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When the Emperor was Divine:  Humanity and History
Friday, August 28, 2009
Professor Steven Hughes, Department of History
Each year members of the Loyola community select a book to be read and discussed by all first year students and their advisors, while instructors are encouraged to use the book in their classes.  We do this as a way of starting the intellectual dialogue that we hope will continue through your next four years and well beyond.  I should emphasize that this is not a one sided conversation; prior to this summer, we as faculty members have oftentimes not previously read the chosen book, and we enjoy the opportunity to not only read it but also to benefit from your insights and comments as we share our own.  Thus this book is an invitation to become part of our scholarly community and at the same time it advances one of the major goals of Loyola as a liberal arts University, which is to promote the practice and offer the tools to construct a “life of the mind.”  We take it as axiomatic that the habits of active intellectual engagement will serve you well in your careers, in your communities, and in your personal journey through this universe.  Moreover, as Bob Marley famously said, “if life is a journey you might as well enjoy the trip,” and we believe that an informed and reflective “life of the mind” will make your trip not only more productive but also more fulfilling, more interesting, and some times even more fun.
I was on the committee that chose Julie Otsuka’s book When the Emperor was Divine for the common text; indeed, I confess to having been one of its major advocates.  Believing in the axiom that “no good deed goes unpunished,” I should not have been surprised when I was asked to explain how the book relates to the core curriculum – or in other words, I was asked to defend why the committee selected this text over its many worthy competitors.  So that is my task, and, truth be told, it really is rather an easy one.
First, the book is short.  If we had instead assigned all 1,296 pages of Tolstoy’s War and Peace for summer reading we may well have seen a drop-off in the final number of students coming to campus – and I can’t vouch for all of the faculty. [image: ] Moreover, a novel as short as Otsuka’s plays into the hands of teachers like me who encourage students to reread books before class discussion or as they tackle relevant assignments.  This might be a new experience for some of you, and certainly this book, which can easily be read at a single sitting, would be a reasonable place to start.
Length aside, the committee found this book particularly relevant to current politics, with issues such as Guantanamo, unrestricted government surveillance, racial profiling, CIA rendition, and government sanctioned torture once again forcing our country to reiterate its commitment to the constitution in particular and human rights generally.  And that renewed commitment must compete with claims of national security and military necessity that clearly echo those that were used to justify the imprisonment of over one hundred and eighteen thousand Japanese-Americans, sixty percent of whom were U.S. citizens, in concentration camps strategically placed in areas where no one else would live.  The assistant secretary of war, John J. Mccloy, captured the essence of the argument in early 1942 when the debate over Japanese American internment was heating up  “ . . . if it is a question of the safety of the country [and] the Constitution . . . Why the Constitution is just a scrap of paper.”[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Roger Daniels, Prisoners without Trial: Japanese Americans in World War II, New York: Hill and Wang, 2004, p. 40.] 

Where that kind of thinking among people in power can lead us is amply illustrated by Otsuka’s book; a book that I believe powerfully relates to the reasons we expect you to spend a good deal of your undergraduate education in core courses.  Many of those courses are in the humanities, and the themes of humanity and human empathy strike me as central to When the Emperor was Divine.  The Russian dictator Joseph Stalin is often quoted as saying that “One death is a tragedy.  A million deaths is just a statistic.”  He probably didn’t actually say it (although he embraced it) but it admirably sums up our difficulties in getting our heads around events of horrific human magnitude.  With regard to this unfortunate piece of American history, Otsuka’s book helps us get beyond such depersonalized statistics and forces us into the details of four individuals’ lives as they experienced mass incarceration for some three and half years.  She offers us an intense psychological study of confinement that digs below the surface of the valiant attempts made to normalize that experience, the photographs of which were, by the way, all strictly censored from showing either barbed wire or guardhouses.  Otsuka also inadvertently demonstrates the power of fiction to provide insights into reality that are otherwise unobtainable.  Note for example, how her characters evoke both human sympathy (an emotion) and historical empathy (an understanding) in contrast to the cold “facts” and dates laid out in the chronology that came with your copy of the book.  From the calculated killing of “White Dog” to the monotonous boredom of camp life, Otsuka sucks us into a world where dreams become not only a form of entertainment, but also offer a defense against the nightmare of reality:  A world where horse stalls become prison cells;  where wild mustangs provide an image of freedom; and where horsemeat is on the table again.  
I will not rehearse the many and varied ways Otsuka’s fiction examines the gradual dehumanization of a family reduced to a single identity number; that is for your individual discussion groups and, one hopes, for you and your various instructors over the semester, or perhaps over the years.  But in terms of Effective Writing (another one of your core courses), one has to note the effect of Otsuka’s terse, almost austere, style, which evokes the rushing harshness of the relocation decrees (five days to pack up your lives) as well as the dust-borne bleakness of desert confinement. 
It seems almost too easy to discuss how this book relates to other courses you will encounter as part of the core curriculum.  The ethics of imprisoning overwhelmingly innocent “suspects”; the theology of racial justice; the philosophy of existence and resistance; even if the latter consists only of kids putting nails in the paths of jeeps.  The same applies to courses in the social sciences: the psychology of survival as represented by the children, or the tragic psychology of not really surviving, like the father. The sociology (or perhaps the social psychology) of imprisonment, as one of the children looks in the mirror and says “We were the enemy;” as the family, finally returned home, sleeps in a single room according to patterns engrained in the camp; as previous friends at school fail to acknowledge them, for if the government locked them up, they must indeed be suspect if not dangerous.  And, of course, the politics of race and ethnicity that loom like a great explanatory cloud over the period.  
We need to dwell here for a moment, because historians, legislators, and jurists alike have since condemned the imprisonment of the Japanese-Americans as a massive failure of political will on the part of America’s leaders – a failure based on racial prejudice and journalistic demagoguery, and also a failure for which the nation later apologized and offered reparations (limited as they might have been).  The crux of the matter was the argument that, in the wake of Pearl Harbor, the Japanese-Americans represented a “fifth-column” threat of subversion and sabotage to the security of the United States.  Dams would be blown up, phone lines would be cut, and weak points would be communicated to the enemy. The situation was not helped by the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox, who, a week after the surprise attack and anxious to shift the blame for the disaster, falsely accused Japanese-Americans in Hawaii for insuring its success (a charge soon disproven by government enquiry).  Nevertheless, Knox claimed their “treachery” was a perfect example of how the Axis powers used fifth column tactics to undo their enemies.[endnoteRef:2]    [2:  John Hersey, “A Mistake of Terrifically Horrible Proportions” in John Armor and Peter Wright, Manzanar, New York: Times Books, 1988, p. 8.] 

Despite such spurious invective, many military leaders and intelligence officers felt that the dire predictions of mass collaboration with the enemy were overblown. Indeed, documents obtained during an early secret incursion into the Japanese Consulate in Los Angeles by Naval Intelligence revealed that Tokyo had been informed that it could not count on the Japanese-Americans to help their cause. Likewise, army intelligence reported in the fall of 1941 to President Roosevelt that Japanese American sabotage was not anticipated, and that known sympathizers had already been identified and could be locked up as necessary, which in fact is what happened.[endnoteRef:3]  Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the FBI reported that, having searched the homes of many ethnic Japanese, “We have not found (. . .)  any gun in any circumstances indicating that it was to be used in a manner helpful to our enemies.  We have not found a single camera which we have reason to believe was for use in espionage.”[endnoteRef:4]  Eventually, Brigadier General Mark Clark, who was assigned by Army Chief of Staff George Marshall to assess the danger of a Japanese American 5th column on the West coast recommended against mass internment as both unnecessary and a waste of valuable resources.  [3:  Daniels, p. 25-26. ]  [4:  Hersey, p. 22.] 

So what happened?  Why, despite such evidence, did President Roosevelt sign executive order number 9066 on February 19, 1942 , which allowed for the evacuation and incarceration of all Japanese-Americans on the West Coast?  In part, it was the result of the efforts of a small coterie of army officers, led by Provost Marshal General Allen Gullion, who were convinced that 5th column activity had brought about the fall of Western Europe, and that the Japanese-Americans were truly dangerous.  These officers bypassed normal military channels, including the general staff, to pressure Secretary of War Stimson to argue for mass detention under military control, the extensive nature of which, it has been pointed out, could have considerably expanded the purview of their power and chances of promotion.[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  Daniels, p. 31.] 

Be that as it may, their efforts would probably have come to naught if it had not been for a wave of journalistic hysteria emanating from the West Coast that swept across the country.  Part of this came from misinformation supplied by the head of the Western Defense Command, Lt. General John L. DeWitt, whose anxious credulity was matched only by his racial bigotry. For example, having pleaded for reinforcements on the West Coast in the months after Pearl Harbor, he complained as they arrived that they included too many African American soldiers.  “I would prefer” he said” “to have a White Regiment.”[endnoteRef:6] Worse, DeWitt never met a rumor he didn’t like: the entire Japanese fleet off the coast, phantom enemy planes over Los Angeles, and Japanese submarines shooting at every departing ship, all figured into his constellation of consternation.  He reported hundreds of radio signals supposedly sent from Japanese American sympathizers to enemy ships off shore, all of which were quickly debunked by the FCC, usually as communications among our own forces.  Nor did DeWitt’s office in San Francisco hesitate to pass his fears on to the public, in part because he felt that west coast residents were not sufficiently aware that they were really living in a war zone.[endnoteRef:7]   [6:  Hersey, p. 33.]  [7:  Early on DeWitt publically proclaimed that it might have been better if the enemy had dropped a couple bombs on San Francisco to wake everybody up.  See Hersey, p. 15.] 

The local press, building on well-established racial prejudices, inflated these baseless rumors into fearsome headlines designed to inflame a general climate of anxiety and hatred.  
JAP BOAT FLASHES MESSAGE ASHORE
TWO JAPS WITH MAPS AND ALIEN LITERATURE SEIZED 
JAPANESE HERE SENT VITAL DATA TO TOKYO
MAP REVEALS JAP MENACE
CAPS ON JAPANESE TOMATO PLANTS POINT TO AIR BASE[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Daniels, p. 29. ] 

[image: ]The most absurd stories, such as the one reporting that some Japanese pilots shot down at Pearl Harbor were wearing university graduation rings from UCLA, Stanford, Berkeley, or the Universities of Washington and Oregon, made their way into the mainstream press and heightened fears of the dreaded fifth column ready to aid the enemy. The strength and pervasiveness of those fears is perhaps best demonstrated by this cartoon by Theodore Geisel, better known as Dr. Seuss, which appeared in the New York Newspaper, PM some five weeks after Pearl Harbor.[endnoteRef:9]  Yes, this is the same guy who created the Cat in the Hat and the Grinch who stole Christmas, and there is something comically chilling about the resemblance of his fifth column saboteurs to the “Who” from “Whoville”.  But here, of course, they are portrayed as a uniform cadre of racial features, all happily lined up to get their parcel of explosives and wait for the signal from home.   That such an image could come from the pen of an avowed liberal on the East Coast who consistently denounced racial prejudice against African Americans and Jews, tells us a great deal about the effect of the “news” coming out of California. [9:  For this and other political cartoons by Geisel see Richard H. Minear, Dr. Seuss Goes to War: the World War II Editorial Cartoons of Theodor Seuss Geisel, New York: The New Press, 1999.] 

All of this had its political impact, and in early February 1942 the Mayor of Los Angeles publically proclaimed “Right here in our own city are those who may spring to action at an appointed time in accordance with a prearranged plan wherein each of our little Japanese friends will know his part in the event of any possible attempted invasion or air raid. . . .”[endnoteRef:10]  Facing this rampage of rhetoric, which was backed up by organizations such as the American Legion and the Chamber of Commerce, West Coast congressmen, already disposed to believe the worst, began to put pressure on the administration to “do something” against the imminent internal threat.  Combined with the maneuverings of Gullion’s pro-internment forces within the military, that pressure eventually won out over the opposition of Roosevelt’s own Attorney General, Francis Biddle, who had read the more balanced FBI reports and felt the constitution should be upheld.  Instead Secretary of War Stimson was able to convince the President of the need for the mass internment, and it is with Roosevelt that the ultimate responsibility for the decision resides.[endnoteRef:11] [10:  Daniels, p. 43.]  [11:  For an exhaustive treatment of why FDR agreed to sign #9066 see Greg Robinson, By Order of the President: FDR and the Internment of Japanese Americans, Cambridge: Harvard Uni. Press, 2001.] 

	The racial basis of executive order 9066, was clear in General DeWitt’s recommendation  to Secretary Stimson just prior to its signing in February. 
In the war in which we are now engaged racial affinities are not severed by migration.  The Japanese race is an enemy race, and while many second and third generation Japanese born on United States soil [and] possessed of United States citizenship have become “Americanized,” the racial strains are undiluted. (. . .) It therefore follows that along the vital Pacific Coast over 112,000 potential enemies, of Japanese extraction, are at large today. There are indications that these are organized and ready for concerted action at a favorable opportunity.  The very fact that no sabotage has taken place to date is a disturbing and confirming indication that such action will be taken.[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Hersey, p. 44.] 


In other words, there had been no acts of sabotage in the months following Pearl Harbor, and this meant that the “Japs,” as DeWitt tended to refer to them, were all cleverly in cahoots with the enemy.  Equally indicative of  9066’s racial roots, which actually made no specific reference to Japanese-Americans, was its lack of implementation against other “enemy” ethnic groups.  Although thousands of Italian and German residents were detained or forced to leave sensitive areas, such actions were executed on an individual basis and restricted to non-citizens. Nothing even close to the mass interment of the Japanese-Americans occurred, and according to historian Roger Daniels in the field, “no one even contemplated moving Caucasian citizens.”[endnoteRef:13] Secretary Stimson in fact specified  to DeWitt that the Italians on the West Coast should not be treated like the Japanese-Americans.[endnoteRef:14]  After all, the mayor of San Francisco was an Italian American and Joe DiMaggio had recently become a national baseball hero. DeWitt agreed that the Italians (and the Germans) should be considered on a case-by-case basis, but he felt, as he later told the San Francisco News  “A Jap is always a Jap.”[endnoteRef:15]  This lopsided enforcement of 9066 was conditioned by demographics and politics as well as race – thus John Jefferies has argued that the government feared that relocating Italian and German aliens from the coasts would have impacted the economy too heavily and would have demoralized Italian American and German American citizens – who represented large and active voting blocks.  Nevertheless, Jefferies stresses that combined with their smaller numbers (in California they constituted only 2% of the population), the Japanese-Americans were obviously more threatening because they were so clearly not of European origin.[endnoteRef:16]   [13:  Daniels, p. 51.]  [14:  Hersey, p. 48.]  [15:  Tetsuden Kashima, Judgement  without Trial: Japanese American Imprisonment during World War II, Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003, p. 133.]  [16:  John W. Jeffries, Wartime America: The World War II Home Front, Chicago: Ivan Dee, 1996, pp. 127-128.] 

	The demographic and racial dynamics of the Japanese American confinement are brought into sharper focus by the experience of Hawaii, where some 150,000 Japanese-Americans constituted some 37% of the population.  Home to some of America’s most important military bases (such as Pearl Harbor), Hawaii would have seemed an obvious candidate for the same arguments of “military necessity” used on the West Coast.  Yet by early 1942 the military had decided against mass relocation or incarceration, largely because the Japanese-Americans there were too important to the local economy. Moreover, they lived in a more cosmopolitan multi-racial society, in which Caucasians only constituted 25% of the population, and, as a territory, Hawaii had no political clout in Washington, which might have been used by anti-Japanese residents.  It is also worth mentioning that in contrast to General DeWitt in California, the Military Commander of  the islands, Lieutenant General Delos C. Emmons, personally thought mass internment unfair and counter-productive, and  worked hard to forestall it, despite  early pressure from Washington.   Parenthetically the peaceful mixture of large numbers of free Japanese-Americans and Hawaii’s many critical military establishments clearly demonstrate just how bogus the claims of military necessity became when put to the test. Hawaii’s example thus highlights the role of racial prejudice and minority status in determining what happened to Japanese-Americans in the continental United States.  A small population, who had been  isolated and marginalized by racially inspired laws prior to the war, they were easy targets for the outrage and fear that followed the attack on Pearl Harbor.
Unfortunately, the role of race did not stop with America’s concentration camps.  Rather, as John Dower has so effectively shown in his book War without Mercy, the exploitation of pre-existing racial prejudices for propaganda purposes negatively influenced the course of the war in the Pacific.[endnoteRef:17]  This was a two way street; and Dower demonstrates how concepts of racial purity and superiority promulgated by the Japanese government helped feed into the eventual dehumanization and mistreatment of subject populations, such as the Koreans and the Chinese, the worst example of which was the “Rape of Nanking” in 1937 when over 20,000 women were raped and a minimum of 150,000 people were brutally massacred by Japanese soldiers across the course of  six weeks.[endnoteRef:18]  Applied to the United States these racial ideas translated into dehumanized propaganda images of the Americans (and especially FDR) as demons and monsters often drawn in folkloric styles familiar to the Japanese.  On the American side, the “Japs” (a term that handily conflated the enemy to include Japanese-Americans) were often portrayed as animals or insects, with special emphasis on stupid monkeys or fearsome gorillas.   [17:  John W. Dower, War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War, New York: Pantheon, 1986.]  [18:  Exact figures on Nanking are disputed.  A very dramatic account can be found in Iris Chang, The Rape of Nanking: the Forgotten Holocaust of World War II, New York: Penguin Books, 1997, but one should also see the review of her book by Robert Entenmann of St. Olaf’s College for H-Asia at www.hartford-hwp.com/archives/55/481.html.] 

The resulting dehumanization of the enemy, Dower argues, cleared the way for atrocities on both sides, from the inhumane treatment of American prisoners, such as the Bataan death march, to the extraordinary mutilation of Japanese bodies by American servicemen. Ears and heads of enemy soldiers were collected on the battlefield and even sent back as trophies to friends and relatives in the States. And here I can interject the personal story of my father, who having joined the Coast Guard after Pearl Harbor eventually found himself in the Pacific theater, and he related rather off handedly how one of his shipmates went out of his way to mutilate the body of a Japanese soldier found on the beach by trying to shove a piece of driftwood up the dead man’s rectum.  Such behavior generally stood in contrast to the conflict in Europe, where the enemy was identified primarily by politics (the Nazis or the Fascists) rather than by race or ethnicity and where the notion of the “other” was less physically apparent to most of our soldiers.  Indeed, there are no reported cases of body-part trophies from the European theater.
	We have come a long way from the Core Curriculum, or have we?  Returning to my litany of how this book relates to your courses, I hope that you have noticed how much the study of history has played into our understanding of Otsuka’s book and its context.  But as much as I would like to blow my own discipline’s horn (and yes you will take at least two courses in history) I think it best to end with our core diversity requirement.  Surely nothing can be more important in your development as thinking individuals than taking a course that invites you to understand and appreciate people who are different from yourselves; for that practice broadens your empathy, opens your mind, and exercises your humanity in a world that so often seeks to dehumanize us all.  And [image: ]to end on a practical note, I take it for granted that those of us who teach in the core curriculum share a secret hope that at some point, at some place, when you find yourself making a critical decision in the lives of others, that decision will be based on reason over fear, and humanity over hatred, perhaps because you read a short book with an origami crane of peace on the cover.  
Thank you for your attention and your patience.
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