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The lives of Japanese-Americans in the World War II era 

Introduc*on 

 Since 2020, structural racism and an3-Asian sen3ment1 have each become more broadly 
acknowledged in the United States. In accordance with what Asian American community groups have 
been calling for, for decades, there is a desire to understand inequi3es among dis3nct Asian American 
groups rather than grouping them into one monolith.2-6 One crucial way to understand the health 
inequi3es of today is to examine historical injus3ces and their las3ng impact on popula3on health across 
the life course and genera3ons.7-9  

In 1942, 120,000 people of Japanese descent – mostly U.S. ci3zens - were forcibly removed from 
their homes by the U.S. government and incarcerated in remote camps. World War II era incarcera3on 
was a dis3nc3ve event in the lives of Japanese-Americans that was not paralleled in the experience of 
other Asian-American groups living in the United States at the 3me. The impact of incarcera3on on the 
well-being of Japanese Americans is important to understand in its own right, because of the unlawful 
viola3on of civil rights. While there was a formal compensa3on and repara3on program in the 1990s for 
s3ll-living survivors of War Reloca3on Authority (WRA) camps, this program provided a universal 
($20,000) lump sum to all claimants, and did not individually assess the effects. Moreover, while World 
War II era Japanese incarcera3on is a rela3vely well known event in American history, there has been 
rela3vely liTle social science scholarship on long-term social and health impacts on individuals.  

More broadly, studying Japanese-American incarcera3on can usefully contribute to wider social 
science literature on early-life events and later life health, and understanding the specific impact of 
incarcera3on. European-focused scholarship has usefully exploited changing war3me condi3ons during 
World War II as natural experiments that can impact health many years later.10 The Dutch “Hunger 
Winter of 1944-45” has received the most aTen3on.11 Studies of the long-term impact of being a 
prisoner of war (POW) in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam have shown a range of effects on later-life 
health.12 Restricted dietary condi3ons for POWs and violent treatment during cap3vity contribute to 
later-life cardiovascular problems, and post-trauma3c stress las3ng decades. Yet, studies of POWs have 
also shown significant resilience par3cularly when social networks during incarcera3on were strong.  

A related literature examines the health effects of criminal incarcera3on in modern socie3es. 
Incarcera3on in general in the U.S. is associated with increased risk of chronic health and mortality a`er 
returning to the community.13  While WRA camps were not iden3cal to modern criminal incarcera3on 
there are important similari3es in being deprived of civil liber3es, placed under close surveillance, and 
living in crowded communal condi3ons. Japanese American incarcera3on specifically has been 
associated with poor health outcomes in unpublished data14 and with poli3cal disengagement that 
worsened the longer someone was incarcerated.15 Researchers have es3mated health effects of 
incarcera3on by comparing the Japanese Americans in Hawaii (low incarcera3on rates) to Japanese 
Americans in California (high incarcera3on rates).16  

Following the experience of being cast as the enemy by their own U.S. government, many 
Japanese Americans responded by increasing their efforts to assimilate, for instance by giving their 
children more Americanized names a`er the aTack on Pearl Harbor.17 This widespread effort to not 
dwell on the experience contributed to the current dearth of informa3on about how this mass 
incarcera3on of U.S. ci3zens affected those who were incarcerated.  

To understand the effects of incarcera3on on the life course trajectories, we need to understand 
the demographic, social, and socioeconomic characteris3cs of people of Japanese descent prior to 
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World War II. We will do this by linking the publicly available list of Japanese internees to the publicly 
available 1940 Full Count Census data, using modern record-linkage techniques. Thus, the paper makes 
two related and important contribu3ons. First, it describes the pre-incarcera3on condi3ons of the 
popula3on. Links to the full-count census data for 1940 will facilitate further record linkage to the 1930 
and 1950 censuses that will be completed by IPUMS as the 1950 full-count census data is soon released 
for social science research. Second, we provide the first-ever comprehensive analysis of the social and 
economic posi3on of Japanese-Americans in 1940 throughout the United States, including Hawaii.  
 
Methods  
 
We draw on newly available individual-level data from full-count American censuses, and records 
compiled in the administra3on of WRA camps.  
 
1940 Full Count Census data 

The 1940 census was one of the most sophis3cated and detailed censuses in the history of 
American census taking, and offers unparalleled insight into the social and economic circumstances of 
the popula3on at the end of the Great Depression. It was both the first census conducted using modern 
sta3s3cal sampling methods, and the last census to ask the en3re popula3on many important ques3ons 
about social and economic variables. Thus, it is par3cularly useful for examining the characteris3cs of a 
rela3vely small popula3on, such as the mainland popula3on of Japanese descent and birth, in 
comparison with other groups in the country. Because the en3re popula3on was asked ques3ons about 
educa3on, employment, and income the 1940 census allows measurement of household characteris3cs 
that some later censuses, most notably 1950, do not. The data from Hawaii are in a slightly different 
format because Hawaii did not become a state until 1959. Therefore, in the 1940 Census Hawaii 
residents received a special schedule for territories rather than the schedule for the contiguous 
mainland states. The existing—and widely used—1940 census sample does not include Hawaii (or 
Alaska). This means that up until now, analyses of 1940 Census data have excluded Hawaii residents. 
Still, the methods and variables between 1940 U.S. states and territories are largely comparable.  
 
1950 Full Count Census data 

The 1950 Census manuscripts have been released and are available in a machine-readable 
format consistent with IPUMS full-count and sample data. At the )me of wri)ng (November 2024),we 
are resolving issues with under-iden)fica)on of the Japanese popula)on in this dataset due to issues 
with the machine recogni)on of one-character abbrevia)ons for racial groups. Because the 1950 census 
sample does not contain data from Hawaii, its descrip3on of the Japanese-American popula3on a`er 
WWII is incomplete. We will incorporate a cross-sec3onal analysis of the Japanese-American popula3on 
in 1950 to examine popula3on-level changes in social and economic circumstances.1  
 
Na3onal Archives Record Group 210: Records of the War Reloca3on Authority (WRA), 1942-1946  

The War Reloca3on Authority (WRA) has a publicly available list of all Japanese Americans 
incarcerated during World War II. This includes informa3on from residents of California, Oregon, and 
Washington to ten reloca3on centers – Tule Lake (CA), Manzanar (CA), Minidoka (ID), Central Utah (UT), 
Granada (CO), Colorado River (AZ), Gila River (AZ), Heart Mountain (WY), Rohwer (AR), and Jerome (AR). 
The data includes previous address, birthplace and parents’ birthplace, educa3on and parents’ 
educa3on, and occupa3on, and is grouped by family. The data do not include informa3on on those born 

 
1 Individual-level record linkage to the 1950 census will not be feasibly completed by PAA. This forward 
linkage will be straighmorward to complete in the future.   
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into incarcera3on.18 In the WRA data, last names were truncated at 10 leTers, first names were 
truncated at 8 leTers, and only the middle ini3al was collected. Data were ini3ally collected on an 
Individual Record “Form WRA 26”. From there, coders checked the forms for consistency and categorized 
free response items. They were instructed:  

“Coding of the Individual Record (Form WRA 26) is an extremely important task. Our objec3ve is 
to have the work done as accurately as possible. Great care has been taken to obtain complete 
and accurate informa3on on the Individual Record forms which you will be coding. Hence the 
responsibility upon those who code is great, since inaccuracy in coding will make ineffec3ve all 
the care taken into obtaining accurate informa3on for the Individual Record” 

Coders checked within family units for consistency in names, previous addresses, religion, and family 
iden3fier. The coders also sorted the occupa3ons listed by internees into standard occupa3onal groups.  
 
Linking 1940 Full Count Census data to Internee lists 

Linking external datasets like the Internee list to full count, publicly available Census data has 
recently become a viable process using full-family informa3on.19 There are individual iden3fiers as well 
as family iden3fiers, which will further help with linking to households in the 1940 Census. One 
unpublished descrip3on of linking WRA lists with full count Census data achieved a 57% match rate 
without including those who lived in Hawaii in 1940.20 With the latest procedures developed by IPUMS, 
data of similar quality to the WRA List achieved a 78% match rate to the 1940 Census,21 and we expect to 
achieve a similar match rate.   

The WRA data truncated last names at 10 characters and first names at 8 characters. There are 
about 160 last names in the dataset (1.8%) which appear to be 10 characters, and are a mix of last 
names that are truly 10 characters long and last names that have been truncated. Prior to linking the 
WRA data to the 1940 Census, our co-author who is a na3ve Japanese speaker will fill in what are the 
likely missing leTers to complete the truncated last names. Despite these issues, linkage of the WRA data 
to the census is a straighmorward process using modern record-linkage methods developed for historical 
sources.22 Reflec3ng that “internment” was targeted at Japanese-Americans, the size of the popula3on 
in the WRA data and the 1940 census is similar, reducing the computa3onal demands of record linkage 
that occur when the individuals of interest must be found within a significantly larger census popula3on. 

In brief, we link people between the WRA and 1940 data by measuring the similarity of 
characteris3cs that should not change, or change predictably: names, ages, birthplace, parents 
birthplaces. To simplify linkage, we assume the composi3on of family groups changes minimally between 
1940 and 1942. Specifically, if we observe 12- and 10-year-old siblings with their parents in internment 
records, we expect that in 1940 we will 10- and 8-year-old siblings with those parents two years earlier. 
We undertake record linkage by measuring the name- and age- similarity of family groups in the WRA 
data with families in the 1940 census. For each family group in the WRA data, we iden3fy a group of 
families in the 1940 census for whom names, ages, and age differences suggest they could be the same 
individuals. We manually review and adjudicate which (WRA, 1940) pairing is most likely to be correct 
link for a sample of 300-500 cases. This training data is then used to predict links within the complete set 
of 109,400 WRA records.   

 
Analysis 

After we link these two datasets, we will first give a comprehensive description from 1940 of the 
lives of those who would be incarcerated two years later. We will compare those who were incarcerated 
to Japanese and Japanese Americans who were not incarcerated. We will also make this comparison 
between Hawaii residents who were incarcerated (N~2,000) versus not (N~160,000), as those who were 
incarcerated from Hawaii were distinct from those who were incarcerated from the mainland U.S. In the 



 4 

table below we show a range of key socio-economic variables we will be able to compare across the 
mainland and Hawaiian population, and after record linkage, between the free and incarcerated. 

  Mainland United States 
c. 123,000 (1940) 

Hawaii 
c. 160,000 (1940) 

  
Total Incarcerated 

~109,000 
Not 

incarcerated 
Total Incarcerated 

~2,000 
Not 

incarcerated 

Citizenship       

 
Citizen  
  if foreign born 

2%   0.5%   

Birthplace 
 

     

 United States 36%   76%   

 Japan 63%   24%   
Education (25+ y.o) 

      

 < High school 69% 
  

Not asked in census of Hawaii  

 High school 22% 
     

 Some college + 9% 
     

Occupation (men) 
      

 Farming 16% 
  

5% 
  

 Farm laborer 21% 
  

17% 
  

 White collar 8% 
  

10% 
  

 Prof/Manager 14% 
  

10% 
  

Wage income  $597 
  

Not asked in census of Hawaii 
Home owner 19%   21%   
Married (21+ y.o) 59%   67%   

 

Discussion: Our paper will document the Japanese-American population on the eve of World War II, 
giving a first-ever comprehensive quantitative description of the population, as existing census samples 
omitted Hawaiian census samples. Record linkage to the WRA lists of Japanese-Americans who were 
incarcerated will allow us to show how the predominantly West Coast population that was incarcerated 
differed from smaller Japanese-American communities in other parts of the country. Prior scholarship 
on Japanese-Americans in this era has relied on census and survey data that could not distinguish 
between people living on the West Coast or in other regions. 

Our paper will also demonstrate the feasibility of using modern record-linkage techniques for 
minoritized populations with non-English names. We will report on adjustments that may need to be 
made to record-linkage algorithms when linking Anglicized representations of non-Western names. A 
strength of the data that we are using is that both sources—census and WRA lists—identify family 
groups allowing more confident identification of individuals.  
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