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The history of Japanese internment camps in the United States is a complex and troubling chapter
that reveals much about the nation’s wartime policies, societal fears, and the human impact of
discrimination. During World War II, following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941,
the U.S. government enacted a series of controversial policies that resulted in the forced relocation
and internment of approximately 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds of whom were U.S.
citizens. This article explores the primary purpose behind establishing these internment camps and
examines the emotional and psychological effects these policies had on Japanese Americans.

Understanding the Purpose of Japanese Internment
Camps

The establishment of Japanese internment camps was driven by a combination of national security
concerns, racial prejudice, and political pressures. While the official rationale was rooted in wartime
security, underlying factors reveal the racial stereotypes and suspicion that fueled these actions.

1. National Security and War-time Fear

The primary official justification for internment was the perceived threat to national security. After
Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, a wave of fear and suspicion swept across the United States.
Authorities and many citizens feared that Japanese Americans might act as saboteurs or spies for
Japan, especially given the proximity of the West Coast to Japan.

The government believed that removing Japanese Americans from strategic areas would prevent
potential acts of sabotage. Internment camps were thus portrayed as a precautionary measure to
protect American military interests and civilian populations.

2. Racial Prejudice and Xenophobia

Despite the lack of concrete evidence linking Japanese Americans to espionage or sabotage, racial
prejudices played a significant role in the decision to intern Japanese Americans. Historical records
and subsequent analyses reveal that longstanding discrimination and stereotypes about Japanese
people contributed to the suspicion.

Many Americans viewed Japanese Americans as outsiders, untrustworthy, or inherently disloyal,



which was fueled by xenophobic sentiments prevalent in the early 20th century. This racial bias
made it easier for policymakers to justify internment as a necessary action.

3. Political and Economic Factors

Some historians argue that economic interests and political pressures also influenced internment.
Japanese Americans had established thriving businesses, especially in agriculture and commerce, in
the Western states. Their removal from these areas disrupted these economic activities.

Certain political figures capitalized on anti-Japanese sentiments to garner support, leading to
legislation that facilitated internment. The infamous Executive Order 9066, signed by President
Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1942, was a key legal step that authorized the military to designate certain
areas as exclusion zones and remove Japanese Americans.

How Did This Make Japanese Americans Feel?

The internment policies had profound emotional and psychological effects on Japanese Americans.
Many experienced feelings of betrayal, shame, fear, and loss. The impact of forced relocation
extended beyond physical displacement, deeply affecting their sense of identity, trust, and
belonging.

1. Feelings of Betrayal and Disillusionment

Japanese Americans, particularly U.S. citizens, felt betrayed by their government. After having
proven their loyalty through military service and civic participation, they were suddenly viewed with
suspicion solely based on their ethnicity.

Many felt disillusioned and abandoned by the country they considered their home. The internment
represented a stark contradiction to the principles of justice and equality that America professed.

2. Fear and Anxiety

The process of internment was often conducted abruptly, with families forced to leave their homes
quickly and without notice. The uncertainty of their future and the conditions inside the camps
created immense fear and anxiety.

Japanese Americans worried about their safety, loss of property, and the stigma attached to being
labeled as potential enemies. The camps themselves were often in remote, uncomfortable locations,
adding to their distress.



3. Shame and Embarrassment

Many interned Japanese Americans experienced feelings of shame and embarrassment, especially as
they faced discrimination and derogatory stereotypes. The internment reinforced negative
perceptions about their community, causing some to withdraw or conceal their identity.

Some individuals struggled with feelings of humiliation, feeling that their loyalty was questioned
solely because of their ancestry.

4. Resilience and Resistance

Despite these hardships, many Japanese Americans demonstrated resilience. They organized legal
challenges, such as the landmark Supreme Court case Korematsu v. United States, which challenged
the constitutionality of internment. Others volunteered for the U.S. military, serving bravely despite
their circumstances, exemplified by units like the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, composed mostly
of Japanese Americans.

Their actions reflected a desire to prove their loyalty and restore their dignity, even in the face of
widespread discrimination.

The Long-term Impact on Japanese American
Communities

The internment experience left lasting scars but also sparked movements for civil rights and redress.
It illuminated the dangers of racial prejudice and the importance of protecting individual rights
during times of crisis.

1. Psychological and Economic Consequences

Internment caused lasting psychological trauma, including feelings of mistrust, identity loss, and
intergenerational impacts on mental health. Economically, many families lost homes, businesses, and
possessions, setting back generations of Japanese Americans.

2. Civil Rights Movement and Redress

In the decades following the war, Japanese Americans fought for acknowledgment and justice. The
Civil Liberties Act of 1988 formally apologized for internment and provided reparations to survivors,
recognizing the injustice inflicted upon their community.



Conclusion

The purpose of the Japanese internment camps was rooted in a mix of national security fears, racial
prejudice, and political opportunism. While officially justified as a safeguard during wartime, these
policies were fundamentally discriminatory and unjust. The emotional toll on Japanese Americans
was profound—ranging from feelings of betrayal and shame to resilience and hope.

Understanding this history is crucial in recognizing the importance of civil liberties, combating
racial prejudice, and ensuring that such injustices are never repeated. The internment serves as a
stark reminder of the perils of fear-driven policies and the resilience of communities facing
discrimination.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary purpose of the Japanese internment
camps during World War II?
The primary purpose was to remove Japanese Americans from the West Coast out of fear they might
aid enemy forces, and to prevent espionage or sabotage following Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor.

How did the government justify the internment of Japanese
Americans?
The government justified it as a wartime necessity for national security, citing concerns over loyalty
and potential espionage, though these reasons have been widely questioned and criticized in later
years.

What impact did internment have on the lives of Japanese



Americans?
Internment disrupted their lives, leading to loss of homes, businesses, and community ties, and
caused emotional trauma, shame, and a sense of betrayal among many Japanese Americans.

How did Japanese Americans feel about being interned?
Many felt a mix of confusion, anger, and betrayal, especially as they believed they were loyal
citizens. Some experienced shame or embarrassment, but others fought to prove their patriotism.

Did the internment camps serve any specific strategic or
military purpose?
While officially justified as a security measure, many historians argue that the camps served more to
racially discriminate and segregate Japanese Americans rather than serve a genuine military need.

What was the long-term impact of internment on Japanese
American communities?
The internment caused lasting economic, social, and psychological effects, including loss of
property, discrimination, and a legacy of resilience and activism among Japanese Americans.

Were the internment camps a violation of constitutional
rights?
Yes, many view the internment as a violation of constitutional rights, specifically the rights to due
process and equal protection under the law, leading to a formal apology and redress decades later.

How have Japanese Americans responded to the history of
internment since then?
Japanese Americans have actively worked to educate others, seek justice, and promote civil rights,
with many participating in memorials, reparations, and advocacy for racial justice.

What lessons does the history of Japanese internment teach us
today?
It teaches the importance of safeguarding civil liberties, remaining vigilant against racial prejudice,
and ensuring that fear does not override fundamental rights during times of crisis.

Additional Resources
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The history of Japanese internment camps during World War II remains one of the most



controversial and emotionally charged episodes in American history. Officially initiated through
Executive Order 9066 in 1942, these camps were designed to isolate Japanese Americans from the
West Coast following Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor. While the government justified the internment
as a necessary security measure, the underlying motives, execution, and impact on Japanese
Americans continue to provoke debate and reflection. This article explores the purpose behind the
internment camps, the political and societal factors that drove their creation, and the profound
emotional and psychological effects experienced by Japanese Americans subjected to this wartime
injustice.

---

Origins and Context of Japanese Internment

Pre-War Japanese American Community

Long before the internment, Japanese Americans had established a sizable and thriving community,
particularly in California, Oregon, and Washington. Facing discrimination and segregation, they built
vibrant neighborhoods, operated businesses, and contributed significantly to local economies.
Despite their integration, pervasive anti-Asian sentiment persisted, and Japanese Americans were
often viewed with suspicion, especially during times of national crisis.

The Impact of World War II

The outbreak of World War II intensified existing racial prejudices. After Japan's attack on Pearl
Harbor on December 7, 1941, fears of espionage and sabotage surged across the United States.
Politicians, military officials, and segments of the public viewed Japanese Americans with suspicion,
often conflating ethnicity with potential disloyalty. This climate of fear laid the groundwork for
executive actions targeting Japanese Americans.

---

The Purpose of the Japanese Internment Camps

Official Justifications

The U.S. government publicly framed the internment as a necessary security measure to prevent
espionage and sabotage. The primary justification was that Japanese Americans, especially those
living in strategic coastal areas, might pose a threat to national security. The government cited
concerns about potential acts of sabotage or collaboration with Japan as reasons for relocating
Japanese Americans away from the vulnerable West Coast.



Political and Military Motivations

While the official rationale centered on security, several analysts argue that other factors influenced
the decision:

- Racial Prejudice and Discrimination: Anti-Asian sentiment, rooted in longstanding racial prejudices,
played a significant role. The internment effectively targeted a racial group perceived as "the other,"
regardless of their loyalty or citizenship status.

- Economic Interests: Displacement of Japanese Americans facilitated the transfer of their businesses
and land to other groups. Some policymakers and economic elites viewed internment as an
opportunity to gain economically from the confiscated property.

- Political Pressure: Fear-mongering by media and political figures amplified the perceived threat,
leading to pressure on government officials to act decisively.

Legal and Policy Foundations

The internment was enabled through Executive Order 9066, signed by President Franklin D.
Roosevelt on February 19, 1942. This order authorized military commanders to designate "military
areas" from which "any or all persons may be excluded." Subsequently, the camps were established
as part of a broader policy of forced relocation, often disregarding due process or individual rights.

---

The Mechanics of Internment

Implementation and Operations

- Relocation: Approximately 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds of whom were U.S. citizens,
were forcibly removed from their homes on the West Coast.

- Conditions in Camps: The internment camps were often located in remote, inhospitable areas with
harsh climates. The camps were surrounded by barbed wire, guard towers, and military patrols.
Families lived in cramped, barrack-style housing, and basic necessities were sometimes scarce.

- Legal Challenges: Several Japanese Americans challenged the internment through litigation,
notably Korematsu v. United States, which initially upheld the constitutionality of the internment but
has since been widely condemned as a violation of civil rights.

Duration and Closure



The internment lasted until 1945, with most camps closing by the end of the war. The government
eventually acknowledged the injustice of internment, leading to official apologies and reparations
decades later.

---

How Did This Make Japanese Americans Feel? The
Emotional and Psychological Impact

Initial Shock and Confusion

Many Japanese Americans experienced disbelief and confusion upon learning they would be forcibly
relocated. Citizens who had contributed to their communities and considered themselves loyal
Americans faced sudden upheaval. The abruptness of the internment fostered feelings of
helplessness and betrayal.

Fear and Anxiety

- Uncertainty about the Future: Families worried about their homes, businesses, and personal safety.
The loss of property and livelihood created economic hardship and emotional distress.

- Perceived Disloyalty: Despite their citizenship, Japanese Americans often felt stigmatized and
viewed as potential enemies. This led to internal conflict and shame, especially among those who
considered themselves loyal Americans.

Anger and Resentment

Many felt betrayed by their government and the country they loved. The internment was perceived
as a racial injustice, fueling feelings of anger and resentment that sometimes persisted for
generations.

Community and Solidarity

Despite adverse circumstances, Japanese Americans often banded together, forming support
networks and advocating for civil rights. Organizations like the Japanese American Citizens League
(JACL) emerged, working towards redress and recognition of the injustices faced.



Long-Term Psychological Effects

- Intergenerational Trauma: The internment experience affected not only those directly interned but
also their descendants, contributing to ongoing emotional scars.

- Loss of Trust: Many Japanese Americans reported a lasting distrust of government institutions and
a heightened sense of racial vulnerability.

- Resilience and Advocacy: The adversity fostered resilience among many individuals, who later
became active in civil rights movements and efforts for reparations.

---

Reflections and Contemporary Perspectives

The Legacy of Internment

The internment serves as a stark reminder of how fear and prejudice can override constitutional
protections. It highlights the importance of vigilance in safeguarding civil liberties, especially during
times of crisis.

Reparations and Apologies

In 1988, the U.S. government formally apologized through the Civil Liberties Act, which
acknowledged the injustice of internment and provided reparations to surviving Japanese Americans.
This act marked a recognition of the wrongful policy and aimed to promote reconciliation.

Lessons Learned

- The importance of due process and civil rights protections, even in wartime.

- The dangers of racial prejudice influencing national security policies.

- The resilience of affected communities and their ongoing efforts for justice.

---

Conclusion

The purpose of the Japanese internment camps was ostensibly rooted in national security concerns



during a time of war. However, the reality reveals that racial prejudice, political opportunism, and
economic interests significantly shaped the policy. For Japanese Americans, this chapter in history
was marked by feelings of betrayal, fear, anger, and resilience. Their experiences continue to serve
as a powerful reminder of the need to uphold civil liberties and confront prejudice, ensuring that
such injustices are never repeated. The legacy of internment underscores the importance of
vigilance, compassion, and justice in shaping a more equitable society.
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