when the emperor was divine by julie otsuka

When the Emperor Was Divine by Julie Otsuka is a poignant and powerful novel that delves into
the impact of World War Il on Japanese Americans, particularly focusing on the experiences of a
Japanese American family during the internment period. Published in 2002, Otsuka's work is not only
a narrative about displacement and loss but also a profound exploration of identity, family, and
resilience in the face of adversity. This article will examine the themes, characters, and historical
context of the novel, as well as its critical reception and lasting significance.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate When the Emperor Was Divine, it is essential to understand the historical backdrop
against which the story unfolds. Following Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, anti-
Japanese sentiment surged in the United States. The U.S. government, fueled by fear and prejudice,
forced over 120,000 Japanese Americans, the majority of whom were U.S. citizens, into internment
camps.

The Internment Camps
The internment experience was characterized by:

- Loss of Property: Many families were forced to abandon their homes, businesses, and possessions,
leading to significant financial and emotional distress.

- Living Conditions: The camps were often located in remote areas and provided minimal comfort,
with families living in cramped barracks with little privacy.

- Disruption of Family Dynamics: The internment disrupted traditional family structures, roles, and
relationships, as individuals struggled to cope with their new realities.

Overview of the Novel

When the Emperor Was Divine is structured in five distinct parts, each narrated from the perspective
of a different family member. This narrative technique allows Otsuka to capture the multifaceted
nature of their experiences and the collective trauma faced by Japanese Americans during this
tumultuous period.

Character Analysis

1. The Mother: The matriarch of the family, she embodies resilience and strength. Her character
reflects the internal struggle of maintaining dignity and hope amidst despair.

2. The Son: A young boy in the story, he grapples with the loss of his childhood innocence. His
experiences highlight the confusion and fear that children faced during internment.

3. The Daughter: The daughter’s perspective emphasizes the alienation and identity crisis that many
Japanese American children experienced, often feeling caught between two cultures.

4. The Father: Though he is absent for much of the novel, his character represents the broader impact
of war on families and the sense of loss that pervades the narrative.

Themes

Otsuka's novel is rich in themes that resonate deeply with readers:



Identity and Displacement

The theme of identity is central to the narrative, as characters struggle to reconcile their Japanese
heritage with their American identity. The internment experience forces them to confront the question
of what it means to be American in a society that views them as the "other."

Family and Resilience

Family bonds serve as a source of strength throughout the novel. Otsuka illustrates how love and
unity can help individuals endure even the most challenging circumstances. The family's collective
resilience becomes a testament to their ability to survive and adapt.

Memory and Trauma

Otsuka poignantly captures the lingering effects of trauma on individuals and families. The narrative
reflects how memories—both painful and cherished—shape the characters’ identities and their
understanding of the past.

Symbolism
Otsuka employs various symbols throughout the novel to enhance its themes:

- The Emperor: The title itself is symbolic, representing both the hope and disillusionment that the
characters experience. The Emperor serves as a distant figure of authority, illustrating the
complexities of loyalty and betrayal.

- The Color White: The repeated mention of white—seen in the barracks, snow, and the family's
belongings—symbolizes purity and innocence, contrasting sharply with the harsh realities of
internment.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, When the Emperor Was Divine received widespread acclaim for its lyrical prose and
poignant storytelling. Critics praised Otsuka’s ability to convey complex emotions with simplicity and
grace. The novel has been recognized with several accolades, including being a finalist for the
PEN/Faulkner Award.

Themes in Criticism

Critics have highlighted several aspects of the novel:

- Empathy and Human Connection: Many reviewers noted that Otsuka's portrayal of her characters
fosters empathy and encourages readers to reflect on the human experience during wartime.

- Historical Significance: The novel is often lauded for its historical accuracy and its role in educating
readers about the injustices faced by Japanese Americans during World War Il

Legacy and Significance

When the Emperor Was Divine continues to be relevant in contemporary discussions about race,

identity, and the consequences of prejudice. Its exploration of the Japanese American internment
experience serves as a reminder of the fragility of civil liberties in times of national crisis.



Educational Impact

The novel is frequently included in high school and college curricula, serving as a critical resource for
discussions about:

- Civil Rights: It prompts discussions surrounding the importance of protecting civil liberties,
particularly during times of fear and hysteria.

- Cultural Understanding: The book fosters greater understanding of Japanese American history and
the impact of discrimination, encouraging dialogue about race relations in the United States.

Conclusion

In When the Emperor Was Divine, Julie Otsuka masterfully weaves together the stories of a Japanese
American family, exploring themes of identity, resilience, and the enduring impact of trauma. Through
her lyrical prose and nuanced character development, Otsuka not only sheds light on a dark chapter
of American history but also invites readers to reflect on the broader implications of prejudice and the
importance of empathy. As we continue to confront issues of discrimination and injustice in our
society, Otsuka's novel remains a powerful reminder of the need for understanding and compassion in
our shared human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'When the Emperor
Was Divine' by Julie Otsuka?

The main themes include identity, displacement, the impact of war on families, and the complexities
of racism and internment experienced by Japanese Americans during World War Il.

How does Julie Otsuka use perspective to tell the story in
'When the Emperor Was Divine'?

Otsuka uses a unique narrative style that shifts perspectives among different family members,
allowing readers to experience the emotional and psychological impact of internment from multiple
viewpoints.

What historical context is essential for understanding 'When
the Emperor Was Divine'?

The novel is set against the backdrop of World War Il, particularly the forced internment of Japanese
Americans following the attack on Pearl Harbor, which highlights issues of civil liberties and racial
prejudice in America.

How does the author convey the sense of loss and longing in
the novel?

Otsuka conveys loss and longing through evocative imagery, sparse yet poignant prose, and the



characters' reflections on their past lives, homes, and the disconnection from their culture and
identity due to internment.

What role does the symbolism of the Emperor play in the
novel?

The Emperor symbolizes both the cultural identity of the Japanese people and the sense of betrayal
felt by the characters. His divinity contrasts with the harsh reality of their internment, reflecting the
themes of loyalty and disillusionment.
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