
when the emperor was divine

When the Emperor Was Divine is a poignant novel by Julie Otsuka that explores the Japanese

American experience during World War II, particularly the internment of Japanese Americans following

the attack on Pearl Harbor. The narrative unfolds through the eyes of a Japanese American family

forced into a relocation camp, offering a deeply personal perspective on loss, identity, and resilience.

Through its lyrical prose and haunting imagery, Otsuka captures the profound impact of war on

individuals and communities, raising essential questions about belonging, loyalty, and the nature of

humanity.

The Context of the Novel

Historical Background

To fully appreciate When the Emperor Was Divine, it is vital to understand the historical context in

which it is set. The novel takes place during a tumultuous period in American history—the aftermath of

the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941. Following this event, the U.S. government became

increasingly suspicious of Japanese Americans, fearing they might be loyal to Japan rather than the

United States.

In 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which authorized the

internment of approximately 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds of whom were U.S. citizens.

Families were uprooted from their homes, forced to sell their possessions, and relocated to remote

internment camps in harsh conditions. This government-sanctioned discrimination had lasting effects

on individuals and communities, which Otsuka poignantly illustrates in her novel.



Overview of the Novel

When the Emperor Was Divine is structured in five distinct parts, each narrated from the perspective of

different family members. The story begins with the family’s initial dislocation and follows their journey

through internment, highlighting their experiences and the emotional turmoil that accompanies such a

dramatic shift in their lives.

Key themes explored in the novel include:

1. Identity: The struggle to maintain cultural identity amidst forced assimilation.

2. Family: The bonds that hold the family together during adversity.

3. Displacement: The emotional and physical dislocation caused by internment.

4. Loss and Grief: The personal losses experienced by each family member.

Character Analysis

The Mother

The mother in When the Emperor Was Divine embodies resilience and strength. Forced to adapt to life

in the internment camp, she does her best to maintain a sense of normalcy for her children. Her

character reflects the sacrifices made by many Japanese American women during this period.

- She is portrayed as practical and resourceful, often taking on the role of caregiver and protector.

- Her internal struggles highlight the emotional toll of internment, as she grapples with feelings of

anger, sadness, and a desire to shield her children from the harsh realities of their situation.



The Children

The children in the novel, particularly the young boy and girl, represent innocence and the impact of

war on future generations.

- The Boy: His perspective captures the confusion of a child trying to understand the complexities of

loyalty and identity. He experiences a sense of loss not only of his home but also of his childhood

innocence.

- The Girl: She embodies the struggle for identity and belonging. Her experience reflects the

challenges faced by Japanese American children, who often found themselves caught between two

cultures.

The Father

The father’s character is largely absent, representing the many Japanese American men who were

separated from their families during internment or who were drafted into the military.

- His absence creates a palpable void in the family dynamic, symbolizing the loss experienced by

many families during this era.

- The father's character also raises questions about masculinity, honor, and duty in the face of

adversity.

Literary Themes

Identity and Cultural Displacement

A central theme in When the Emperor Was Divine is the struggle for identity amidst cultural



displacement. The characters grapple with their Japanese heritage and their American identity, leading

to feelings of alienation and confusion.

- The narrative illustrates how internment forced Japanese Americans to navigate their dual identity in

a society that viewed them as enemies.

- Otsuka uses imagery and symbolism to highlight the characters’ internal conflicts, often contrasting

their cultural practices with the harsh realities of camp life.

Family and Resilience

Family serves as a crucial source of strength for the characters in the novel. Even as they face the

challenges of internment, their bonds help them endure the trials they encounter.

- The family's collective resilience is a testament to the human spirit's ability to withstand adversity.

- Otsuka portrays moments of tenderness and connection, emphasizing the importance of familial love

in overcoming hardship.

Loss and Grief

The theme of loss permeates the novel, as each character experiences personal and collective grief.

- The physical loss of their home and belongings is accompanied by emotional losses, including the

loss of identity and community.

- Otsuka captures the nuances of grief through the characters’ reflections and interactions, offering

readers a glimpse into the deep emotional scars left by internment.



Symbolism and Imagery

Otsuka employs rich symbolism and imagery throughout When the Emperor Was Divine, enhancing

the emotional depth of the narrative.

The Emperor

The title itself, When the Emperor Was Divine, signifies the complex relationship between the

Japanese American community and their homeland.

- The figure of the emperor represents both cultural pride and the burden of national identity. The

characters’ reflections on the emperor highlight their longing for connection to their heritage while

grappling with the stigma of internment.

The Garden

The garden serves as a powerful symbol of the characters’ lost sense of normalcy and connection to

the past.

- The mother’s attempts to create a garden in the camp reflect her desire to reclaim a sense of home

and beauty amid despair.

- The garden represents hope and resilience, illustrating the characters’ determination to find joy even

in the bleakest circumstances.

The Impact of the Novel



When the Emperor Was Divine has made significant contributions to the understanding of Japanese

American experiences during World War II.

- Educational Value: The novel is often included in educational curricula, serving as a vital resource for

discussing themes of racism, displacement, and the consequences of war.

- Cultural Significance: Otsuka’s work has helped to raise awareness about the injustices faced by

Japanese Americans and has contributed to broader discussions about civil liberties and human rights.

Critical Reception

The novel has received widespread acclaim for its lyrical prose and thoughtful exploration of complex

themes. Critics have praised Otsuka for her ability to convey deep emotional truths through a

minimalist style.

- The novel won several awards, including the American Library Association’s Alex Award, and has

been recognized as a significant work in contemporary literature.

- Readers often find themselves moved by the characters’ stories, fostering empathy and

understanding for the experiences of Japanese Americans during this dark chapter in history.

Conclusion

When the Emperor Was Divine is a powerful and haunting exploration of identity, family, and resilience

in the face of adversity. Through the experiences of a Japanese American family during World War II,

Julie Otsuka sheds light on the profound impact of internment and the enduring strength of the human

spirit. The novel serves as a poignant reminder of the importance of understanding our shared history

and the need to honor the voices of marginalized communities. As we reflect on the past, Otsuka’s

narrative encourages us to foster empathy, resilience, and a commitment to justice in our own lives.



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,

family, and the Japanese American experience 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.

How is the narrative structure of 'When the Emperor Was Divine'

significant?

The narrative structure is significant as it uses multiple perspectives, allowing readers to experience

the emotional and psychological toll of internment on different family members.

What historical event does 'When the Emperor Was Divine' explore?

The novel explores the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, particularly the

experiences of a Japanese American family.

How does the author depict the experience of internment in the novel?

The author depicts internment through the eyes of a Japanese American family, illustrating their loss of

freedom, identity, and the struggles they face in the internment camp.

What literary techniques does Julie Otsuka use in 'When the Emperor

Was Divine'?

Julie Otsuka employs techniques such as sparse prose, vivid imagery, and a fragmented narrative to

evoke the emotional landscape of her characters.



What role does the setting play in 'When the Emperor Was Divine'?

The setting plays a crucial role as it contrasts the family's former life in California with the harsh

conditions of the internment camp, highlighting themes of displacement and loss.

What message does 'When the Emperor Was Divine' convey about

identity?

The novel conveys that identity can be profoundly affected by external circumstances, such as war and

discrimination, and emphasizes the struggle to maintain one's sense of self in the face of adversity.

Why is 'When the Emperor Was Divine' considered an important work

in American literature?

It is considered important because it addresses the often-overlooked history of Japanese American

internment, fostering awareness and empathy towards marginalized communities.

What are some of the emotional impacts faced by characters in 'When

the Emperor Was Divine'?

Characters experience a range of emotions including fear, confusion, loss, and resilience as they

navigate the challenges of internment and the longing for their previous lives.
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