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- Did redress have a long-lasting impact on the socioeconomic status of Japanese 

Americans?  

- How are reparations for Japanese Americans relevant to the modern fight for 

reparations for Black Americans?
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victims, as in some instances, the victims’ desires are not prioritized. The following examples of 

completed reparations display significant appropriations of funding and uncertainty from 

victims in various cases.  

Historical Examples of Reparations 

 
 Reparations have successfully been offered in several other countries, to attempt to 

make a
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government research on syphilis 
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question the value of the monetary compensation (Indian Claims Commission, 1980). This 

example highlights the tension between victims and perpetrators, as well as the ways 

reparations can be less meaningful without group participation and symbolic components like 

an apology.  

  In nearly every example of completed reparations, there is hesitation and deliberation 

on the side of the victims, and a formal apology from the perpetrator, the government. These 

examples highlight the difficulty of developing reparations that are meaningful to those 

impacted by the injustice restitution is aiming to address. Another potential instance of 

reparations in the United States is the battle over H.R. 40 in the House of Representatives. The 

Commission to Study and Develop Reparation Proposals for African Americans Act, also known 

as H.R. 40, is a bill that would establish a commission to determine the nation’s role in slavery, 

discrimination against freed enslaved people and their descendants, and the lingering impacts 

of slavery. Notably, this bill is not debating reparations proposals, it is only debating the 

opportunity to investigate government wrongdoing against Black Americans. This bill, at the 

time of writing, was introduced to the 116th Congress by Representative Sheila Jackson Lee, 

after 28 years of Representative John Coyner introducing the bill into Congress to no avail. 

Reparations for slavery have had the least success in government despite efforts from 

organizations and members of Congress. 

Japanese Incarceration and Redress 

 
 The most mainstream example of reparations in America
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to as relocation, evacuation, and incarceration. Reparations are also referred to as redress and 

restitution. While “internment” is the most commonly known word to describe the forced 

removal and imprisonment of Japanese people in America after the attack on Pearl Harbor, it 

does not properly describe what happened. For the remainder of this paper, “internment” will 

not be used to describe the incarceration of Japanese people in American concentration camps. 

This diction is respectful of interviewee wishes, reflective of language used by Japanese 

American Organizations, and the most factually accurate. Reparations for Japanese Americans 

were meant to address the incarceration of people of Japanese ancestry in the US during World 

War II. The American decision to officially enter the war was spurred by the bombing of Pearl 

Harbor by Japanese air forces on December 7, 1941. Two large ships were destroyed at the 

Pearl Harbor naval base in Hawaii, and 2,403 people were killed, which prompted the United 

States to enter the war and President Roosevelt to enact Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 

1942 (JANM.org). Executive Order 9066 required that Japanese and Americans of Japanese 

descent be rounded up and housed in relocation camps. With anywhere between four days to 

two weeks of notice, Japanese Americans were forced to dispose of their personal belongings 

and sell their property. They were instructed to only bring what they could carry, resulting in 

lost businesses, property, and land due to their forced evacuation. This was happening in an era 

of anti-Japanese racism and so was accepted by the larger American public. It was required that 

people with as little as 1/16th Jap
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and removed from their homes. At Tule Lake, another man, Shoichi James Okamoto, was shot 

to death by a guard (JANM.org). 

Incarceration ended in 1945, after the Supreme Court ruled that the WRA did not have 

the authority to detain loyal citizens in Endo v. The United States. The last concentration camp, 

Tule Lake, did not close until 1946.  Executive Order 9066 was not officially repealed until 1976 

by President Ford. In 1988 President Reagan signed H.R. 442, the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, 

which states that the imprisonment of people of Japanese ancestry was “largely motivated by 

racial prejudice, wartime hysteria, and a failure of political leadership” and lists its goals as to 
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uncovered many emotions and stories that had been buried for years.   For a more 

comprehensive explanation of the grassroots struggle and personal accounts of the process 

from members of the Los Angeles chapter, which warrants detail that is 
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losses are significantly large considering what their value would be in 1990s dollars, when the 

first reparation payment was made, and in comparison to the $20,000 paid as redress for these 

losses. Due to the hectic and abusive nature of Japanese evacuation, there are not accurate 

records to determine a more certain calculation of losses.  

The other monetary program that was a part of Japanese Redress was the Civil Liberties 

Public Education Fund. The goals of this fund were to ensure the remembrance of Japanese 

incarceration and to understand the causes of events in this and similar situations. $3,300,000 

from the fund were used to sponsor 135 projects including art, research, fellowships, 

landmarks, and curriculum development (Yamato, 2013). Other awareness actions sponsored 

by the public education fund include public service announcements, the republishing of the 

Personal Justice Denied report, and editing the transcripts of testimonies from CWRIC hearings 
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Economic Impacts 

Most work on the economic impact of incarceration shows significant financial losses for 

Japanese Americans who were incarcerated. Economic losses largely stemmed from having to 

sell personal items and property at a loss, losing businesses, and lost opportunity for wages. 

More specifically losses came from selling automobiles to individuals or the government for 

significantly reduced prices, selling land to opportunists also at significantly reduced prices, 

losing small businesses due to the inability to maintain them during incarceration, and 

entrusting items or property to caretakers who often abandoned property or never returned 

items (Kashima, 1997). There were also significant losses in the agriculture industry, as about 

two-thirds of the Japanese workforce in the western coastal states relied on the agriculture 

industry and about $80,000,000 worth of farmland and equipment belonged to Nikkei on the 

west coast (Kashima, 1997). 

Other significant losses came from lost wages. All estimates, including conservative 

estimates, on how much incarcerated Japanese Americans lost due to property and wage losses 

show significantly higher losses than what was paid by the government to address those losses 

through the 1948 Japanese American Evacuation Claims Act and the 1988 Civil Liberties Act. In 

the Evacuations Claims Act, the US government paid about $37,000,000 in total to the majority 

of the 26,568 claimants, and the 1988 Civil Liberties Act paid $20,000 to all surviving 

incarcerees, which was about $1,600,000,000 from the government (Kashima, 1997). However, 

a study by Broom and Riemer in 1949 found that based on conservative measures of income 

and property loss, there was about $77,000,000 worth of losses to claim from the Evacuations 
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in the congressional deliberation for the 1988 Civil Liberties Act for not accounting for the loss 

of financial documents due to incarceration that were needed to prove financial losses. Broom 

and Riemer focused on Los Angeles as a sample and used conservative measures like basing 

calculations on 1941 costs although theirs is still considered the most thorough analysis of 

economic impacts of evacuation (Kashima, 1997).  

There is a significant lack of research on the economic impacts from the 21st century 

and the generational impact of incarceration from an economic perspective. Chin (2004) is the 

most recent economic study and sole study on the extent of losses specifically due to wage loss 

and labor market withdrawal and its long-term effects after incarceration. To understand how 

male working-age Japanese Americans would have fared if incarceration had not happened, 

Chin used the Japanese population of Hawaii, which was not subject to incarceration, as a 

control group. Chin found evidence of earnings losses up to 25 years after incarceration. The 

greatest earning losses were for the youngest group of male incarcerees and was determined 
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like higher education, instead of physical capital like land, which had proven to be a risky 

investment for this ethnic group because of the losses from incarceration (Caudill and Mixon, 

2012). This research was completed using the data from the Japanese American Research 

Project and found that behavior from Japanese Americans post-incarceration aligned with 

economic theory, however, this research did not include a thorough analysis on the impact on 

changing from investing in physical capital to human capital on socioeconomic status. Analysis 

of the larger socioeconomic and wealth impacts on investing in human capital instead of 

physical capital would be relevant to the discussion of effective reparations and information on 
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generally positive but were influenced by one’s worldview. Importantly this research also 

determined that reparations do not completely heal trauma although victims do view them as 

generally positively impactful. The 2019 Nagata study on racial trauma from wartime 

incarceration details the stressors that Japanese people faced due to incarceration and the 

intergenerational impacts of such trauma while the 1990 Nagata study found that behavior of 
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 The existing literature on the subject of Japanese reparations does not include a follow-

up on the socioeconomic impacts of reparations and largely denies a connection between 

Japanese reparations and the movement for reparations for Black Americans. Research needs 

to be expanded to include more modern socioeconomic impacts of reparations, and 

generational impacts of reparations. This research would be especially relevant to the modern 

fight for reparations for other groups in America, namely, Black Americans and descendants of 

enslaved people. My research aimed to expand on the existing research by examining the 

generational impact on socioeconomic status reparations had for Japanese Americans and 

relatin
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answer was 4.1, with the lowest answer being zero and the highest being 8.5 (This is based on 8 

responses, as 2 respondents could not answer this question). The two respondents who rated 

t
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Notably, there were 5 people who were employed in agriculture, which includes gardening and 

farming, whether or not they owned the farmland. For the generation born around the 1940s, 
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This chart shows the frequency of the different ways reparations from the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 
were used. Note that the chart shows more data points on how reparations were spent because the 
people interviewed were able to report on how their parents, siblings, and self, when relevant, used 
their redress and because most people used the money for multiple purposes. For example, if a person 
reported they spent their redress on a car and a donation to a charity, that would count as one report 
for “Donations/Gifts” and one report for “Big Expenses”. Also, note that two people reported they were 
unsure of how reparations were spent and there is no column on the chart that displays that. The 
“Donations/Gifts'' grouping represents donations to nonprofit organizations, academic institutions, and 
direct monetary gifts to family members. The “Practical Uses” grouping represents uses that the 
respondent would have made whether or not they had redress money, including loan payments and 
other bills, combining the payment with their regular income, daily spending for children or general 
needs. The “Big Expenses'' grouping represents larger expenditures that were enabled by the 
reparations, including paying for a more extravagant wedding, a new car, new furniture, or home 
improvements. The “Other/General Spending” grouping represents the uses that did not fit into the 
other categories which were investing and non-essential spending.  
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difficulty rebuilding, uniting, and engaging a community that was accustomed to keeping its 

head down. 

Table 2.  

Select responses to 
the question: 
 
 
“Was the $20,000 
sufficient?” 

“Of course not” (stated by 2 different respondents) 

"No, I think it was token. I think that the loss of four years of work 
education and your life and the loss of property and everything you 
owned land farm stores businesses you know precious family 
heirlooms. you know the shame, humiliation, the fear, the anger and 
you know being ostracized as a people, I don't think there's anything 
that could compensate for that"  

“Well, it wasn't sufficient for what they lost of course. It was 
meaningful enough that people felt vindicated” 

 
Table 3.  

 Occupation by Generation, Select Examples 

ID# IA Occupation CIA Occupation GIA Occupation 

1 Gardener Teacher and Administrator Doctor, Teacher 

6 Farmers Retailer Lawyer, Union Organizer 

Table 3 displays occupations held by different generations of people in the same family. Trend displays 
the transition from working class to professional class careers. Note occupations separated by a comma 
in the GIA column represent occupations held by different siblings.  
 
Table 4.  

Select Quotes about 
Community Healing through 
Redress Process and Victory 
 

"It [the hearings] was really kind of a very transformative 
moment for the Japanese American community " 

“When people did get the apology, it did mean a whole lot. 
You could feel a real sense of redemption and the whole 
thing about being relieved of that burden of guilt” 

“It [redress] changed all of us because it lifted that kind of 
maybe inferiority or shame” 

“I feel prouder. You know, I think our community feels 
certain pride. You know you could hold your head up better” 
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making the apology more meaningful and being a consequential cost to the government in 

total. This idea is also expressed in other previous testimony including an interview with John 

Tateishi and NPR where Tateishi stated the following:  

“The redress campaign wasn't just about trying to gain monetary compensation. 
I mean, you figure three years of imprisonment and the 30 years of guilt and 
shame we lived with, $20,000 wasn't going to abrogate all of that. But the 
money was part of the message. The American public didn't give a damn until 
the minute we started demanding compensation” (John Tateishi, NPR Interview, 
March 4, 2020). 

 

According to the American Psychological Association, socioeconomic status, which is 

indicative of class, is “often measured as a combination of education, income and occupation”. 

While data on income was not collected, socioeconomic status can still be analyzed by using 

data on education and occupation, both of which influence income. Occupations held by the 

generation that was incarcerated as adults were largely working-class, examples include 

farming, retail, gardening, fishing. When comparing occupations held by IA, CIA, and GIA, there 

is a trend towards more professional and higher income occupations in each successive 

generation. The occupational trend towards higher-income jobs is exemplified in two 

respondents’ families, shown in Table 3. This trend is supported by interviewees mostly 

reporting that they felt “better off” than their parent’s generation. There is no language in 
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status caused by redress money. There were however long-lasting impacts on community that 

can be attributed to the redress movement and winning redress. Many interviewees 

commented on the damage to the Japanese American community as a result of incarceration 

and subsequently commented on the relief the community experienced through the redress 

process and victory. Quotes from interviews that express this relief or vindication can be found 

in Table 4. Although there was a recognition of the victory there was also explicit mention of 

the continuation of social justice work from most of the interviewees. Previous work against 

anti-immigrant injustices, including anti-Muslim sentiments after 9/11 and in the Trump 

Administration, immigrant detention centers at the US southern border, or general recognition 

of government racism was mentioned by four people. Notably, NCRR as an organization voted 

to support HR40 at the federal level and AB 3121 in California. This sentiment of continuing 

social justice work in communities other than Japanese Americans is also reflected in other 

existing testimony about the redress movement, including a 1997 Susan Hayasi interview from 

the Voices of Japanese American Redress Conference in which Ms. Hayasi says that the “legacy 

of the redress movement goes beyond Japanese Americans” and cites a time Latin American 

organizers cited the redress movement as precedent in San Jose.  

When asked what could have made reparations more meaningful, several respondents 

mentioned the delay in redress. Specific concerns were that the generation who was 
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therefore not receiving redress.  Several interviewees also mentioned the groups that were 

excluded from receiving redress, specifically the Japanese Latin Americans, when asked about 

what would have made redress more meaningful. The following quotes from interviewee #10 
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American Incarceration and structural and systemic anti-Black racism dating back to chattel 
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Notable differences include scale and time. While the 1988 Civil Liberties Act did 

amount to over a billion dollars for its education fund and over 1.5 billion in direct 

payments, direct payments only reached surviving incarcerees, about 80,000 people, 

which is significantly less than the number of people descended from enslaved people 

or the number of Black Americans who lived through Jim Crow laws, or the number of 

Black Americans living today.  Additionally, the passing of the 1988 bill came over 40 

years after incarceration, while H.R.40 is considering impacts accumulated since 1619. 

The differences in scale or time cannot be addressed in this paper, however, positive 

impacts from the CWRIC hearings are undisputed and support the development of a 

commission for structural anti-blackness in America and its foundation, regardless of 

potential cost or difficulty.  

The other recommendation gleaned from interviewees in this study is to err on 

the side of overcompensation, which is arguably impossible. Many interviewees 

expressed belief in missed benefits that would have come from reparations being more 

inclusive and generous. All interviewees held the opinion that the payments given were 

not sufficient to cover actual losses, not including emotional trauma, and no 

interviewees that felt payments were too generous or even adequate. Interviewee 

sentiment implies that increasing meaning and effectiveness requires more funding. 

When considering economic reparations for Black Americans it is important to know 

that many Japanese Americans had largely recovered financially by the time the 1988 

Civil Liberties Act passed, this is confirmed by interview responses. It is not the same 

general situation for Black Americans given the persisting racial wealth gap. This means 
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literature and testimony on incarceration. Important themes included the healing power of 

organizing for redress and the commission hearings, pride in the redress victory, and 

maintained investment in social justice issues. To answer the research question, did redress 

have a long-lasting impact on the socioeconomic status of Japanese Americans, no. No data 

findings suggest there was a long-term impact on the socioeconomic status of Japanese 

Americans who received redress and their descendants. Data also suggests that there was no 

short-term change in socioeconomic status because redress money was mostly used for gifts or 

everyday purposes. Benefits from redress were largely on personal and community levels. 

Personal benefits included lifting feelings of shame among the incarcerated and their children 

and community level benefits included setting a precedent for speaking out in the Japanese 

American community and for achieving redress in American history. To answer the research 

question, how are reparations for Japanese Americans relevant to the modern fight for 

reparations for Black Americans, the power of the commission hearing process for community 

rebuilding and the suggestions for improvement to the significance of reparations are relevant 

for the modern reparations movement. Specifically, interviewees said reparations would have 

been more powerful if they had come sooner, included Latin American Japanese, and had more 

funding. Given interview responses and reflections on redress, current proposal H.R.40 should 

be passed immediately and at the reparations deliberations stage, higher compensation should 

be included.  
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survivors have passed away and have not been able to provide retrospective input on the 

impact of the Act and reparations specifically. The data should also be prioritized because of 

the novelty of the redress victory and the minimal successful examples of reparations in US 

history. Also suggested is future research on the social justice engagement across all Asian 

American groups, to understand if redress had a measura
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Appendix A. Immigration from Japan, 1860-2008 

 
The data for this graph is sourced from the 2008 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, collected 
by the Depart
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Appendix B. Guiding Interview Questions 
 
Background Demographics and Parent History 

1. On a scale of one to ten, ten being the most, how much do you know about your 
parent’s experience in the internment camps? 

a. Explain how much information they shared with you and what that was like. 
2. If you do not mind me asking, what year were you born? 
3. What is the name of your parent(s) who were placed in internment camps? And what 

camp were they held in? 
4. What was their occupation and highest educational attainment? 

a. Expand on this information before and after internment when relevant 
5. What is your occupation and highest educational attainment? 
6. Do you have any children, and if so, what is their occupation and highest educational 

attainment? 
7. Did your family member ever apply for a claim from the Evacuation Claims Act of 1948?  

a. If yes, please explain any claims approved and any information you might know 
about the process 

8. If you know, how was the money from redress used by your parent(s)? 
a. How did the 20,000 change your family spending habits during the relevant time 

period? 
 
Socioeconomic Impacts and Personal Opinions 

1. How has your socioeconomic status changed throughout your life (From childhood to 
adulthood to parenthood or any other life change)? 

2. Do you feel personally impacted your parent(s) experiences in regard to internment? 
explain.  

3. Do you think you are “better” off, about the same, or “worse” off economically than 
your parents’ generation? Why? 

4. Do you think monetary reparations given to your parent(s) and the other survivors of 
internment were sufficient? Why or why not?  

5. Do you think redress reparations and apology were meaningful to your family? How so?  
6. Do you feel personally impacted by the programming funded by the Civil Liberties 

Education Fund? Why or why not. 
7. Do you feel more or less connected to your Japanese heritage and culture than your 

parents?  
8. What are your hopes for future generations of Japanese Americans? 
9. Is there anything else you would like to say or any insight that you think would be 

relevant or important to add to the conversation about Japanese internment? 
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Appendix C. Japanese Population in America Educational Attainment (2015) 

 
The data for this graph are sourced from the American Community Survey and analyzed and 
formatted into the chart by the Pew Research Center, as a part of their factsheet on the 
Japanese population in the United States. 


