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when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka is a powerful and evocative novel that
delves into the experiences of Japanese American families during World War II. This work by
Julie Otsuka explores themes of identity, displacement, and resilience through the lens of a
family uprooted from their home and sent to an internment camp. The narrative’s sparse
yet poignant prose captures the emotional and psychological toll of this dark chapter in
American history. This article will provide a comprehensive analysis of the novel’s plot,
themes, characters, and historical context. Additionally, it will discuss the literary style and
critical reception of when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka, highlighting its
significance in contemporary American literature. The following sections will guide readers
through an in-depth understanding of the novel and its enduring impact.

Overview of the Novel

Historical Context and Background

Main Characters and Their Roles

Themes Explored in the Novel

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Critical Reception and Legacy

Overview of the Novel
when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka is a brief but powerful novel that
chronicles the forced relocation and incarceration of a Japanese American family during
World War II. The story is told from multiple perspectives, including those of the mother,
father, daughter, and son, creating a multifaceted view of the family’s ordeal. The narrative
begins with the family preparing to leave their home in California after the government
issues Executive Order 9066. They are sent to an internment camp in Utah, where they
endure harsh conditions and social isolation. The novel captures the emotional weight of
their experience, from the uncertainty of departure to the slow return to a changed world
after the war. Otsuka’s work is notable for its economy of language, using short, declarative
sentences to convey profound emotion and silence. The novel’s structure, divided into five
sections, reflects the stages of the family’s journey: departure, life in the camp, and return.

Plot Summary
The plot of when the emperor was divine focuses on the experience of a Japanese American



family uprooted from their home in Berkeley, California. The father disappears early in the
story, possibly arrested by the authorities, leaving the mother and children to face the
internment alone. The family is transported to a camp surrounded by barbed wire and
guarded by soldiers. Life in the camp is monotonous and oppressive, marked by the
struggle to maintain dignity amid dehumanizing conditions. After the war, the family
returns to their home to find it vandalized and their community changed. The novel ends on
an ambiguous note, reflecting the uncertain future for Japanese Americans after their
release.

Structure and Narrative Perspective
The novel is divided into five distinct parts, each focusing on a different stage of the
family’s experience. The narrative voice shifts subtly to capture the perspectives of the
mother, son, daughter, and an omniscient narrator, though no characters are named
explicitly. This technique emphasizes the universality of their experience, making the story
both intimate and representative of a larger historical reality.

Historical Context and Background
Understanding the historical context is crucial to fully appreciating when the emperor
was divine by julie otsuka. The novel is set against the backdrop of World War II and the
U.S. government’s policy of Japanese American internment. Following the attack on Pearl
Harbor in 1941, over 120,000 Japanese Americans were forcibly removed from their homes
and placed in internment camps under Executive Order 9066. These events are central to
the novel’s themes and narrative.

Japanese American Internment
The internment of Japanese Americans was a result of wartime hysteria and racial
prejudice. Families like the one depicted in Otsuka’s novel were stripped of their civil
liberties, property, and freedom. The camps were located in remote areas, often in harsh
climates, and were surrounded by barbed wire and armed guards. The internment caused
lasting damage to the Japanese American community, both economically and
psychologically.

Impact on Japanese American Families
The consequences of internment extended beyond the camps. Families were separated,
communities fractured, and identities challenged. The experience left deep scars, including
loss of trust in the government and struggles for post-war reintegration. Otsuka’s novel
highlights these impacts through the intimate portrayal of one family’s ordeal.



Main Characters and Their Roles
In when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka, the characters are unnamed, which
serves to universalize their experience. Each family member represents different facets of
the internment experience, providing a comprehensive emotional landscape of the trauma
endured.

The Mother
The mother is the central figure who maintains the household and attempts to preserve a
sense of normalcy amid chaos. Her strength and resilience provide a stabilizing force for
her children. Throughout the novel, her stoic endurance symbolizes the broader struggle of
Japanese American women during the internment.

The Father
The father’s absence for much of the novel reflects the reality that many Japanese
American men were separated from their families, either detained separately or arrested.
His disappearance creates a void and adds to the family’s sense of loss and uncertainty.

The Children
The daughter and son represent innocence affected by the harsh realities of internment.
Their perspectives reveal the confusion and fear experienced by young Japanese Americans
during this period. The children’s observations and reactions help readers understand the
psychological impact of displacement and discrimination.

Themes Explored in the Novel
when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka addresses several critical themes related
to identity, injustice, and resilience. These themes are woven throughout the narrative,
offering insight into the complex experiences of Japanese Americans during World War II.

Identity and Displacement
The novel explores how forced relocation disrupts personal and cultural identity. The
characters struggle to maintain their sense of self and heritage while being treated as
enemies in their own country. This theme reflects the broader challenges faced by
marginalized groups subjected to systemic oppression.

Injustice and Racism
Otsuka’s narrative highlights the racial prejudice underlying the internment policy. The



family's unjust treatment is portrayed with stark clarity, emphasizing the violation of civil
rights and the consequences of wartime hysteria. The novel serves as a critique of
institutional discrimination.

Resilience and Survival
Despite the hardships, the family demonstrates resilience and the will to survive. Their
perseverance in the face of adversity underscores the human capacity for endurance and
hope. This theme resonates throughout the text, offering a testament to strength amid
suffering.

List of Central Themes

Forced displacement and loss of home

Racial prejudice and systemic injustice

Family bonds and separation

Memory and silence

Resilience and hope in adversity

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques
Julie Otsuka employs a minimalist style in when the emperor was divine by julie
otsuka, using precise, economical language to convey deep emotional experiences. The
novel’s narrative techniques contribute significantly to its impact and readability.

Minimalist Prose
The prose is characterized by short, simple sentences and sparse description, which creates
a haunting and reflective tone. This minimalist approach allows readers to engage actively
with the text, filling in emotional and historical subtext. The restraint in language mirrors
the suppression and silencing faced by the characters.

Multiple Perspectives
The shifting narrative viewpoints give a rounded portrayal of the family’s experience. By
avoiding names and detailed backstories, Otsuka universalizes the narrative, making the
story representative of many families who endured internment. This technique also
emphasizes the fragmentation and dislocation caused by their ordeal.



Symbolism and Imagery
The novel uses subtle symbolism and imagery to evoke themes of loss and resilience.
Objects such as the family’s belongings, the barracks, and the desert landscape serve as
metaphors for displacement and confinement. These literary devices enrich the narrative’s
emotional depth.

Critical Reception and Legacy
when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka has been widely acclaimed for its
poignant portrayal of a painful historical episode. Critics and scholars praise the novel for
its emotional power, historical accuracy, and literary craftsmanship. Its impact extends
beyond literature, contributing to public awareness of Japanese American internment.

Critical Acclaim
The novel received positive reviews for its elegant prose and haunting storytelling. Many
reviewers have noted Otsuka’s success in capturing the silenced voices of internment
victims and presenting their stories with dignity. The book has been recognized as an
important work in Asian American literature and American history.

Educational and Cultural Significance
Since its publication, when the emperor was divine has become a staple in educational
curricula addressing World War II and civil rights. It is frequently used to teach about the
consequences of prejudice and the importance of remembering marginalized histories. The
novel also contributes to ongoing dialogues about race, identity, and justice in the United
States.

Legacy and Influence
The novel’s legacy includes inspiring further literary and scholarly work on Japanese
American experiences. It stands as a testament to the resilience of those who suffered
under internment and serves as a reminder of the dangers of racial discrimination and
governmental overreach.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'When the Emperor Was
Divine' by Julie Otsuka?
The central theme is the Japanese American internment during World War II and its impact
on a family, exploring identity, loss, and resilience.



Who are the main characters in 'When the Emperor Was
Divine'?
The main characters are a Japanese American mother and her children, including a young
daughter and son, who are sent to an internment camp.

How does Julie Otsuka portray the experience of
Japanese American internment?
Otsuka uses a sparse, poetic narrative style and multiple perspectives to convey the
emotional and physical hardships faced by the interned family.

What is the significance of the title 'When the Emperor
Was Divine'?
The title refers to the reverence for the Japanese Emperor and the irony of Japanese
Americans being treated as enemies by the U.S. government despite their cultural ties.

How does the novel address the theme of identity?
The novel explores how internment challenges the family's sense of identity, forcing them
to navigate their American and Japanese heritage under suspicion and discrimination.

What narrative perspective is used in 'When the
Emperor Was Divine'?
The novel employs a third-person limited perspective, often shifting focus among family
members to provide multiple viewpoints.

How does the setting impact the story in 'When the
Emperor Was Divine'?
The setting shifts from the family's home in Berkeley, California, to the harsh internment
camps, emphasizing displacement and confinement.

What role does silence play in the novel?
Silence symbolizes the suppression of voice and identity, reflecting the emotional trauma
and isolation experienced by the family.

How is the mother’s character portrayed in the novel?
The mother is depicted as strong yet reserved, carrying the burden of protecting her
children while coping with their harsh reality.



Why is 'When the Emperor Was Divine' considered an
important work in American literature?
It sheds light on a dark chapter of American history, giving voice to Japanese American
experiences and prompting reflection on civil rights and injustice.

Additional Resources
1. Farewell to Manzanar by Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston and James D. Houston
This memoir recounts the experiences of Jeanne Wakatsuki and her family during their
internment at the Manzanar War Relocation Center. It offers a personal and poignant look
at the struggles faced by Japanese Americans during World War II. The book explores
themes of identity, resilience, and the impact of incarceration on family dynamics.

2. When the Emperor Was Divine by Julie Otsuka
This novel follows a Japanese American family’s forced relocation and internment during
World War II. Told from multiple perspectives, it captures the emotional and psychological
toll of confinement and loss of freedom. Otsuka’s sparse, poetic prose evokes the silence
and isolation experienced by internees.

3. Snow Falling on Cedars by David Guterson
Set in the Pacific Northwest after World War II, this novel explores the legacy of Japanese
American internment through a murder trial involving a Japanese American man. It weaves
themes of love, prejudice, and justice in a community still grappling with wartime injustices.
The story reflects on memory and the long shadows cast by history.

4. No-No Boy by John Okada
This powerful novel centers on a Japanese American man who refuses to serve in the U.S.
military during World War II and returns to Seattle facing alienation and identity struggles.
It delves into the complexity of loyalty, cultural identity, and the consequences of
resistance. The book provides insight into a less-discussed perspective of the Japanese
American experience.

5. Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet by Jamie Ford
Set in Seattle during and after World War II, this novel tells the story of a Chinese American
boy and his friendship with a Japanese American girl who is sent to an internment camp.
The narrative explores themes of friendship, cultural conflict, and the lasting impact of
wartime prejudice. It is a moving portrayal of love and loss amid historical turmoil.

6. In the Heart of the Valley of Love by Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston
This memoir continues Jeanne Wakatsuki’s story beyond Manzanar, detailing her family’s
life after internment and their efforts to rebuild. It sheds light on the challenges faced by
Japanese Americans in the post-war period, including discrimination and cultural
adjustment. The book highlights resilience and the quest for identity.

7. Obasan by Joy Kogawa
A semi-autobiographical novel, Obasan tells the story of a Japanese Canadian girl grappling
with the internment of her family during World War II. The narrative addresses themes of
silence, memory, and the struggle to confront painful pasts. It is a deeply moving



exploration of injustice and healing.

8. American Knees by Shawn Wong
This novel explores the Asian American experience across generations, touching on themes
of identity, family, and cultural conflict. While it does not focus solely on internment, it
provides context for understanding the broader Asian American narrative, including the
repercussions of wartime discrimination. Wong’s storytelling is both humorous and
heartfelt.

9. The Buddha in the Attic by Julie Otsuka
This novel tells the collective story of Japanese "picture brides" who immigrated to America
before World War II and the impact of internment on their lives. Through lyrical prose and
multiple viewpoints, Otsuka captures the hopes, struggles, and resilience of these women.
The book complements "When the Emperor Was Divine" by expanding on the Japanese
American experience.
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