farewell to manzanar by jeanne
wakatsuki houston

farewell to manzanar by jeanne wakatsuki houston is a profound memoir that
captures the harrowing experiences of Japanese Americans during World War II,
specifically focusing on the internment of the Wakatsuki family in Manzanar,
California. Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston, through her poignant narrative, sheds
light on themes of identity, resilience, and the impact of prejudice. This
article delves into the book's background, key themes, character development,
and its significance in American literature and history. By exploring these
facets, readers can gain a deeper understanding of the complex issues
surrounding wartime internment and the enduring strength of the human spirit.
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Historical Context

The backdrop of Farewell to Manzanar is set against the historical events of
World War II, specifically the internment of Japanese Americans after the
attack on Pearl Harbor. Following this event, fear and suspicion toward
Japanese Americans grew rampant, leading to Executive Order 9066, which
authorized the relocation of approximately 120,000 individuals of Japanese
descent from the West Coast to internment camps. This drastic action was
justified by the U.S. government as a military necessity, though it was
largely fueled by racial prejudice and unfounded fears of espionage.

Manzanar was one of the ten internment camps established across the United
States. It was located in the Owens Valley of California and housed over
10,000 Japanese Americans. The conditions in these camps were often harsh,
with families living in cramped barracks and facing food shortages,
inadequate healthcare, and extreme weather conditions. This period not only
impacted the physical living conditions of Japanese Americans but also had



lasting psychological effects, shaping the identities and futures of those
interned.

Summary of the Memoir

Farewell to Manzanar chronicles Jeanne Wakatsuki's life from childhood
through her experiences in the Manzanar internment camp. The memoir begins
with her family's life in Ocean Park, California, where they enjoyed a
typical American life until the onset of the war. The narrative shifts
dramatically as their lives are uprooted, and they are forced into the camp,
where they face the realities of internment.

Throughout the memoir, Jeanne details her family dynamics, the struggles of
her parents, and her own challenges as a child trying to make sense of her
world. The text captures the emotional turmoil of losing one's home and the
process of adapting to camp life. It also highlights moments of joy and
resilience, showcasing how families found ways to preserve their culture and
identity despite the oppressive circumstances.

Thematic Analysis

The themes in Farewell to Manzanar are rich and multifaceted, reflecting the
complexities of the Japanese American experience during the war. Key themes
include:

e Identity and Belonging: The memoir explores the struggle for identity
among Japanese Americans in a society that viewed them as outsiders.
Jeanne grapples with her cultural heritage while facing discrimination.

* Resilience and Adaptation: Despite the oppressive conditions of the
internment camp, the characters demonstrate remarkable resilience. They
create a community and adapt to their circumstances, showing the
strength of the human spirit.

e Family and Community: The importance of family ties and community
support is a recurring theme. Jeanne's narrative emphasizes the role of
family in coping with adversity.

e Injustice and Prejudice: The memoir critiques the injustice of the
internment process and highlights the prejudice faced by Japanese
Americans, prompting readers to reflect on issues of civil rights and
racial discrimination.



Character Development

The characters in Farewell to Manzanar are well-developed and serve as
representations of the broader Japanese American community. Jeanne, as the
narrator, evolves significantly throughout the memoir. Initially portrayed as
a carefree child, her experiences in the camp lead her to confront her
identity and the realities of prejudice.

Jeanne's parents, particularly her father, are also central figures in the
narrative. Her father, who struggles with the loss of his autonomy and
dignity, symbolizes the broader plight of Japanese American men during this
period. The dynamic between Jeanne and her parents adds depth to the
narrative, showcasing the impact of internment on family relationships.

Impact and Legacy

Farewell to Manzanar has had a significant impact on American literature and
education. It serves as an essential resource for understanding the Japanese
American experience during World War II, often included in school curricula
across the United States. The memoir not only educates readers about
historical injustices but also encourages discussions about civil rights,
tolerance, and the importance of standing against discrimination.

The book has been recognized with various awards and honors, further
solidifying its place in American literature. Its legacy extends beyond its
pages, inspiring subsequent generations to reflect on the importance of
empathy and understanding in a diverse society.

Conclusion

In summary, Farewell to Manzanar by Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston is a compelling
memoir that captures the essence of the Japanese American experience during
World War II. Through its exploration of themes such as identity, resilience,
and injustice, the book provides valuable insights into a dark chapter of
American history. Jeanne's story serves not only as a personal narrative but
also as a reminder of the lasting effects of prejudice and the importance of
preserving human dignity. This memoir continues to resonate with readers,
ensuring that the lessons learned from the past are not forgotten.

Q: What is the main theme of Farewell to Manzanar?

A: The main theme of Farewell to Manzanar is the struggle for identity and
belonging among Japanese Americans during World War II, exploring issues of
prejudice, resilience, and the importance of family.



Q: How does Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston portray her
family in the memoir?

A: Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston portrays her family as a source of strength and
support throughout their internment experience, highlighting their struggles,
resilience, and the impact of internment on family dynamics.

Q: What historical events inspired Farewell to
Manzanar?

A: The historical events that inspired Farewell to Manzanar include the
attack on Pearl Harbor and the subsequent internment of Japanese Americans
under Executive Order 9066 during World War II.

Q: Why is Farewell to Manzanar significant in
American literature?

A: Farewell to Manzanar is significant in American literature because it
addresses the injustices faced by Japanese Americans during World War II,
serving as an essential resource for understanding civil rights issues and
the impact of racism.

Q: What challenges did Jeanne face while living in
the internment camp?

A: While living in the internment camp, Jeanne faced challenges such as loss
of freedom, inadequate living conditions, and the struggle to maintain her
cultural identity amidst prejudice and discrimination.

Q: How does the memoir address the concept of
resilience?

A: The memoir addresses the concept of resilience by illustrating how Jeanne
and her family adapted to their circumstances, finding ways to cope, maintain
hope, and preserve their cultural heritage despite the oppressive environment
of the internment camp.

Q: What role does community play in Farewell to
Manzanar?

A: Community plays a vital role in Farewell to Manzanar, as the internees
band together to support each other, creating a sense of solidarity and
preserving their cultural practices even in the face of adversity.



Q: How has Farewell to Manzanar been received 1in
educational settings?

A: Farewell to Manzanar has been widely embraced in educational settings,
often included in school curricula as a critical text for teaching about
Japanese American history, civil rights, and the consequences of war.

Q: What impact did the internment experience have on
Jeanne's identity?

A: The internment experience profoundly impacted Jeanne's identity, forcing
her to confront the complexities of her Japanese heritage while grappling
with feelings of alienation and the realities of discrimination.

Q: In what ways does the memoir encourage
discussions about civil rights?

A: The memoir encourages discussions about civil rights by highlighting the
injustices faced by Japanese Americans, prompting readers to reflect on the
importance of protecting civil liberties for all individuals, regardless of
their background.
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