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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This project both analyzes and enacts the complex role of genre in the production of 

historical and aesthetic experience. The dissertation itself is a mixed-genre, multimodal work, 

comprising analysis that focuses on the official narrative and counter-narratives from Japanese 

Americans incarcerated during WWII, along with creative sections that focus on my experiences 

as a person of Japanese descent, both growing up in the Deep South and visiting the individual 

camps during a cross country research trip. The dissertation utilizes a feminist methodology in 

which a multivocal account of the event is analyzed. The analysis considers how multivocal 

visual and digital narratives, distinguished from traditional scholarly or historical writing, alter 

the ways histories of marginalized communities may be accessed and understood. The creative 

sections foreground the importance of the subject position as well as aesthetic experience in 

approaching such complex historical phenomena. To help scholars speak with rather than for 

marginalized communities, I use the metaphor of the symphony, seeing scholar as a conductor 

who organizes a multitude of primary voices. 
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A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 

 This dissertation utilizes the term “incarceration” in relation to the event traditionally 

referred to as “Japanese American internment,” in which over 120,000 people of Japanese 

descent were incarcerated by the American government during WWII. As Roger Daniels and 

other scholars have noted, the term “internment” refers to the imprisonment of alien enemies 

during wartime, whereas over two thirds of Japanese Americans incarcerated were American 

citizens. Considering this, incarceration is a more accurate term for describing this event. 

Chapter 3 further explores the complexities of various language choices, and weighs out the 

potential risks and rewards of a changed terminology to the event.  
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CHAPTER 1 THE RHETORIC OF NARRATIVE: IDENTITY AND REPRESENTATION 

 

This dissertation is about stories. 

It is organized narrative chaos. 

It is contradiction: 

academic and personal, 

creative and scholarly. 

I am the oppressor and the Other, 

white and non-white, 

Asian and brown. 

This dissertation is about Japanese stories, 

from my grandmother. 

My mother. 

My late mentor. 

And me. 

This dissertation is about boundaries, 

and breaking them. 

About the space between boxes. 

It is an exploration. 

An essay. 

A challenge. 



 

2 

 

This dissertation is about stories. 

Prelude: a few memories, recent and not so recent.  

i.  

A few months ago, I met with two deans from an East Coast college. One of them was 

white (we’ll call him Dean 1) and the other was not (we’ll call him Dean 2). As we sat down, got 

settled, moved beyond the pleasantries, Dean 2 looked at me and asked, “So, do you feel closer 

to him”―pointing to Dean 1― “or me?”. The question being, are you white? Or are you not?  

Decide. 

ii.  

Eighteen years ago, when I was in the 7th grade, during a unit about DNA, my science 

teacher asked the students in the class to turn around and look at me.  

“One day,” he said, “when all the races mix, we’ll all look like Stephanie.”  I think he 

added something complimentary, like it was a positive thing, a good thing. But I vividly 

remember this moment. I sat near the back in the far right corner, and so many of my peers had 

to turn around in their chairs, with my teacher smiling behind the sea of amused faces.  “We’ll all 

look like Stephanie.”  

iii.  

In 2004, a salesperson continually interjected Spanish words into his explanation of a cell 

phone plan, that the phone would work at my “casa” as well as other places; that even if I needed 

to quickly say “adios!” he could set me up with a new plan.  Later my friend explains to me that 

he thought I was Mexican.   

iv.  
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In 2015, I was walking on campus and a white man yelled out of his moving vehicle, 

“Ay, yai, yai, yai, yai, yai, yai!” 

v.  

When I was in elementary school, a mother didn’t want her son befriending me because I 

was “mixed”. My parents would slather me with sunblock during the summer and try to keep me 

out of the sun; they tell me people would sometimes ask if I was adopted. 

vi.  

In 2016, a person I trust called me “a white girl with a tan”, and told me I am wrong to 

identify as anything other than white.  

vii.  

In 2016, a person I trust told me I shouldn’t write about white privilege and identify as 

white, because I’m not visibly white and therefore cannot understand what it’s like.  

 

Often when I tell stories like this, or share experiences when I’ve been asked about my 

racial or ethnic background, my white friends react with shock or surprise, either because they do 

not realize these things happen or because they’ve never thought of me as anything but white, or 

as is more often the case, “white, but not all white.” I am interested in the space between boxes, 

and the ways in which spaces create or highlight identity, particularly for those who occupy 

multiple boxes, whether through race, gender, or other identity markers. For myself, how I 

identify is often challenged, which I’ve found particularly relevant and problematic as I work on 

this project about Japanese American incarceration.  

The overarching narrative of Japanese American incarceration has traditionally been 

relegated to a small blurb in history textbooks, a footnote in the larger narrative of WWII.  In my 
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small town in North Alabama, the event was never discussed, and as I present and discuss my 

project with others from around the country, I find that many classrooms avoid the topic 

altogether―with the notable exception of those in proximity to Manzanar and the West Coast. 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor in December of 1941, Japanese Americans, two thirds of 

them American-born citizens, were taken from their homes for questioning. Unfounded rumors 

of disloyalty surfaced, arousing suspicion and distrust of Americans of Japanese descent.  

Eventually, the entire West Coast population of Japanese Americans, including women and 

children, were removed from their homes, divested of their possessions and businesses, and 

“evacuated” to imprisonment camps.  From 1942 until the end of the war, they lived in military-

style barracks behind barbed wire fences. While the government insisted this move was for the 

safety of Americans, as Ronald Reagan’s redress claimed more than forty years later, the act was 

both unconstitutional and racially motivated. The incarceration of Japanese Americans is 

wreathed in layers of complexity, due in large part to the misinformation which circulated 

around the event.  However, I do not think we, as scholars, historians, and Americans, have made 

it nearly complicated enough. That is to say, much more work is needed to explore the role of the 

American national narrative in relation to alternate narratives (for instance, those of incarcerated 

populations), as well as the ways that official memory, counter memory, and traumatic memory 

contribute to the suppression of uncomfortable histories and, at times, the perpetuation of 

misinformation.  

My own relationship to the event is complicated by my Japanese ancestry and the identity 

politics present in academia. My mother was born in Okinawa and my grandmother is Japanese. 

They moved to the U.S. in 1960, and so while I am of Japanese descent, I did not have relatives 

in camps. Yet, in terms of public perception, I feel a kind of kinship to this event. I am contested.  
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My body, my skin, is a contested site. And most of all, I have yet to decide who has authority 

over my identification.  

In Sites of Memory: Perspectives on Race and Architecture, Craig E. Barton describes the 

identity politics inherent in the recovery of stories of marginalization: 

The interweaving of memory and experience becomes even more complex when 

we add a dichotomy, between imposed and adopted conditions and identities. In a 

pluralistic society, cultural identities arise from a discourse—sometimes an 

argument—that pits identities assigned by outsiders against those defined by 

insiders (ix).  

This focus on multicultural identities heralds a shift, wherein the insider’s voice becomes 

powerful (though not, he notes, “all-powerful”), an agent in the telling of history. Barton focuses 

on African American histories, but such tensions are relevant to the Japanese American 

community as well, where contradictions exist not only between those inside and “outside” the 

community, who may champion different versions of the American national narrative, but also 

within those communities. As my own position highlights, even the question of who belongs to 

each community is more complex than it appears—I am both a member and a non-member of 

this community.  

The concept of “making it worse” is a major source of tension among those who might be 

termed “insiders”―that is, Japanese Americans who have been affected by wartime 

incarceration. In a blog post titled “Making it Worse,” Densho’s Content Director Brian Niiya 

asks readers to consider the effect of exaggeration on representations of the story of 

incarceration: 
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Japanese Americans often object when journalists, screenwriters, or others 

minimize or distort some aspect of the wartime incarceration. But should we also 

object when the incarceration is depicted in a way that makes it worse than it 

was? 

Niiya concludes that yes, we should object, or at least acknowledge and challenge such stories.  

However, he also makes room for the dramatization of an event for entertainment purposes. 

During my visits to the camps, I noticed that while some seem to foreground the aspects of the 

story that are not supported by or represented in the official narrative, others adhere staunchly to 

the existing narrative. One volunteer in particular explained that the “new” story of incarceration 

was not accurate, because it “wasn’t like internees couldn’t leave camp. They could.” This 

museum chooses not to use the words “prison,” “incarceration,” or “imprisonment,” because, as 

they told me, they don’t want to mislead visitors into thinking that Japanese Americans did 

something wrong. But the fact that Japanese Americans were innocent and yet still imprisoned is 

the narrative; it is precisely what makes remembering this history so important.  

The line here is thin. Focusing too much on the negative risks “making it worse,” while 

downplaying the traumas of incarcerated Japanese Americans neglects the counter-narrative that 

exists in opposition to the sanitized official narrative.  A former colleague once scolded me for 

focusing “too much on the negative” when writing about the event, and suggested I offer more 

examples of ‘positive’ experiences from the internment camps because “it wasn’t as bad as what 

the Nazis did.” There are obvious problems with this claim. One is that this argument allegorizes 

to a defense as absurd as, “Well, I did physically assault my partner, but it’s not like I murdered 

anyone!” I do not believe that acknowledging one injustice erases another. I also see little value 

in presenting a narrative of incarceration as ‘positive’; this is the standard narrative, one which 
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elides the experience and trauma of Japanese American incarcerees—precisely the one I wish to 

complicate. 

I am not a historian. I am a scholar of rhetoric, and so my focus lies less on what 

happened and on more on the purpose and effect of the representations of what happened. My 

project is not overtly concerned with recovering lost histories, but rather on the rhetoric of how 

those histories have already been recovered, and on the ways narrative is used to communicate 

various accounts of Japanese American incarceration. Like Kenneth Burke and Henry Johnstone 

Jr., I define rhetoric more broadly as communication, in that almost all human communication 

has a purpose and audience. As such, the agent of communication necessarily makes decisions 

about their delivery based upon purpose and audience. I am interested in not only the rhetoric of 

individual narratives, but in how these individual narratives are synthesized to create a collective 

narrative of Japanese American incarceration—one that rejects or challenges the official 

narrative.  

And yet, even in choosing material, I inevitably contribute to furthering a specific 

narrative of the event. As John Howard notes in Concentration Camps on the Home Front: 

Japanese Americans in the House of Jim Crow, “to retell any story, to recount any history, is to 

tell it in a particular way” (169). Howard’s goal is to “construct a thorough social history, 

accessible to both academic and popular readerships, of the two most under-evaluated of 

America’s ten concentration camps, Jerome and Rohwer, in Arkansas” (172). In contrast, my 

goal is to analyze the rhetoric of the narratives of these camps, and the ways in which both 

digital and physical sites reconstruct these stories of incarceration.  

While a number of scholars have focused on the history of Japanese American 

incarceration, and the physical spaces which archive this history, no study yet explores how 
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digital access alters audiences’ experience and understanding of the event. Included in this access 

are digital elements, such as audio and video, which are used in museum and memorial spaces. I 

seek to fill this gap by considering the rhetoric of these digital narratives— that is, their purpose, 

context, and intended audience.  

The resurgence of diverse narrative modes is another important element of digital access. 

In a contested history such as Japanese American incarceration, the inclusion of memory-

narratives becomes critical to rewriting lost histories. Understanding the complexities of 

narrative modes, then, is central to validating first person accounts of these historical events, 

which are often fragmented.  Memory-narratives of this kind often challenge and dispute the 

official narrative, which has become a source of anger and frustration for many within the 

Japanese American community. 

Dr. Carolyn P. Handa, my late mentor, was particularly vociferous about the official 

narrative, and about representations of Japanese American incarceration that described it like a 

summer camp. In an email about a 2013 Hawaii Five-0 episode, one of the very same depictions 

of Japanese American incarceration that Brian Niiya complicates in his blog post, Carolyn wrote: 

So the first weird thing was the description of the episode that showed up for the 

on-demand shows. It used the term "internment campus"... and I thought "WHAT 

the hey???" Someone who is young and never heard of the Japanese American 

camps probably wrote that. Internment CAMPUS??? 

It proves what you argued in your paper: "Internment" is not the right word 

because it does not convey an accurate concept of the atrocities that actually 

happened in those places. And it can result in a real travesty like using the term 

"internment campus." Man, that term is really making me crabby right now. 
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Like many third-generation Japanese Americans, Carolyn’s mother was incarcerated while her 

father fought in the 442nd regiment. She didn’t tell me much about her mother’s 

experience―mostly, I think, because her mother didn’t share much with her. As was true for 

many older incarcerees, they did not often speak of their time in camp.  

I liken this to my paternal grandfather’s detention as a POW during WWII, or my 

maternal grandmother’s WWII experience, hiding in the mountains of Japan, eating only sweet 

potato roots, from which she still suffers health problems. These are not experiences to be 

remembered. And yet, these individual memories help contribute to larger narratives about the 

event. Access to narratives that offer a critique of incarceration are critical to our nation’s 

memory of this event, and this project aims to track and identify the rhetorical function of 

alternate visual and digital narratives, and the ways in which they alter and shape our perceptions 

of the official narrative of Japanese American incarceration.  

The current narrative of this event is constructed in a multiplicity of layers. I focus on: 1) 

individual memory-narratives—photographs, paintings, oral histories, etc. Individual narratives 

contribute to larger narratives, such as those of each individual camp; 2) camp narratives, which 

includes the stories unique to the Arkansas camps; and 3) the larger narrative of the event, of 

which two primary versions exist, though there are many nuanced perspectives contained within 

those versions. On one side, we find the Japanese American National Museum, Densho, and 

other scholarly communities who are currently fighting for an amended public narrative of the 

event. On the other side are the remnants of the euphemistic narrative generated at the time of the 

event, still treated as canon by certain media and news organizations.  

 I do not imagine that a full view of the event is within the scope of this project. I hope, 

rather, to outline a rhetorical methodology for identifying the ways narrative is used to 
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foreground conflicting interpretations of history, wherein Japanese American communities have 

been marginalized or oppressed. This methodology includes my own narrative account of a 

research trip across the country, during which I visited many former camp sites. An additional 

goal of this project is to tell the stories of the Jerome and Rohwer camps in Arkansas. Nearly 

everyone I encounter is shocked to discover that these two camps exist, as most consider the 

event West Coast history. Considering this, I see value in focusing on these camps, as they―and 

the locales in which they existed―have become primary examples of how the event has been 

forgotten or rewritten.  

Memory is central to this project, because without memory there can be no narrative. 

Paul Ricoeur reminds us that the plurality of memory functions in a variety of ways.  At times, 

memory is brought to the forefront of consciousness unbidden, but otherwise, it is recalled. 

Collective memory, however, functions in a different manner, as Riceour describes: “If the ‘I’ in 

the first person singular is too hastily declared the subject of memory, the notion of collective 

memory can take shape only as an analogical concept, even as a foreign body in the 

phenomenology of memory.” (3) Collective memory as a concept helps us better understand the 

means by which we choose between conflicting individual memories; the establishment of a 

national narrative is dependent on the emergence of a collective memory of an event.  

I am interested in the rhetoric of narrative—in the audience, purpose, and perspectives of 

those who convey narratives of Japanese American incarceration. Like Ingrid Gessner’s From 

Sites of Memory to Cybersites, this dissertation is concerned with the ways cultural and 

individual recollection contribute to “constructions of (contested) cultural memory” as it relates 

to Japanese American incarceration and historic repression (15). Gessner focuses on the ways 

Japanese Americans are “actively fighting the erasure of their ‘landscapes of memory.’ Using 
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strategies of self-empowerment, they assume agency again and create visibility” (7). This focus 

tracks the ways this increased visibility contributes to the Japanese American community, and its 

communal experiences. She builds on Kenneth E. Foote’s and James M. Mayo’s accounts of 

sites of incarceration, both of which must rely on speculation about what the sites may become. 

My own project has a similar goal, but whereas Gessner considers how these web and physical 

sites shape the cultural memory of incarceration, particularly within the Japanese American 

community, I use narrative theory to further complicate the rhetorical situations of both the 

official narrative and counter-narratives.  

I am also aware of my own narrative—of how my layers of experience as a woman of 

Japanese descent in the American South shape and inform my perspective of this event and these 

camps.  Throughout the work, I embed essays and poems that describe my experiences and 

observations while at the various campsites, as well as my own childhood experiences as they 

relate to my racial identity and the nature of memory itself.  These essays consider the 

importance of physical space, place, and personal memory to sites of incarceration. I practice 

what Jaqueline Jones Royster and Gesa Kirsh have called “strategic contemplation,” a strategy 

which encourages scholars to: 

linger deliberately inside of their research tasks as they investigate topics and 

sources—imagining the contexts for practices; […] paying close attention to the 

spaces and places both they and the rhetorical subjects occupy in the scholarly 

dynamic; and taking into account the impacts of consequences of these 

embodiments in any interrogation of the rhetorical event (85).  

Through various modes of communication, including photographs taken while at the camps, I 

offer a reading of the event that considers not only the experiences of incarcerated Japanese 
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Americans, but the ways the spaces themselves and remembrances of the event contribute to a 

larger understanding of its meaning.  

Space itself is the fundament and thematic cornerstone of this project—Japanese 

Americans were “relocated” and incarcerated within a space, and so stories are told spatially, 

rather than chronologically. Jerome Bruner, during a study that asked people to tell their life 

story in 30 minutes, found that chronology and temporality appeared less important than the 

storyteller’s spatial awareness (703).  Storytellers used spatial metaphors such as “in/out, 

here/there, coming from/going to, place/special place,” and a result, Bruner suggests that the 

movement of the narrative is less temporal and more spatial— “a sequential outward movement 

from home to neighborhood to Catholic school to the library alone to college to the Catholic 

peace movement to graduate school and then triumphantly back to New York” (703).   

 Just as Bruner’s interviewees use space to tell their stories, so too do incarcerated 

Japanese Americans.  The narrative is not always temporal, but rather spatial, and the stories 

follow the teller’s journey from one space to another, even within camp life: the mess hall is a 

space, as are the bathrooms, or the barracks.  My narrative, too, is spatial, in that I move from 

one camp to another, working backwards from the South to the West Coast. The experiences I 

have at these camps, and in my general life, are told through stories as they relate to inhabited 

spaces, as opposed to chronologically.   

In describing one storyteller, Bruner claims that her order of telling is dominated “not by 

real-time sequences but by a going back and forth between what happens and what she feels and 

believes, and what she felt and believed” (708).  Similarly, the structure of this project moves 

back and forth in time, in both the individual narratives, my own, and the overall narrative of the 

dissertation.  As memory theorists have suggested, the telling of the past is really the telling of 
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the present; it reveals most acutely how the speaker has come to understand their present 

situation in relation to past events. Each section is structured around this sense of space, and 

different media representations of each space will be explored in conjunction with one another.   

 Chapter 2 identifies the complexities and rhetoric of narrative in to the context of both 

individual and collective memory. Narrative theory provides a multivocal lens through which we 

can better identify how, why, and in what guises contradictions about this event appear. In the 

wake of accessible technological advances, visual and digital narratives become important sites 

for understanding or exploring the ways storytelling changes or reconstructs existing narratives 

in a digital age. As such, the accessibility and availability of new narrative media must alter our 

own scholarly approaches to individual and collective memory.  

 Chapter 3 tracks the national narrative of Japanese American incarceration during WWII. 

This chapter identifies the official narrative and considers the ways language, images, and film 

function rhetorically to create the official narrative. Understanding the official narrative is 

critical in analyzing the rhetorical function of the counter-narratives explored in Chapter 4. I 

identify not only the rhetorical purpose of the official narrative, but also the ways current 

scholars are reading such materials against the grain of prior interpretations.  

 Chapter 4 looks at digital narratives of incarceration that are accessible through Densho 

and the Japanese American National Museum (JANM). This chapter provides a methodology for 

viewing paintings as narratives, and reading fragments of memory that might offer conflicting 

perspectives on Japanese American incarceration. My goal is to help scholars and students find 

ways to read narratives that are perhaps not considered entirely accurate or “scholarly.” By 

identifying the ways memory reveals more about the subject’s present position, applying 
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scholarly frameworks to first person accounts, and analyzing these memory-narratives within 

their rhetorical context, audiences can better understand how to read such stories.  

 Chapter 5 analyzes the ways digital technology is being used to rebuild the physical sites 

of incarceration, thus using counter-narratives to alter the official narrative on sites of historical 

erasure. I compare the Rohwer, Arkansas site to the Manzanar, California site, and identify how 

each site relies on digital narratives to control and produce a history of the space. The erasure of 

the physical sites (and subsequent erasure of the event from American history) creates an 

opportunity for the Japanese American community to recreate and rebuild the story. I go on to 

examine the role new technologies have played in this reconstruction, and the potential 

consequences of such a rebuilding. 

 The conclusion considers how we may use George Takei’s musical Allegiance to 

question the ways the story of incarceration can be rebuilt or recuperated. When dealing with a 

lost history, the most crucial questions lie in who has the authority to rewrite that history. In my 

conclusion, I identify how identity politics and questions of authenticity are necessary but often 

disruptive to the reconstruction of this historical event. Between chapters, I include my own 

accounts and anecdotes, both of visiting the camps, and of growing up in the deep South. These 

interludes are identified as sub-chapters, and are meant to further interrogate and explore my 

own complicated position in relation to this complex history.  
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CHAPTER 1.1 THE LAW OF GENRE IS MIXED 

Genre is meant to be mixed.  

I will mix genres.  

I repeat: genres are to be mixed. I will mix them.  

“Genres are […] meant to be mixed.  

 I will […] mix genres. 

I repeat: genres are […] to be mixed. I will […] mix them” (Derrida, The Law of Genre 

51). 

GENRE IS 

Genre is the creation of boundaries, or the name given to boundaries that already exist. 

These boundaries are necessary, and blurring such boundaries is equally necessary. Genre is the 

genus, the family of artistic works that belong to one another, that are connected through 

similarities in style, content, or form. Challenging such boundaries is a necessity, because in the 

liminal spaces between boundaries exist a litany of identities and concepts. Genre is meant to be 

mixed as gender is meant to be mixed, and what was once whole is now fragmented, and what 

was once fragmented has now been made whole again, as we come to see mixed identities as 

whole ones. 

Derrida claims “The law is mad. The law is mad, is madness; but madness is not the 

predicate of law. There is no madness without the law; madness cannot be conceived before its 

relation to the law. Madness is law, the law is madness” (77).   
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To mix is to defy purity, wholeness. To mix is to assert that a mixture can be whole, that 

part can be whole, that whole and pure does not denote singularity, and that singularity of 

identity― or genre―is itself a myth. We are none of us singular, pure, whole. We are none of us 

writers without memory.  

AMACHE, CO 

I’m in Colorado, at what was the Amache camp, the desolate nowhere in which Japanese 

Americans lived and died during the war years.  

I see the deer, a family, jumping across the path, settling down in the Colorado desert, 

this dry landscape of snakes and brush.  How beautiful to see; in this vast nothing the deer are the 

only visible signs of life, and they seem happy and at home here, in these lands that have been 

given back to them. All the camps were built on unwanted land, land where things wouldn’t 

grow, and I wonder how many generations of deer were here before the camps. They must have 

slowly made their way back, pawing at the remnants of barbed wire on the ground, peeking over 

dilapidated buildings to check that yes, the humans are gone.  

Once the deer leave, I get out of the vehicle to inspect a foundation that remains, a single 

square of cracked, stained concrete. I hoped to find something, some evidence of human life, not 

to take, not to excavate for museums or research, but just as proof that these grounds did, in fact, 

house people, families. That the pictures of life here were real, that I am actually in the right 

place.  

I’m wearing sneakers with no socks, and this is a mistake. Signs are littered throughout 

this area:  BEWARE SNAKES, DO NOT GET OUT OF VEHICLE. The highway is too far to hear 

traffic, and every step I take is another crunch of dry plants beneath my cheap shoes. The wind is 
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fierce, and I hear a noise and I yelp. With knees high in the air, I run all the way to the pavement, 

turn around laughing—“I thought it was a snake!” I yell over the wind.  

It wasn’t.  

But I’m not really there, of course. I’m in front of my computer. I’m sitting in a hotel 

room after a day of driving, and it’s raining outside. I’m sitting in my apartment two months 

after I get home, and I’m sitting on campus over a year after my trip, remembering, drawing out 

those small moments that stuck with me, reviewing notes, listening to my voice memos.  

And each revisiting is a reconstruction of the event.  

It’s not what happened. It’s what is happening.   

WRITING IS 

Writing is the way I make sense of memory. Writing is challenge and conflict, and 

writing is the way I sift through all these challenging and conflicting memories. I create a self 

that is both fragmented and whole, and when I place antonyms as synonyms, antonyms become 

synonyms.  

I am composing a medley of words with noise and sound, a beautiful choreography in 

which syllable, and syntax, and punctuation are the dancers. I am a composer of sounds and 

these sounds breathe life into the letter, which breathes life into the word.  

A word is how we label the people who are connected through a particular style, content, 

and form. I am a feminist, and this word carries certain connotations. Connotations are the 

associative elements of a word; they are not explicitly stated, but rather implied.  

In the classroom, a male student once challenged me—“you’re like a real feminist, aren’t 

you?” It was clearly meant to be an insult.  



 

18 

 

When I use the word “feminist” it ensures my reader will likely react in one of two ways. 

Either an immediate rejection or acceptance, dependent on what “feminist” connotes for them. 

When I teach, and use the word “feminist” or “feminism,” I see some of my students rolling their 

eyes. It does not matter which words I surround “feminism” with, because the word itself has 

erased the rest of the sentence. The sentence now reads, “Word feminism word word word word 

word.”  

Writing is repetition, as history is repetition. I write the same structure again and again. I 

create the same sentences over and over. I use the same sentence structure. I use the same verbs. 

History is repetition, as we write the same kinds of words over and over. Writing is repetition 

and history is repetition, and writing is how we document the reiterations of history.  

MANZANAR, CA 

I run the baseball diamond at the remains of the camp in Manzanar in California. 

Probably I shouldn’t. Manzanar, like the other camp sites, has little to no restrictions. There’s no 

museum rope, no signs that say DON’T TOUCH, no hint that you’re not supposed to interact 

with these spaces. After seven straight days of driving from Alabama to Arkansas to Colorado to 

Utah to Arizona to California, I look at the baseball diamond and I want to run it.  

Probably in the same way I like to skip rocks on a still pond and pop bubble wrap, a 

baseball diamond must be run. I’m careful on the bases. I want to jump with both feet to watch 

the dust and dirt billow out with a puff of air, but the bases are made of wood. Instead, I gently 

touch each base with my foot before moving on.  

I’m drawn to the diamond because of how little else remains in the camp.  I struggle to 

imagine what buildings would be where.  A beautiful mountain overlooks the desert, solemn and 

still.  Like in Am ache, the buildings are gone. The military tore down evidence of the camps 
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once the inhabitants were forced to leave. Once something is gone, it’s just gone. I was in 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama in 2011, when a F5 tornado flattened part of the town. After the storm, I 

drove down what used to be familiar roads, completely lost ―not knowing where I was or where 

to turn. It was a new space, wiped clean by the winds. At first there was talk of building a 

memorial to all the people who died that day, of building a park to remember their lives and how 

they mattered, but instead the city decided to build a Fresh Market, a Petco, and few condos. But 

nothing was built on the camp lands in Amache and Manzanar, stripped clean after WWII. No 

condos or pet stores, because the locations of these camps are so far removed from civilization. 

The lack of memorial is the memorial.  

Like many American children, I played softball. But unlike most American children, on 

rare occasions I would put on my kimono and my little wooden shoes and dance.  

When I was little I had a beautiful orange and peach silk kimono, and putting it on was 

very exciting. It wasn’t, of course, the ceremony you read about, the one with geisha. The 

sleeves hung down and I would sway and sway and feel the silk against my arms. I would 

stumble over my little wooden shoes and ask why we had to wear such uncomfortable blocks on 

our feet. But then we would join my granny in a circle of older Japanese women who were 

dancing around a tent. One arm would rise, and the other, and the feet shuffled in and out of 

rhythm. Granny would move our arms sometimes, showing us how to dance, but we never knew 

what we were doing. I don’t think Granny expected us to. I feared that someone would see how 

little I knew, but the rest of them were just like Granny ―in a trance, moving in unison, like one 

graceful many-armed creature.  

These Japanese festivals happened only a few times during my childhood, and most I can 

barely recall. I remember loud drums and food I didn’t want to eat.  
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But most of all, I remember the dancing. 

MEMORY IS 

Memory is my past is my present is the little girl with the brown freckles up her arm as 

we sat with our fingers interlaced, tan and ivory, and I wanted those freckles and I wondered 

what color my freckles would be. I thought, maybe I’m covered in freckles, as I looked at her 

arm and my skin was the color of her freckles, maybe I’m covered in freckles or my freckles 

would be ivory like her beautiful skin on the playground at the church where we stayed during 

the day while our mothers worked.  

Memory is my understanding and reflections, is how I make sense of the body I’m in the 

things that body goes through. 

Memory is the undoing of the past as I recreate the present. Memory is the apprehension 

of events through a fuzzy cloud, and I squint until my eyes are closed and see the little girl and 

her freckles and curly red hair, and her name is Mary and I love her. 

Memory is the exploration of past events, by which I mean passed events, because 

memory is the exploration of the present of passed events, not past, never past. Memory is the 

ivory skin and understanding why I love that skin, and my peers and their ivory skin and I very 

much wanted that skin. Ivory and I very much wanted that skin.  

To be “not all white” is the absence of whiteness. Whiteness as in purity, as in pure as the 

driven snow. In Alabama we don’t get pure snow—we get dirty slush. “Not all white” is the 

absence of whiteness—it’s the acknowledgment that another color has creeped into what was 

once a blank canvas. To be white is to be pure, and something is only white so long as no other 

color overwrites the unpolluted space.  
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To be “white or whatever” is the absence of whiteness—it is to be “whatever.” When my 

doctor called me “white or whatever” I wondered what medical school she attended. She is 

white, pure, blonde, or whatever. I am “white or whatever,” “not all white,” an acknowledged o 

lack of whiteness, but also a refusal to affirm another color.  

White are the good guys of my childhood story books—they are fair in skin with bright 

blue eyes. They are the elves of Middle Earth, the kings and queens of Narnia. They are white, 

pure, pure as the driven snow. In Alabama we don’t get pure snow. To be dark is to be evil, to be 

brown—they are the southerners of Middle Earth with their black beards and dark faces. 

To be “not all white” is to be not all pure. Lack of affirmation denotes an incomplete 

identity, a missing part, not a whole. To be whole is to be pure, to be pure is to be white. I am 

part―not whole, not half, just part.  

I am Irish but not all Irish. I am Japanese but not all Japanese. Amami Oshima is near 

Okinawa but it’s not Okinawa. Amami Oshima is near Japan but it’s not mainland Japan.  

“We think the Portuguese came out in you. There was Portuguese ancestry on that 

island.” 

Japanese or whatever. I think Stephanie is Chinese, she’s Chinese or something. Chinese 

or whatever, right? Stephanie, what are you? Are you Chinese or whatever? Are you white or 

whatever? Or whatever? 

To live in Alabama is to be black or white or black and white. This was true when I was 

growing up. This was true in 1943 when Japanese Americans arrived in Arkansas. They got off 

trains and looked at bathroom signs and had to decide. Are you white? Or are you “colored”? 

Bathrooms remain places where our identities are challenged, where we must look at distinct 

categories and choose—“do you feel more like him” ―“or like me?”  
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Decide.  

Identities are meant to be mixed.  

 I am mixed identity.  

My mother’s mother was tough on her. Granny would tell momma that she was pretty but not 

smart. But that was only after she was older. Homely as a child, my mother looks miserable in all 

her photos. My granny treated her sons like princes. 

My mother was tough on my sister, and on me too, but to a lesser degree. Momma once told 

me that men hit on me because I looked easy, because when you look the way we do, when you 

have darker skin and eyes, you must be put together. You must look neater. Sharper. You must 

make yourself someone they will be afraid to approach, intimidated by. If I would only grow my 

hair, cut it this way, or put on this make up. But not that lipstick. When you look the way we do, 

you can’t wear that color lipstick. 

In high school, the mother of Korean friend once claimed that it was “girls like Stephanie 

who give all Asian girls a bad name.”  

Derrida claims “The law is mad. The law is mad, is madness; but madness is not the 

predicate of law. There is no madness without the law; madness cannot be conceived before its 

relation to the law. Madness is law, the law is madness” (77).  Genres are not meant to be mixed, 

and to mix is to defy purity, wholeness. To mix is to assert that mixed is whole, that part can be 

whole, that whole and pure does not denote singularity, and that singularity of identity and genre 

is itself a myth. We are none of us singular, pure, whole; We are none of us writers without 

memory.  

Genre is meant to be mixed.  

I will mix genres.  
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I repeat. 
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CHAPTER 2 NARRATIVE THEORY AND JAPANESE AMERICAN INCARCERATION 

 

“every past, however, is worthy to be condemned—for that is the nature of human things: human 

violence and weakness have always played a mighty role in them” –Nietzsche, Untimely 

Meditations 

 

In May of 2016, Madeline Sugimoto, daughter of painter Henry Sugimoto, described her 

experience of incarceration to The Guardian’s Ed Pilkington in an article titled “Japanese 

American survivor hears troubling echoes in Trump rhetoric.” Over the course of 2016, many 

survivors and relatives of Japanese Americans incarcerated in camps during WWII have spoken 

out against not only Donald Trump, but also politicians who have spoken favorably of the 

Japanese American incarceration. While the political climate around Trump’s election differs 

from the circumstances of Japanese American incarceration, the xenophobic and nativist rhetoric 

remains the same in 2016 as it was in 1943. As Madeline asserts,  

Just because I look different doesn’t mean I’m a foreigner. I’m an American. 

That’s the same with Muslims and Latinos, and other ethnic and cultural groups 

who should all have the right to be accepted. Entire communities are being 

blamed for something that might be relevant to an individual or small group. 

Trump is putting the negativity on everybody, making all of them perpetrators in 

the United States, and that’s not true. (The Guardian) 
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What Sugimoto describes seems obvious—the fact that two people share one attribute does not 

imply that they share any other attributes. As a student once suggested during a composition 

class I was teaching, “anecdote is not plural.” And yet, the collective significance of narrative is 

part of what draws us to it.  

Anecdote transports us from the particular into the general—it must stand both as 

individual stories and in relation to larger, collective positions. I cannot claim that because I am a 

woman, I can relay a universal female experience. However, it is not illogical to suggest that my 

experiences as an ethnically ambiguous woman might resemble those of other such women. 

Narrative, then, is a tool for bringing marginalized voices to the fore, but often these stories can 

also be used to perpetuate the same clichéd, stereotypical assumptions about minority cultures. 

As teachers, students, and citizens, we must interrogate the functions of narrative, and remain 

vigilant to the consequences of how marginalized populations are represented, in both individual 

and collective narratives. 

 Digital technology alters the ways we produce, reproduce, and access narratives of 

oppression. Scholarly considerations of these narratives must therefore amend their own 

methodologies, to make space for visual and digital media that present accounts of oppression in 

various forms. Instead of dismissing modes that fall outside the bounds of what has traditionally 

been deemed “academic” or even “narrative,” we should develop and utilize existing 

methodologies to address the rhetoric of narrative within digital communities. Much like online 

platforms, narrative modes make space for a plurality of voices, many of which contradict one 

another. The acceptance of such plurality in both the narratives themselves, and the ways in 

which we access them, contributes to a better understanding of the rhetoric around Japanese 

American incarceration.  
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Narrative is simultaneously plural and singular―it is, as Mikhail Bakhtin claims in 

Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics, “a plurality of independent and unmerged voices and 

consciousness, a genuine polyphony of fully valid voices” (51). Bakhtin explores the role 

polyphony or multivocality plays in Dostoyevsky’s novels: 

the very orientation of the narrative, and this is equally true of narration by the 

author, by a narrator, or by one of the characters, must necessarily be quite 

different than in novels of the monologic type. The position from which a story is 

told, a portrayal built, or information provided must be oriented in a new way to 

this new world, a world of autonomous subjects, not objects. (52)  

This project takes this observation as an operating assumption, and seeks to consider the ways 

access to primary accounts of Japanese American incarceration contribute to a polyphonic, or 

rather, multivocal description of the event. Embracing the pluralism of such an account re-

inscribes incarcerated Japanese Americans as subjects rather than objects. In this way, adopting a 

multivocal approach toward oppressive, marginalizing histories bolsters the collective narrative 

of the event. Scholars may then establish a more accurate historical account, one which centers 

narrative pluralism in our larger social consciousness.  

In The Content of the Form, Hayden White suggests that the narrative historian’s goal is 

to “determine what is the true or most plausible story that can be told about the events of which 

they are evidence” (27). White acknowledges that narratives often contain elements we think of 

as imaginary, or as he states, “if we view narration and narrativity as the instruments by which 

the conflicting claims of the imaginary and the real are mediated, arbitrated, or resolved in a 

discourse, we begin to comprehend both the appeal of narrative and grounds for refusing it” (61). 

I am not a historian, and my goal is not to distinguish what is “real” from what is “imaginary”—
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indeed, I do not aim to imply that the imaginary realm of memory cannot be “real”, or that it 

cannot communicate important information about individuals or communities. I am most 

concerned with the liminal space in which we negotiate or mediate history, narrative, memory 

and imagination. 

The history of Japanese American incarceration provides the arena for a series of 

contestations, spurred by discrepancies between memory-narratives and official narratives. 

Ingrid Gessner describes history as “malleable,” stating that “the selection and interpretation of 

‘sources’ are always arbitrary […] the study of cultural memory is thus first and foremost 

interested in examining the contestations surrounding the creative of collective memory and 

identity” (51). Further research on collective narratives should, Gessner claims, “continue to 

deconstruct the master narrative of history in order to resolve the conflicts stemming from the 

many claims vying for dominance” (58). Or, as Marita Sturken notes in “Absent Images,” 

“tension between memory and history is an active process that moves both ways—from memory 

to history as well as from history to memory” (688). Contradictory narratives of incarceration 

pervade even academic scholarship on the camps. What has historically been considered the 

totalizing narrative can in fact be read through a variety of lenses, with a range of rhetorical 

goals.  

Rhetorical studies often entail interdisciplinary approaches, borrowing and adapting 

methodologies from literary critics, historians, and linguists. Deborah Schiffrin describes the 

differences between the historian and the linguist as follows: 

Although linguists and historians both have an interest in texts, the analytical role 

of texts differs for the two disciplines. For historians, written texts are often 

primary data sources: texts such as diaries, receipts, minutes, memos and 
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newspaper articles and personal letters all serve as data from which to piece 

together a past. For linguists, both written and spoken texts provide insights about 

language: they provide evidence of structure above the sentence, reveal meanings 

that accrue across sentences, and how discourse constrains lower level forms and 

meanings (508). 

As a scholar of rhetoric, my interests lie somewhere between Schiffrin’s definitions of texts—I 

am concerned with texts as primary materials, with the ways in which they provide insights 

about the rhetorical structures of narrative, as well as the ways narrative functions as a rhetorical 

tool in digital and physical sites of remembrance. As Schiffrin notes, the collective narrative is 

complicated by its individual elements across various media and forms. Critical to my analysis is 

a consideration of the ways that time and memory alter the collective narrative—I answer 

Schiffrin’s imperative that “we need to connect different story worlds such that what is said at 

one time, in one place, and by one person can be seen as an echo of another” (508). For example, 

Schiffrin employs this echoing to explore how the term “concentration camp” is used in relation 

to both the Holocaust and Japanese American incarceration. This project considers how 

language, images, and media contribute to diverging individual and collective narratives about 

the latter event.  

In contrast to the type of exploration I am describing, the historian must decide between 

conflicting memories, and in doing so must valorize one story at the expense of another. For 

marginalized communities, and people of color in particular, the dominant narrative is too often 

unfavorable. Consider Donald Trump’s characterization of Mexican Americans as rapists and 

murderers (though he concedes that “some” are “probably” good people), or his son’s analogy of 

Syrian refugees as Skittles, in which he suggests that the American people would not eat a bowl 
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of Skittles in the knowledge that one or two might be poison. It becomes clear that, according to 

the logic of Trumpian rhetoric, an entire community can become tarnished by the existence of 

one or two possible threats. We might call this the Skittle Fallacy, wherein the perceived dangers 

of a marginalized population are extended, without logical or empirical basis, to encompass 

entire communities.1 The need for multivocality is greater in communities that have been 

marginalized, because it is to those communities that the Skittle Fallacy is overwhelmingly 

applied.  

In The Moral Demands of Memory, Jeffrey Blustein confronts similar questions; his 

concern lies primarily on the ethical implications of how we remember. As he states, the project 

is a book about memory and our relations to the past—our individual pasts and 

our collective pasts—written from the standpoints of the moral, social, and 

political branches of philosophy […]. It concerns itself with how and why 

memory should be preserved and transmitted, with the reciprocal relationship 

between memory and identity and the moral significance of this relationship, and 

with the moral responsibilities associated with memory (1-2). 

Blustein refers to this moral responsibility as the “ethics of memory” (2). Like Blustein, I am 

interested in the ways identity adheres to memory. I pursue this interest through an investigation 

of my own memories, but I am also concerned with collective memory’s contributions to 

                                                 
1 While marginalized communities are, perhaps, not the only groups tarnished in this way, I see 

no intimation that young, white males are dangerous, despite the high number of mass shootings 

and rapes committed by white males in the last decade. People of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, 

differently-abled individuals, and other marginalized groups routinely fall prey to this fallacy, 

whereas white communities and individuals, even when guilty of heinous crimes, are 

characterized as victims. These issues are, of course, more complex than a mere footnote can 

explore, but it is worth noting that when the Trump campaign created the Skittles analogy, they 

did not offer a new perspective on marginalized communities, but rather coined a neologism for 

an existing problem.  
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national identity, and its role in the construction of what Benedict Anderson has called the 

“imagined community” of the nation state.  

In outlining his concern with the ethics of remembrance, Blustein invokes Nietzsche on 

the value of historical consciousness, and outlines three kinds of history: monumental; 

antiquarian; and critical. Monumental history is “the monumentalistic conception of the past” 

(7), or the idea that past events are accrue cultural significance simply because they are past. 

Monumental history is what inspires soldiers to go to war. However, “[w]hen history is 

supplanted by political myth and memory is absorbed in work of preserving exemplars of 

greatness for our emulation, we become locked into a stultifying and potentially destructive 

relationship with the past” (8). A refusal, for example, to remember a nation’s mistakes as well 

as its triumphs is a potential pitfall of monumental history.  

Antiquarian history is the nostalgic recollection of events, through which “the individual 

looks to the past—and it must be his or her own past—with ‘love and loyalty’” (8). The 

antiquarian approach to history roots individuals in a larger memory, a sense of having come 

from somewhere. In this way, even when individual memory lingers over “indifference, despair, 

and anomie” (Blustein 7), antiquarian history gives that memory purpose and meaning. As 

Blustein notes, the dangers of this form of history lie in “too much emphasis on a certain kind of 

memory or conception of the past. When this happens, the past, we might say, has no present; it 

is wrapped in a kind of aura that effectively insulates it from the present. As a consequence, our 

veneration renders us powerless to move beyond the past” (10).    

 Both monumental and antiquarian history are not only useful, but also potentially 

dangerous. As Blustein notes, accuracy is not crucial to either form of history, as they share a 

common objective—the fulfillment of larger cultural goals (12). Myth and history become 
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blurred as myth becomes history. In the case of the antiquarian history, Blustein surmises that “it 

has value insofar as it connects individuals and peoples to something larger and more enduring 

than themselves,” but “if left unchecked, antiquarianism loses itself in the past. It takes the form 

of an indiscriminate love of the old, a regressive attachment to a past that is as much fiction as 

the monumental past” (12). We worship the old not because it is right or good, but solely by 

virtue of its antiquity. 

The notion of antiquarian history seems particularly germane to the present political 

climate. I can hardly walk through my town or peruse online spaces without encountering 

multiple instances of the phrase “Make America Great Again!” I see the recollection of Japanese 

American incarceration—along with other narratives of oppression—as vital in their resistance 

to this imperative. They counter antiquarian and monumental histories which continue to neglect 

marginalized communities.  

However, the history of Japanese American incarceration can also fall prey to the dangers 

of monumental and antiquarian thinking. The story itself can become something it is not, a 

concern Brian Niiya outlines in his “Making it Worse” post on the Densho.org blog. Similarly, 

the tension between what history is and is not pervades many of the museums and camps, where 

some believe the story is becoming too dramatized—that is, focusing too much on the hardships 

of Japanese Americans. Given how long the history of Japanese American incarceration has been 

sanitized in official narratives, it is hardly surprising that those directly affected by the event 

should want to shift public attention back onto the harsh realities of life in the camps. 

Critical history, then, is crucial to preserving or containing “the excesses of both 

monumental and antiquarian history” (Blustein 13).  A critical history attempts to offer an 

objective view. The dangers of a detached critical lens, as Nietzsche warns, lie in the myth that 
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we, the critical historians, are not a part of the history itself, that we are not also complicit in the 

outcomes of these actions and crimes (13). It seems we must, impossibly, do both—be removed 

from the events of the past, while remembering that we are not (and cannot be) extricated from 

them.   

This aspect of our relationship to history seems particularly relevant today, given the 

prevalence of identity politics in current academic discourse. We are increasingly concerned with 

who can tell which stories, and through which mediums. I find myself preoccupied with my own 

identity, drawn to authors with a vested interest in Japanese American history. Throughout the 

course of my research, when I disclose that I am of Japanese descent, I see my audience grow 

more comfortable. The implication is that my ancestry grants me the authority to address this 

subject in my work. I find myself both removed and involved. Despite my lineage, my 

knowledge of Japanese American incarceration is not inherited. My own family has no 

relationship to the event. Perhaps, then, I occupy a removed critical perspective, and yet I feel a 

connection to Japan, and to the Japanese American community. I cannot disentangle my image 

of my grandmother from the women who relate first-hand experience of the camps.  

Unlike Blustein, my focus is less on the ethics of remembering than the rhetoric of that 

remembering. This is not to say, of course, that a project such as mine can be divorced from 

Blustein’s ethical concerns. By embarking on this project, I place a certain ethical value on the 

remembrance of Japanese American incarceration. However, while Blustein goes on to discuss 

the ethics of reparations, and the role of justice and truth in collective memory, I am focused 

instead on how individual narratives and recollections contribute to a multivocal account of this 

event. These narratives, by their very nature, alter and disrupt our understanding of collective 

memory.  
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Nietzsche’s definition of history provides a useful lens through which to view diverse 

narratives of incarceration. Narratives that offer a sanitized or euphemistic view of camp often 

contribute to antiquarian history, wherein the accounts are white-washed and the sufferings of 

people of color are understated. The Skittle Fallacy, outlined above, stems from an antiquarian 

perspective. Within this fallacy, marginalized communities are presented as responsible for their 

own hardships. Stereotypes and misconceptions of these communities are perpetuated by 

privileged populations, in order to justify systematic oppression. In tracking the history of 

Japanese American incarceration, we see these fallacies in action. 

When analyzing narratives, we tend to treat discrepancies as evidence that one account is 

reliable and the other false. However, such assumptions oversimplify the narrative form, which is 

often both complex and multifarious. In the case of historical narratives, valorizing one account 

over another entails taking a political stance towards the events themselves. I highlight these 

discrepancies not to problematize existing narratives, but to grant equal consideration to their 

various interpretations. As such, it is useful to approach a complex narrative as we would a 

Cubist painting. Looking at a Picasso or a Braque, we may feel that the image is distorted or 

incongruous, when in fact the composition depicts a single subject from several perspectives. A 

Picasso portrait makes little sense until we acknowledge that the nose, the eyes, and the chin are 

all represented from different angles. Our world is not two-dimensional, and so why should a 

representation of it suggest two-dimensionality? Similarly, Japanese American incarceration was 

not experienced by a single entity, but by a multitude, all of whose perspectives must be 

accounted for in a collective narrative of the experience. The mess hall, in one story, is a place of 

great shame, where a family sits on a crowded wooden bench. In another account, this space is 
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filled with joy and laughter when a young boy is read a love letter by a classmate, much to the 

amusement of those around him.  

Instead of rushing to resolve or overlook what we perceive as a conflict, we must 

interrogate the conflict itself. The young boy, incarcerated, sees the barbed wire fence from a 

different perspective than the guard. While the child remembers the fence as large and imposing, 

the man sees it as smaller, less menacing. Perspective helps us better understand diverging 

narratives, and the more contextualized the perspectives to which we are exposed, the better any 

historical event can be understood.  

That being said, while I support and pursue a multivocal reading of history, the need for 

accuracy is not lost on me. The ability to discern “fact” from “fiction” is vital to interpreting our 

national narrative, both past and present. Furthermore, considering historical accounts in their 

rhetorical situation—that is, attending to authorship, context, audience, and purpose—can assist 

in our understanding of conflicting histories. We cannot, for example, accept a perspective that 

claims there was no fence at all.  

Some stories are simply untrue. I do not presume to adopt a view of history that 

legitimizes falsehoods. Rather, I am interested in the rhetorical positioning of contested histories. 

For example, a photograph that shows incarcerated Japanese Americans smiling may be 

employed to justify their imprisonment, while also bolstering a counter-narrative which resists 

this misrepresentation. By considering the rhetorical function of smiling faces juxtaposed with 

stories of suffering, readers may accept that both interpretations may persist within a larger 

narrative.  

This multivocal approach is not, of course, a novel one.  Feminist scholars, including bell 

hooks, Patricia Hill Collins, and Adrienne Rich, have argued that we must learn to listen to 
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marginalized voices. Such perspectives help us to fully comprehend structures of power and 

oppression. By attending to oppressed voices, we become better equipped to understand the 

layered complexity of personal narratives.  In the case of Japanese American incarceration, 

individual narratives illuminate perspectives that have been ignored, obscured, or sidelined by 

the established national narrative of the event.  Open access to these narratives requires that 

scholars develop new approaches to analyze and discuss these perspectives.  

 

A SYMPHONY OF VOICES IN A DIGITAL AGE 

 The internet, a vast digital arena in which anyone and everyone has an opinion, is at once 

a blessing and a curse. It is a curse because anyone with internet access can become an authority, 

an expert. It is a blessing for the very same reason. Individuals from marginalized communities 

are able to share their experiences in ways that were impossible before the advent of this 

technology. Access to digital spaces necessitates a change in our approach to the stories of 

marginalized communities. We must consider how the medium through which the narrative is 

communicated affects the information conveyed. A written text accomplishes something a 

photograph cannot, and conversely, a photograph conveys information a written text cannot. If 

we want audiences to take our histories seriously, we must explore the credibility and usefulness 

of all narrative modes.  

I do not for a moment undervalue the role of the academic or historian who operates as 

the medium between primary narratives and public consumption. However, as academics and 

cultural gatekeepers, we must acknowledge that we have spoken for—and over—members of 

oppressed communities for too long.  Not, perhaps, because we wanted to, but because the 

demands of academic discourse, our chief mode of communication, limits who is able to tell 
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which stories.  I do not disparage the works of academics—I do not think that direct, digital 

access to narratives replaces the work we do. Nor do I think that consumers should be introduced 

to them without first grasping the generic features of narrative, or the frameworks we use to 

understand it. To better illustrate the position of the scholar in this new model, I use the 

metaphor of a symphony, in which the scholar acts as conductor, organizing and calling attention 

to a myriad of voices.  

While digital spaces may provide access to these narratives, they do not provide 

frameworks for talking about them.  As scholars working with marginalized voices, we should 

serve as conductors for those voices. In this way, our work is vital—without the conductor, the 

voices are discordant. Under the conductor’s direction, however, this noise achieves harmony, 

even euphony. The conductor does not imagine she is better qualified to play the flute than the 

virtuoso flautist. The flautist is the expert, and the conductor provides a platform to showcase her 

talents. If scholars actively work to inhabit the role of the conductor, we have a better chance of 

speaking with rather than for these voices.  

The importance of the scholar-conductor is particularly apparent in the digital age.  

Instead of providing a transcript—or worse, a summary—scholars may share direct access to 

primary narratives.  As with the Bible’s translation from Latin, making texts accessible promotes 

public literacy and intellectual freedom. Moreover, it limits the scholar’s ability to censor or 

sanitize the narratives of oppressed communities.  Roy Pea and Jay Lemke argue scholars should 

make the data they use available to their audience, allowing the audience to then “assess the 

quality of the argument based on the data. […] Experienced researchers agree that just as the 

map is not the territory, so the transcript is not the video (nor the video, the event!)” (41). This 

distinction between an event itself and primary, secondary, or even tertiary accounts thereof, is 
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germane not only to the form of this project, but also to the larger narrative of Japanese 

American incarceration. As Pea and Lemke note, digital technology enables access to the 

original recording from which a transcript was written. We as scholars must promote 

accessibility by incorporating accessible materials into our own research.  

Cynthia Selfe and Gail Hawisher have also suggested that the visual and aural aspects of 

narrative are significant contributors to meaning.  They argue that transcriptions could not 

accurately convey the “multilingual abilities of speakers […]; the rhythm and pace of their 

voices as they talk about particular incidents […]; the vocal emphasis they place on some words 

and phrases as they tell their stories […]; the revealing gestures and facial expressions they use” 

(44). My project seeks to identify the ways in which the nuances identified by Selfe and 

Hawisher contribute pathos, which is crucial to any narrative experience.  In my analysis, I 

identify how tone of voice, gestures, facial expressions, and other visual and aural components of 

storytelling contribute directly to the audience’s experience with, and understanding of, Japanese 

American incarceration.  

Given this commitment to multimodal dimensions of narrative, my exclusive reliance on 

printed text in this project may seem odd.  Like Cheryl Ball in “Show not tell: the value of new 

media scholarship,” I must acknowledge the irony of writing a text that argues for using new 

media without doing so myself. The reasons for the absence of digital media in this project go to 

the heart of the ideological issues I have been discussing. The narratives of Japanese American 

incarceration are carefully preserved for those who respect and grasp the sensitivity of the larger 

story. Obtaining permission to include these narratives is a rigorous process. Many of the 

storytellers are still living, and talking about their incarceration is often difficult and emotionally 

taxing. The protections around these materials seem appropriate to an event like Japanese 
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American incarceration, which has long been distorted by the official narrative. However, the 

criticism that these protections impinge on direct access to counter-narratives is a valid one.  

I offer no answer for this conundrum here, but contend that access to these aural, visual, 

and digital materials is crucial to audiences’ view of the larger narrative of Japanese American 

incarceration. By identifying the ways in which pathos makes us participants in the narrative 

experience, my project builds on the works of scholars such as Roland Barthes, Jenefer 

Robinson, and Charles Hill, and maintains that access to diverse narrative modes becomes even 

more important when it pertains to the histories of oppressed or marginalized communities. 

Narrative is, by necessity, at the center of this project—if consumers do not understand and value 

varying narrative modes, we cannot expect them to grasp the significance of histories which have 

been suppressed or misrepresented.   

 Storytelling, which scholars from Roland Barthes to Kenneth Burke have recognized as 

an essential part of the human experience, is often at odds with what we think of as “academic 

discourse.”  We are systematically taught to write and understand academic discourse, but 

narrative form, and analysis thereof, are far less frequently taught. Narrative is treated as a 

received outcome of literacy; it simply is. As Walter R. Fisher observes, its universality is 

precisely why narrative is so often dismissed as nonacademic. Because narrative is accessible to 

all readers, even “untrained” thinkers—as opposed to the intellectual “elite”—may obtain 

knowledge through it. 

It is perhaps for this reason that narrative is often the best means of exploring certain 

histories, particularly those of traditionally marginalized or oppressed communities.  Pathos, 

something often lost in academic discourse, is vital to narrative. In fact, it is too gentle to say 

lost, like the passive construction I used to describe pathos in academic writing. Pathos is not 
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lost. Rather, it has been painstakingly removed, cut away as with a scalpel. Too often we train 

our students that to show emotion or feeling is “bias”. Worse, we encourage them to vilify 

emotion in the works of others.  The dangers of engaging uncritically with pathos are not lost on 

me. However, to disdain it altogether only damages the rhetorical efficacy of storytelling. When 

we police valid reactions to injustice, such as anger, sadness, or frustration, we impair discourse 

itself, and enact the violence of marginalization on yet another group of voices. 

In Repurposing Composition: Feminist Interventions for a Neoliberal Age, however, 

Shari Stenberg identifies the dangers of refusing to critically engage with emotion in text. Her 

students labeled Gloria Anzaldúa as too angry to be useful—rather than investigate why 

Anzaldúa might be angry, the students decided that her anger delegitimized her entire work. We 

often encourage students to dismiss moments where the speaker shows pathos. I do not want to 

train my students to perceive emotion as a rhetorical shortcoming. Rather, as Stenberg suggests, I 

would like my students to repurpose emotion as “a site for resistance, inquiry, and new 

knowledge and writing practices” (40).   

As teachers and scholars, we must learn to both value and valorize narrative as a mode of 

communication. In doing so, we must necessarily break some of the restrictive taboos of 

academic discourse, particularly as they relate to pathos. My solution to the problem of single 

narratives characterizing entire communities is, simply, to stop applying single narratives to 

entire communities, as historians and scholars have so often done. Such a rigorous scrutiny of 

narrative modes compels us to recognize that certain criteria must be met for a given text to be 

considered narrative.  In the next section, I outline theories of the narrative form, and provide an 

overview of narrative as discussed by Roland Barthes, Mieke Bal, W.J.T. Mitchell, and Paul 

Ricœur, among others.  



 

40 

 

 

 

FOUNDATIONS OF NARRATIVE THEORY 

In order to examine how information is conveyed through narrative, and who has access 

to that information, I start with some basic assumptions about the nature of narrative. Foremost is 

the assumption that the act of storytelling is not only primordial, but also transhistorical and 

transcultural.  That “man” is indeed a symbol using, storytelling animal, as Kenneth Burke 

asserts in Language as Symbolic Action. Humans have always felt compelled to tell stories. 

Whether painted on cave walls or etched into stone tablets, narrativizing our experiences seems 

to be a longstanding tradition.  Or, as Roland Barthes claims: 

Narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins with 

the very history of mankind and there nowhere has there been a people without 

narrative. […] Caring nothing for the division between good and bad literature, 

narrative is international, trans-historical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life 

itself (“Structural Analysis of Narratives” 70). 

Barthes also notes that the narrative form crosses genre and media boundaries, in that it may be 

“spoken or written, fixed or moving images, gestures, and the ordered mixture of all these 

substances” (79).  In this project, I study narrative in each form Barthes lays out: moving images 

that record instances of oral storytelling; fixed images in the forms of photographs, drawings, 

and paintings; and gesture, as captured in both the videos and images. Narrative is the common 

thread that unites these materials.  

 Most readers have little trouble interacting with narrative in written or oral texts, and 

while narratologists insist that the form is not limited to alphabetic communication, narrative 
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models are most often based upon traditional mediums. Mieke Bal suggests that narratives from 

any genre contain three important elements: text (the finite structure composed of signs), 

narrative text (the story told by these signs), and the fabula, a word borrowed from the Russian 

formalists and perhaps the most difficult concept to understand. The fabula is the defining 

element of a narrative—it is the “series of logically and chronologically related events that are 

caused or experienced by ‘actors’ (the agent of the narrative)” (32).  The fabula crosses 

mediums, languages, and genres, and is arguably the kernel of any given story—it’s how a fairy 

tale can be told many different ways, and still be recognizable throughout its iterations. In other 

words, the fabula is the common element shared by the various incarnations of, for example, The 

Little Mermaid.  Bal sees a certain kind of homology between the actors or agents of the 

narrative and its readers, or audience. She argues that if there were no homology between reader 

and agent, the reader could not understand the actors or events in the narrative.  I have already 

suggested that narrative is a universal form. Universality is central not only to the homology 

between reader and actor, but also to the homology between life and narrative.  

 Jeremy Bruner adopts a constructivist approach to narrative—a view that takes the central 

premise that the construction of a milieu “is a principle function of mind, whether in the sciences 

or in the arts” (691).  In the case of storytelling, the act of narrativizing then becomes a 

“continuing interpretation and reinterpretation of our experience” (692).  We are not simply 

recounting an event, but constructing an interpretation of the event with every narrative told, or, 

as Bruner claims, “narrative imitates life. Life imitates narrative” (692).  The homology between 

life and narrative is central to Walter R. Fisher’s argument that narrative is a form to which all 

humans have access.  Simply by virtue of being human, we understand narrative forms.  Our 

understanding, too, hinges on this homology between life and narrative, agent and audience.  
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Bruner and Fisher both make a distinction between argument and narrative. While he 

accepts that narrative can argue, just as argument can narrate, Bruner suggests that “[b]oth can be 

used as means for convincing another. Yet what they convince of is fundamentally different: 

arguments convince one of their truth, stories of their lifelikeness” (11).  This distinction 

between truth and lifelikeness is crucial to interrogating the relationship between memory and 

narrative. In the analytical portions of this project, I advance an argument using the narratives of 

incarcerated Japanese Americans. However, in the creative portions of this project, I offer my 

own stories. Time could be spent debating whether these stories are also arguments, whether 

“everything is argument,” but for the purposes of this project, my personal narratives aim to 

encourage reflection, rather than advance a position.  

Constructing our own narratives poses different challenges than engaging with the 

narratives of others. As Bruner asserts, “the story of one’s own life is, of course, a privileged but 

troubled narrative in the sense that it is reflexive: the narrator and the central figure in the 

narrative are the same. This reflexivity creates dilemmas” (693).  In telling our own stories, 

Bruner suggests, we create or construct our very lives: 

Eventually the culturally shaped cognitive and linguistic processes that guide the 

self-telling of life narratives achieve the power to structure perceptual experience, 

to organize memory, to segment and purpose-build the very “events” of a life” In 

the end, we become the autobiographical narrative by which we “tell about” our 

lives (694). 

Life imitates narrative, and narrative imitates life. In constructing narratives, storytellers actually 

create a lived reality that is dependent on gathering fragments of memory.  
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 Paul Ricœur contends that memory is not a singular entity. Rather, it functions in a 

variety of ways.  Memory pops into the mind unbidden, or is sometimes recalled or recollected: 

“Memories, by turns fought and sought, are therefore situated at the crossroads of semantics and 

pragmatics. To remember is to have a memory or to set off in search of a memory” (4).  For 

Ricœur, to remember is to bring forth an image: “We say interchangeably that we represent a 

past event to ourselves or that we have an image of it, an image that can be either quasi visual or 

auditory […] Memory, reduced to recall, thus operates in the wake of the imagination” (5). We 

necessarily “imagine” the event as it occurred, and in this way, it is easy to identify why 

accounts of remembrance have been so easily misunderstood.  To “imagine” is synonymous with 

fiction, and so imagination is often treated as less reliable.  But as problematic as the memory 

may be, 

we have nothing better than memory to guarantee that something has taken place 

before we call to mind a memory of it. Historiography itself, let us already say, 

will not succeed in setting aside the continually derided and continually reasserted 

conviction that the final referent of memory remains the past, whatever the 

pastness of the past may signify. (Ricœur 7) 

In other words, memory has its problems, but it is all we have.  

 Ricœur’s notion of the “memory-image” is particularly important for a project concerned 

with images.  If we return to the example of the boy and the grown man, observing the same 

fence from opposite sides, the image of the fence is recalled (or created) for both.  Perspective is 

critical to narrative, as W.J.T. Mitchell also observes in “Narrative, Memory, and Slavery.”  

Mitchell asserts that slave narratives are never, in fact, current slave narratives, but rather former 

slave narratives. Similarly, narratives of incarceration are rarely recorded while the narrator is 
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still incarcerated.  However, images of Japanese American incarceration—that is, photographs, 

drawings, and paintings—buck this trend.  These images were captured or created while the 

subject or subjects were incarcerated. As such, they offer a different perspective, perhaps one 

that more accurately captures a “memory-image.”  If the boy can draw what he saw, we are 

granted direct access to his perspective. As we explore the role of memory in narratives of 

Japanese American incarceration, different approaches must be developed for the analysis of 

different mediums.   

 As I have shown, narrative exists in a variety of forms and genres. While I am concerned 

with different mediums, I focus on narrative as a tool for representing a reality—or, from 

Bruner’s perspective, constructing an interpretation of a real event.  In “The Value of Narrative 

in the Representation of Reality,” Hayden White suggests that while the historian “narrates 

events” they do not have to “narrativize realities” (60).  The difference between a historian and a 

storyteller depends primarily on this notion that history catalogs events, whereas narrative fills in 

the gaps that history leaves. However, such a view devalues narrative and elevates a narrow 

definition of history.  “Even if we set down annals in the bare form of events,” White claims, 

“they will be seen to be events chosen with a view to their place in an implicit narrative” (692).  

Or as Frederic Jameson argues, “the construction of the historical is the isolation and privileging 

of one of the elements within that totality—all individual period formulations always secretly 

imply or project narrative” (30).  In choosing which events merit inclusion in historical record, a 

narrative is formed.  To narrativize history in this way constitutes an interpretation, or as 

Jameson puts it, a “re-reading and re-writing of a text” or event.   

  Academic discourse and historical writing often overlook or ignore the experiences of 

marginalized populations.  Their stories are left to fill in the gaps between the events that history 
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deems important. My goal is not only to fill in the gaps between events, but also to recast those 

gaps as pivotal the event itself. The neglect of marginalized voices stems largely from the text-

based nature of scholarly discourse.  In academic writing, we are expected to adhere to strict 

rules regarding grammar, style, and organization. Those without formal training in academic 

writing are unlikely to be published. In digital spaces, however, writing is only one of several 

acceptable forms of communication. Visual and aural modes of discourse can reach their 

audience without undergoing the scrutiny of peer review.  

 The question then becomes, how do we shift from the written to the digital, aural, or 

visual? What methods can be borrowed from written textual analysis and what methods must be 

discarded?  We cannot treat written forms the same as oral ones, just as we cannot necessarily 

apply the conventions of alphabetic communication to pictorial communication.  As Marshall 

McLuhan suggests, the medium is indeed the message. Marie-Laure Ryan, like Bal and Barthes, 

also views narrative as a mode that “transcends disciplines and media” (1).  A narrative can shift 

from medium to medium without losing what Ryan calls its “essential properties”—what Bal 

calls the “fabula”.  The problem is deciding which textual methods of analysis, if any, can make 

contact with these “essential properties”.  

While some transmedial narratologists may be in favor of throwing out methods 

developed for written forms, Ryan, in line with Liv Hausken, argues against throwing everything 

away. She criticizes what she calls “radical relativism”—“a blindness to narrative universals” 

and a blindness to the fact “that different media often incorporate common tracks of semiotic 

systems” (34).  Extracting what is germane to this project while casting off what does not 

translate across mediums becomes, therefore, a balancing act.  As Ryan states, “Between 
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medium blindness and radical relativism there is room for a diversified program of 

investigation.” In this project, I adopt Ryan’s model for this new narrative: 

Whether we call it ‘narrative media studies’ or ‘transmedial narratology,’ the 

study of narrative across media is a project from which the understanding of both 

media and narrative should benefit. Media studies will gain from the focus of this 

book on narrativity…while narratology… will gain from the consideration of 

nonverbal forms of narrative an opportunity to rethink its object and to rejuvenate 

itself. (35) 

Moving forward, I will borrow what is useful, substitute what is missing, and discard 

what is irrelevant.  For my analysis of oral histories, William Labov’s framework will be 

extremely useful. That being said, viewing oral histories as narratives requires little effort. The 

real challenges are posed when our grip on temporality, a crucial aspect of the narrative process, 

begins to loosen. Without the reassurance of a linear narrative structure—that is, a beginning, 

middle, and end, it seems that there is no narrative at all. However, I hope to ease this 

dependence on linearity through narrative readings of images, further explored in Chapter 4.  

The sheer volume of visual and digital narratives that describe incarcerated Japanese 

Americans’ experiences in camp is overwhelming. A researcher could spend a lifetime sorting 

through the materials and stories available. Densho.org alone boasts more than 825 visual 

histories, including over 1,600 hours of recorded video interviews. For the purposes of this 

project, I have limited my focus to representations of the Arkansas camps as can be accessed 

through two primary open access databases, the Japanese American National Museum (JANM) 

archive and Densho.org. Both JANM and Densho are important organizations within the 

Japanese American community, particularly in relation to preserving memories of this event. For 
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these reasons, I have chosen to focus on the narratives available on these two sites. While future 

projects may explore other camps and representations in other archives, I have chosen this focus 

for a few reasons. Some are scholarly, others more personal.  

Firstly, the Southern camps appear to be the least researched and discussed of all the 

camps. This relative dearth of research is due largely to the location of the camps, which is 

furthest from the West Coast. In addition, less physical evidence of the camps remains at the 

Arkansas sites. Secondly, each camp has its own narrative. To conflate stories from Topaz with 

those from Rohwer risks misrepresenting the realities of both camps. Though the collective 

narrative of Japanese American incarceration is explored more fully in Chapter 3, to jettison 

individual narratives from their specific contexts would be an injustice to those narratives and the 

experiences they reflect. The weather, the social climate, and many other variables contribute to 

the narrative of each site. Focusing on one camp at a time ensures a contextual analysis that does 

not conflate these very different spaces.  

Thirdly, and selfishly, my own close proximity to the Arkansas camps makes it of 

particular interest to me. I am still amazed that I grew up mere hours from these camps without 

ever knowing of their existence. Over and over I encounter people who, when I mention the 

Arkansas camps, exclaim “I had no idea there were camps in Arkansas. I thought they were all 

on the West Coast.” Because these camps are the least known, I am interested in the ways 

rhetoric is used to draw attention to and reconstruct their collective narratives of these. In 

discourses on race in relation to Southern history, the Japanese American experience is rarely 

alluded to. Because of my own experiences as an ethnically ambiguous person growing up in the 

South, I have a personal stake in the ways Japanese Americans navigated an identity outside of 

the black/white binary which tends to dominate discussions of race in the South.  
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CHAPTER 2.1 A SOUTHERN NARRATIVE 

A Prelude: A few memories, some recent and some not so recent: 

i.  

In 2010, my granny, who is now in her eighties, went to her local pharmacy where a man 

yelled at her, “you need to speak English!” and granny tells me “I tell him ‘I am speakin’ 

English!’” and him, “Either learn English or go back to your own country.” She tells me that he 

thought she was Mexican.  

ii.  

My mother enrolled in an Alabama high school in 1969.  She moved from Florida, a 

place where she’d worn her short-shorts as she rode her bike.  Her brown skin made sense—she 

was on the beach, but in Anderson, Alabama, she was forbidden from wearing pants, and her 

skin was a source of confusion, repulsion. Once, when she was on the phone with a boy (I 

imagine her, straight, long blue-black hair, dressed carefully, sitting nervously as she talks on the 

phone), she heard the boy’s mother in the background:  

“Get off the phone with that dirty Jap!”  

On the phone with me over 40 years later she describes the experience,  

“I remember feeling different because people would treat you differently.  Not having an 

identity—like where did you belong? The white kids didn’t feel like you fit in with them, 

but you’re not black either.” 
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For three weeks in May 2015 my partner and I drove across the country. We started in 

Tuscaloosa, AL and visited the Arkansas camps before visiting the Amache site, more formally 

known as Granada. The very next day we drove to the Topaz camp in Utah, and the next visited 

the Poston, AZ memorial. We drove from Los Angeles to the Manzanar camp and up to Tule 

Lake. After a visit with Tom Ikeda of Densho in Seattle, we hit Minidoka and Heart Mountain on 

our way home.  

 These three weeks were full of little sleep and lots of driving.  

The Rohwer museum is housed in an old train station, the very one where Japanese 

Americans would have arrived. The outside is beautiful, neatly kept, and stands in karmic 

contrast to the loud family arguing over how to get into the building next door. A little boy is 

having a birthday party, and the family is upset that they’re unable to get into a room. They’re 

also looking at me like I’m an alien. As we walk in we’re greeted by an elderly small woman. 

She is heavily made up in customary southern style, and she’s very polite. We walk in and ask if 

we can start filming, which she doesn’t mind at all.  

Illustration 1, A 

map of camp 

sites. 
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The museum is small but impressive. I’m particularly struck by the many images. I want 

to know who decided to put the faces on reconstructed fence posts, a feature that takes up a large 

portion of the museum—some faces are smiling, some sad, some adult, some children—just 

faces strapped onto wooden posts. We walk more quickly around than we probably should, but 

I’m anxious to get to the site. I want to see the actual spaces where Japanese Americans lived.  

During this tour of the museum, I get upset, the first of many times. I’m thinking about 

Carolyn. How she would have liked it. What she would have said.  

Kay talks to us as we leave. She describes herself as an outsider in her home town 

Jerome, AK, which is part of why she feels connected to the Japanese American experience. She 

says that because she left the South and lived elsewhere for a period, her peers treat her as 

different. It’s interesting to me that this white woman, who I identified as very traditionally 

southern, describes herself as an outsider. I’m reminded that in southern small towns, even a 

minor divergence from majority values can cause others to feel you are not “one of them,” you 

are an outsider.  

Kay tells us there’s still a great deal of ambivalence toward Japanese Americans, and 

makes a point to tell us that the locals do not come to the museums. This information does not 

Illustration 2, 

From the 

Rohwer Heritage 

Site Museum.  
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surprise me. She walks us to the door and wishes us luck on our journey, “I wish I could come 

with you!”  

Driving out to Rohwer is our first experience of how isolated these camps truly are. We 

see farm lands, fences, and roads that have been neglected, until we find a sign that directs us to 

the cemetery. I’m most excited to find the audio kiosks where George Takei has recorded his 

experiences. Later, in Topaz, when I tell a volunteer about these kiosks, she will roll her eyes and 

say “whoop-to-doo,” but visiting Rohwer, I don’t yet understand the animosity between the 

different views of incarceration.  

We drive to the cemetery and I still don’t understand where the camp was located, but 

eventually I realize that the perfectly plowed fields that surround us represent the spaces where 

Japanese Americans lived. Here, they haven’t just forgotten the camp, they haven’t just torn 

down the buildings; they’ve erased that the event ever took place. My first taste of seeing what 

it’s like to try to recover a history that has been lost—what it means to retroactively return to a 

space that’s already been erased, and try to insist a past upon that ground.  

George Takei, who played Zulu on Star Trek but has become known in recent years for 

his activism in the LGBTQ+ community and digital presence, was incarcerated in Rohwer. 

Audio kiosks, scattered down a dirt road, include clips of George telling various stories, both of 

the overall camp and his own personal experience. There are four kiosks total. They’re 

informative and moving, and visitors have two options, the story of the camp and George’s story, 

but really, they seem somewhat similar to me. I understand that they’re making a distinction to 

insist that one represents GT’s view and one represents a more objective perspective. 

It’s hot out here, but mostly I’m annoyed by the bugs.  
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  I keep talking about the voice of GT echoing over empty farmlands, perfectly plowed 

fields, reminding the audience that he lived there, right there, across from where you’re standing. 

Where you see dirt, there were families, and barracks made from paper, and tears and laughter 

and lives.  I imagine I’ll be writing about that voice, and watching the video, and describing, but 

I’m already starting to see that the digital can’t stand as a substitute for the real thing. How can 

you make a reader feel the humid breeze in Arkansas? The feeling of looking across such a vast 

field, the hypnotic voice of Zulu telling you about this event in dulcet tones? 

I want to say that the digital is good when it’s all you’ve got, but it’s not enough. 
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CHAPTER 2.2 GRAVES 

 

FROM 1942-1946, OVER 110,000 PEOPLE OF JAPANESE ANCESTRY WERE IMPRISONED 

BY THE AMERICAN GOVERNMENT. JAPANESE AMERICANS WERE PLACED ON TRAINS 

AND TAKEN ACROSS LANDSCAPES, MANY OF THEM ESTABLISHING A LIFE FAR FROM 

THE PLACES THEY CALLED HOME.  

 

Graves; preface  

The vestiges of the camps are lonely.   

They are fields of invisible structures, foundations without walls or doors or windows.  

They are graves for the memories of those who lived, who died there.  

The further east, the less remains. 

The further west, the more that memory is retained.  

 

Rohwer; Arkansas  

In Arkansas,  

A cemetery sits.  

As though the workers who moved and tore down the barracks,  

Were too afraid to touch the graves,  

Of infants, of accidents, of people who were buried in this swampy land so far from the west 

coast where they were born and lived, 
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Even further from the Japanese island where their ancestors were born and lived.  

They were buried here, and their graves sit un-adorned.  

That life ended in limbo, 

Waiting for release from this camp, this prison,  

Waiting to hug their son, a soldier,  

And say, “You did it, you did it, you did it.” 

 

Amache; Colorado 

In Arkansas,  

Only the cemetery remains.  

The fields are freshly plowed and little stems of green peek through the soil.  

The cemetery sits in the middle of this growth, decaying, decayed.  

Imagination is all that brings structures to these empty fields.  

But in Colorado,  

The roads remain.  

Foundations sit with signs that let the driver know, 

“A school was here, a barrack was here, someone lived here.  

A mess hall was here, a temple was here, someone died here.” 

The cemetery is gated,  

And the graves are flat.  

TSUTSUI November 27 1942 

OGATA June 27 1944 

MATSUDA BABY Dec. 25 1944 
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The mother who gave birth in the medical barrack, the wind howling and sweeping the dirt 

across the floor.  

She focuses on the tiny whirl wind, that brings the dust across the planks. 

Breath in, breath out, breath in, breath out.  

They tell her it’s not time to push, but she pushes, she pushes and cries,  

Where is her husband, where is her husband? 

Where is her baby, conceived here, expired here.  

He arrives so small.  

Now, coins surround his grave, hot to the touch in the warm afternoon.  

His tiny life exists only in this marker,  

Hidden from the highway by long dirt roads in a maze. 

 

Manzanar; California  

When I was a little girl, my Granny would bring out beautiful square paper.  

Fold in, fold out, and through her careful direction I would take flat paper and bring it to life.  

My corners were sloppy, and even though my fingers were smaller,  

Granny’s cranes were so precise, so exact; 

“It takes practice.” 

She started folding paper in school on an island called Amami-Oshima. 

The children would sit and carefully fold, make a mistake, and fold again.  

In silence, in meditation.  

“This is what is missing from America children.” 
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In Manzanar, these cranes are floating in the wind, caught in the desert.  

Visitors leave cranes on the graves in remembrance, but they don’t remain. 

And I think of those unadorned graves in Arkansas, in the South, in my South,  

But these cranes, they are not the heavy coins of Colorado. 

They are light, and as gusts of wind come across the desert, they take flight. 

Their outstretched wings picked up by this breath, they fly to new places.  

I want them to fly away; 

I want to see them rise and move toward the beautiful mountain that looks over this land,  

But they only move to the next bush, to get caught in desert plants,  

That look like barbed wire, 

Of which you can find bits and pieces on the site,  

They move in the wind against the plants,  

And I walk over, pick one up, and set it free.  

 

Graves; epilogue  

When I was a little girl, Granny taught me to count.  

Itchy.  

Knee. 

Sun. 

She. 

Go. 

Loco.  

She is 83. 
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“It’s terrible what they did to Japanese people.” 

She has lived in America for sixty years. 

Americans are still they. 

She will be buried here, in this land, far from the ocean where she lived,  

As a young woman, standing in the surf, skin brown from the sun, 

Arms open.  
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CHAPTER 3 THE NATIONAL NARRATIVE 

 

“The evacuees cooperated whole heartedly. The many loyal among them felt that this was a 

sacrifice they could make in behalf of America’s war effort.” Robert S. Milton (WRA Director) 

Japanese Relocation. 

 

In the summer of 2016, I attended a party in North Alabama. The party was at a friend of 

my father’s, so it mostly consisted of native Alabamians from ages 50-70 years old. During a 

discussion about my work, I called the event that imprisoned over 120,000 Japanese Americans 

“Japanese American incarceration,” rather than “internment.” An older, Caucasian man stepped 

in to bossily correct me—“It’s internment, actually.” He felt the need to let me and the rest of the 

group know that by using incarceration, he felt I was incorrectly portraying what happened.2  

This small moment represents a larger conversation about this event, in which language and 

representation are politicized and divisive.  

I’ve found that many white Americans react defensively when I talk about my project, 

and there is a tendency to compare the camps here to the death camps in Nazi Germany, as 

perhaps proof that things weren’t “that bad.”  As my cousin’s husband suggested, “we just put 

them in camps for a few years,” or as a former classmate told me, “the act wasn’t about race.” 

Indeed, the racial component seems to make people most uncomfortable, and there is a very real 

need to reject the idea that Japanese Americans were imprisoned because of their race. Some 

                                                 
2 It’s worth noting that this same man later suggested that if I had a few drinks in me I might be 

“a lot more fun,” and so a certain amount of misogyny may have contributed to this moment.  
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colleagues have asked whether I’m going to look at the German and Italian Americans who were 

incarcerated as well. This question is perhaps innocent enough, but it represents a very real 

misunderstanding about the differences between the incarceration. 

 German and Italian Americans incarcerated were imprisoned because of suspicious 

activity, or as Roger Daniels notes, “no white citizens of German or Italian birth or ancestry were 

deprived of their liberty by the government except by individual warrant and according to due 

process of law” (51). The suspicious activity of Japanese Americans was simply having Japanese 

ancestry. This included the entire West Coast population of Japanese Americans, including 

women and children. Conflating these experiences perpetuates the erasure of people of color’s 

experiences by the need to interject that white Americans have claim to the experience as well, 

when in fact, they do not, as there are historical differences in these two experiences.  

As C. Calvin Smith observes, despite being American citizens, the local officials were far 

more concerned about the dangers posed by Japanese Americans than actual enemy 

combatants—the German and Italian POW’s that were also being held in the state.  Smith argues 

that while the War Department strictly followed codes of the Geneva Convention in the case of 

the POW’s, the Japanese Americans in camp were not shown the same courtesy.  They were paid 

less for their work, given less rations, and confined to work inside the camp (343). “The 

hardships of the POWS in Arkansas,” Smith claims, “were mild when compared to those of the 

Japanese American evacuees.” The most obvious reason for this difference in treatment is 

racial—the European POWs, while known enemies to the U.S., looked like other Americans, 

whereas the Japanese Americans from California resembled their Japanese relatives depicted on 

propaganda posters.  This kind of prejudice existed in other camps, but because of racial tensions 
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that already existed in Arkansas, the prisoners in these camps found themselves in a unique 

situation.   

The role of racism in the incarceration of Japanese Americans is complicated—it is 

informed by a history of racism against Asians and Asian Americans. Such a history is often 

omitted from national discussions of race, largely due to the model minority myth associated 

with many Asian American communities. As such, a narrative in which those incarcerated have 

smiling, contented faces persist in the minds of many Americans today, largely because it is what 

we want to believe. As Marita Sturken describes, “the internment of American citizens because 

of their race is an event that disrupts the compelling narrative of the United States as the 

triumphant country of World War II” (704).  To question the very foundations of national 

institutions is to destabilize a sense of safety and trust, but to focus solely on such images 

continues to contribute to a misunderstanding of the event, rooted largely in the euphemistic 

language and images used to represent the experience of incarceration.  

Several scholars have focused on the ways the U.S. government and War Relocation 

Authority provided what was a euphemistic narrative of incarceration, including but not limited 

to Roger Daniels, Jasmine Alinder, Kristine Kurumitsu, Anita Haye Patterson, John Tagg, Allan 

Sekula, Martha Rosler, Anne Maxwell, and Martin Berger. It is generally accepted among 

scholars that the terminology used and the images produced were propaganda, meant to pacify 

those that felt uncomfortable with the act. In history classes and textbooks, incarceration has 

often been relegated to a small blurb, a footnote in a discussion of World War II, and as a result, 

many Americans have little knowledge of this event. During a presentation to a group of 

freshmen at the University of Alabama, the only students who had any knowledge of the event 

were from California and Northern Arizona, and both had taken field trips to Manzanar. The 
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students from Alabama and other southern states echoed much of my own experience with 

learning about Japanese American incarceration—they knew very little about the event.   

This lack of collective memory about incarceration explains why many citizens and 

politicians still support the decision to imprison Japanese Americans. In December of 2016 Carl 

Higbie, a spokesman for a pro-Trump super PAC, cited Japanese American incarceration as a 

“precedent” for a Muslim registry.3  I’ve already suggested that part of this reasoning may stem 

from the desire to tell a single narrative about a marginalized community, and in this chapter, I’ll 

explore how the careful use of language and images contributed to the kind of ignorance about 

the event still relevant today, particularly as it relates to racial discrimination.  

The visible otherness—the differences written on the body of Japanese Americans—

contributed directly to their incarceration. A critical part of the story of Japanese American 

incarceration, then, includes a history that explores the relationship between Asian and white 

Americans prior to incarceration, and the images used to depict people of Japanese descent. As 

Gessner notes, we are inundated by images in our current moment, thus “representations of 

Japanese American experiences have also become part of the visual canon, represented in 

photography books and museum exhibitions” (43). She sites historian Louis P. Masur’s claim 

that images are critical to understanding an American past, and that each picture contains 

multiple histories that must be read in various ways to be understood (44). The rhetoric and 

representation of the narrative at the time of incarceration is informed largely by a history of 

racism.  

                                                 
3 The following article link contains a video of the interview:  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/11/17/japanese-internment-

is-precedent-for-national-muslim-registry-prominent-trump-backer-

says/?utm_term=.2ac83da260de 
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As with all events that oppress marginalized communities, Japanese American 

incarceration did not just simply “happen”—it was the result of decades of discrimination and 

misunderstanding about Japanese and other Asian immigrants.  In Prisoners without Trial: 

Japanese Americans in World War II, Roger Daniels describes the event as “merely a link in the 

chain of racism that stretched back to the earliest contact between Asians and whites on 

American soil” (3).  While “Asians” covers a broad spectrum of ethnic groups, for Americans, 

many Asian immigrants were seen as the same, threatening the nativist ideals of white America, 

and so Chinese and Japanese immigration was often conflated (4). Daniels provides a list of 

typical headlines from the early 1900s, which would have been common to newspapers on the 

west coast, and they ring eerily familiar to modern attacks on immigrants from other countries.  

Titles such as CRIME AND POVERTY GO HAND IN HAND WITH ASIATIC LABOR, THE 

YELLOW PERIL—HOW JAPANESE CROWD OUT THE WHITE RACE, and BROWN 

ARTISANS STEAL BRAINS OF WHITES speak to the fear and misunderstanding associated 

with Asian immigrants (10).  To a modern reader familiar with the “model minority” narrative 

that surrounds Asian Americans, these headlines might seem absurd, but that makes the 

perceived threat of Asian Americans all the more important. The story helps us understand the 

functions of racism within specific times and communities—how a community can go from 

deviant brain stealers to the “model minority” advertised as safe neighbors to white 

communities.4 

 In The Color of Success: Asian Americans and the Origin of the Model Minority, Ellen 

Wu describes the Asian American journey from deviant to model citizen, “the success story of a 

success story,” (1) how Asian Americans “beat out” the negative portrayals of their race (6). Wu 

                                                 
4 The following blog post on Densho.org explores the role of Japanese Americans in relation to 

white flight: the http://www.densho.org/model-minority-myth/ 
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describes the “race making” that takes place in representations of Asian Americans, and through 

tracking such a journey identifies that representation itself, the ways in which Asians and Asian 

Americans were represented to the American public, is largely responsible for this change in 

attitude.5 Just as humans “make race” as a categorical strategy, so we also make “nationality,” a 

concept explored in Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities.  

Anderson claims that “nationalism” or the “nation” is an imagined political community—

“imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow 

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of the 

communion” (6). In Anderson’s definition, national narratives, then, are the nation, as the nation 

itself only exists in relation to these narratives. Considering the work of Wu and others, the 

representation of Asian and people of Asian descent in relation to Europeans and European 

Americans becomes critical to tracking the journey to the incarceration of Japanese Americans. 

This tracking is further complicated by the black/white racial paradigm in America which often 

provides little room for narratives of non-white, non-black Americans. Because of the strict 

segregation and contentious relationship between many black and white Americans in the South, 

the Arkansas camps provide a study in how Japanese Americans were viewed in a racial 

hierarchy.   

In “No Jap Crow: Japanese Americans Encounter the World War II South,” Jason 

Morgan Ward describes how Japanese Americans upset the racial system in place.  They were, 

as Ward calls them, the “third race,” neither white nor black, which problematized areas that 

were segregated according to these identity markers.  Ultimately, Japanese Americans were 

                                                 
5 For further reading, consult Rosalind S. Chou & Joe R. Feagin’s The Myth of the Model 

Minority: Asian Americans Facing Racism, or Yellow Peril! An Archive of Anti-Asian Fear for  

 



 

64 

 

settled somewhere between the groups—not black enough to use the “colored” bathroom and 

fountains, but not white enough to have the same rights as white Americans. They were less than 

white, but more than black, a blurred identity in what had been a clearly divided world.  Ward 

claims that officials were concerned that the presence of Japanese Americans would 

“undermine” white supremacy, which is perhaps why government officials fought so hard to pass 

bills that would prevent Japanese Americans from gaining full citizen rights and status.  

Many politicians spoke out against Japanese Americans, and Governor Adkins, a former 

member of the KKK, was vehemently opposed to Japanese Americans living in Arkansas (Ward 

81). Only when the government agreed to his restrictions, which included an addendum that 

assured only white Americans could act as guards in the camps, did he agree.  Later, the 

governor attempted to pass a bill that would deny Japanese Americans the right to own land in 

Arkansas, stemming from the fear that Japanese Americans would want to stay in his state 

(Smith 361)6. State Senator Ragsdale introduced the bill, claiming “I don’t believe anybody 

wants a Japanese person in Arkansas. And if I had my way we’d put them all on a ship and have 

the ship torpedoed” (361). A House of Representatives member from Mississippi argued in one 

session, "You cannot regenerate a Jap, convert him, change him, and make him the same as a 

white man any more than you can reverse the laws of nature. Damn them! Let us get rid of them 

now!" claiming we should never “mongrelize America and drag her down to the level of the 

Japanese (91). 

A similar bill, introduced by Senator Richard K. Mason, “prohibited all members of the 

Mongolian race from attending white public schools in Arkansas’ (361).  In defense of the bill 

Ragsdale claimed “I know none of you gentlemen think Negroes are as good as your children 

                                                 
6 This fear proved unfounded.  
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and I don’t think any member of the yellow race is as good as my children or yours either. I 

know the Chinese are our allies but I don’t want them to go to school with white children” (361).  

Ragsdale’s bill did not pass, primarily because the locals feared it would hurt their Chinese 

population, described by the editor of the Southwest American as “trustworthy,” whereas the 

“Japanese are treacherous, the Chinese are peaceful” (362).  Though the bill to deny Japanese 

Americans the right to own land passed on February 13, 1943, only a few weeks later the bill 

was declared unconstitutional for violating the state constitution.  

Arkansas officials were not the only ones who nurtured a racially prejudiced environment 

for Japanese Americans.  Their actions both reflected and fostered the beliefs of the citizens in 

Arkansas, who, overall, rejected the idea of Japanese Americans living in their state.  One citizen 

wrote in an editorial, "It seems that Arkansas has been chosen for a dumping ground for all that 

is undesirable.”7 In a Dermott café, an elderly white farmer, after hearing there was a “Jap” in the 

café, took his shotgun into the restaurant and attempted to shoot a Japanese American soldier 

(Ward 85). The soldier was able to duck, and so suffered only powder burns to his face, and the 

white farmer was not charged.  In McGehee the very next day, a deer hunter saw a group of 

Japanese American incarcerees working. The hunter demanded that they stop, and then shot 

them when they failed to respond.  The deer hunter thought the men were escaping, and was 

shocked to find himself being charged by the police (86). Men responsible for violent crimes 

against Japanese Americans avoided heavy penalty because, as WRA officials claimed, “public 

opinion was against [it].” In contrast, when an African American male was accused of allegedly 

soliciting a female incarceree and grabbing her coat, he was sentenced to one year in prison and 

                                                 
7 A claim which eerily echoes Donald Trump’s 2016 assertion that American has become a 

dumping ground for Mexico.  



 

66 

 

fined a hundred dollars (Ward 86).  Once more, white, yellow, black—the hierarchy of race was 

clear.  

 Racial prejudice informed negative public opinion of Japanese and Japanese Americans, 

and the rhetoric of representations inspired and reflected this same racial prejudice. The 

following analysis is broken into three primary modes in which the official narrative has been 

told: 1) the rhetorical significant of the language used to describe the event, both during and after 

incarceration; 2) images of Japanese people prior to incarceration; and 3) images of Japanese and 

Japanese Americans during incarceration. Analysis of the official narrative, and the ways in 

which scholars question and challenge such narratives, are critical to a multivocal history of the 

event.   

 

LANGUAGE  

 During my trip across the country visiting the museums and camps, I interacted with 

many individuals who were either working or volunteering in these spaces.  At two of the 

different camps, they use the word internment rather than incarceration or imprisonment, 

particularly when school children visit, because “imprisonment makes it sound as if the Japanese 

Americans did something wrong.”  And yet, the fact that Japanese Americans were imprisoned 

without having committed a crime is important; it is the narrative. However, I understand the 

nuanced situation facing those at the museums, particularly when they are trying to explain what 

happened to what might be a class of elementary school children.  I imagine trying to answer the 

question, “but why were they imprisoned if they didn’t do anything wrong?” “Well, Johnny, it 

was a racially motivated act—do you know what racism is?”  Museum representatives may want 

to avoid this situation, but these questions, however difficult, are the history of incarceration. 
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Without asking ourselves why a group of innocent American citizens were incarcerated, we do 

an injustice to the survivors and the history of Japanese American incarceration itself, as well as 

the future of our nation.   

  A tension exists between the desire to accurately portray what happened and a need to 

use the existing terminology.  In “Words Do Matter: A Note on Inappropriate Terminology  

and the Incarceration of the Japanese Americans,” Roger Daniels outlines the discussion 

surrounding the language used to describe Japanese American incarceration.  Like Densho.org, 

he feels that “internment” is euphemistic, and finds other language used to describe the event as 

representative of the government’s need to pacify the reality of incarceration. Many texts on 

Japanese American incarceration open with a brief note on terminology, which in itself illustrates 

precisely how contentiousness of language use.  

Even at the time of incarceration, terminology was a point of conflict among the different 

camps.  In Desert Exile, Yoshiko Uchida describes part of a document given to her and her 

family upon arrival at the Topaz camp in Delta, Utah: 

‘You are now in Topaz, Utah […] Here we say Dining Hall and not Mess Hall; 

Safety Council, not Internal Police; Residents, not Evacuees; and last but not 

least, Mental Climate, not Morale.’ 

Uchida describes the patronizing nature of such changes.  Even while visiting what is left of the 

camps today, I found that volunteers in Topaz focused not only on the hardships of camp, but on 

the ways the town and community worked to make the space as comfortable as possible for 

Japanese Americans. This simple name change at the time of incarceration represents a view of 

the event which has likely been passed down through generations.  
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While we may read these vocabulary changes as euphemistic, and rightly so, I believe 

they also represent a desire to do right by Japanese Americans, however misguided such a 

language change may seem. The change from “mess hall,” a military term, to “dining hall” may 

represent the individual camps’ desires to provide Japanese Americans with the best possible 

living situation available to them at that time. Though FDR did initially call the camps 

“concentration camps,” I can conceive of a situation wherein a decision is made to use sanitized 

language so those working at the camps (guards, teachers, etc.) did not view or treat incarcerees 

poorly or as prisoners. While I can conceive of this motivation, like other scholars in this field, I 

do not find it a powerful enough argument to justify the continued use of these terms.  

The following chart is a partial reproduction of the Japanese American Citizen League’s 

(JACL) “Summary Table of Accurate Terms” printed in the Power of Words Handbook: A Guide 

to Language about Japanese Americans in World War II, Understanding Euphemisms and 

Preferred Terminology (2013).8 This chart represents the JACL preferred terminology, which 

they refer to as “accurate,” itself a revealing word in relation to how they see the previous 

language. Previous language choices by comparison become inaccurate, a false attempt to 

sanitize the incarceration of American citizens. The following chart illustrates the commonly 

used and misused language of the event: 

                                                 
8 A copy of the full chart can be found at the following web address:  

https://jacl.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Power-of-Words-Rev.-Term.-

Handbook.pdf  

EUPHEMISM  ACCURATE TERM 

Evacuation Exclusion, or forced removal  

Relocation  Incarceration in camps, also used after release from camp 

Non-aliens U.S. citizens of Japanese ancestry 

Illustration 

3, JACL 

chart of 

terminology.  
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JACL’s chart outlines the preferred terminology, which includes “American 

concentration camp,” the most contested term. Deborah Schiffrin presents a strong argument 

against the use of the label concentration camp, almost entirely due to the death camps in Nazi 

Germany. Alinder, however, claims the definition of the term “concentration camp” applies more 

accurately to the camps in the U.S. rather than the camps in Germany; the term “concentration 

camp” to refer to the Nazi death camps is its own euphemism (9).  

Given that we live in a digitally driven age, where search terms and key words are the 

primary means by which students and scholars research topics, I am particularly concerned with 

the practicality of terms as they relate to such searches.  Densho.org exclusively uses 

incarceration, but as a result, their website is not featured as prominently in a Google search of 

“Japanese American internment.”9 When searching “Japanese American internment,” Wikipedia 

is the first site, of course, accompanied by images and a series of questions about the event. 

Densho.org and the Japanese American National Museum, two important sources for the study 

of Japanese American incarceration, are not listed on the first page. In contrast, the Japanese 

American “incarceration” Google search includes no images. While the first link is still 

Wikipedia, Densho.org and the Japanese American National Museum website are on the first 

page.  This difference may seem small, but those of us who teach know how important order can 

be to student searches, and that the Densho.org and JANM websites fall to a second page when 

                                                 
9 Searches were performed in June of 2016.  

Assembly Center  Temporary detention facility  

Relocation Center  American concentration camp, incarceration camp, illegal 

detention center; ‘inmates held here at incarcerees’  

Internment Center Reserve for DOJ or Army camp holding alien enemies  
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searching “internment” bodes ill for student research of this event. For such reasons, Neil 

Nakadate toggles between the usage of internment and incarceration.  

The continued sanitizing of the Japanese American experience as simply “in camp for a 

few years” has dangerous consequences for the future of our country, particularly in the wake of 

the 2016 election. If 75 years later Americans are still arguing in favor of an act long accepted as 

racially motivated and unconstitutional, it suggests a change in language and visual 

representation is very much needed and long overdue. Shifts in language represent shifts in 

approaches and perspectives of the event, and while a changed terminology has certain 

consequences, an acceptance of this change would represent a positive move toward the desire to 

remember the atrocities of the event.  

While language use surrounding the event grows and changes with time, the visuals used 

to depict incarceration remain stagnant. New depictions may be produced through artistic works 

and unseen depictions have likely yet to be uncovered, it remains true that we cannot go back 

and take new photographs. What we can do, however, is place the old images in a new context—

we can alter their meaning by, to borrow Barthes terms, anchoring the meaning of the image 

through language and context.  

Two dominant visual representations of people of Japanese ancestry prevailed during and 

before incarceration: 1) the animalistic villain, a racist caricature of the “oriental” as less than 

human, usually attributed to those still living in Japan, and 2) the polite, model minority, a 

representation of Japanese Americans as cheerful and happy to endure the hardships of 

incarceration. Both representations are problematic.  The second representation models a 

complex identity that remains a point of contention.  
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IMAGES 

JAPANESE PEOPLE  

As Ingrid Gessner notes, “today’s world seems inundated by images,” thus 

“representations of Japanese American experiences have also become part of the visual canon, 

represented in photography books and museum exhibitions” (43). She sites historian Louis P. 

Masur’s claim that images are critical to understanding an American past, and that each picture 

contains multiple histories that must be read in various ways to be understood (44). The images 

used to represent Japanese American incarceration have been a site of contention for several 

scholars who identify the sanitizing nature of the WRA sanctioned photographs, but 

representations of Japanese people are also of interest because of the ways visibility of perceived 

racial or ethnic identity lead to incarceration.  

Visible otherness—the differences written on the body—is a critical part of the 

representation of Japanese Americans. As other sections of this dissertation attempt to convey, it 

is a critical part of my own relationship to racial identity. The ways I identify are directly related 

to the visibility of my otherness. Because my physical appearance has caused others to ask about 

my racial identity, and because “white” does not satisfy what they have identified as “other,” I 

identify myself as Japanese American. In the case of Japanese American incarceration, the myth 

of American identity as white contributes to the imprisonment of innocent Americans. It is 

wholly telling that the American government felt itself capable of distinguishing between 

German and Italian Americans who were a threat and incapable of distinguishing between 

threats and non-threats among Japanese Americans.  

Because visible otherness played a critical role in the motivation to imprison Japanese 

Americans, images are critical to understanding how this event could take place. Representations 
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of Japanese people often linked physical features to villainy. The national narrative is 

represented here by the story or series of stories told at times by the United States government to 

the people. As stated previously, Benedict Anderson’s definition of the nation-state depends 

largely on a sense of imagining, and representation and imaginings can contribute to past and 

continued misunderstandings about this event.  

Patterns of dehumanizing language and images can be traced throughout American 

history, particularly regarding the Native American and African American experiences. 

Depicting other human beings as animals assists in the justification of violent acts against 

them—the message being, “this is okay because they are not like you and me.” In “Absent 

Images” Marita Sturken describes the ironic nature of portraying the Japanese people as “sinister 

and untrustworthy” while also being driven by the need to show Japanese people treated well in 

camps (695). Sturken describes how other Asians and Asian Americans, such as the Chinese, 

were cast in positive terms, in an effort to lessen discrimination against all Asian people, which 

“allowed for the generic notion of the Asian American to be troubled” (695).  

Unlike the Caucasian, European enemy, the appearance of the Japanese became a 

primary focus for drumming up enthusiasm, anger, and action against the evils of WWII. 

Physical traits were often linked with moral or personality defects, such as in the government 

issued handbook titled A Pocket Guide to China (1942).10 The handbook was not a public 

document, but part of a guide meant to assist soldiers visiting China. The section titled “How to 

                                                 
10 All images are in the public domain and may be found on the Densho.org digital repository 

page: http://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-35-427/files/?page=3  
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Spot a Jap” was, according to Mother Jones, removed from the second edition because of its 

offensive nature.11 

 
 

Among other insights, the section titled “How to Spot a Jap” instructs American soldiers 

on ways to identify the differences between the Japanese and Chinese people.  The Japanese are 

described as shorter, with “legs joined directly to the chest,” not unlike an ape.  The Japanese 

man is described as “buck tooth,” and frowning, in comparison to his smiling Chinese 

counterpart. In illustration 5, Japanese are described as having “yellow skin” and eyes that are 

not “set” like “European or American” eyes, which identifies how deeply rooted a sense of 

whiteness was in American identity.  

                                                 
11 It is worth noting that the U.S. has a long history of discrimination against Chinese people and 

Chinese Americans, but in this moment in history, the Chinese are depicted as friends and allies 

over the Japanese.  

Left: 

illustration 

4, From 

How to 

Spot a Jap 

 

Right: 

illustration 

5, From 

How to 

Spot a Jap 
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In illustration 6, a Japanese man is described as having a “shuffle,” but in case he is “clever 

enough to fake his stride,” it is suggested that socks and shoes be removed so that soldiers can 

see if his feet have space between toes, a feature claimed to have been caused by shoes. 

Illustration 7 provides a summary of the features to identify, including hissing noises and G-

string wearing.  

While these images were only accessible to American soldiers, Life magazine also ran a 

feature with photographs of a Japanese man and Chinese man, including accompanying text that 

identified the differences in physical features.12 The article is titled similarly to the handbook, 

“How To Tell Japs From The Chinese: Angry Citizens Victimize Allies With Emotional 

Outburst At Enemy.” Throughout the article, the derogatory “Jap” is used to describe all people 

                                                 
12 The Life magazine sample can be seen at the following web address: 

http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/foster/lifemag.htm 

LIFE-December 22, 1941, Vol. 11, No. 25, pp.81-82 

 

Left: 

illustration 

6, From 

How to 

Spot a Jap 

 

Right: 

illustration 

7, From 

How to 

Spot a Jap 
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of Japanese descent, and the article claims to help American citizens “distinguish friendly 

Chinese from enemy alien Japs” (81), to stop discrimination against Chinese Americans. The 

picture of Ong Wen-hao, who was Minister of Economic Affairs, is described as “relatively tall 

and slenderly built. His complexion is parchment yellow, his face long and delicately boned, his 

nose more finely bridged,” where General Hideko Tojo who is meant to represent Japanese 

people as a whole, is described as betraying feature of “aboriginal antecedents in a squat, long-

torso-ed build, a broader, more massively boned head and face, flat, often pug, nose, yellow-

ocher skin and heavier beard.” Throughout the article, the words “squat,” “Mongoloid,” 

“ruthless,” and “peasant,” are repeated to identify differences between Chinese and Japanese 

people. The tone of the article and continued use of the word “Jap” reveals the writer’s disdain 

for Japanese people.  

These samples help to illustrate the perceived importance of the physical features of 

Japanese during WWII, and for many Americans, these kinds of representations were their only 

encounter with people of Japanese descent. In 1943, the Douglas Aircraft Company capitalized 

on this disdain and fear with the gargoyle-like cartoon character, "The Tokio Kid." Created as 

part of the company's drive to reduce tool breakage and waste, the Kid appears on posters that 

show broken drills, cracked cogwheels, mixed-up rivets, piles of scrap.  
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13 

 

In these posters, Americans were encouraged to do or not do things such as “Tokio Kid” 

would like or dislike. One encourages Americans to save and contribute scrap metal for making 

planes in the war. It reads, “Tokio Kid say boom planes saved from box of scrap make me so 

very unhappy Jap.” This poster first made its debut in 1941, the same year as the attack on Pearl 

Harbor. The man in the photo has long, beast-like fangs, more fitting for a carnivorous animal 

than a human. His ears are pointed, like a canine or feline.  In his hand, he hides a bloody knife. 

The “Jap” is sneaky and cunning in some representations, and yet here we see Tokio Kid 

cowering, rather like a hurt dog. Indeed, Tokio Kid appears to be slobbering like a canine.  These 

features, the juxtaposition of the knife and teeth as both pointed weapons, create a picture of the 

Japanese people as creatures, rather than humans.  

                                                 
13 These images are in the public domain and can be found at the following web addresses: 

illustration 8: http://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-37-653/, illustration 9: http://ddr.densho.org/ddr-

densho-37-502/ 

Left: 

Illustration 

8, Tokio 

Kid 

 

Right: 

Illustration 

9, Tokio 

Kid 



 

77 

 

 Tokio Kid was only one of the many kinds of representations of the Japanese people. In 

another poster, a strong, white, American male literally squeezes Japanese kanji characters out of 

a small, Japanese man.  Again, the man holds a sword, and again, the sword is tipped with blood 

to underline the violent threat. In another poster, we see the “Jap Trap,” where a Japanese man is 

literally turned into a rat.  The Japanese transformation from human to vermin is complete.  

14 

 

While it is important to note that these were representations of the Japanese people rather than 

Japanese Americans, we must remember that for most Americans there was little to no 

difference. Both were identified as enemy after 1942.  

 In Japoteurs, for example, a 1942 Superman cartoon, a Japanese man posing as Japanese 

American attempts sabotage of an American war plane.15 The Japanese man looks similar to the 

                                                 
14 These images are in the public domain and can be found at the following web addresses: 

illustration 10: http://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-37-488/, illustration 11: 

http://ddr.densho.org/ddr-densho-37-498/ 

Left: 

Illustration 

10, Put the 

Squeeze on 

the 

Japanese 

 

Right: 

Illustration 

11, Jap Trap 
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descriptions outlined in the Life article and government handbook; he is buck-toothed and 

sneaky. In “Superman Goes to War: Teaching Japanese American Exile and Incarceration with 

Film,” Allan W. Austin identifies the cartoon short as a way to “help our students better 

understand how Americans thought about both groups, especially the ways in which the Japanese 

enemy and Japanese Americans were often conflated and confused in popular culture and 

American thinking” (51). At one point of the cartoon, the man’s American flag slowly turns into 

a Japanese flag. The message is clear—even Japanese Americans who appear to be loyal should 

be subject to scrutiny, and ultimately, incarceration.16   

 

JAPANESE AMERICANS 

In “Internment and Identity in Japanese American Art,” Kristine C. Kuramitsu explains 

why we have such little visual records of Japanese American incarceration from those 

incarcerated; the only photographs allowed, she claims, were those sanctioned by the 

government or from freelance artists such as Ansel Adams and Dorothea Lange (623). While 

other unsanctioned photographs were taken, the government or War Relocation Authority 

sanctioned photographs remain our primary images from the event.  When “Japanese American 

internment” is searched on the web, for example, the government sanctioned images most 

frequently appear.  

                                                                                                                                                             
15 A copy of the video may be found at the following web address: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o6tW-9QQ9qs 
16 The illustrative and cartoon nature is a common thread of the images discussed in this section. 

Indeed, to depict Japanese people in such a way requires the use of caricature and drawing. A 

future project will further explore the ways cartoon were used as a medium for drumming up 

racism and wartime hysteria, and later, a medium utilized by Mini Okobu in Citizen 13660, a 

graphic novel that depicts aspects of camp life.  
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A number of scholars have identified the ways such images were euphemistic. Kuramitsu 

says that these photographs “reinforce the perception that the internment camps were like 

summer camps.”  She claims they focused only on the “visually benign, pleasant, or ‘poetic’ 

aspects of the experience.”  Anita Haya Patterson’s article, “Resistance to Images of the 

Internment: Mitsuye Yamada's Camp Notes,” contains similar sentiments and finds the 

photographs lacking, due in part to the limitations placed on the photographers.  Jasmine 

Alinder’s Moving Images: Photography and the Japanese American Incarceration provides 

perhaps the most extensive analysis of how these images were used to champion a positive view 

of incarceration.  As Alinder notes, a study on the use of photography to legitimize incarceration 

is not new—John Tagg, Allan Sekula, Martha Rosler, Anne Maxwell, and Martin Berger have 

“written extensively about the repressive uses of the camera” (2).  

Despite the repressive nature of such images, Alinder also identifies other purposes for 

portraying Japanese Americans as smiling, happy people.  

Although images made of the imprisoned often portray their subjects as inferior, 

even subhuman, the majority of incarceration photograph produced for U.S. 

officials depicted Japanese Americans in ways that celebrated their putative 

virtues rather than their purported flaws. The images depict smiling faces more 

often than guilty stares. (2) 

While these smiles can be read as propaganda, as contributing to a false depiction of camp, they 

can also be read against the grain of the official narrative. Gessner builds on Susan Sontag 

description of the event in On Photography, where Sontag notes that while a 1940s audience 

would not have identified the event as a crime, a 1960s audience would have seen the “subject 

for what it was” (17).  
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Though its arguable that even a 2017 audience would identify the photographs as a 

depiction of a crime, I take Sontag’s point that the nature of such photographs carry different 

meanings than they did at the time of production. Gessner goes on to analyze the various ways 

Dorothea Lange’s photographs have appeared and the appropriations of photography in various 

media (45). For example, if such photographs are accompanied by language that indicates the 

euphemistic nature of the photos, the smiles become, for me, a bit sad. Because so few 

photographs of camp that portray suffering exist, it seems all the more important that we not 

dismiss the images we have, but rather read them against the grain or in a new context.  

 Rather than “evaluating the status of the photographs as truthful or false,” Alinder sees 

her project as “examining the ways in which photography was used to construct and project 

representations of Japanese Americans during the war” (16). She devotes a chapter to Dorothea 

Lange, Ansel Adams, and Toyo Miyatake.  Viewers tend to see photographs as proof that 

something was, as Barthes says in the rhetoric of the image, “here-now” and “there-then,” which 

is why photography is such a powerful medium in which to tell histories. Audiences may fail to 

recognize how point of view constructs meaning and imposes a particular lens. Ansel Adams’ 

work, which has been most widely criticized, provides a model for how Alinder reads individual 

photographs through a lens that acknowledges the restrictions places on the photographers.  

 Adams was best known for his landscapes, but in 1943 he began a project to document 

the lives of Japanese Americans. Alinder describes Ansel’s project as being inspired by Dorothea 

Lange’s work. In 1944, Ansel published his photograph work along with an essay he composed 

in a book called Born Equal and Free, a title that supported Ansel’s desire to document the 

“Americanness” of Japanese Americans in camp. Though his photographs have, Alinder claims, 
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appeared widely on posters and calendars, art historians have seen his work as “naïve, if skillful, 

celebrations of nature, devoid of ideological content” (44). Alinder describes his work further: 

Adams challenged derogatory portrayal of people of Japanese descent in U.S. war 

propaganda by insisting on the loyalty and “Americanness” of the incarcerated. 

Respectful portraits and sympathetic scenes of everyday life in camp, interspersed 

with stunning images of natural beauty, represented Japanese Americans as 

dignified and respectable—a relatively radical move at a time when U.S. war 

propaganda and the popular media questioned the very humanity of people of 

Japanese descent. (45) 

Again, a tension exists between portrayals—though now critics may read Adams as an extension 

of the euphemistic representations of camp, at the time such photographs aimed to show the rest 

of the America that Japanese Americans were people, Americans.  

In particular, Alinder offers a reading of the photograph titled “All like baseball and other 

sports,” in which a baseball game in progress is depicted against the mountain backdrop of 

Manzanar. Alinder notes that Adams “was careful not to trivialize incarceration,” which he 

accomplished in this photograph by including a view of the barracks and highlighting the fence 

surrounding the field, a move that Alinder reads as a mirroring of the barbed wire fences Adams 

was not allowed to photograph (60). But while Adams’ intentions may have been motivated by a 

desire to help Japanese Americans, his and other WRA sanctioned photographs have been 

utilized to further a narrative of justification of this event.    
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Such a justification can be seen in a film produced by the Office of War Information 

titled Japanese Relocation (1943)17.  Sturken identifies the government propaganda films as 

“aimed to show how well the Japanese were being treated and depicted the camps as a kind of 

summer camp, with craft classes and group activities” (695). In this film, the experience of 

Japanese American incarceration is told with the expressed purpose of having a “historical 

document of internment.” Milton S. Eisenhower, director of the War Relocation Authority, 

explains the reasons for and process of the mass “evacuation” and imprisonment of Japanese 

American citizens.  Eisenhower sits behind a desk, an American flag behind him, in a crisp suit 

and glasses.  He explains the need for the removal of Japanese Americans. It is not, he claims, 

desired by the American government, and no one “relished” placing American citizens in such 

camps, but it was “necessary.”  “We knew some were dangerous, most were loyal,” Eisenhower 

explains, using words like “mass migration” and “relocation” rather than removal.  Though the 

difference between Japanese and Japanese Americans is acknowledged, the film itself remains 

titled “Japanese” Relocation. Milton rises to take the viewers to a map, and so we leave the 

present and begin the story of incarceration, which starts with an explanation of locations most 

populated by Japanese Americans. Citizens and “aliens” are henceforth referred to as “Japanese,” 

and “persons of Japanese descent” are referred to as “evacuees.” Milton tells the audience that 

most “loyal Japanese” felt this was a “sacrifice” they could make to help the war effort.  By 

framing incarceration in this manner, imprisonment is likened to all sacrifices made during 

wartime, such as rationing. Internment is described as just another way in which a contribution is 

being made to keep America safe.  Empty homes and businesses are shown, and buses full of 

Japanese Americans shuttle citizens to assembly spaces where there was “plenty of healthful and 

                                                 
17 A full version of the video may be accessed at the following web address: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BK6ZtcLocaA 
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nourishing food for all,” a pointed attempt to reinforce the positive climate. Japanese Americans 

are described as “cheerfully” and “willingly” submitting to incarceration.   

The attempts to skew Japanese American incarceration in a positive light are clumsy, and 

for a knowledgeable modern viewer, a video like this reinforces precisely the opposite. In a 

freshman class, a colleague showed this video in preparation for my visiting lecture, and the 

classes found the video quite a ludicrous attempt to make Japanese American incarceration seem 

reasonable. They were mostly amused, and expressed disbelief that any American could fall for 

such obvious propaganda. Indeed, the video closes with the following statement:  

We’re setting a standard for the rest of the world for the treatment of an enemy 

nation; we are protecting ourselves without violating the principles of Christian 

decency, no matter what our enemies do. But of course, we hope our example will 

influence other nations when enemies fall into their hands. 

Despite having clearly identified that the majority of Japanese Americans incarcerated are 

American citizens, they are referred to here as an “enemy nation,” and the statement “no matter 

what our enemies do” feels like a juvenile, passive aggressive way to place America as the 

victim, who, despite provocations, continues to act in “Christian decency.”  This video is 

representative of the larger narrative, which attempts to justify the imprisonment of innocent 

American citizens by discussing the safety of Americans and assuring the audience that Japanese 

Americans were “happy to make the sacrifice.” 

 I do not mean to suggest that incarcerees never had moments of joy while in camp. Just 

like all humans, even in the face of extreme injustice and suffering, there will be moments of joy. 

In the narratives that follow, there are stories of sadness, anger, and joy.  Like all people, those 

who lived in camps during these years experienced tragedy and delight, fear and wellbeing.  My 
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aim is to not strictly to foster discussion on how terrible the act of incarceration was—this, to 

me, is obvious. Rather, I would have us consider how the rhetoric of representation of Japanese 

people and Japanese Americans contributes to a national narrative that has often sanitized, if not 

justified, the act of incarceration.  
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CHAPTER 3.1 EMPTY LANDS 

 

AMACHE 

Our hotel wasn’t far from the Granada camp, called Amache. Driving country roads, the 

landscape looks somewhat familiar, like Kansas, which is like Alabama but you can see farther. I 

didn’t expect southern Colorado to look like this, but then again, I didn’t really have much in the 

way of expectations. 

Amache is as desolate as Rohwer, if not more so. It’s hard to remember the drive out 

there because the entire time I am distracted, but I remember that it was directly off a highway. I 

won’t go into it, but let’s say a certain person frequently needed to stop for the restroom because 

such a person drinks a lot of water. If such a person were in that situation, they would find no 

restroom anywhere near the Amache camp. Such a person would drive out in the middle of 

nowhere down a dirt road that promises the Amache camp will be soon, and whip into what is 

clearly a parking area. Sad, desolate, neglected. And most importantly, no toilet. Such a person 

as previously noted could pee in the open because there’s no one to see, or perhaps even behind a 

commemorative plaque. This is the desolation of this camp.  

It’s windy as hell, uncomfortably so. I’m thinking about the open stalls that Japanese 

Americans had to use. Side by side with no partitions. I’m imagining I would likely dig myself a 

hole far away from everyone else, and do my business there, behind my barrack, in something 

like privacy. but I guess that’s a fantasy too, because there was no privacy. It’s not like I’d have a 

backyard with a fence. Instead, there’d be just another barrack. Although the man at Tule Lake 
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described the holes that Japanese Americans would dig to copulate in. I don’t know why I said 

copulate.  

At Amache, we walk about the half circle reading the plaques, but they say much of the 

same. I don’t know why I grow impatient reading those things. Partly because I know much of it, 

but also mostly because I’m just impatient. I’m the worst museum attendee. I’d rather run 

through the whole place quickly, then go back and take my time. I don’t always like reading. I 

like doing, and I want to walk and see things. Matthew is the opposite. He stands at a plaque for 

ten minutes, taking everything in—I plow through, quickly read, and move on. Always moving.  

We get back into the car and start the “driving tour”—supposedly there’s a tour you can 

download on your iPod that will walk you through the vast and desolate wilderness of Amache. 

But it’s not working for us, so we go without the tour.  

The drive is strange. It’s overcast and eerie, and everything is a little too still. You can 

see some roofs in the far distance, but mostly it’s just overgrown land. The roads remain, which 

is how we can drive, and they make something like a giant tic-tac-toe board, like a lost suburban 

neighborhood, but with fragments of concrete and broken bases everywhere. It reminds me of the 

Tuscaloosa tornado and seeing the aftermath of that landscape, where that beast took everything 

but a house’s concrete base. 

  There’s something akin to these landscapes where camps were located, something 

connected to the landscape flattened by a tornado—in both cases, structures and memories are 

erased, and left only in the minds of those who were there. I feel that way when I drive down 

Hackberry Lane in Tuscaloosa—but I can only kind of see what it used to look like, with trees 

lining the roads, apartment buildings. If I close my eyes I can almost see what it used to look 

like, but then I open them and see the evidence of that giant eraser, the trees stripped of their 
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limbs and leaves, brand new structures all around. I imagine this is what it would be like to 

revisit after having been imprisoned here—you know what it looked like, you KNOW that it 

happened, but it’s just… gone. When I teach my new students, I think about how they have no 

idea what that time was like—how they walk in those spaces or live in the new apartment 

buildings with no real grasp on what happened there. My friend who carried his upstairs 

neighbor’s dead body out of the road. And now my students live in that space with no idea that a 

girl’s lifeless body sat on the grass. I don’t know. I think of this while I’m there, and I get that 

same eerie feeling that I got standing in the spaces the tornado destroyed--- 

like one big eraser.  

And here, it looks as though one big eraser came through.  

We stop the car often so I can try to get out and walk, take pictures, but walking is made 

difficult by the many signs that warn us against snakes.  I go out anyway, but more than once I 

think I see something, yelp, and come running back to the car. Overall I feel like a researcher, 

like a real academic, maybe for the first time ever. I feel like Indiana Jones, like that lady at the 

beginning of Jurassic Park, my simulacra of academic identities, boots tied, khaki shorts on—I 

pushed myself to get out and really see, because it made me feel connected to my research in a 

way I’d never felt before.  

It’s so windy and chilly! and overcast! There’s not much to see and without the tour it 

feels like we’re just driving in a maze. We find the cemetery, which for the most part is intact, 

but it has this wire fence around it that feels... I don’t know. I think of my grandmother’s 

backyard where she’s created a small Japanese rock garden and fountain. It just feels… new.  

There are several small graves, children, babies who died.  
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As we try to find our way back, a family of deer run in front of the car. It’s amazing, and 

beautiful. I loved every second of seeing their graceful bodies leaping across the road. through 

the tall grass, onto the concrete platforms. Seeing these deer is confirmation that these lands, they 

no longer belong to humans. There was nothing here, and then government created the 

structures, and once it was done, they erased them. And now, there’s nothing here again.  

I read that they’re going to build a museum, which will change that space entirely. That’s 

wonderful, but I can’t help but feel like there’s something about the nothingness that tells a story 

no storyteller can tell. I don’t know.  

So we leave Amache, tired, it’s starting to rain. I think the fact that we’ve driven to 

Colorado in two days is starting to get to us. Prior to today I really felt as though I could be a 

nomad for life. Eight hour drives a day! new scenery! new everything! Today I feel tired. and it’s 

raining as we pull into Denver. It’s raining too hard; we can’t see the buildings or scenery or 

anything.  
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CHAPTER 3.2 BARRACKS 

 

The Lost Buildings in camps where Japanese Americans Lived 

 

The spaces are quiet.  

Lost, alone.  

Still.  

Ghosts of the buildings. 

Ghosts in the buildings.  

The wind slams a door as I peek into a mess hall in Idaho.  

I jump, run, apologizing to the ghosts.  

I’m sorry. I’m sorry.  

If I squint 

Maybe I can see the doors and windows and walls 

If I squint 

Maybe I can see a life here. 

 

If the walls of the barracks could talk,  

They would have told an American story.  

A father telling a child 

He cannot sit in the mess hall with friends.  

Dinner time  
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is family time. 

 

These buildings are invisible to us.  

Memory constructs them plank by plank.  

If I close my eyes as I stand on the road in Amache,  

maybe I can see the buildings growing from the grass, out of foundations.  

When I open my eyes, there are electric poles and Japanese Americans walking to school with 

bags bumping against their backs, laughing, running, screaming, crying. 

I see a Japanese woman hanging clothes on a line,  

and she turns to me and she is my granny, 

 in her sun hat hanging clothes 

 on a bright summer day  

in her gardening hat. 
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When spaces are gone, 

we must rebuild them.  

When histories are erased,  

we must re-write them.  

In Manzanar,  

they hired construction workers to rebuild the barracks.  

In writing, 

We use memories to rebuild. 

Imagination brings  

nail and  

wood and  

Illustration 12, Granny 
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sweat to this project.  
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CHAPTER 4 COUNTER MEMORY-NARRATIVES FROM ARKANSAS 

 

“The act of imagination…magic alone. It is an incantation destined to produce the object of 

one’s thought, the thing one desires, in a manner that one can take possession of it” –Sartre, 

Psychology of the Imagination (177) 

 

In “Absent Images of Memory: Remembering and Reenacting Japanese Internment,” 

Marita Sturken asserts that “when personal memories are deployed in the context of marking the 

anniversary of history events, they are presented either as the embodied evidence of history or as 

evidence of history’s failures” (688). In the case of Japanese American incarceration, personal 

anecdotes often support existing histories, but at times they reveal the representational failures of 

state-sanctioned narratives. Survivors’ accounts complicate unilateral narratives of the event, 

particularly when they challenge the totalizing narrative, or expose a history as being incomplete 

(Sturken 688).  

The perceived instability of memory poses the greatest challenge to revising narratives of 

oppression. Anecdote alone is rarely enough to amend even a contested history. But as Sturken 

notes, “the original experiences of memory are irretrievable; we cannot ever ‘know’ them except 

through memory” (688). The imaginative act of recollection becomes the means by which the 

subject projects their own desires onto their memory of an event. They take ownership of the 

memory by contributing to the imagining of it.  Or, as Ricœur states, “With remembering, the 

emphasis is placed on the return to awakened conscious of an event recognized as having 
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occurred before the moment when consciousness declares having experienced, perceived, 

learned it” (58).  For those who have been incarcerated, the act of relating their story returns 

them to the experience of incarceration. The speaker necessarily provides information that the 

auditor cannot access.  

In Memory, Forgetting, and the Moving Image, Caterina Albano explores the historical 

and cultural significance of memory as a “temporal and spatial environment we inhabit 

subjectively, but also socially and culturally” (xiv). Albano identifies the ways in which memory 

reveals important information about the present, as well as reconstructing the past. Memory is 

vital to the construction of history because it “adds the feeling and sensation of what happened” 

(Albano xiv). I am particularly concerned with this addition of “feeling and sensation,” and have 

argued that narrative, for this very reason, is central to the histories of marginalized or oppressed 

populations. The “feeling and sensation” of a Sugimoto painting, for example, can be discerned 

from its composition and stylistic features. The “feeling and sensation” of oral histories may be 

inferred from content, tone, expression, and gesture.  

 In the case of Japanese American incarceration, direct access to these memory-narratives 

can help audiences better understand the not only the incarceration itself, but also the feeling and 

sensation of having been incarcerated. The omission of individual narratives of the event allows 

us to generalize and sanitize the experience. This sanitization does not necessarily serve 

malevolent ends. Rather, it arises from a national reluctance to accept complicity in Japanese 

American incarceration. By extension, such reluctance lends credence to a euphemistic national 

narrative of the event. Furthermore, it is bound up in Nietzsche’s notion of antiquarian history—

in many ways, we as Americans strive to remain secure in the righteousness of our national 

identity.  
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Despite this desire to forget, the duty of remembering places a historical burden on 

official accounts of national memory. Ricœur notes that the duty of memory itself “projects us 

well beyond a simple phenomenology of memory, and even beyond an epistemology of history, 

to the heart of the hermeneutics of the historical condition” (86). Regarding the historical 

condition and the human condition, he asserts that 

These difficulties cannot be discussed responsibly until we have crossed through 

the arid plains of epistemology of historical knowledge and entered the region of 

conflicts among individual memory, collective memory, and historical memory, at 

the point where the living memory of survivors confronts the distantiated, critical 

gaze of the historian, to say nothing of the viewpoint of the judge […] to say, you 

will remember is to say, you will not forget (87).  

Like Nietzsche’s monumental, antiquarian, and critical approaches to history, Ricœur divides 

memory into three categories, all of which may offer conflicting narratives. Memory is perhaps 

the trickiest variable in assembling narratives. The fragmentary nature of memory often prompts 

disorganization and conflict within individual accounts of an event. Digital spaces must arrange 

and organize these fragments to create a cohesive narrative of incarceration.  

Many digital spaces memorialize Japanese American incarceration by collecting stories 

which challenge the official narrative of the event. A simple keyword search in an online search 

engine will produce numerous digital spaces, including blogs, museum sites, articles, and 

archives. Densho and the Japanese American National Museum (JANM) are the leading digital 

resources on Japanese American incarceration. These sites gather and disseminate individual 

stories of incarceration to construct a more authentic narrative of the event. Densho is “The 

Japanese American Legacy Project, […] a digital archive of videotaped interviews, photographs, 
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documents, and other materials relating to the Japanese American experience.” This archive has 

no physical counterpart, though their offices are housed in Seattle. The Japanese American 

National Museum (JANM) website is the digital counterpart to a physical museum located in Los 

Angeles. These two online spaces house a wealth of narratives around Japanese American 

incarceration, with Densho hosting more than 825 visual histories and over 1,600 hours of 

recorded video interviews.  

Attempts to recover the history of this event are instances of what Kim Gallon (2016) 

calls a “technology of recovery,” acts that are “characterized by efforts to bring forth the full 

humanity of marginalized peoples through the use of digital platforms and tools.” Gallon’s work 

considers the ways Black studies “recover Black people’s humanities” through the use of digital 

projects and online platforms like Black Twitter. Densho and JANM, too, constitute sites of 

recovery—translated literally, Densho means “to pass down.” Considering that the Arkansas 

camps are the most in need of “recovery,” I focus on the rhetorical functions of Arkansas camp 

narratives, as they are presented on sites that contribute to a larger narrative of incarceration.   

On the JANM webpage, audiences can access paintings by Henry Sugimoto, an artist 

who was incarcerated in the Jerome camp in Arkansas. On the Densho webpage, I analyze oral 

and visual histories from Rohwer, and consider the ways Densho situates the narrative of the 

camp within a larger, collective narrative. During my research trip, I visited the physical spaces 

of the camps themselves, while simultaneously identifying how digital spaces create, recreate, or 

recover these histories. Just as digital technologies occupy physical spaces, the physical is also 

present in the digital. I visit the Densho site in much the same way I visited the Jerome camp site 

in Arkansas.  These visits, whether physical or virtual, both move the visitor through narratives 
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of incarceration. Online spaces require the visitor’s participation, as we make decisions about 

how we navigate these sites, often by physically “clicking.”  

 Janet Murray (1998) and Marie-Laure Ryan use “agency” and “interactivity”, 

respectively, to discuss the ways in which the viewer or audience engages with a digital form. I, 

however, prefer to speak of the experience as participatory. This adjective encompasses both 

agency, in that a participant must be active and therefore in control, and interactivity, in that 

participation requires engagement on the part of the viewer. Murray and Ryan’s terms are 

germane to various parts of the participant experience, but these interactions exist under a larger 

umbrella of participation, in which the audience shifts from a passive to an active position, both 

as agents and as interactors. 

 Video games and other mediums with a built-in narrative structure are most often used as 

a frame for discussing narrative agency in virtual mediums, but I consider the ways that online 

archives and databases, specifically Densho.org, require similar kinds of user participation to 

gaming. Obvious differences include the lack of an avatar, the virtual persona the user identifies 

with, but Densho.org remains a space where I, the audience member, must navigate virtual space 

to create the larger narrative of Japanese American incarceration. This kind of interaction occurs 

on a secondary level of Ryan’s interactive model, in which the narrative is “fully pre-

determined.” As Ryan notes, “Narratologists would say that interactivity operates here on the 

level of narrative discourse, as opposed to the level of story, with story as the fabula and 

discourse as the means by which the story is told. This form of interactivity is known as 

hypertextual structure: a collection of documents interconnected by digital links, so that, when 

the user selects a link, a new document comes to the screen” (40).  While it’s true that the user is 

not active in determining the course of individual stories, the order in which these stories are 
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accessed has the potential to alter the user’s perception of a larger narrative. In other words, the 

user’s freedom to move between individual stories impacts the narrative experience in much the 

same way that the juxtaposition of written and visual texts impacts our reading of those texts. 

The site is, in many ways, like an open-world video game, in which the gamer can access any 

part of the game’s milieu at any time without following a pre-determined path.  

 The stories, however, remain pre-determined. The content of digital archives does not 

change because of user action, but the ways in which the user navigates those archives affects 

how they consume and interpret narratives of Japanese American incarceration. This chapter 

considers the experience of “walking” around the JANM and Densho.org websites. I use 

narrative as a framework for analyzing digital spaces, and argue that in moving through those 

spaces, the viewer creates their own narrative of the event.  

 

PICTORIAL NARRATIVITY 

During a philosophy course led by Dr. James Shelley at Auburn University, in an attempt 

to explain the difference between photographs and drawings, he introduced what he called the 

“Dinosaur Thought Experiment.” The experiment is conducted as follows: two individuals walk 

into the woods. They both see a dinosaur. One person takes a photograph of the dinosaur, and the 

other person draws a picture. When presented as evidence of a dinosaur sighting, Shelley asked, 

which medium is most likely to be taken seriously? 

 The class overwhelmingly voted for the photograph, as my own classes do when I 

introduce this thought experiment. Photographic evidence, for the most part, proves that 

something was, as Barthes says, “there-then,” and impossibly also “here-now” (44).  We are 

drawn to the photograph because of its transparency—that is, our belief that we see through the 
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photograph to the “real” object itself. In this way, photography has a tangible impact on our 

perceptions of visually documented events.  However, students often raise the question of 

“doctored” photographs, a concept that entered the public consciousness with advent of 

airbrushing and photo-manipulation software. With these tools widely available, photographs 

perhaps carry less weight than they used to, but when I introduce the Dinosaur Thought 

Experiment to my own students, they invariably still consider photography a more credible 

medium than drawing. This is, of course, the point of the experiment—to explore the ways in 

which we feel photography gets at the “real.” 

 The believability of photography, as opposed to drawing or painting, is particularly 

relevant to narratives of Japanese American incarceration. Most of the photographs of the camps 

depict daily life, but rarely, if ever, barbed wire fences, guns, or private spaces such as 

bathrooms.  The restrictions placed on photographic accounts of camp life limit our ability to see 

“through” to certain events. However, countless stories tell us that yes, the armed guards were 

there; yes, conditions were difficult; and yes, Japanese Americans suffered during their 

incarceration.  Unlike state-sanctioned photographs, drawings by incarcerated people bring this 

suffering to light. More importantly, they make the viewer privy to the realities of incarceration, 

and reveal the artist’s feelings about life in camp.  

 While a photograph of a dinosaur may prove it was there, in that the viewer ‘sees 

through’ to the dinosaur, drawings illuminate the artists’ experience of seeing a dinosaur. Just as 

a storyteller may exaggerate or embellish certain parts of a story to intimate their emotional state, 

artists’ impressions of their subjects are similarly revelatory.  She might draw large teeth and 

nails to signify her own fear of the dinosaur. The artist, in manipulating reality, can show us her 
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perspective.  In this way, a subjective interpretation of an experience arguably carries more 

emotional authenticity than a sanitized, ‘objective’ representation of that same experience. 

 I do not mean to suggest that the photographer does not offer a legitimate perspective of 

an event.  However, the photographer’s very presence may alter the image being captured. We 

look at the camera, and smile. The pictures from those incarcerated are no different.  For these 

reasons, my readings of both photographs and drawings take the rhetorical situation into account, 

and consider the images not in isolation, but in relation to their production, reproduction, and 

circulation. 

Seymour Chatman claims that we take a painting in all at once, and that temporality is the 

enemy of narrative as told through still images.  Largely because of this, as Mieke Bal and 

Wendy Steiner have noted, narrative theory is rarely applicable to the visual arts, since narrative 

has not traditionally been of interest to art historians (Steiner 146). Understanding visual 

narratives necessitates accepting that one narrative mode need not share all the characteristics of 

another to be valid.  Steiner positions narrative potential on a scale—high to low narrative, and 

attributes low narrativity in painting to a lack of “evaluation.” This evaluation is crucial to 

Labov’s theory that the narrator makes clear the reason the narrative is being told (148).  For 

both Bal and Steiner, time, or sequence, is the biggest barrier to narrativizing still images.  One 

event must happen before the other, or else there appears to be no narrative at all.  But I see 

temporality as less of a problem. Steiner notes that painters manipulate elements of their 

compositions, such as perspective or color, to establish narrative. Even without this, I believe 

that reading a painting or image requires time and a sequential approach. Perhaps we take in the 

whole image simultaneously, but the longer we look, the more we focus on these individual 

elements.  
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The viewer applies their own kind of temporality to pictorial narratives.  When I look at 

the Henry Sugimoto painting Reverend Yamazaki Was Beaten in Camp Jerome (1943), for 

example, I perceive a narrative that implies the passage of time. The man in the painting is being 

held and beaten by a group of men. when we encounter Sugimoto’s paintings, we bring with us 

knowledge of Japanese American incarceration, most spaces which host his works, including 

digital spaces, juxtapose the images with text about incarceration. As Barthes notes, these 

juxtapositions help to anchor the image in meaning (40).  

This shift to the viewer, however, creates its own kind of problem. Marie-Laure Ryan’s 

“The Interactive Onion,” as the title suggests, metaphorically treats interactive narratives as 

onions, with many layers surrounding a core she describes as “very difficult to understand” (37).  

She prefers “interactivity” to “agency” to describe the digital viewing experience, as agency does 

not fully capture the relationship between audience and website. By contrast, we might have 

agency when playing with dolls, but that does not mean that the dolls interact with us.  For the 

type of interaction discussed in this project, however, agency is an applicable term. When a 

reader chooses to view a single painting, the painting does not then interact with the viewer.  

This experience relates to the second layer of Ryan’s onion—narrative is predetermined, 

but the viewer has agency over the order or sequence in which they consume that narrative (40).   

“This form of interactivity”, Ryan claims, “requires what is known as hypertextual structure: a 

collection of documents interconnected by digital links, so that, when the user selects a link, a 

new document comes to the screen.  But the narrative forms of hypertext can rely on different 

configurations of links and nodes that embody different philosophies” (40).  The notion of the 

hypertext is central to the experience of viewing a webpage.  The stories linked on the page are 

predetermined, but the viewer chooses which story to read first. While this choice may not alter 
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the text as object, it can adjust the viewer’s understanding of larger narratives, according to the 

order in which the texts are consumed. For example, by placing narratives in a linear order in this 

dissertation, I control the narrative. In a digital space, the user chooses the order, and therefore 

controls their own narrative experience.  

Art historians have traditionally resisted using narrative as a framework for discussing 

paintings. Mieke Bal claims that while narratology in film is obvious and well-scrutinized, 

narratology in art history is “not very popular,” and “this is understandable, as critical 

interpretation of visual texts has often relied on the narratives that the image allegedly 

‘illustrates,’ thus subordinating visual to literary narrative” (165).  Steiner, too, observes that 

narrative theory is often incompatible with visual arts. Like Bal, she notes that narrativity in art 

has not traditionally been a focus for art historians (146). There is, however, a wealth of 

information and theory on the relationship between rhetoric and the arts.  By adopting Bal’s 

theory of narratology, and using the viewer and context of the painting to fill in the gaps left by 

time and focalization, we can identify and analyze the narratives of Henry Sugimoto’s work.  In 

doing so, we create the means by which to consider these pieces’ contribution to a multivocal 

narrative of incarceration.  

One strategy for filling in the aforementioned gaps can be found in visual rhetorical 

theory. In “Doing Rhetorical History of the Visual” (2004), Cara Finnegan calls scholars to not 

merely define visual rhetoric as a category, but to view it as a mode of inquiry (199).  She 

examines visual texts through three lenses: production—where the works come from and why 

they appear in the spaces we find them; reproduction—what the works are made to do in the 

contexts in which we discover them; and circulation—how the works are made available to us 

(200). Similarly, Marguerite Helmers’ model for rhetorically analyzing the fine arts includes 
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three different considerations: the spectator (a consideration of who is viewing and how they fill 

in gaps of meaning based on individual knowledge); the object being viewed; and the space in 

which the object is viewed (65).  For the purposes of this project, I am the spectator, the objects 

are the individual narratives, and the JANM and Densho websites are the contexts in which the 

objects are viewed.  

While the position of a “knowledgeable” viewer might seem preferable, Helmers 

considers Lynn Pearce’s claim that the knowledgeable viewer is restricted by how they think an 

image should be read, while the naïve viewer is free to interpret the image as it ought to be 

perceived (67).  In this way, both kinds of viewers contribute their own experiences to the 

narratives, but the naïve viewer has more agency.  This kind of logic seems at odds with how we 

generally approach the viewer’s role.  Tradition tells us that the more historical knowledge we 

bring to a text, the better we can understand it.  However, if we consider that interpretive 

freedom may lead to a greater investment in the narrative, which may in turn create a better 

understanding of or connection with the text, the naïve viewer becomes desirable.   

 As a knowledgeable viewer, for example, I see a representation of Japanese American 

incarceration and can relate it to what I already know about the event. A naïve viewer, on the 

other hand, does not see the image and immediately connect it with a historical narrative. They 

must look carefully at the painting, and try to understand how the image relates to them, and to 

the space in which it is viewed. However, the historical context of my project makes the naïve 

viewer somewhat irrelevant. The context in which representations of Japanese American 

incarceration are viewed requires that the viewer, in the course of seeking these materials out, 

become more knowledgeable.  
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 The viewer is of interest to me, and it is on the viewer which I place most of the 

responsibility for constructing a narrative.  As Mieke Bal claims, the narrative text should ideally 

have three layers: the text (the object itself); the story (the content of the text); and the fabula (the 

events as experienced by actors, or rather, the thing which makes the narrative recognizable 

across cultures and mediums) (5, 9-10).  In regard to visual narrative, Bal writes: 

I see three specific areas in which a visual narratology can be usefully embraced. 

First, the analysis of visual images as narratives in and of themselves can do 

justice to an aspect of images and their effect that neither iconography nor other 

art historical practices can quite articulate. Second, the comparison of literary 

narratives and films based on them can be developed as a form of cultural 

criticism that does not privilege the literary ‘source.’ Third, perhaps most 

expectantly, attention to visuality is tremendously enriching for the analysis of 

literary narratives (166).  

To participate in visual narratology, Bal suggests that we first forget the fabula and start with the 

work itself, the object. She asks that we look for the visual equivalent of “signs,” and most 

importantly, that we consider focalization. The concept of focalization pertains to the viewer and 

their perspective, in a manner similar to Marguerite Helmers’ theory of spectator, object, and 

context.  Bal defines focalization as “the relationship between the ‘vision,’ the agent that sees, 

and that which is seen” (149). In this way, the same object or event “can be differently 

interpreted according to different focalizers” (166).  The focalizer, or the viewer, then becomes 

an agent in the interpretation of the visual narrative.  

 In “Pictorial Narrativity”, Wendy Steiner aims to “consider the preconditions of 

‘narrative painting,’” a term previously defined in a symposium on narrative and the ancient arts 
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as “the rendering of specific events, whether mythological, legendary, historical, or fictional, 

involving recognizable personages” (146). Once the preconditions for historical narratives have 

been established, Steiner examines what she calls the “knowledge potential” of certain narrative 

paintings. (147).  Narratologists, Steiner claims, tend to imagine that their frameworks apply to 

many different media (we might think of Bal—the fabula is what transcends mediums). 

Nevertheless, Steiner sees the application of linguistic frameworks to the visual as a “somewhat 

dangerous procedure,” because the linguistic may end up having no bearing on the visual (147).  

While I agree that not all linguistic jargon will apply to visual narratives, some, particularly 

rhetorical terms, bridge the gulf between the familiar world of linguistic narratology and the 

relatively uncharted realms of digital and visual narratology. 

Henry Sugimoto’s work is certainly the kind which Steiner describes as the most highly 

narrative—“paintings depicting specific (though not necessarily existent) personages engaged in 

some singular (in both senses) act” (148).  Sugimoto’s individual paintings often represent 

Japanese Americans carrying out various tasks at the Jerome camp. In this way, we might see 

them as “historical”—that is, as the type of narrative art Steiner’s work aims to further 

understand. Sugimoto’s works operate on multiple narrative levels, each separate but dependent 

on the others:  the narrative of the individual paintings; the larger narrative of the paintings 

completed during Sugimoto’s time in the camps; and the narrative sequence created by the 

viewer, accessing the images through the JANM website. These three narrative levels contribute 

to a multivocal perspective of the paintings and the stories they tell, individually and/or 

collectively.  
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HENRY SUGIMOTO & THE PAINTING OF JEROME 

Henry Sugimoto, a Japanese American painter, became a U.S. citizen in 1953, after 

spending three years with his wife and child incarcerated at the Jerome camp in Arkansas. He 

was born in Wakayama, Japan and trained as an artist in Europe.  Like many Japanese 

Americans, he was encouraged to continue with his life as he had prior to incarceration. As such, 

he continued to paint in camp.  While Japanese Americans were mostly prohibited from 

photographing their experience, they could document their experience. Marita Sturken lists 

Henry Sugimoto’s works on a list of “counter-images” that fell outside of government control 

(693). As K. Kuramistu explains:  

When agency was stripped from Japanese Americans during the war, one of the 

few ways left for the internees to articulate their identities was artistic expression. 

Paintings, sculptures, and drawings from the internment camps are works of art 

that function as aesthetic objects asserting and constructing positions of agency. 

(621).  

The fifty paintings created by Henry Sugimoto during his incarceration at Jerome are crucial to 

exploring a visual history of Japanese American incarceration.  Sugimoto claims he concentrated 

on painting “for a record” (Kuramitsu 628).  The director at Jerome often encouraged 

Sugimoto’s work, arousing a suspicion that his paintings may be manipulated to serve a state- 

sanctioned narrative of Japanese-American incarceration. Despite these misgivings, Sugimoto 

strove to capture the “essence” of camp from an incarcerated person’s perspective. Sugimoto’s 

paintings, then, provide us with a view of camp life that would otherwise have gone unseen.  

 The main JANM webpage includes a subheading with a list of hyperlinks available, one 

of which is titled “Collections & Research.” Following this link, the viewer is taken to a page 
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where they can access the online museum collections, many of which are artists’ depictions of 

camp. Included in this archive is the Henry Sugimoto Collection, a series of paintings and items 

that were originally featured in the exhibition Henry Sugimoto: Painting an American 

Experience. The paintings are listed chronologically, with the original date of the painting listed 

beside the title. Most of the works are representations of camp, but many were painted prior to 

Sugimoto’s incarceration. For example, in Sugimoto’s piece, initially Untitled but later titled 

News of Pearl Harbor18, a Japanese American family is shown sitting around the radio listening 

to a broadcast about the bombing of Pearl Harbor. 

In the painting, two adult Japanese Americans sit at a table, turning radio knobs. A 

newspaper is visible, announcing that the Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor.  A picture of 

President Lincoln hangs over the table, with a small American flag.  A young boy in overalls 

points out the window at a flying bird, but the frame is interrupted as the scene morphs into that 

of the bombing—a burning ship and Japanese planes dropping explosives from above.  The 

overall impression is of spaces merging; the destruction of Pearl Harbor is being visited upon 

this Japanese American family. In this way, the painting is eerily prescient. 

 This painting orients the viewer in the specific historic period, via the images of the 

newspaper and the Pearl Harbor bomb site.  Barthes claims that words anchor an image in 

meaning, and in Iconology, W.J.T. Mitchell reminds us that images very rarely appear without 

some sort of text accompanying them (17).  The painting is given a title that contextualizes the 

event being depicted, and the viewer is likely to encounter written texts accompanying the work, 

as on a website or in a museum. 

                                                 
18 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.104/ 
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 In the case of Sugimoto’s work, the title contextualizes the painting—it offers a summary 

of its contents and orients the viewer in a specific time period.  The complicating action is clear, 

as it appears over the top half of the painting—the war planes firebombing the ship while a 

Japanese American family, worried, attempts to get news of the event.  The painting is dark, with 

mostly grays above the family, like a thunderhead.  The composition reveals the artist’s 

perspective of this particular historical event.  In this case, the adult actors have looks of concern.  

Despite sitting in a house that looks typically American (a red checkered table cloth, the Lincoln 

portrait, the flag, etc.), they know that the bombing of Pearl Harbor will create problems for 

them. The boy represents naivety and innocence, as he points out the window at a bird flying 

free, the planes threatening overhead.  This juxtaposition foreshadows future events of 

incarceration. Just as the planes represent the Japanese, the similarly-shaped bird represents the 

Japanese American family, who are seen as similar to the Japanese but, as the painting asserts, 

are not the same.  The bird flies up to freedom, while the planes are angled down towards the 

destruction. Since “looking like the enemy” played a major role in the incarceration of Japanese 

Americans, this visual parallelism is central to understanding the narrative of the painting. The 

foreshadowing inherent in the composition resolves the complicating action and appends a coda 

to the story—it “ends” the narrative.   

By foregrounding certain elements of the composition, the artist projects temporality onto 

the painting. The viewer may take the image in all at once, but to look closely as specific 

elements, they must follow a kind of sequence, isolating moments before moving on to the next.  

The viewer must first interpret the events unfolding in the scene as a whole.  They look at the 

family, their home, before their eyes stray upward to the site of violence. Only then can they 

focus on the boy and the bird, who occupy the background of the scene. If the bird, for instance, 
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were the viewer’s primary focus, decontextualized from the rest of the painting, its significance 

would be lost on them. In this way, the viewer is compelled to read the painting as a contained 

narrative. However, the image also functions as an early installment in the narrative of 

Sugimoto’s oeuvre, and in the story of Japanese American incarceration. 

While News of Pearl Harbor offers a more traditional narrative, a 1943 untitled work 

provides a look at the landscape of camp. Perhaps the fact that the work remains “untitled” is 

itself an indication of the lack of narrative; News of Pearl Harbor takes its title from the event it 

depicts. This 1943 untitled work lacks a clear narrative framework, due in large part to its lack of 

what Mieke Bal would call “agents,” the actors that drive the narrative. Instead19, a gray camp 

landscape is punctuated by brightly colored characters. Like many of Sugimoto’s depictions of 

the camp, the scene is bleak and dark. The only brightly colored objects in the photo are an 

American flag, a green tree, two children, and a woman on a porch, beckoning to the children.  

These bright colors stand in stark contrast to the background. By foregrounding such objects, 

Sugimoto suggests that human life, patriotic sentiment, and natural splendor are bright spots 

amid the dull gray of prison life. Three identical barracks, built close together, dominate the 

composition. The Japanese American National Museum describes the painting as follows: 

Two children, one dressed in red coat with yellow hat, the other in yellow coat 

and hat with grey boots, walk toward woman at right. The woman is in blue 

waving to them from a porch at right. A cylindrical object, perhaps a barrel or 

trashcan, lies on its side in left foreground. A pile of logs is stacked at right near 

woman in blue on porch, next to a small tree with green leaves. In the center is a 

                                                 
19 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.21/ 
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small. An American flag is on a flagstaff in the background. Another barracks is 

visible to the left in the distance. 

It is interesting that the museum’s description puts the children in motion, therefore creating a 

narrative, in which the agent, the children, are participating in an action. If we follow the logic of 

this description, the unnamed work might have been titled Children Called in from Play. Unlike 

News of Pearl Harbor, an interpretation of the painting is embedded in JANM’s synopsis of it. 

This is not to say that such an interpretation is problematic—indeed, my own interpretation of 

the painting is that the children do not want to go inside. Looking closely, the viewer can see that 

both children are standing with legs spread slightly, as if in defiance. They are not moving, but 

rather facing the woman who is in motion, waving them inside. Considering the bleakness of 

their surroundings, I read resistance in this narrative. The children refuse to submit and reenter 

the barracks.  

 This analysis is once more dependent on the agent—that is the children—acting, whereas 

landscapes without humans offer little room for a narrativized interpretation. Rather, they are a 

pieces of the overall narrative of Sugimoto’s works, and of the camp itself. In Jerome Camp from 

Swamp20 we see a gray landscape with the uniform outlines of barracks in the background. 

Foregrounded are the swamp lands, which include reeds reflected in patches of water with a 

greenish hue. There exist no agents, but the painting offers a glimpse of the larger narratives 

enacted in this landscape. By foregrounding the swamp and allowing the barracks to occupy the 

background, Sugimoto offers a perspective that highlights the land surrounding the camps, rather 

than the camps themselves. The water feels reminiscent of a moat—it works both to prevent 

unauthorized access, and to contain incarcerated Japanese Americans. The same may be said of 

                                                 
20 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.41/ 
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the barriers, both natural and man-made, that surrounded the camps—they served both to detain 

and to exclude.  Knowing the violence many incarcerees experienced in the Arkansas camps, 

keeping the general public out seems as purposeful as it is unsettling.  

 While the barracks in Sugimoto’s landscapes are often depicted as identical, here each 

barrack has distinguishing features.  Most barracks are private spaces shared by families and 

incarcerees, but some, such as the mess hall, were public. The mess hall was understandably a 

community center for Japanese Americans incarcerated in relocation and assembly camps.  

Incarcerees describe the crowded nature of the mess hall, the ill-tasting food, and the chaos that 

often accompanied feeding so many people in a small space.  The mess halls were generally 

located in the center of the barracks, and this central location reflects the importance of the mess 

hall, not only as a dining area, but also as a venue for building community.  

The painting Mess Hall Jerome Camp (Our mess hall (documentary))21 shows the outside 

of the building. The JANM description tells us that “The sky is dark,” a somewhat mild 

description for the actual visual. The sky is foreboding, with dark clouds creeping over the 

buildings, as before a storm. The sense of threat is heightened by an armed guard and barbed 

wire fence in front of the building. An armed guard also walks beside the building labeled “Mess 

Hall.” A military vehicle with WRA printed on the side is in front of a different structure, one of 

many visible in the painting. Like Sugimoto’s other works, along with the elements of camp, 

daily life is shown. A man in a chef’s hat and apron is walking out of the building holding two 

pails, and two women in hats are standing outside.  

Whereas Mess Hall Jerome Camp focuses on the outside of the building, Sugimoto’s 

Documentary, Our Mess Hall offers a look at the inside of the hall. As Roger Daniels reports, 

                                                 
21 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.142/ 
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attempts were made to be sensitive to the pallets of Japanese Americans, but most camps failed 

miserably to supply food that Japanese Americans wanted to eat (67). Mess halls consisted of 

wooden benches and tables, and incarcerees stood in what were often long lines to receive plates 

of food.  

In Documentary, Our Mess Hall22, we see what is presumably Sugimoto’s family eating a 

meal. The scene is depicted from above. At the table many generations are represented, from an 

older, smiling woman to a young, confused looking girl. Even a small baby is visible, being fed 

by an older woman.  This picture, in many ways, captures what Sugimoto’s work is best at— 

everyday American family scenes, juxtaposed with the struggle of incarceration by one’s own 

country. Most of the family members are smiling, and the viewer gets the sense that while 

quarters may be cramped, the family is having a nice meal.   

 While many of Sugimoto’s works are centered around buildings and the landscape of 

camp, other works focus on certain moments that would have been familiar to many Japanese 

Americans. Sugimoto’s painting, Send Off Husband at Jerome Camp (1943)23, depicts a family 

saying goodbye to a father and husband as he leaves in a military uniform. The painting includes 

the barbed wire fences, rarely seen in photographs of Jerome, and the guard tower in the 

background, where white American soldiers pointed guns in the direction of the camp.  The 

barbed wire fences and guard tower clutter the painting and make it feel cramped, echoing the 

conditions of incarceration. These structures frame the painting, creating clear boundaries 

between the trees and the manmade road.  A Japanese American man is waving goodbye over his 

shoulder, holding only one bag for his journey.  He is looking behind him, toward the camp and 

his family, rather than forward. In this painting, we see the Japanese American soldier moving 

                                                 
22 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.56/ 
23 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.1/ 
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forward yet looking back, torn between loyalty to his country and worry for the family that same 

country has imprisoned.   

The mother and children wave a handkerchief and an American flag, connoting both 

sadness and an enduring nationalistic pride.  A camp guard with an exaggeratedly white face 

stands close to the family, with the blade of a sharp bayonet almost touching the mother’s arm.  

He stands between the family and the Japanese American soldier. His blade, so close to the 

mother, acts as a reminder that while her husband leaves to fight, white American soldiers 

remain to guard Japanese American citizens who have done no wrong.  The word “STOP” may 

be read on a sign that separates husband from family, creating yet another boundary between 

them. If not for the barbed wire fences, the tower, and the figure of the guard, the picture would 

resemble depictions of white American families waving husbands off to war. The painting 

simultaneously portrays incarcerated Japanese Americans’ attempts at normalcy, and the bleak 

reality of their surroundings.  It encompasses, in short, what photographs of the camps often fail 

to accomplish—hope and the fear, captured in a single image.  

Many of Sugimoto’s paintings ruminate on the irony of loyalty to a country that displaced 

and incarcerated the artist and his family.  This irony is central to the narrative of Japanese 

American incarceration, but is rarely captured in photographs. While state-sanctioned 

photographs tend to show the smiling faces of men in uniform, Sugimoto’s paintings reveal 

counter-narratives; for instance, the reality of Japanese American families torn apart by war. 

Both Goodbye my son24 and Old parents thinking about their son on the battlefield25 

depict Japanese American parents parting with their sons as they leave to join the war effort. In 

                                                 
24 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.46/ 
25 http://www.janm.org/collections/item/92.97.4/ 
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Goodbye my son, a father and mother are shown embracing their son outside the mess hall. The 

family wear somber expressions, and the soldier’s eyes are directed at the viewer. In the 

background, other incarcerated Japanese Americans carry on with their daily lives. Similarly, in 

Old parents thinking about their son on the battlefield, a father sits with his face on the palm of 

his hand, while a mother stands slightly slumped over, leaning on a cane. The barracks around 

them appear barren and the sky is dark and threatening.  The painting itself is difficult to 

describe; it so movingly captures what many older Japanese parents must have experienced, 

seeing their American-born sons shipped off to war. It is difficult, too, to imagine the feeling of 

burning letters and photographs, severing family ties, and being forced to reject one’s heritage 

and identity by the country that proceeds to take away one’s child.  

 We react differently to this image than we might to its description.  Philosopher Jenefer 

Robinson claims that Expressionism provides examples for how a picture can express emotion 

by “manifesting the way the world looks to a person in that emotional state” (282).  She uses 

Munch’s The Scream as an example of the ways in which the environment reflects and therefore 

creates the mood and emotion of the painting. These Sugimoto paintings operate in a similar 

manner—the blurred edges, threatening sky, and dark colors create an atmosphere of somber 

reflection, while also conveying a sense of helplessness.   

 Sugimoto’s paintings resist and refute the official narrative of incarceration. Families do 

not look happy to make this “wartime sacrifice”, and the images do not attempt to sanitize or 

downplay incarcerated Japanese Americans’ suffering. Sugimoto’s work explores a visual 

history of incarceration often omitted from photographic evidence. For this reason, such 

depictions should be viewed alongside the official photographs to provide audiences with a more 
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comprehensive visual history of life in camp. A website like JANM provides such opportunities, 

granting scholars, students, and citizens access to this important counter-narrative. 

Overall, the JANM site provides structure, allowing visitors to make sense of the 

diverging narratives of Japanese American incarceration. To access multiple perspectives, the 

viewer must move in and out of individual collections. By contrast, Densho’s digital archives are 

organized more loosely. The viewer has a greater degree of control over their interaction with the 

narrative. Rather than structuring their collections around individual accounts, Densho organizes 

their materials thematically. The layout and design of the webpage encourages the viewer to 

‘wander’ around the site.  

 

DENSHO & ORAL HISTORIES: FRAGMENTS OF A LARGER NARRATIVE 

 In 1996, the nonprofit organization Densho was created with the goal of gathering oral 

histories of Japanese Americans who were incarcerated during WWII. Eventually the project 

evolved into what it is today, not only an online archive of the history of Japanese American 

incarceration, but also a shared digital space for the community of survivors and scholars who 

study and discuss Japanese American incarceration. Densho’s self-described mission is 

to preserve the testimonies of Japanese Americans who were unjustly incarcerated 

during World War II before their memories are extinguished. We offer these 

irreplaceable firsthand accounts, coupled with historical images and teacher 

resources, to explore principles of democracy, and promote equal justice for all. 

During and after the 2016 election, Densho has also been central to activism and advocacy for 

Muslim and Jewish communities who have been targeted by domestic terrorism. These actions 
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are fueled by a desire not only to enshrine memories before they are “extinguished,” but also to 

prevent an injustice like Japanese American incarceration from ever recurring.  

The oral histories in Densho’s online archives often reflect the fragmentary nature of 

memory. In an interview, George, when asked for stories of the Jerome camp, tells of a young 

child who slipped into a hot tub full of water and drowned.26 He says he remembers the funeral, 

but it is interesting that George begins with this story—this memory. He says, “something sad” 

as a segue into the memory, but the interviewer never asks him to relay a “sad” memory. He goes 

on to mention a time when his tonsils were taken out, but his memories of camp are fragmented, 

as the interviewer notes:  

  [So, and do you, how, do these memories come just in little pieces?] 

G: It's in little pieces. 

[And you get things refreshed when you hear stories from other people.] 

G: Right. 

“It’s in little pieces” is precisely how I would describe the ways narratives are arranged on the 

Densho site. Though users are welcome to watch an interview in its entirety, Densho edits clips 

of these interviews into montages that attempt to organize stories around a common theme—

stories about barracks, leaving home, food at camp, etc. The interviews are rarely clear, linear 

accounts of life in the camps. Rather, they offer us threads, which must be woven together to 

create a cohesive narrative. 

 Some of the archived stories, however, fulfill Labov’s definition of narrative not as a 

piece in a larger narrative, but as a story unto itself. For example, while George’s story is more 

fragmented, Rose, who was incarcerated at the camp in Rohwer, Arkansas, relates a more 

                                                 
26 http://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1000-359-6/ 
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complete narrative. Labov’s framework can be more easily applied to Rose’s story because it 

focuses more on the long-term effects of incarceration than on her memories of camp life. In the 

interview, Rose describes what she remembers and feels about losing family possessions: “The 

whole idea of trying to decide what you’re going to take…um…I have a little bit of idiosyncrasy. 

I’m sort of gone over the top in gathering Japanese imari plates and tea sets…my house can’t 

hold it…I just feel like I have to get…and all these things, I have my name on them.” As Rose 

tells the interviewer about her desire to collect plates, tears stream down her face.  “I go over 

here regularly when there is a warehouse sale. I mean I’m serious. I’m out of bed with no make-

up on just to be there, be first in line.” And then, tellingly, “there’s something to be said 

somehow I think certain pieces like belong to me. It’s not a piece of art or a plate somehow…uh,  

I don’t know why, I don’t know why.” She wipes away a tear and tells the interviewer that her 

parents had wonderful things, and that gifts were important to Japanese culture. Of her parents’ 

lost possessions, she finally says, “there was one imari plate and I don’t know where it is, but I 

been running around trying to find it.” 

 Rose’s narrative, like many others, provides the audience with a wealth of information in 

few words. The one imari plate that she has been chasing is revealed as the emblem of her 

parents’ losses.  Her desire to regain ownership of what was taken from them is clear.  The 

object, the imari plate, represents something larger. it stands in for not only for the loss of 

property, but the loss of identity, heritage, and history endured by incarcerated Japanese 

Americans. Heirlooms are passed down as reminders of who we are and where we come from. 

To deny Rose’s family this act of handing-down has evidently visited lasting emotional trauma 

upon her. The allegorical significance of the imari plate, then, is at the heart of this story. It 

underscores precisely why diverse narrative modes are vital to preserving the history of Japanese 
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American incarceration. Rose’s story tells the audience not only about Rose, but prompts 

questions about identity, loyalty, and the ways we interpret history. 

 Transcription, however, cannot capture the various means by which Rose expresses 

herself. Tears, for one, accompany much of her speech. Her tone of voice is resigned and 

mournful.  Her pauses are telling, as are speech disfluencies such as “um” and “like.”  Deborah 

Schiffrin claims that these kind of discourse markers “express interactional alignment and 

convey social meaning” (314), but unfortunately these elements of a narrative are often omitted 

in written transcripts, unless the audio transcribed specifically for linguistic analysis.  

 Rose’s voice begins to shake the moment the interviewer asks her what she remembers 

about leaving for the camp.  The words “decide what you’re going to take” are uneven and shaky 

and followed by significant pauses and speech disfluency, which implies hesitation or 

discomfort.  This phrase functions as the topic sentence for Rose’s speech; it intimates that she is 

beginning a story about the possessions her family left behind during their displacement to the 

camp.  As she begins to describe her current compulsion to collect imari plates, a tear forms and 

begins to drop down her cheek.  When she tells us, “my house can’t hold it,” she raises a hand to 

the interviewer in a “stop” gesture, as if to push back against the question, or maybe the plates 

themselves.  

The complicating action in the story lies in R’s seemingly unhealthy addiction to buying 

these plates.  “All these things,” she says, and then she claps her hands together nervously, “I 

have my name on them.” Her emotion here is visible in her facial expressions and body 

language.  When she says, “I’m serious, I’m over there with no make-up on,” she makes a large 

gesture with both hands, and the audience can hear a hint of a laugh in her voice. She tells some 

of the story half smiling, and when she repeats, “I don’t know why, I don’t know why,” she 
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shrugs and smiles at the interviewer, eyes wet.  Her attempt to laugh and smile may operate as a 

kind of defense mechanism to mask the traumatic nature of the event.  Bringing her narrative 

full-circle, she provides us, the viewers with an insight into Japanese culture and her parents’ lost 

possessions.  

 The coda arrives when Rose says, “there was one imari plate and I don’t know where it 

is, but I been running around trying to find it.”  This sentence signals the end of this narrative, 

and reveals that Rose’s fixation with imari plates is inspired by the loss of a specific plate that 

belonged to her family.  Codas, Labov claims, “have the property of bridging the gap between 

the moment of time at the end of the narrative proper and the present. They bring the narrator 

and listener back to the point at which they entered the narrative” (365).  In the case of Rose’s 

narrative, she returns us to the initial recollection of her family trying to decide what to take with 

them to the camp.   

 The experience of reading a transcript of Rose’s interview and the experience of listening 

to and watching her in the interview are so different as to defy comparison.  Her smiles, her 

shrugs, her hand motions, her tone of voice, her accent, the laughter, the tears—all of these 

communicate their own messages.  Future projects, containing embedded digital media, will 

analyze these messages, but the following section examines the rhetorical strategies through 

which Densho constructs a narrative of the Jerome camp.  

 

DENSHO AND THE JEROME EXPERIENCE 

 Densho’s main page is highly dynamic. Images and words move in and out of view as the 

user scrolls over the various hyperlinks. Two primary hyperlinks are stable—one leads to a fixed 

destination, while the other links to rotating content. The “Core Story” page offers an overview, 
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while “Oral History Spotlight” page features different primary narratives of or about 

incarceration. The slideshow at the top of the page runs through four primary pages; the first 

simply states the mission of Densho while the others command the user to “Discover,” 

“Explore,” and “Learn,” each with hyperlinks that take the user to different aspects of the site.  

 Depending on the user’s previous knowledge of incarceration and purpose for visiting, 

they could have a multitude of experiences on the site. Even at a late stage of my research, I find 

that there remain parts of the archive I have yet to study in detail. A layout such as this requires 

the user to exercise a certain amount of agency when navigating the webpage. The user cannot 

be a passive participant, but must actively make decisions about how they wish to access this 

information. 

For the purposes of this project, I am most interested in how the narratives of each camp 

are told, and so by following the hyperlink I am taken to a page titled “Archives.” Two options 

are available, the first of which is the archive, a page left over from a previous version of the 

website. This page requires a log-in, though users are free to use the guest identification and 

password. By following the Digital Repository link, however, I end up on a page that promises I 

will 

Hear the story of the Japanese American incarceration experience from those who 

lived it, and find thousands of historic photographs, documents, newspapers, 

letters and other primary source materials from immigration to the WWII 

incarceration and its aftermath. 

If I choose to “Browse,” I can choose from a series of topic headers that will organize 

information for me by narrators, collections, topics, and facilities. Choosing “Facilities”, I am 

taken to a page where I can access not only what Densho calls “concentration camps,” the 
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primary facilities that held Japanese Americans, but also the temporary assembly centers and 

other internment spaces. The Jerome camp has the lowest number of entries, 352.  Manzanar, by 

contrast, has 2,551.  

 When I follow the link to Jerome, I find a segment from the narrative of Sarah, in which 

she discusses coming from Hawaii to Arkansas.27 Sarah discusses the weather, and how cold 

Jerome was, but then shifts to her journey to the camp: “You know the one thing I want to 

stress”—she points at the camera for emphasis—“the train stopped in Little Rock, and to this 

day”—here she enunciates “to this day”, stressing each syllable carefully: 

I can still picture the black people, standing alongside the train with buckets and 

the food that we couldn't eat, that was discarded, they were picking up…and... 

that's when I think, besides my father being ah, interned, I realized discrimination 

was terrible. That here, a country that said they were so rich and yet, the people 

had to line up to p-pick up the food that was discarded from the train—because 

the food they served us was really not that good, you know, it wasn't delicious at 

all—and to have people... 

Here, Sarah, shakes her head. She becomes emotional; her voice cracks a little. As she goes on, 

“I hate to think about it. I... I think that's the reason I don't want to talk about evacuation and all,” 

she is visibly upset. As a viewer, I have difficulty containing my own emotions.  It is both 

interesting and affecting that what occurred to Sarah when she was asked about camp was not 

her own experience, or those of other Japanese Americans. Rather, her memory called up the 

poverty and oppression she saw on her way to camp.  

                                                 
27 http://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1000-81-15/ 
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 In another segment28 that is found beneath the previous, the interviewer prompts Sarah to 

speak more about Jerome, because, as she says, “we [at Densho] don’t know a lot about Jerome.” 

Here Sarah describes the unfinished barracks, how windy and cold it was. At this point in the 

narrative, she takes off her glasses and dabs at her eyes with a handkerchief. Users of the 

webpage run into familiar figures as they scroll through the 352 accounts from Jerome, and 

Sarah’s segments appear frequently. Stories featured on Densho’s archives range from babies 

being born in camp to learning to twirl a baton, among many others29. Because of my own 

interest in the relationship between geographical location and the experience of incarceration, I 

will examine two more narratives, housed on the Densho site, that take place outside of the 

camps themselves. Both narratives relocate the viewer’s experience onto a bus. The bus is 

germane to my interests not only because of its status as a liminal space, but also because of its 

history as a site of racial tension in the American South.  

 

SPACE, RACE, AND ARKANSAS TRANSPORTATION  

 The bus is a notorious site of racial segregation, a space in which the line between black 

and white was literal. In the days before desegregation, black passengers were forced to sit at the 

back of public buses. Howard characterizes the racial positions of Japanese Americans in 

Arkansas as “in flux, defying notions of a fixed continuum that seemingly would have located 

displaced Japanese Americans somewhere ‘between black and white’ in the multicultural U.S. 

South” (1680). He notes that Japanese Americans often encountered segregation for the first time 

on buses. Numerous stories exist of Japanese Americans being forced to choose between the 

                                                 
28 The interview may be accessed at the following web address: 

http://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1000-81-16/ 
29 With permission from Densho, a larger project will explore how other such narratives work 

together to build various spaces of camp.  
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white or black sections (1709).  In most, if not all cases, Japanese Americans were considered 

white, at least for the purposes of segregated seating arrangements (1718).   

 The following interviews were found in the Densho Archive under a category titled 

“Race and Racism.” Unlike the Densho Digital Repository, the Archive prompts the user to log 

in. When I began my research in 2013, users were required to sign up for permission to access 

the archives. By 2016, Densho removed this barrier, creating a generic “guest” login. Oral 

histories and images are categorized according to topic. 214 stories, most of which are oral 

histories, fall under a sub-heading called “Discrimination.” Both of the following narratives 

provide insight into what traveling around Arkansas was like for Japanese Americans, as well as 

giving us an account of what happens when racial hierarchies become not simply abstract, but 

concrete and visible.  

Chico Interview Segment 3 (audio only)30
 

 During a 1983 audio interview with Chico, a Japanese American man incarcerated in the 

Jerome facility in McGehee, Arkansas, the interviewer asks how Chico feels about the claim that 

Japanese Americans were incarcerated “for their own safety.” In response, Chico begins not with 

his own narrative, but by describing a situation happening in his present—he gives what Labov 

might call an abstract of sorts, a phrase or two that seem to summarize the story of Japanese 

American incarceration, by focusing on the specific language used to describe the event.  He 

then orients the reader in time and place (Arkansas during WWII), and complicates the action by 

describing the dilemma he faced on the bus (not knowing whether to sit in the “colored” or 

“white” section). He evaluates the narrative in his moments of refusal and rebellion (as he 

attempts to wrestle with racialized distinctions he views as arbitrary).  In the last part of this 

                                                 
30 The following interview may be found at the following web address: 

http://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1012-4-3/ 
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portion of the narrative, he describes moving to the front of the bus, but as the coda, that he 

refuses to take a seat offered by a white woman.  

Chico begins in present narrative time, describing a woman seemingly unconnected with 

him and her insistence that the camps be called “concentration camps” rather than “relocation 

camps”.  Importantly, this narrative does not begin in the time in which Chico himself was 

incarcerated, but recently, when the terms themselves were (and are) still being contested. He 

goes on to describe why he believes the term concentration camp should be used: 

They had a dual row of barbed wire 25 feet apart. They had guard towers with 

machine guns. I was playing ball and the ball happened to roll within 5 feet of the 

first barbed wire. When I went to retrieve it, the MP in the tower says, "Move 

back." He took the safety off the gun and he said, "If you don't move within the 

next three seconds," he said, "I'll shoot you." Now by no means, by any stretch of 

the imagination, can you call this a "relocation center."  

Here, we see a move to past narrative time, as Chico recollects details from his life in the camp. 

He doesn’t tell us his age, but we understand that he is young enough to be playing ball, and 

innocent enough to approach the barbed wire without fear of harm. When we quote others from 

memory, we are usually paraphrasing. Very rarely do we remember exactly what someone says, 

particularly decades later, but the language we use reveals much about how we understand the 

moment, and in turn, our present selves.  Young Chico clearly recalls the authoritative tone of 

the guard, who commands not only with declarative sentences, but through the threat of gun 

violence. The idea of a soldier removing the safety on a gun pointed at a young boy is extreme, 

and yet this portion of the story helps us to grasp precisely how young Uyeda read the situation.  
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His very life felt threatened, regardless of the true intention behind of the guard’s behavior.  He 

continues: 

[…] My first experience with prejudice per se was when we were given passes to 

travel to and from the other camps, provided you had a relative and you were 

going to see that relative. We were given a bus ticket and there were three of us. 

We tried to get on this bus and at that time, we weren't aware of the segregated 

conditions, you know, black and white. In camp, we had seen it in action, but I 

got on the bus and I spotted three seats open in the back so I told my friends, 

"Well, let's go back there and sit down." It didn't dawn on us that, you know, there 

were nothing but blacks in the back and whites up in front.  

Although the interviewer never prompts Chico to talk about moments of discrimination, the 

memory of the guard seems to steer him towards this anecdote about the bus. That this takes 

place elsewhere on the narrative timeline, between young and present Chico, does not hinder his 

memory’s movement between the stories:  

So we went back there and we sat down and as I looked up, I see everybody in the 

bus turning around looking at us, you know. And I thought, "What are they 

staring at?" And the bus driver, he asked me, he said, "What are you doing back 

there?" And I said, "Well, what's it look like? I'm sitting." He says, "Well, you're 

not allowed to sit there." I says, "I paid the fare, I think I'm allowed to sit 

wherever I please." He says, "Not in this bus." So I looked around like this, then I 

saw a "black" and "white" situation. So I says, "Well, what's the difference where 

I sit?" He says, "It makes a difference." I said, "Are you aware of what I am, 

nationality-wise?" He says, "Yeah, you're a Jap, aren't you?" I said, "No." He said, 
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"Well, what are you?" I said, "I'm Japanese. I come from that camp and your 

country is supposedly at war with my country and I'm not good enough to sit 

here? You want me to sit up there with the so-called white folks, is that it?" He 

says, "That's right." And he said, "This bus won't move until you do." Some little 

old lady, a white lady, said, "Please, would you come up here? I'll give you my 

seat." That made me feel bad. I said well, okay. So I told my friends, well, let's go 

up there and stand. And the lady offered her seat to me and I said no. 

Again, we understand the dialogue as not only a reimagining of what took place, but a re-

creation. Chico remembers his defiance, and even goes as far as to recount his confrontation 

with the bus driver over his racial identity, which he asserts confidently.  The primary conflict in 

this narrative takes place on the bus, but it mirrors the previous conflict seen between young 

Chico and the guard.  In the previous case, young Chico seems unable to stand up for himself, 

but later, stands up for not only his position on the bus, but his racial position in an America 

where “your country is supposedly at war with my country.”  The unarmed bus driver uses his 

control over Chico’s freedom of movement the to assert his authority.  The coda occurs when 

Chico seems to have given in to the bus driver, but maintains some of his defiance in his refusal 

to take the white woman’s seat.  

 One of the most important aspects of Chico’s narrative is the liminal space he is forced to 

occupy on the bus, both physically and in terms of his racial identity. Strangely, there is no 

middle ground, according to the bus driver—Chico must either be black or white, sit in the front 

or the back, but by going to the front and refusing to sit, Chico is able to carve out a space for 

self-definition.  He insists that he is “Japanese,” and in being forced to affirm his own racial 
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identity as neither black nor white, he expounds on what it means to occupy a contested, liminal 

space.  

Grace Interview Segment 11 (video and audio)31 

 During a 2009 interview, Grace describes life in camps, both in Arkansas and elsewhere.  

The interviewer prompts her to discuss how and when they were allowed to leave the camps, 

particularly in relation to her experience in Arkansas.  The narrative opens with an abstract that 

sums up her experience in the town (that people were not nice, and that she cannot remember too 

many confrontations).  The context of the story is established by the interviewer, and so Grace 

has no need to explain that her narrative takes place during incarceration. Unlike Chico, Grace 

begins in past narrative time. She describes the complicating action through accounts of racial 

tension on the bus, and then goes on to describe an incident in Heart Mountain, a camp located in 

Wyoming.  Only when the interviewer prompts her does she return to Arkansas, where she offers 

a kind of evaluation of her time there. She concludes that Japanese Americans were simply not 

the primary concern of white Southerners:32 

[How were you treated by the people in the town?]  

G: They weren't very nice. They weren't very nice. That's when we began to feel 

the difference. They, I don't remember too many incidents, but I know they 

weren't very friendly. But we also didn't know where to go in the bus, because the 

colored in the rear, they always have a sign, "colored in the rear." And the bus 

driver, we don't know what to do, he looked at us and he says, "You stay in the 

front." Oh, so we found out we're not colored, so we stay in the front. So we get in 

                                                 
31The interview may be found at the following web address: 

http://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1000-246-11/ 
32 The interviewer’s questions are placed in brackets.  
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the station and the restrooms are "colored" and "white." So we decided we'll go to 

the "white" section since the bus driver told us not to go in the back. But that's 

when we first learned about segregation. We never had that here. So it's kind of 

sad, you know, we had to learn all those things. Because we were in the South, 

too.  

Grace identifies her poor treatment from white Southerners as the moment she began to feel 

“different.” It is interesting to note that it is this poor treatment, and not her physical differences 

from white people, which makes young Hawley feel alienated.  Again, we see the bus as a space 

where racial identity must be ‘decided’, but unlike Chico, Grace and her family wait to find out 

whether or not they are “colored.” Like Chico, however, someone else informs them of their 

racial identity.  Grace, being a young girl at the time, learns about segregation in this moment, 

and she, too, must adapt to her newly contentious racial position.  

[But did you see that type of anti-Japanese discrimination in the South when you would 

go to McGehee? Was there anything like that?] 

G: No. Well, I don't know where we ate, whether we ate at a restaurant, that I don't 

know. It's not everywhere. But in the South, I think, more the discrimination was against 

colored people, so they didn't bother with us. That's what I think. They didn't know what 

we were, we were kind of in between.  

Grace finds herself a liminal space, neither allowed full entry in the white world, nor rejected 

outright as a young black woman would have been. This liminality is a recurring motif in 

Japanese Americans’ stories of the South, even among my own family. The Japanese American 

experience during WWII reinforces my claim that the black/white binary is particularly relevant 

when considering racialized interactions in the South. 
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Our experience of recreated and recovered narratives is fragmentary, and that 

fragmentation is reflected here. Bits and pieces of stories are juxtaposed to better understand a 

larger narrative. In the next chapter, I explore how these fragments are organized on physical 

spaces to reconstruct spatial narratives, and consider the ways in which the context, the space in 

which the viewer has access to a story, alters their perception and interpretation of the narrative. 
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CHAPTER 4.1 TOPAZ AND POSTON 

 

We get up early and drive to Topaz. Since we are going to a town far from any urban 

area, we drive back roads. I remember it was misting and overcast, and we drove on a hilly two 

lane highway. At one point we see a herd of sheep, so fuzzy and fluffy, and a sheep dog barking 

along the fence.  

It doesn’t seem like we’re going anywhere. I mean we keep driving and driving and 

there’s nothing. But then all of a sudden, we find ourselves at a four way stop that is Topaz, UT. 

I call the volunteer I’ve been in touch with, let them know I’m almost there, I’m a few minutes 

late—they sound harried, but say okay. They are running late too. For the purposes of this 

project, I’ll call the volunteer Kris.  

We find the museum, smack in the middle of town. almost across from the town hall, and 

we wait until Kris shows up. We enter the museum—it’s beautiful. stunning, even. Clean lines, 

modern, it stands out from the rest of the town which looks forgotten and neglected. Kris sits and 

questions me about my project.   

They are not pleased. It becomes evident that they could not be less enthused about the 

work I am doing, not because they do not feel passionately about the history of Japanese 

American incarceration, but because they worry my project is an attempt at “making it worse,” 

exaggerating an experience that was already tragic. The events of this day are worth telling, but 

much of what I learned I was asked not to tell. But a clear divide exists between communities 
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who are remembering the event, and the importance of accuracy is, I’ve found, a particularly 

sensitive subject.   

Kris drives me around town, waving at folks outside. We stop outside the courthouse and 

chat with a woman planting flowers. This is a community. Kris points out numerous houses that 

used to be barracks. It’s misting and everything is muddy. We wave at the bison as we get out of 

town toward the camps. As we pull up to the actual camp, they get out of the truck to take down 

what they call “decorations” someone has put up. I get the feeling that a local has taken to 

draping string and such on the fences, but Kris offers no more information, and I, at this point, 

am too afraid to ask. I walk around and take photos. We try to walk about camp but it’s too 

muddy, too rainy. It makes me realize how gross this place must have been in this weather.  

Kris seems proud of the rock gardens they’re able to show me. I remember how much 

they ruffled at my claim that there was “nothing” at Amache. “Well, not nothing,” they said, and 

here I see why. Kris sees so much at Topaz, and their knowledge of the place can see more than I 

can—their eyes can fill in the gaps in places I’m just not able.  Kris tells me that at one time 

artifacts could be found, but the Japanese Americans who came back took “souvenirs.” It’s 

obvious that they feel those artifacts should belong to the town, to the museum, rather than the 

individuals who were incarcerated at the camp. They are the Visitors, Outsiders, obstructing an 

attempt to recover a history.  

We head back to town and stop at the bison again—Kris tells me they think the Bison 

like me. I get out and take pictures on the back of the truck, and I realize Kris and I have 

somehow made peace. I wish I could remember half the things they told me about incarceration, 

but I can’t. I was too fascinated by Kris, too interested in their person. Their story alone struck 

me as a critical part of this history. And like all the folks I encounter, Kris won’t let me tape her. 
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It’s overwhelming how many people declined to be recorded. I can understand, I suppose, but I 

also think, why? I think it speaks to the nature of this event and ways people talk about it; with a 

topic as sensitive as this one, it’s easy to make a wrong step. Even in this project, I worry that I 

will say the wrong thing.  

As Kris and I pull into a parking space beside the museum, I don’t know how it happens, 

but they begin to confide in me; they grow emotional. And I tell them I think they are doing 

important work here. They are visibly upset and say thank you. I understand both sides of the 

controversy surrounding these spaces. Kris has dedicated much of their life to this remembrance, 

and without them, this museum, these artifacts, maybe wouldn’t be here. But who is to say that 

Kris and the museum have more right to artifacts than those who lived here? Who lost loved 

ones here? As I get into my car and leave the town, I don’t know how to feel. It was sad and 

strange and confusing.   

It was hard to find the Poston site, and when we did I was surprised at how little was 

there.  Centered in a community that looked rather run down, a memorial obelisk stands. I 

remember it was so windy my hat would barely stay on, and the pamphlets were worn by sun 

and weather. I took pictures of the trash that littered the space, and wondered whether or not 

other work would be done there?  

A common theme in all these spaces seems to be a poor, white community surrounds the 

places where the camps were located. I can understand now how poor, white Americans felt 

jealousy, thinking that those incarcerated had more resources. In many cases, I’m sure they did:  

more food, better housing, etc. What gets left out of this narrative is ‘freedom,’ ‘dignity,’ etc. 

The same holds true for Heart Mountain—I was interested to find that both the folks working 

there were from that community and had grown up in former barracks.  



 

133 

 

As we were leaving Poston, Matt pointed out what looked like it may have been a 

barrack. I didn’t know, because there wasn’t a place for me to ask, but as we drove around the 

area I noticed that many of the homes looked like barracks, and also, many of the homes had 

signs that said “private property” “do not disturb” and I wondered if other scholars had knocked 

on these doors asking questions, peeking in windows, trying to insist that these homes were 

historic when those who lived in them just wanted to be left alone. I couldn’t imagine having the 

guts to knock on these doors. It wasn’t a very friendly or safe feeling place. 

And like most of the sites, it was in expansive desert.  
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CHAPTER 5 DIGITAL MEMORY ON PHYSICAL SITES: REWRITING A NATIONAL 

NARRATIVE 

 

 “We erect monuments so that we may always remember, and build memorials so that we may 

never forget,” Arthur Danto, “Art”  

 

 

To speak of the erasure of marginalized histories is usually a metaphor for ways 

dominant narratives omit or forget the struggles from minority communities. In the case of 

Japanese American incarceration, however, this erasure is no metaphor. Once camps closed, they 

were erased from the land. As Ingrid Gessner describes, “It was as if the government had decided 

Manzanar was to be erased from memory, as if it had not really happened” (2).  Over the past 

couple decades, the National Parks Service has been responsible for memorializing the Manzanar 

space, as well as Tule Lake. While Rohwer is maintained by individuals from the University of 

Arkansas, the funding to commemorate the site comes from the National Parks Service. In this 

way, the NPS is rewriting the national narrative, as national historic sites contribute to official 

narratives of the event.  

The danger of this refolding into an official narrative lies in the national need to present a 

totalizing narrative. In “Transfigured Patterns: Contesting Memories at the Manzanar National 

Historic Site,” Robert T. Hayashi identifies the danger of national remembrance, where the 

“complex and varied needs” of individual memories from those who have been marginalized risk 

conformity and alteration to be absorbed into a larger, national narrative (55). Like the history of 
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Japanese American incarceration, the battles over who would have control over the ways the 

event is remembered on the physical sites was a point of conflict and contention.  

 

The Rohwer and Manzanar sites provide examples of the ways individual memory, 

accessible through audio technology, is incorporated into a larger, national narrative. On the 

remains of these sites, technology is used to rebuild or recuperate the structures, stories, and 

histories that have been erased or forgotten. These two sites utilize audio recordings to help 

visitors imagine spaces that no longer exist, as well as hear and acknowledge an individual who 

experienced the event. Whereas Rohwer depends on outdoor audio kiosks, Manzanar houses 

these stories within replicas of barracks that have been rebuilt on the land. A rhetorical lens 

reveals not only aspects of the individual narratives, but also the stories told by the actual spaces, 

in which funds and location play a vital role in how each space can be remembered.   

 Some sites of incarceration have erected structures that we may call memorials, while on 

others, the emptiness is itself the memorial. In Poston, Arizona, for example, the only marker of 

camp is a tall, white concrete erection. For other camps, such as Amache, the empty lands are the 

memorial. Preserving these spaces, empty or no, acts as the means by which we memorialize 

them.  

Efforts have been made to commemorate each site, but these efforts are often wrought 

with tensions, as communities disagree over who has authority over the space and how they 

should be memorialized. In places such as Topaz, UT, for example, the museum exists in the 

town, a fair drive away from the actual site. Sources at the museum suggested that this was a 

source of contention, as volunteers from the town wished the museum space to be both a 

memorial for the townspeople and the town itself, along with the history of Japanese American 
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incarceration. Similarly, the museum in Arkansas is removed from the cemetery. In Poston, a 

National Parks Service ranger described the battle to reclaim land and former barracks that are 

currently housing local families.  

Gessner claims that “public memory […] depends not only on the individual visitor’s 

response to a memorial or museum exhibition, but also on how the memorial site is used in the 

community and who visits under which circumstances, as well as on the design of curatorial 

choices” (60). In Rohwer, for example, a volunteer told me the museum was not a place local 

citizens visited, but rather a place visited by those who had a vested interested in the camp, such 

as scholars or families who were affected by incarceration. Manzanar, on the other hand, had a 

wide variety of visitors, and unlike Topaz or Rohwer, the Manzanar museum was built on the 

land of the former camp site.  

 In Sites of Memory: Perspectives on Architecture and Race, Craig E. Barton claims that 

memorials, particularly those that mark racial injustice, are “part of a larger movement to 

redefine the nature of American society by re-viewing and re-imaging the historic landscape—by 

reconstructing memory” (vii). These newer structures, no longer strictly focusing on the “lives of 

elite white men,” work against the invisibility of marginalized people and their histories. Barton 

utilizes Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man in a discussion of the ways this invisibility is “built and 

spatialized”—“For Ellison, the ability to render the world visible and invisible is a concrete form 

of power, and is a part of the social construction of race” (1).  Memorials to and at sites of 

incarceration enact this kind of power, as they reassert identities and experiences into and onto 

spaces that have forgotten them.  

Unlike the urban spaces Barton identifies, where cities often surround or incorporate 

spaces of racial injustice into an existing city, most former camp sites existed in rural places with 
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low populations. Because of this, most these sites were not built over, and prior to the memorials 

and museums, sat as empty spaces. The camp sites existed in out of the way places for a variety 

of reasons, most of which are obvious, such as the cheapness of land and the need to have these 

camps away from public eyes. Because of this, most of the memorial sites themselves exist out 

of the way, away from public eyes.  

Much of my research took place on site, in museums and through conversations and 

interviews with volunteers and scholars. This research also took place on the desolate lands 

Japanese Americans inhabited—the signs, dilapidated buildings, and overgrown fields told their 

own story. The study of Japanese American incarceration is dependent on space, because the 

spatial narrative itself, the removal from homes and into camps, is the narrative. It follows 

therefore that a rhetorical study of memory narratives from the camps address the spatial 

narrative and stories within that space.  

I walked around 10 former camp sites and visited three “interactive exhibits,” a title I 

believe is carefully chosen as a way to describe the viewer experience in these spaces. These 

museums utilize digital technology to create interactivity. While “museum” recalls red, velvet 

ropes and security cameras, interactive exhibits include other senses, and so instead of merely 

seeing, I was hearing and touching. In Arkansas, I pushed a button and heard a voice, not unlike 

the sort of agency I have in online spaces. In Manzanar, the sounds of the fierce wind came from 

speakers when I stood in a facsimile of a barrack. This kind of experience aims to give the 

participant a sense of incarceration; not, of course, an exact replication, but a “sense and feeling” 

of the kind Kim Gallon identifies of what incarceration may have been like.  

In “The Discourse of the Museum,” Mieke Bal (1996) calls scholars to “analyze 

systematically the narrative-rhetorical structure of specific museums, in order to refine the 
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categories and deepen our insights into their effects” (214).  As Bal notes, studies that focus on 

the rhetoric of museums have often looked at the institution as a whole, rather than the specific 

artifacts inside the space. I too believe that discussing the rhetoric of museums requires an 

interdisciplinary approach, and consider Bal’s claim that “visiting a museum is an event that 

takes place in space and in time, and that it therefore produces a narrative” (208). My expertise 

lies in rhetoric and narrative, and so while there are many lenses through which these spaces may 

be read, I analyze the narrative experience of visiting these spaces. Narrative, because it fills in 

missing gaps, becomes particularly useful to former camp sites that are missing structures. 

 The study of Japanese American incarceration is an act of recovery, both recovering 

memory and experiences through the kind of storytelling and oral history catalogued on Densho, 

and recovering spaces, as historians and community members work to memorialize the former 

camp spaces. Much debate exists over who has ownership of these lands, these homes, and the 

story of Japanese American incarceration itself. These conflicts are indicative of this story, and a 

close rhetorical reading of the Rohwer and Manzanar sites considers how the lands that held the 

camps are being “re-built” through digital technology and memory.  

 

ROHWER 

Land that eventually became the camps Rohwer and Jerome was originally purchased 

from the state for the purpose of resettling and rehabilitating low-income families; however, the 

land, being snake-infested and swamp ridden, was never used for that purpose (Smith 342).  

Land that was deemed uninhabitable for poor, white families in Arkansas was then purchased by 

the War Relocation Authority (WRA)—the federal agency established to oversee the 

incarceration—and the construction of barracks to house Americans of Japanese ancestry began.  
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Rohwer and Jerome were the easternmost of all camps that incarcerated Japanese Americans, 

and from 1942-43 Arkansas housed approximately 17,000 Japanese Americans who came from 

the West Coast.  These persons were moved, according to government officials, to keep them “a 

safe distance from strategic works,” the supposed treachery that Roger Daniels and other 

scholars have now proved to be false (Smith 341).  While the work to make the land habitable 

was started by the time evacuees arrived, most of the completion work fell to the Japanese 

Americans who were to live there.  The prisoners were largely responsible for clearing out the 

snake-infested land and building the partitions between barracks (342).   

The removal of Japanese Americans from incarceration camps was a long and tedious 

process. Different groups were removed at various intervals over four years and resettled across 

the country (Daniels 72). By January 1, 1945, over 30,000 former incarcerees were resettled 

across eight states, many of which, such as Utah, Colorado, and Idaho, became resettlement 

areas because of their proximity to camps (79).  Daniels relays a former Rohwer, Arkansas 

incarceree’s story of moving to Cincinnati, and I find it interesting, though perhaps not 

surprising, that Arkansas itself is not listed among the eight resettlement states. The Jerome, 

Arkansas camp was closed in June 1944, well before the end of the war, while Rohwer was not 

closed with the other camps by 1945 (86).  

My focus here is less on what happened to Japanese Americans once they left camps, 

which has been well documented by Roger Daniels and other historians, but rather what became 

of the land itself. Like memories, the spaces are weathered and distorted by time, and the 

narratives constructed in these spaces rely on digital, visual, and audio to recreate what has been 

torn down or forgotten. Like other camp sites, Rohwer was physically dismantled after Japanese 

Americans were forced the leave. A photograph from the National Archives and Records 
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Administration, taken by a WRA photographer, depicts the closing of the Jerome camp. Lumber 

is strewn about, and the A frame is all that is left of one barrack. 33 

Today, the location maintains its isolation. In my voice memos on our way to find what is 

now left of the Rohwer site, I noted: 

It seems significant that we’re having this much trouble trying to find out how to 

get to the camp. […] Driving out to Rohwer is like driving on Sand Mountain [a 

poor and very rural area of Alabama] There’s nothing… there are fields, which I 

imagine is part of the reason camps were located here […] it’s definitely a… 

desolate, and even the fence of the field driving there is… like… half of it is old 

wooden posts that look like they’ve been there for a significant amount of time. 

Sort of interspersed with these new red metal posts. It’s just strange. It’s…. it 

looks very old here. (voice memo) 

This mix of old and new, of using new technology to retell and rebuild old stories, is a tool used 

at both the Rohwer and Manzanar sites. Though I visited ten sites of incarceration, these two, the 

furthest apart, are the only ones to utilize technology not just in the museums, but on the land 

where Japanese Americans were incarcerated. Like the posts of old wood and new metal, it feels 

strange, and yet the new is why we’re able to experience the old—it helps the visitor envision, 

imagine, and rebuild the camp.   

                                                 
33 http://archive.densho.org/Resource/popupenlarged.aspx?i=denshopd-i37-00621 
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According to the museum website, the current Rohwer site and museum was funded by a 

grant from the Department of the Interior, National Parks Service, but the site has a .edu address 

and is directed by Arkansas State. The site exists in a desolate region on a dirt road. Pulling in, 

visitors encounter a facsimile of a guard tower, on which images, words, and an audio kiosk are 

available. Guard tower facsimiles are a popular feature at many of the camps, including Tule 

Lake and Manzanar. I imagine this is due largely to the low cost to build (whereas rebuilding a 

barrack is a more costly venture). The facsimile guard tower also serves as a marker of the space, 

particularly on sites where less evidence of the camps exist. Since guard towers were one of the 

features photographers were not allowed to photograph, they also serve as a reminder that these 

camps were spaces in which incarcerees had limited freedoms. In Rohwer, the facsimile guard 

tower acts as a beacon to visitors; it lets them know they are headed in the right direction.  

Illustration 

13, Driving 

into the 

Rohwer 

Memorial 

site.  
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The Rohwer museum site has a copy of the introductory recording found on the replica 

guard tower. In the recording, George Takei mixes aspects of his own personal narrative with 

familiar information about the event itself34. He describes his father explaining they were 

heading to Arkansas, which he says he found “exotic” sounding as a child. Takei tells audiences, 

“What you see here today is not what we saw when we arrived. The barracks have been 

demolished or moved […] a few remnants of that time are here to remind you of our experience 

at Rohwer.” This initial audio simultaneously provides a general history, a personal story, and a 

call for visitors to be aware of the ways the land is limited by the removal of barracks and barbed 

wire. Visitors require this reminder, as the land is almost entirely empty.  

 

Whereas Amache has foundations, Rohwer has nothing to indicate where the individual barracks 

may have been. The land has not been abandoned, but ploughed over, though it was unclear how 

                                                 
34 http://rohwer.astate.edu/plan-your-visit/virtual-tour/ 

Illustration 14: 

Looking out onto 

the fields 

surrounding the 

Rohwer cemetery.  
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or if it was being used to farm.  The land has an eerie feel, and although it was a beautiful day, 

the isolation and cemetery created a somber atmosphere.  

  

 

Illustration 15, 

Rohwer cemetery 

Illustration 16, 

Rohwer cemetery 
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The dirt road leads to the cemetery. Unlike the surrounding areas, the cemetery has clear 

evidence of the camps. Most of the graves are aged, though a few new markers exist to 

commemorate those who have since passed, in particular those who fought in the 442nd regiment.   

 Three more audio kiosks are located alongside the graveyard. These kiosks are similar to 

the first, except they offer more detailed stories of incarceration. Markers with images and words 

accompany the kiosks, such as the “making a living” marker. A black and white photograph of 

incarcerees making a sign accompanies a brief description. The accompanying kiosk reads 

“Listen to how internees made a living,” with the “Camp story” separate from “George’s story.” 

The term “internees” is used, rather than the incarcerees or prisoners. Both recordings are around 

a minute and a half long.  

  

Illustration 17,  

“Making a Living” marker  
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 With these kiosks, the Rohwer site provides a multivocal narrative of camp; the 

“museum” narrative is balanced by the personal narrative of George Takei, and by utilizing 

alphabetical language, images, and sound, the site provides three media in which the visitor can 

access the story. The “camp story” has been separated from George’s story, and as a visitor, I 

take this to mean that the two are not synonymous. It is likely the camp story has undergone the 

same kind of peer reviewed process expected in an academic journal. The camp story offers the 

critical history of incarceration, a view that aims at objectivity. George’s story, on the other 

hand, does something else. 

 In one recording, George asks visitors to look across a certain area of the empty fields. 

He then begins describing the position of the barrack in which he lived. This move is powerful, 

particularly in the isolation of the area—there is something both eerie and moving about having 

the voice of a former incarceree echo across the empty land and cemetery. George commands the 

visitor to “imagine” his home, and in this way, the visitor and George work together to rebuild 

his barrack.  

Illustration 18: 

Rohwer kiosk  
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  A particularly powerful image is a depiction of a smokestack in relation to where 

buildings would have been. Rohwer uses the existing land and an artist’s rendition of the land to 

help the visitor orient themselves in relation to their current position. Like George’s story, a 

certain amount of imagination is required, but what this orientation accomplishes is similar to 

George’s story about the barracks. By identifying a physical marker and filling in the gaps, the 

Illustration 19, 

Smokestack 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 20, 

Photograph of smokestack  
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visitor is provided numerous ways in which they can better understand the spatial narrative of 

camp.  

 I have to admit, I am fearful for the future of this space. Unlike Manzanar where audio 

kiosks are inside barracks and the National Parks Service guards the site, the audio kiosks at 

Rohwer are unprotected. The kiosks already showed signs of decay from the weather and other 

natural elements, but I also worry about human actions against this land. As was made clear to 

me at the museum, many locals have not yet forgotten their hostility toward Japanese Americans. 

I will be interested to see how the Rohwer site stands up against natural and potential human 

threats.  

 Initially, I was disappointed at the emptiness of Rohwer, as well as Amache, and sad that 

more of the buildings do not remain. But the more sites I visited, the more I felt the emptiness 

itself was a critical part of this history. Had we not rushed to forget this story, these spaces may 

have remained, but the national forgetting is mirrored by the ways the land has also forgotten. At 

Rohwer, images, words, and audio are used to write over the empty spaces, and, ultimately, 

rebuild and memorialize the camps.  
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MANZANAR 

 

 Manzanar is located between Los Angeles and Reno, between two large mountain ranges, 

the Sierra Nevada and Inyo Mountains. The camp was officially closed November 21, 1945, and 

after bulldozers came through the camp, only sentry posts and the auditorium frame remained 

(Gessner 71). It wasn’t until 1972 that Manzanar was designated a California Registered Historic 

Landmark, and in 1985 it become a National Historic Landmark (75).  On March 23rd, 1992, the 

National Parks Service was put in control of the historic site, and “congress authorized the NPS, 

“to provide for the protection and interpretation of the historical, cultural, and natural resources 

associations with the relocation of Japanese Americans during World War II” (Gessner 77).  

However, the process of Manzanar becoming what it is today was long and arduous. In 

“Transfigured Patterns: Contesting Memories at the Manzanar National Historic Site,” Robert T. 

Hayashi lists the number of communities and groups with vested interest in the physical land, 

from Japanese Americans and Owen Valley residents to Native American groups and the Los 

Angeles Department of Water and Power (52). By designating the site exclusively to 

Illustration 21, 

Driving into Manzanar  
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memorialize Japanese American incarceration, concern grew that other history that took place on 

the land would be forgotten or written over, such as the history of apple orchards that were part 

of the county’s farming industry (53).   

 When Gessner visited the site in 2002, she says that “nothing much had changed” from a 

time when she described it as an empty lot (78). When I visited the site in 2014, I had no 

problem finding what remains. A series of signs direct drivers to the museum, which is located 

directly on the site. Only Manzanar and Heart Mountain have museum spaces located near or on 

the former camp sites, but as Manzanar is directly off a main highway, it makes more sense that 

the museum could be located on the space. In my voice memos, I described the museum itself as 

“epic,” and looking back I can understand why. As a volunteer at Topaz told me, with only a 

touch of bitterness, “Manzanar has all the money.” Whereas other sites are still working to be 

identified as historic, Manzanar is a model example of how we might rebuild lost histories.  

  

 

Illustration 22, 

Rebuilt barrack at Manzanar  
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 Like Amache and Tule Lake, the foundations of former buildings remain at Manzanar. 

Though a foundation may not seem like much, the men’s latrine foundation offers revealing and 

importation information about the latrine spaces. The small circles appearing in a row represent 

where individual toilets would have been. No partitions separated the toilets, and the row of 

circles reveal their close proximity to one another. In illustration 23, the photograph of the men’s 

latrine, the rebuilt barrack can be seen in the background, further pictured in illustration 22. 

These barracks are replications of the original buildings, meant to provide visitors with a sense of 

what life in the barracks would have been like. Both Topaz, Tule Lake, and the Japanese 

American national museum have similar structures, but Manzanar is the only site that has placed 

the barracks on the actual land where Japanese American were incarcerated. The other barracks 

can be found at museums, farther away from the physical site.  

The feeling of the new/restored barrack on the land is similar to that of the red metal 

posts against the old wooden ones: strange. In my voice memos, I noted how sterile the barracks 

felt compared to the older spaces, but in this case the new is a necessity. An audio track of wind 

noise plays in one of the barracks to help visitors better understand the sounds incarcerees would 

Illustration 23, 

Foundation of Men’s Latrine 

at Manzanar.  
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have heard in these spaces. Visitors hear this noise as they look at different aspects of barrack 

life, which includes a small room that represents a family space.  

 

 

Clothes hang on a line over military style cots, separated at times by black partitions. These 

clothes, as well as the adult and child sized shoes alongside the bed, contribute a humanity to the 

space. I imagine these elements are meant to convey that humans currently live in the space, but 

Illustration 24, 

Inside rebuilt barrack  

Illustration 25, 

Inside the rebuilt 

barrack 
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it feels more like walking in the home of a person who has recently died—everything sits as 

though it is waiting for someone to return.  

 

Like the audio kiosks at Rohwer, visitors can push buttons to hear incarcerees tell stories 

“in their own words.” Pictured in illustration 26 is an audio kiosk made to look like an open 

suitcase.35 By pushing the individual buttons, visitors hear individual stories about the barracks, 

such as stuffing mattresses with straw seeing the barracks for the first time. These stories add a 

similar tone as George’s story, but something about the reconstruction still left me, as a visitor, 

feeling removed. The following observations come from my voice memo, which was recorded as 

we were driving away from the camp:  

Um, but walking around to the reconstructed sites, it was weird because I felt… 

disappointed (laugh). And that was silly, but I couldn’t help it. Because it felt… 

                                                 
35 Many of these recordings may also be found on Densho.org, as well as the following web 

address: https://www.nps.gov/manz/learn/historyculture/stories.htm 

Illustration 26, 

Audio kiosk at 

Manzanar 
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uh… I don’t know, like forced or something? It felt… uh… like it was trying 

really hard? (Laughter) I don’t I don’t know. I don’t even mean that. It.. I mean it 

was amazing, but… it felt like a museum and not like a space… I didn’t feel. I 

think, not until we left the buildings that had been reconstructed did it start to 

feel… uh… did I start to feel something. Like when we went over and there were, 

there was a series of steps you could, that had been made that were leading into 

the hospital, and this path that like, led to nowhere, and then you saw the 

mountains in the background, and then like… I felt something.  

These ramblings are somewhat the result of having driven from Alabama to California in less 

than a week’s time, and in part speak to how very physically and emotionally drained I was by 

this part in the journey, but at the time I felt it necessary to note the experience. I don’t reproduce 

my thoughts here to be critical—I believe what Manzanar has accomplished provides a model for 

what the other sites of incarceration could only hope to achieve. Gessner predicted this very 

reaction in her descriptions of such reconstructions: 

With the massive reconstruction work under way, one is tempted to ask whether 

the living history efforts are not, in fact, working toward the creation of yet 

another theme park in Southern California. The balance between recreated 

physical spaces and the powerful language of absent presences is indeed difficult 

to negotiate: the former might be too much in terms of a ‘sledgehammer method’ 

for some, the latter too abstract for others. (84).  

Gessner describes a situation wherein a rebuilt version of camp, one that ignores the empty 

spaces that represent important ways the history was forgotten, becomes the history of the camp 

itself. This balance, between rebuilding physical structures and embracing empty land, seems 



 

154 

 

like an important element of any site of incarceration. The story must be told through multivocal 

means, and the museum and reconstructed barracks tell a complicated narrative that makes use of 

many kinds of mediums, from audio, visual, and spatial means. However, the empty land itself 

tells an important narrative, and it is in these parts of the visitor experience that I found most 

moving.  

 

Illustration 

27, 

Manzanar 
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The stillness of the actual spaces created its own narrative. I found a rusted, forgotten ball of 

barbed wire on the ground, not far from the steps of the hospital that lead to empty lands. Like 

the camp, it was torn down, balled up, and forgotten about. Steps of stone remain that lead to no 

building, but only the vast wilderness of the California desert.  

Illustration 28, 

Manzanar 
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The remnants and fragments of the camp contribute to the wilderness of this topic—the 

old and new, the true and false, the many nuances between each variation of what we think of as 

the same story. And just as technology is utilized to recreate the camps on the actual sites, digital 

projects bring elements of the physical into their own remembrances.  Digital museum sites 

utilize photographs and recordings also present at the physical sites. In addition, a digital 

rebuilding project is currently underway that echoes the physical rebuilding of the site at 

Manzanar.36 The Amache site plans to have a museum on the land, and as scholars, volunteers, 

and members of the Japanese American community call attention to this history, I expect more 

sites to will offer this digital/physical memory to re-write and re-construct spaces of a history 

that have been erased.   

                                                 
36 More information about the digital rebuilding may be found at: 

http://risingabove.cast.uark.edu/home 

Illustration 29, 

Manzanar.  
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Digital and physical reconstructions both have their problems, but for Japanese American 

incarceration, I believe they are a necessary part of recovering the history. Technology is always 

changing, and so I am interested to see the ways Rohwer and Manzanar grow and change with 

new technologies. This assumes, however, that sites will continue to have funding for such 

changes, or even for maintaining the existing audio. Though the future of these sites and others 

are unclear, Rohwer and Manzanar provide a model for how individual memories can be 

incorporated into a larger, national narrative that acknowledges the complexities of individual 

experience within the overarching story of incarceration. These sites provide examples of the 

way a national, official narrative of the event is changed by incorporating aspects of the counter-

narratives.  
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CONCLUSION: AN ALLEGIANCE TO HISTORY 

 

 On December 13, 2016, my partner and I drove an hour to Birmingham, AL to see 

George Takei’s Allegiance in theatres. Allegiance is a Broadway musical about a fictional family 

who was incarcerated, and because flying to New York to see the play was not possible, I was 

very excited to find out they were holding showings across the country. Or, I was excited at first.  

 Frank Abe, film director and producer of the award-winning PBS documentary, 

“Conscience and the Constitution,” wrote a scathing review of Allegiance on his website 

resistors.com, a site that aims to track Japanese American resistance “then and now.”37 In 

addition to a number of pointed adjectives for aspects of the play, including “absurd” and 

“ludicrous,” Abe outlines the number of historical inaccuracies in Takei’s portrayal. Most of 

these inaccuracies are exaggerations, as they dramatize existing portions of the narrative and 

combine various aspects of different camps to tell a larger story. In many ways, this seems like 

the nature of fictionalizing, as to create a cohesive narrative an author necessarily makes 

decisions that are not entirely accurate, though not entirely fictional. For example, Abe is highly 

critical of the imagined military rule depicted at Heart Mountain;  

it is apparent the makers of Allegiance found the fact of civilian administration of 

America’s concentration camps so ordinary and banal – which it was – that they 

needed to heighten the obstacles to their themes of love and hope by conflating 

                                                 
37 The full article can be read at the following web address: 

http://resisters.com/2015/10/27/allegiance-preview/ 
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Heart Mountain with the worst of the segregation center at Tule Lake, near the 

California-Oregon border. 

It is accurate to say that military rule existed, but inaccurate to say it existed at Heart Mountain—

it is not entirely fictional nor entirely true.  

In addition to criticizing the military rule, Abe is particularly fierce on the subject of the 

resistors, the Japanese American men who burned their draft cards. Of this portion of the musical 

Abe claims, “Even the rationale of artistic license becomes questionable in the critical accuracy 

of our personal history and that of Japanese American history.” Abe seems aware of art’s need to 

dramatize or exaggerate as a function of narrative, what he calls “to arrive at an emotional truth,” 

but he goes on to explain “What we get here though is less an authentic sensibility and more the 

product of market research, calibrated for fame, box office, and Tony nods.” Abe makes clear 

that he feels the outcomes and intentions behind the project are rooted more individual benefits, 

than benefits to story or Japanese American community as a whole: 

Japanese Americans who protest “it’s only a musical,” that it might lead 

audiences to learn more, overlook the potential consequences. Should 

Allegiance stand, it risks supplanting the truth of the resistance and the Japanese 

American experience in the popular mind. Revisionism must be rejected – 

whether from camp deniers like Michelle Malkin who minimalize the experience, 

or from shows like this that make the camps out to be harsher than they were […] 

The Broadway crowd will embrace and defend its own, but Japanese America did 

not fight – I did not fight – to set the record straight through redress and 

restoration of the resisters, only to have verifiable fact sacrificed for a curtain call.  
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As Abe clearly states, the risks of further fictionalizing a history that has already been heavily 

edited are too great; representation jeopardizes the very difficult work people like Abe have been 

attempting to accomplish—the work of writing over a written-over story.  

I’d read this article along with a Densho blogpost from Tom Ikeda about the inaccuracies 

of the play and, combined with the cold, rainy night, this knowledge significantly lessened my 

enthusiasm. Like most dissertation writers, I was tired of my dissertation, and the trip to see 

Allegiance felt more like a research obligation than a desired experience. I wrote my master’s 

thesis on Gertrude Stein and repetition, and part of what I considered about repetition (well, 

Stein preferred “insistence,” since there is no such thing as repetition) is that though it has a 

numbing effect, the continued repetition eventually causes a kind of epiphany, a point at which 

you reach enlightenment. At this point, I was afraid I was growing numb about this topic. A 

certain amount of removal is required in this study, not because I do not value emotion, but to 

expose myself to videos of incarcerees crying while they share heartbreaking tales requires that I 

take steps away from the event.  

 Driving to Birmingham in the cold rain, I felt a certain amount of this numbness, this 

complacency, heightened by Abe’s review. Why was I going to watch a fictional, indeed, an 

inaccurate version of what I’d been watching for two years? What value lie in this “absurd” 

plotline that may serve to do more damage to this already delicate balance of maintaining an 

accurate narrative of this event? 

 Despite my reluctance to attend, I sat in that theatre for two hours and cried. Not delicate, 

elegant tears, but deep sobs, wet sleeves, an ugly and surprisingly loud experience. This moment 

was pure catharsis. Donald Trump had just been elected president, and over the past year I’d seen 

my dissertation topic become more and more relevant. A colleague once noted “how great for 
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your work!” and it still makes me queasy to remember this moment, to imagine that I was in any 

way benefiting from the degradation and discrimination of Muslim Americans, or other 

marginalized communities who experienced post-election discrimination driven by fear and 

misinformation, which mirrors the WWII Japanese American experience.  

 When the Japanese grandfather sang a song, I cried because it reminded me of my 

granny, who was recently diagnosed with skin cancer; who once told me how much she missed 

her home, but felt she was too old to travel and would never see it again. The song reminded me 

of her when I was little, and I cried because of how unfair it is to die.  

 When the primary character joined the military, I cried because I knew that if Carolyn 

were alive, she’d be sitting in the theatre next to me, thinking of her father. In one of her last 

emails to me she talked about how much she missed him, and I thought about the hour Carolyn’s 

family and I spent outside the Japanese American National Museum trying to find her father’s 

name on the ‘Go For Broke’ monument. Carolyn would have wanted to see the play, and I cried 

because I think she would have loved it, because if nothing else it told parts of a story that was 

hers, was her family’s, was her father’s. She would have loved that I traveled across the country, 

and ate Korean BBQ with her nieces, the nieces, the ones she told me I reminded her of.   

  When I think of my reaction to Allegiance, I realize that my relationship to this event is 

closer than I imagine. I had reactions that my partner did not, because although my family was 

not incarcerated, I am close to this narrative. My family history and Carolyn are wrapped into my 

approaches, and at every turn I try to imagine what Carolyn would have said. Would she be mad 

at my more moderate positions? That my project doesn’t offer a stronger argument? Would she 

be disappointed? This I can’t say, but I do know that my connection to the event is complicated 

by layers of my own narrative.  
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 The tensions identified by Abe are central to the problematic nature of writing about this 

event. To ignore the very real suffering is irresponsible, but it is equally as dangerous to 

represent the collective narrative in such a way that denies the truths of the nationally driven 

narrative. Though Allegiance is perhaps not the best example, stories that provide the feeling and 

sensation of incarceration are a critical part of the story itself. The dramatizing is both dangerous 

and important, and context becomes a necessary factor in approaching any story of incarceration. 

We need both the critical perspectives and the personal ones that informed them, so the audience 

can work through and decide how to find this balance.  

Densho, JANM, and many of the individual sites of incarceration are built on such 

stories, because they provide an alternative narrative to the existing, national one. The Manzanar 

webpage opens with bold text across the screen: One Camp, Ten Thousand Lives; One Camp, 

Ten Thousand Stories. This sentiment runs throughout the ways Japanese Americans, scholars, 

and historians are memorializing the event; the multivocal nature is at once what complicates the 

totalizing narrative and presents problems for those who need to organize and totalize the 

narrative to tell an accessible, consistent story. The inconsistencies are the story, which is 

precisely what makes narrative so difficult.  

For histories of oppression, however, where stories have been silenced, ignored, or 

rejected, access to alternative narratives provide a necessary means by which we understand not 

only the specific event, but also the ways we negotiate and mediate our own understandings of 

authenticity, truth, democracy, etc.  Narrative frameworks reveal the complications within both 

the individual and collective narrative, because narrative is messy. And the narrative of this 

event, an event which has been written and forgotten and rewritten again, presents an 

exceedingly messy account.  
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Direct access to first person narrative cannot solve every problem of discrimination or 

prejudice, but exposure to these narratives can complicate the singular story of a community that 

creates the prejudice, the Skittle Fallacy, wherein a singular story poisons a community. In the 

Multimediated Rhetoric of the Internet, Carolyn Handa calls scholars to embrace new media; 

whether we like it or not, Carolyn surmises, a digital world is here, and if we do not embrace 

such a world, we risk becoming obsolete. I believe this is also true of our methodologies. Internet 

access alters how we understand histories and our present moment. The multitude of narratives 

available to audiences requires that we remain all the more vigilant of the rhetoric of digital 

spaces, in order to explore, explain, and at times, challenge the narratives of such spaces. 

Individual narratives fight compartmentalizing, and embracing a methodology and approach that 

highlights and identifies the rhetoric of narrative, the messy nature of the singular vs. collective, 

is a necessary part of the rhetoric of digital spaces.  
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