as disability, gender, race, religion, and sexual orientation. 

Having written the bulk of this book before the 2016 US presi-
dential election, I now see with even greater clarity that Japanese 
American literature is a particularly relevant vehicle for discussing 
current events and social issues with young adults. Controversial 
rhetoric, proposals, and policies have received considerable atten-
tion since President Donald J. Trump’s inauguration, including his 
plans to build a wall along the Mexican–US border, emboldening 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents to detain 
people whose immigration status is in question, and his push to 
implement Executive Order 13769, also infamously known as 
the travel ban that targets Muslim-majority nation-states. Teach-
ers across the United States have been fielding questions from 
their students about how Trump’s policies might impact their 
classmates and their own families. In the aftermath of the 2016 
US presidential election, for example, several teachers in New 
York City Public Schools, such as English teacher Kevin Kearns, 
allowed their students, many from immigrant and refugee families, 
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to discuss their reactions to the election, including sharing their 
concerns about the fate of their futures as gendered and racial-
ized Americans (Fertig & Khan, 2016). Thus, studying Japanese 
American history and literature clearly has relevance to the state 
of twenty-first-century America in an intensely contested and 
hostile political climate.

As a note of caution, it would be problematic to attribute 
postmodern racist and xenophobic policies to the Trump ad-
ministration alone, or to point blame to one political party for 
perpetuating racially oppressive laws. Different leaders across the 
political divide have responded to wartime hysteria in predictable 
and unpredictable ways. However, any conversation with K–12 
students about government-sanctioned racial profiling and rac-
ism will be controversial, especially when dominant messages of 
American exceptionalism under the guise of national security and 
patriotic duty are still widely promoted in the aftermath of a major 
political crisis. In times of heightened political tension, young 
adults need to think critically about what America stands for, and 
to reflect on why the United States remains a racially contested 
society even decades after the passage of major reforms related to 
civil rights and equal access to public services. In times of politi-
cal fear and uncertainty, teachers have multiple opportunities to 
create inclusive spaces for young adults to engage in courageous 
conversations about the past and present state of America, and 
to imagine what it’d take to ensure that we live in a future free of 
hatred and violence.

Purpose and Scope
Encompassing diverse forms, genres, and perspectives, Japanese 
American literature has been in existence since the late 1930s 
(Chin, 1991). Japanese American literature could be defined as 
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works written about, by, and/or for Japanese Americans, although 
the most widely recognized titles are based on the World War II 
incarceration of Japanese Americans. Prominent Japanese Ameri-
can authors such as Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston, Lawson Fusao 
Inada, Lonny Kaneko, John Okada, Miné Okubo, Monica Itoi 
Sone, Yoshiko Uchida, Mitsuye Yamada, and Hisaye Yamamoto 
were all children and young adults when their families were in-
carcerated in the 1940s. They’ve written memoirs, novels, picture 
books, poems, and short stories based on their direct and indi-
rect memories of the World War II era as young Americans who 
experienced intense racial intolerance during times of extreme 
anti-Asian sentiment. 

The study of Asian American literature, especially works by 
Japanese Americans, became more prominent at US colleges and 
universities on the West Coast in the 1970s during the rise of 
various ethnic studies movements. However, both in the 1970s 
and now in the twenty-first century, most Americans, particularly 
K–12 students living outside of the West Coast, haven’t been 
regularly introduced to the works of Japanese Americans or other 
Asian American writers. The Incarceration of Japanese Americans in 

the 1940s: Literature for the High School Classroom offers teachers 
tools to diversify their Eurocentric secondary literature curriculum 
by focusing on incorporating literature about the World War II 
incarceration of Japanese Americans. The focus on this historical 
moment is intentional, as the illegal incarceration of Japanese 
Americans in the 1940s represents “one of the most troublesome 
instances of government-sanctioned mass incarceration, racial 
profiling, and segregation in U.S. history” (Endo, 2012, p. 17). 

Each chapter provides essential contextual information to 
guide teachers in constructing culturally relevant and engaging 
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lessons focused on select works of Japanese American literature. 
My representative examples are from three critically acclaimed 
Japanese American authors—Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston, Lawson 
Fusao Inada, and Hisaye Yamamoto. These authors were children 
or young adults in the early 1940s when their families were 
stripped of their constitutional rights, racially profiled, and subse-
quently detained in government-sponsored concentration camps. 
While their works represent different gendered and generational 
perspectives, their writings are unified around the theme of reviv-
ing memories of some of the darkest years in American history. 

Chapter 1 provides a brief overview of Asian American (spe-
cifically, Japanese American) experiences in the United States, 
along with guidelines for appropriate use of language and termi-
nology. Chapter 2 describes the formation and transformation of 
Japanese American literature around key moments in Asian Ameri-
can history. This chapter also offers a range of prereadings and 
prior-knowledge activities for teachers to help prepare students 
for more extensive study of Japanese American literature. Chapter 
3 focuses on teaching Wakatsuki Houston’s critically acclaimed 
memoir, Farewell to Manzanar (FWTM), along with ideas to help 
secondary students write their own identity-based mini-memoirs. 

Chapter 4 includes similar ideas for teaching the film version of 
FWTM. Chapter 5 delves into Inada’s poetry by analyzing how 
his works address the relationship between historical trauma 
and racial inequities, as well as spotlighting the intriguing paral-
lels he draws between Japanese American and American Indian 
cultures and histories. Also included are Inada-inspired ideas 
for encouraging students to write and share their own poems. 
Chapter 6 provides several frameworks for teaching Yamamoto’s 
short stories, including thematic connections to the works of 

bCh1-1-12-Endo.indd   7 5/10/18   1:00 PM



the incarceration of japanese americans in the 1940s 	 		■		■		■		■		■		■		■		■		■		■			

8

other major American women writers. Chapter 7 offers different 
strategies and topics for linking Japanese American literature to 
current events in the United States. 

Why Japanese American Literature? 
Situating Japanese American literature as part of the field of 
American literature rather than international or world literature 
is an essential point for teachers to establish early on with their 
students. Interestingly, students are often surprised when I pro-
claim: “Japanese Americans are Americans, not foreigners from 
Japan.” Much of their surprise could be due to the reality that Asian 
American experiences, histories, and identities are still relatively 
absent from the official K–12 curriculum across content areas and 
grade levels. Some teachers also don’t differentiate between the 
study of Asians in Asia and Asian Americans in the US context, 
including in their selection of curricular materials, which often 
confuses students about whether certain ethnic and racialized 
Americans like Japanese Americans are actually American. The 
first point that I reiterate with students is that Asian Americans 
are indeed American, while also challenging them to ponder why 
factors such as ethnicity, national origin, and race still determine 
who’s represented in the K–12 curriculum as American citizens, 
noncitizens, and second-class citizens. 

Although they’ve been in the United States for many genera-
tions, Asian Americans have long struggled to claim America as 
their own. The US Congress passed a resolution in 1978 to estab-
lish Asian Pacific American Heritage Week to honor this diverse 
community’s many unsung contributions to our nation. Fourteen 
years later, in 1991, President George H. W. Bush proclaimed 
the month of May as Asian Pacific American Heritage Month 
(“May Is Asian/Pacific American Heritage Month,” 2012). With a 
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four-decade history of bipartisan national recognition, one might 
assume that in the twenty-first century, more US K–12 schools 
and universities have, at a minimum, formally acknowledged 
the contributions of diverse Asian Americans through curricular 
and extracurricular integration. Unfortunately, because of the 
deeply ingrained assumption that they’re relatively new Americans 
who haven’t experienced wide-scale racial discrimination, Asian 
Americans are still often absent from conversations and lessons on 
multiculturalism. Such an assumption fuels the unfortunate myth 
that Asian Americans are “illegitimate Americans” (Tuan, 1998, p. 
37) while also erasing their long histories in the Americas that have 
been defined by racially exclusionary and segregationist moments. 

As a Japanese American educated in predominantly White 
public schools and taught by all-White teachers at the beginning 
of these federally designated efforts to recognize ethnic and racial 
diversity, I learned nothing about Asian Americans and very little 
about diverse perspectives during my K–12 schooling. A few of my 
English teachers incorporated literature written by White women 
such as Louisa May Alcott, Jane Austen, Kate Chopin, and George 
Eliot to teach about what they considered diverse perspectives 
beyond White male authors, but within this narrow framework, 
there was little mention of authors of color, and Asian American 
authors were nonexistent. As a preservice education major at the 
University of Nebraska Omaha, I finally learned about ethnic lit-
erature in a Survey of American Literature course. The professor, 
a White American male with progressive views about inclusive 
education, introduced us to the writings of Sandra Cisneros, Sui 
Sin Far, Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston, Langston Hughes, Maxine 
Hong Kingston, Toni Morrison, Leslie Marmon Silko, and Amy 
Tan, among others. This was the first and only class in my entire 
K–16 experience in which ethnically and racially diverse authors, 
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including various Asian American writers, were included as a part 
of, rather than apart from, the canon. 

However, teaching American literature from multicultural 
perspectives is still more the exception than the rule. Despite 
their long history in America, in addition to a population increase 
in US K–12 schools of 46 percent since 1997 (Krogstad & Fry, 
2014), Asian Americans continue to remain relatively invisible 
in the classroom. When I teach lessons and units on Japanese 
American literature in K–12 or university settings, it’s often the 
first and only introduction that students will have to learning 
about Asian Americans’ experiences in and contributions to the 
United States. Even today, I meet hundreds of students, including 
young Asian Americans, who haven’t read one book by an Asian 
American author by the time they graduate from high school or 
their postsecondary institution. This is common even in progres-
sive schools or universities that publicly promote missions of 
diversity, equity, and multicultural education.

My focus on Japanese American literature offers an admit-
tedly incomplete picture of Asian America’s vast literary contribu-
tions. For one, Japanese Americans represent only one of Asian 
America’s more than two dozen government-designated ethnic 
groups. Hundreds of works authored by ethnically diverse Asian 
American writers such as Chinese American Gene Luen Yang, 
Filipino American Carlos Bulosan, Hmong American Kao Kalia 
Yang, Korean American Linda Sue Park, and Vietnamese Ameri-
can Thanhha Lai, among others, are also worthy of study in the 
classroom. Second, as not all Japanese Americans have familial 
connections to the World War II incarcerations, teaching about this 
historical moment can’t and shouldn’t be the only representation of 
Japanese American experiences. For example, while I’m Japanese 
American, my family’s history doesn’t include being incarcerated 
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during World War II. However, learning about the World War II 
incarceration through the lens of Japanese American literature has 
shaped my own identity as a critical multicultural educator who 
believes that introducing young adults to diverse perspectives is 
essential in developing socially conscious citizens.

Japanese American literature also serves broader pedagogical 
purposes beyond introducing our students to Japanese American 
history. Given that diversity, identity, and race relations in America 
tend to be framed according to the Black–White racial binary, 
teachers certainly “need to expand our vision of what the canon 
should be, recognizing that the canon needs to make room for 
authors beyond that of the usual Caucasian and African American 
selections” (Chiu, 1997, p. 30). Introducing Japanese American 
literature to students as either a comparative or a stand-alone unit 
is just one of many ways to provide them with more inclusive 
models and representations of American history, identity, and lit-
erature. In addition to providing culturally and historically specific 
stories, Japanese American literature speaks to universal human 
experiences that young adults readily relate to, including dealing 
with conflict, living through regret, and surviving challenging life 
experiences such as death or other kinds of loss. While this book 
doesn’t offer a comprehensive overview of Asian American litera-
ture, it provides essential background information about how to 
incorporate the historical literature of one ethnic group, Japanese 
Americans, into the secondary literature classroom.

Connections to the Common Core State Standards 
The content of this book aligns with the instructional objectives 
common in the secondary language arts curriculum, offering dif-
ferentiated and student-friendly activities and assignments that 
could be easily applied to the literature of other ethnic groups. 
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Recognizing the growing expectation that today’s high school stu-
dents should graduate with a range of knowledge and skills, this 
book incorporates several of the Common Core State Standards 
for English Language Arts (CCSS ELA) spanning grades 9–12. 
By 2015, several states had adopted all or parts of the CCSS ELA 
standards, which significantly overlap with the content standards 
set forth by most state departments of education. To capture key 
overarching competencies, the activities and assignments in this 
book infuse core aspects of the CCSS ELA standards for grades 
9–12 with an integrated focus on the seven characteristics of 
college-ready students: that they (1) demonstrate independence 
as learners, (2) build strong interdisciplinary content knowledge, 
(3) respond to varying demands and tasks, (4) are able to com-
prehend as well as critique information, (5) value and incorporate 
evidence, (6) use technology and digital media effectively and 
responsibly, and (7) come to understand other perspectives and 
cultures (NGA Center & CCSSO, 2010, p. 7). Rather than focusing 
on single standards, however, this book uses an interdisciplinary, 
integrated, and multistandards approach that can be adjusted to 
meet varied learning outcomes and pedagogical goals. All of the 
activities, assignments, and readings have been designed to assist 
teachers as they develop their own interdisciplinary approaches to 
teaching different genres of Japanese American literature.
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segregated concentration camps for nearly three years 
forever changed their lives.

This volume features author biographies, guiding ques-
tions, resources for teachers, and student-centered ac-
tivities that incorporate digital literacy. Assignments and 
discussion questions that appeal to multiple learning 
styles are included. With several student work samples 
as models, each chapter includes practical ideas for 
the classroom, including connecting common themes 
in Japanese American literature about World War II to 
contemporary social issues such as civil rights, identity, 
immigration reform, and race relations.
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