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When the Emperor Was Divine is a poignant novella penned by Julie Otsuka that
explores the Japanese American experience during World War II, particularly the internment
of Japanese Americans. First published in 2002, the book has garnered critical acclaim for
its lyrical prose and powerful themes of identity, loss, and resilience. This article will delve
into the key elements of the novella, including its historical context, characters, themes,
and the overall impact of the narrative.

Historical Context

The backdrop of "When the Emperor Was Divine" is essential for understanding the
emotional weight of the story. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941,
Japanese Americans faced severe discrimination and suspicion. The U.S. government,
fueled by fear and prejudice, decided to forcibly remove approximately 120,000 Japanese
Americans from their homes, regardless of their citizenship status. These individuals were
relocated to internment camps scattered across the country, where they lived under harsh
conditions.

The historical significance of this period cannot be overstated. The internment of Japanese
Americans is widely recognized as a grave injustice and a dark chapter in American history.
Otsuka’s novella serves as a reminder of the consequences of racial prejudice and the
fragility of civil liberties during times of national crisis.

Structure and Style

"When the Emperor Was Divine" is notable for its unique structure and narrative style. The
novella is divided into five parts, each told from the perspective of a different character,
offering a multifaceted view of the internment experience. The use of short, succinct
chapters allows the reader to engage deeply with the characters' emotions while also
conveying the stark reality of their circumstances.

The prose is lyrical yet straightforward, reflecting the simplicity and complexity of the
characters’ lives. Otsuka employs vivid imagery and sensory details to draw readers into
the characters’ experiences, making the emotional weight of their stories palpable.

Character Analysis

The novella follows a Japanese American family—the mother, father, son, and daughter—as
they navigate the challenges of internment. Each character's perspective sheds light on
their individual struggles and the broader implications of their experiences.

1. The Mother:



- The mother is a central figure in the narrative, embodying resilience and determination.
Her character grapples with the loss of her home and the stigma of being Japanese
American. Through her eyes, readers witness the internal conflict of maintaining dignity in
the face of humiliation.
- She also assumes the role of caretaker for her children, striving to instill a sense of
normalcy amidst the chaos of their lives.

2. The Son:
- The son represents the innocence of youth disrupted by war and prejudice. His
experiences in the internment camp reflect the confusion and anger that many young
Japanese Americans felt during this time.
- The son struggles with his identity, caught between his Japanese heritage and the
American culture surrounding him.

3. The Daughter:
- The daughter’s perspective highlights the impact of internment on children. She
experiences a loss of innocence as she grapples with her identity and the stigma associated
with being Japanese American.
- Her character also illustrates the themes of longing and yearning for a sense of belonging.

4. The Father:
- The father’s absence throughout much of the novella symbolizes the disruption of family
and community ties caused by internment. His character serves as a reminder of the
broader impact of war on families and the psychological toll it takes on individuals.

Themes Explored

Otsuka’s novella delves into several profound themes that resonate deeply with readers.
These themes include:

Identity and Belonging

The struggle for identity is a central theme in "When the Emperor Was Divine." The
characters grapple with their Japanese heritage and the American identity imposed upon
them by society’s prejudices. The forced relocation challenges their sense of belonging,
leading to an ongoing search for self-acceptance.

Loss and Resilience

The theme of loss permeates the novella, as the characters confront the loss of their
homes, families, and sense of security. Despite this loss, the narrative also highlights the
resilience of the human spirit. The characters’ ability to endure hardships and maintain
hope serves as a testament to their strength.



Prejudice and Injustice

Otsuka poignantly illustrates the consequences of racial prejudice through the characters’
experiences. The unjust treatment of Japanese Americans during World War II serves as a
cautionary tale about the dangers of allowing fear to dictate policy and societal behavior.

Impact and Reception

"When the Emperor Was Divine" has received widespread acclaim for its insightful portrayal
of the Japanese American experience during World War II. Critics have praised Otsuka’s
ability to convey complex emotions through her concise writing style. The novella has been
included in various educational curriculums, serving as a vital resource for discussions
about civil rights, racism, and the importance of historical memory.

The book’s impact extends beyond the literary world; it has contributed to the ongoing
dialogue about the treatment of marginalized communities in the United States. By
shedding light on the injustices faced by Japanese Americans, Otsuka’s work encourages
readers to reflect on contemporary issues of discrimination and the importance of empathy.

Conclusion

"When the Emperor Was Divine" is a powerful exploration of identity, loss, and resilience
set against the backdrop of a painful chapter in American history. Through the experiences
of a Japanese American family, Julie Otsuka masterfully captures the emotional
complexities of internment and the enduring impact of prejudice. This novella serves as a
poignant reminder of the importance of understanding and acknowledging the past,
ensuring that the lessons learned from history inform our present and future.

In a world still grappling with issues of race and identity, Otsuka’s work resonates deeply,
urging readers to confront uncomfortable truths and fostering a greater sense of
compassion and understanding. As we reflect on the stories of those who endured injustice,
we are reminded of our shared humanity and the need to stand against discrimination in all
its forms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'When the Emperor Was
Divine'?
The main theme of 'When the Emperor Was Divine' is the impact of war and internment on
identity and family, particularly focusing on the experiences of Japanese Americans during
World War II.



Who is the author of 'When the Emperor Was Divine'?
The author of 'When the Emperor Was Divine' is Julie Otsuka.

What historical event does the book primarily focus on?
The book primarily focuses on the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II
following the attack on Pearl Harbor.

How is the narrative structured in 'When the Emperor
Was Divine'?
The narrative is structured in five parts, each told from the perspective of different family
members, allowing readers to see the varied experiences and emotional impacts of the
internment.

What literary techniques does Julie Otsuka use in the
novel?
Julie Otsuka employs techniques such as sparse prose, vivid imagery, and a fragmented
narrative to evoke the emotional landscape of her characters and their experiences.

What does the title 'When the Emperor Was Divine'
signify?
The title 'When the Emperor Was Divine' signifies the cultural and political climate of Japan
during the war, while also highlighting the loss of dignity and identity experienced by
Japanese Americans.

What is the significance of the family dog in the novel?
The family dog symbolizes the normalcy and domesticity that are disrupted by war and
internment, representing loss and the changes that occur within the family unit.

How does the book address themes of racism and
discrimination?
The book addresses themes of racism and discrimination by illustrating the unjust
treatment of Japanese Americans during the wartime period, highlighting the prejudice they
faced from society.

What impact did 'When the Emperor Was Divine' have
on discussions about Japanese American history?
The novel has had a significant impact on discussions about Japanese American history by
raising awareness of the internment experience and encouraging readers to reflect on
issues of identity, belonging, and injustice.
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