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Displacement, Diversity, and Mobility: 
Career Impacts of Japanese  

American Internment

Jaime arellano-Bover

In 1942 more than 110,000 persons of Japanese origin living on the U.S. West 

Coast were forcibly sent away to ten internment camps for one to three years. This 

paper studies how internees’ careers were affected in the long run. Combining 

Census data, camp records, and survey data, I develop a predictor of a person’s 

internment status based on Census observables. Using a difference-in-differences 

framework, I find that internment had long-run positive effects on earnings. The 
evidence is consistent with mechanisms related to increased mobility due to 

re-optimization of occupation and location choices, possibly facilitated by camps’ 

high economic diversity.

“Only what we could carry” was the rule; so we carried Strength, Dignity and 
Soul. 

—Lawson Fusao Inada

In 1942 the U.S. government forcibly removed more than 110,000 

people of Japanese origin from their homes on the West Coast and 

sent them to ten internment camps in remote locations of the country, 

triggering one of the largest population movements of U.S. history. The 

communities that developed in these camps until their final closing in 
1946 were completely new. Daily roles and activities changed, and indi-

viduals were surrounded by people from very different backgrounds than 

the ones they had encountered in their previous lives (Spicer et al. 1969). 
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After leaving the camps and having lost jobs and assets back home, many 

families and individuals had to start from scratch and reassess career and 

location choices.

This paper studies the long-run career impacts of this displacement 

episode for those affected. That is, years after internment, how different 

were the earnings, occupations, and residential locations of former 

internees, relative to those they would have had if they had not been incar-

cerated? Studying this question provides an opportunity to learn about 

economic forces and mechanisms surrounding an episode of historical 

importance.

The answer to the above question is not obvious. On the one hand, 

internment constituted a hugely negative shock. The contemporaneous 

costs for those affected were large, evident, and hard to quantify. Not 

only did internees lose their freedom of movement and civil rights, they 

lost jobs, experienced detachment from the outside labor market, and 

were displaced to remote locations far away from their homes. They were 

often forced to sell assets at “fire sale” prices before being taken away. In 
short, they experienced huge economic loss and personal hardship. These 

circumstances suggest that, either from labor market detachment or from 

the loss of personal wealth, the future labor market prospects of internees 

could have been persistently harmed.

On the other hand, pre-internment locations, jobs, and social exposure 

of Japanese Americans may not have been optimal from a labor market 

perspective. Family ties, community preferences, migration costs, and 

lack of information represent labor market frictions that may hinder 

individuals’ long-run outcomes through underexposure to locations and 

jobs where economic opportunities are best. Precisely due to the losses 

at home and to geographic displacement, many internees were forced 

to re-optimize and start from scratch after release. A large migration 

across the United States of former internees took place in the aftermath 

of internment, possibly inducing moves to areas and occupations where 

opportunities were greater.
Making the most of a new start might have been facilitated by the economic 

and human capital diversity present in the camps, and the resourcefulness 

of internees. In 1942, Japanese Americans were represented in all strands of 

society, from highly educated urban professionals to small farm and business 

owners and rural laborers. In the camps, many experienced less economic 

and human capital segregation than in their former lives. Camp living 

arrangements and interactions with others—in very close proximity and for 

a prolonged period of time—could have enabled exchanges of information, 
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gathering of skills, and changing aspirations. These interactions could have 

been channeled through day-to-day contact or, more formally, by popular 

internee-operated adult education programs (Su 2011).

Understanding how and to what extent these circumstances affected 

internees’ prospects is valuable for at least three reasons. First, the 

shock of mass internment—indiscriminate and unrelated to labor market 

trends—provides a suitable environment to study questions related to 

displacement, mobility, and labor market frictions. Second, compre-

hending these questions would improve our understanding of the long-

run consequences and responses to a key episode in the history of the 

United States, Japanese Americans, and the consequences of WWII. 

Third, this analysis can also shed light on the barriers and frictions that 

immigrant groups have faced throughout history as they seek economic 

advancement in their new homes. 

In my analysis, I first estimate the long-run average causal effect of 
internment on earnings using a difference-in-differences (DiD) frame-

work. This approach compares outcomes of interned Japanese Americans 

before and after internment with outcomes of a comparable group of 

Asians living in the United States and not subject to internment. When 

choosing this comparison group, it is key to account for institutional-

ized discrimination toward Asians before WWII—especially on the 

West Coast—and its decline thereafter (Hilger 2016). For this reason, 

the comparison group consists of a combination of West Coast Chinese 

Americans, and non-interned Japanese Americans (those who were living 

outside the West Coast in 1942). While West Coast Chinese Americans 

faced similarly severe pre-war racial discrimination, China was a U.S. 

ally during WWII. Because Japanese Americans who did not live on the 

West Coast were fewer in number and far from areas considered impor-

tant for the war in the Pacific, they were able to avoid the racially moti-
vated anti-Japanese drive that led to mass internment. Although limited 

by the amount of pre-WWII data, I provide evidence indicating that these 

groups had similar incomes in 1940 and were on similar trajectories.
I combine several data sources, starting with 1940, 1950, and 1960 

U.S. Censuses, which include information on income, race, and place of 

residence. A key empirical challenge is that future or past internment is 

unobserved in Census data.1 To address this issue, I develop a method to 

1 While race and state of residence in 1940 would be a good internment predictor, this is 
unfeasible in 1950 and 1960 data for two reasons: (1) the cross-sectional nature of the data and the 
lack of information regarding place of residence around 1942 and (2) the dispersion of internees 
across the United States after leaving the camps.
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estimate the probability of internment conditional on Census observables, 

combining Census data with two additional datasets: administrative camp 

records, and a sociological study from the 1960s, which surveyed around 

4,000 Japanese Americans (the Japanese American Research Project 

(JARP), Levine and Rhodes, 1981). These data are valuable because 

camp records list everyone who was interned and because the survey 

asked respondents to describe their migration history within the United 

States. Combining the administrative records with the 1940 Census, I 

first use Bayes’ Rule to predict internment based on Census observables 
in a nonparametric way. Then, I use the survey information on migra-

tion patterns to modify the estimator in a way that takes post-internment 

moves into account, which permits applying it to 1950 and 1960 Census  

data.

Following this approach, the results indicate that internment had a long-

run positive and large effect on the annual income of internees 5–15 years 

after leaving the camps, with magnitudes that range from 9 to 22 percent 

of the counterfactual average income. This finding is robust to modifi-

cations of the comparison group (Chinese only, non-interned Japanese 

only, or both) as well as to different empirical specifications. Due to the 
small number of non-interned Japanese Americans, the estimated effects 

when only using them as a comparison group are imprecisely estimated 

and not statistically significant. However, these estimates are similar in 
magnitude to the precisely estimated ones that arise when using the other 

comparison groups.

A potential concern is the existence of differential trends in post-war 

racial discrimination toward Chinese and Japanese Americans that could 

confound the effects of internment (e.g., government or society “compen-

sating” internees). However, the historical literature does not suggest 
such a large distinction and has studied the change in anti-Asian discrimi-

nation of these two groups as a whole (e.g., Wu 2013; Hilger 2016). An 

important historical asymmetry, if anything, favored the Chinese: they 

were first allowed to naturalize in 1943 while Japan-born residents were 
only allowed to do so in 1952. It was not until the 1980s that the injustice 

toward internees was formally acknowledged and compensated.2

In the second part of the paper, I investigate potential explanations 

behind the results noted earlier, with the caveat that mass internment 

2 Another potential concern is results being driven by negatively selected migration to Japan 
after internment. In Online Appendix D, I combine historical accounts with a “worst-case”-
scenario empirical exercise to show that the positive effects are robust to conservative cases of 
heavily selected out-migration.
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was a complex event and teasing apart all related plausible long-term 

mechanisms is not feasible. With this caveat in mind, I find evidence 
consistent with two complementary channels. The first channel is the 
re-optimization of location and career decisions after internment. The 

second channel, for which the evidence is suggestive, is the potential 

exchange of information and skills mediated by the high economic and 

human capital diversity of the camps.

The 1960s JARP survey asked respondents retrospective questions 

about their occupational history, their places of residence in the United 

States, and whether they had been interned or not. I find that internees 
experienced more occupational and geographic mobility compared to 

non-interned Japanese Americans. Internees had a 19 percent higher 

probability of having changed occupation after the war and a 24 percent 

higher probability of living in a different state. In addition, the occupa-

tional mobility effect is almost entirely driven by those young internees 

who were previously working in farming jobs, who climbed the occupa-

tional ladder into professional and technical occupations. If the aftermath 

of forced displacement led people to move to jobs and locations with 

better opportunities—even when displacement reduced wealth that could 

have financed these moves—this would imply that adjustment costs were 
present before internment, or that the experience provided new informa-

tion or skills that enabled such moves.3

Although limited by data availability, I explore if access to new infor-

mation and skills could have played a role in enabling mobility. Camp 

life intrinsically led to much more intense interactions than in regular 

communities. I systematically document the economic and human capital 

diversity present in the camps: all camp communities housed people 

from all educational levels, urban/rural origin, and occupational skills. 

Combining camp records with finely geocoded 1940 Census data, I 
provide a novel descriptive comparison between the level of economic 

diversity in the camps and that which was present in the communities of 

similar size where West Coast Japanese Americans lived before intern-

ment. I find that most internees were exposed to higher shares of highly 
educated and highly skilled workers in the camps than in their previous 

communities of residence.

If camp interactions generated any productive responses it is plausible 

that they particularly accrued to the less educated and less skilled. In line 

with this prediction, I show evidence suggesting that income inequality 

3 Note that former internees did not receive financial compensation during the time period I 
studied.
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among interned Japanese Americans decreased, relative to the compar-

ison group. Additionally, the survey data reflect a lower intergenerational 
correlation of income among Japanese Americans who were interned. 

Lastly, I estimate model-based occupation-specific frictions based on 
the occupational choice model of Hsieh et al. (2013). These estimates 

indicate that the frictions that internees faced relative to the comparison 

group decreased after internment across professional, white-collar, and 

blue-collar occupations.

This paper contributes to several strands of work. A literature, recently 

reviewed by Becker and Ferrara (2019), studies the consequences of 

forced displacement. Among this literature, this paper relates to work 

documenting consequences of forced displacement on the displaced 

(Bauer, Braun, and Kvasnicka 2013; Deryugina, Kawano, and Levitt 

2018; Sarvimäki, Uusitalo, and Jäntti 2020; Nakamura, Sigurdsson, and 

Steinsson 2020; Becker et al., 2020). Internment making individuals 

re-optimize in ways that improved their long-run labor market outcomes 

aligns with the effects of displacement due to natural disasters (Deryugina, 

Kawano, and Levitt 2018; Nakamura, Sigurdsson, and Steinsson 2020), 

or post-WWII forced displacements in Europe for those employed in 

agriculture (Bauer, Braun, and Kvasnicka 2013; Sarvimäki, Uusitalo, and 

Jäntti 2020). The context I study is set apart from these other episodes by 

the fact that internees received no financial compensation for their losses 
during my study period. This fact rules out pre-internment liquidity 

constraints as a potential channel for long-term gains. Another distinction 

is voluntary migration post-internment: contrary to the European post-

WWII displacements, internees could return to their locations of origin 

after internment ended.

Apart from being a forced displacement episode, Japanese American 

internment had an incarceration component too. The characteristics 

of this incarceration were rather unique, and without a clear parallel. 

Singular features include the emergence of ten small, new, temporary 

societies with communal living, composed of men, women, and children 

of all ages and diverse former economic status; with freedom of action 

within the boundaries of the camps, but not allowed to leave freely; and, 

amid hardship, opportunities to pick up new skills and information for 

the future. Empirical work on institutions sharing some but not all of 

the noted features include criminal incarceration (Kling 2006), peacetime 

military service (Card and Cardoso 2012), POW camps (Costa and Kahn 

2007), USSR ethnic deportations (Miho, Jarotschkin, and Zhuravskaya 

2020), and refugee camps (Ginn 2020).
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The interactions in the camps between new and diverse sets of peers 

speak to the literature on social contact and peer influences, especially 
to evidence indicating that communities of residence impact the long-

term outcomes of children and young adults (Katz, Kling, and Liebman 

2001; Chetty, Hendren, and Katz 2016; Chyn 2018; Guiso, Pistaferri, 

and Schivardi 2021), evidence on a negative correlation between posi-

tive neighborhood effects and socioeconomic segregation (Chetty and 

Hendren 2018), and evidence on the effects of peers’ economic diversity 

(Rao 2019). The transmission of information and skills among economi-

cally diverse individuals with common culture and ethnicity aligns with 

the effects of matching demographically similar instructors and students 

(Dee 2005).

By design, the human capital and economic diversity present at the 

camps was coupled with ethnic-origin homogeneity. However, after 

internment, many internees migrated to new areas of the United States, 

leaving behind their former communities of residence and, as I later show, 

becoming less likely to live in Japanese neighborhoods. This dynamic in 

ethnic residential segregation relates to the economic history literature on 

immigration that studies residential segregation in immigrant enclaves 

(see Eriksson and Ward 2019; Eriksson 2020; Abramitzky, Boustan, and 

Connor 2020).

Lastly, this paper contributes to empirical work that has studied different 

aspects of Japanese American internment. Saavedra (2015) finds nega-

tive effects on educational outcomes of children who attended internment 

camp schools. Saavedra also finds that early-childhood internment led to 
shorter long-run lifespans (Saavedra 2013) and that, following the Pearl 

Harbor bombing, internees gave more Americanized names to their chil-

dren (Saavedra 2021). Shoag and Carollo (2016) use internment as an 

exogenous geographical shock to study the causal effect of place. They 

carry out an internee-internee comparison of later outcomes based on 

place of residence, using the variation driven by the conditional random-

ness of camp assignment. The paper closest to this one, related to labor 

market consequences of internment, is Chin (2005). Chin studies the 

long-run effect of lost labor market experience during internment. Using 

cross-sectional 1970 Census data she finds that, among (likely) former 
internees, the earnings difference between cohorts who were of working 

and non-working age in 1942 is more negative than that observed in other 

comparison groups. Under the assumption that labor market prospects 

of school-aged internees were unaffected by internment, Chin interprets 

this differential as a long-run negative earnings effect of lost labor market 
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experience. While this result might seem at odds with the findings of this 
paper, Chin notes her results are based on internee-internee comparisons 

and cannot thus be considered overall effects of internment.4

This paper adds to this literature in two main ways. First, I develop 

a methodology that combines different publicly available datasets and 

allows to nonparametrically estimate a person’s probability of intern-

ment based on Census observables. These propensity scores allow the 

study of large numbers of internees both before and after internment, 

and to derive a general understanding of the career consequences (earn-

ings, occupational choice, migration) of internment. Second, I study the 

economic composition of the internment camps and quantify their human 

capital and economic diversity in comparison to the communities where 

Japanese Americans previously lived.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Japanese immigrants began arriving in large numbers to the United 

States during the end of the nineteenth century, settling predominantly 

along the West Coast.5 The flux of Japanese immigrants increased during 
the first years of the twentieth century but substantially decreased starting 
in 1908 due to restrictive immigration laws.6 These laws resulted in almost 

zero new Japanese immigration arriving to the United States between 

1924 until 1952 when very small numbers of migrants from Japan started 

4 Saavedra’s work (2013, 2015) brings new evidence to gauge the assumption that young 
internees’ labor market prospects were unaffected by internment. When comparing with this 
paper’s findings, it is relevant to note that Chin (2005) restricts attention to the U.S.-born 
Japanese Americans and coarsely defines as interned those who were born in the targeted states of 
Washington, Oregon, California, and Arizona. Abstracting from first-generation internees misses 
around 35 percent of internees. Also, even when focusing on the U.S.-born Japanese Americans, 
the JARP surveys indicate that geographic mobility between birth and 1942 meant that 14 percent 
of those born in the targeted states were not interned and that 18 percent of those born in the 
remaining continental U.S. states were interned.

5 A mention of the Japanese people who migrated to Hawaii is in order. Japanese laborers 
arrived in Hawaii in large numbers before this happened in the U.S. mainland. Between 1891 
and 1907, an important number of them migrated from Hawaii to the continental United States. 
However, this flow was stopped by the Immigration Act of 1907 that prohibited Japanese laborers 
from Hawaii, Mexico, or Canada to move to the continental United States. As Spickard (1996) 
explains, the experience of the Hawaiian Japanese compared to the Japanese Americans in the 
mainland (the focus of this paper) was very different due to the different immigration periods 
and the very different economies, cultures, and policies in the mainland versus Hawaii. In 1942 
the Japanese made up almost 40 percent of the population of Hawaii. It was not until 1959 that 
Hawaii received statehood.

6 The so-called “Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1908 aimed at drastically reducing labor migration 
from Japan to the United States. The Immigration Act of 1924 effectively and successfully banned 
Japanese immigration into the United States.
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being allowed into the country again.7 These legal restrictions shaped 

the demographic composition of Japanese Americans, which featured 

a “missing generation.” This created a sharp distinction between first-
generation Japanese (the Issei) and their American-born children (the 

Nisei).8 By 1940 there were more than 120,000 Issei and Nisei living 

in the United States, the vast majority of them living in the West Coast 

states. Discrimination against Asians was widespread and institutional-

ized before WWII, especially in areas where they were more numerous, 

such as the West Coast (Hilger 2016).9

On 7 December 1941, Japanese warplanes attacked the naval base 

of Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, bringing the United States into WWII and 

turning the Issei into enemy aliens. Mixed with existing racially moti-

vated animosity, suspicion was quickly drawn toward the community 

of Japanese Americans on the West Coast and rumors of sabotage and 

espionage became widespread. The FBI carried out the first government 
reaction by picking up and detaining Issei male community leaders.10 

However, there were yet no clear signs of what was to come. Even after 

Pearl Harbor, both Attorney General Biddle and President Roosevelt made 

statements in favor of personal freedoms and minority rights, explicitly 

calling for the rights of enemy aliens and warning against falling into war 

hysteria and minority persecutions (Leighton 1950).

Despite these previous claims, on 19 February 1942, President 

Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which would, later on, lay the 

groundwork for the mass internment of Japanese Americans.11 This order 

gave the Secretary of War and designated military commanders the power 

to prescribe military areas from which any person could be excluded. 

However, it made no specific mention of Japanese Americans, mass 

7 Online Appendix Figure A1 shows the time series of immigrants arriving in the United States 
from Asian countries.

8 These two groups had very different values, identities, and attachments to Japanese and 
American cultures (Spickard 1996). While the Nisei were American citizens by birth, race-
discriminating laws (in place until 1952) prevented Japanese resident aliens to be eligible for 
naturalization.

9 For example, Asians, as opposed to other immigrants, were not eligible for naturalization. 
The California Alien Land Law of 1913 prevented ownership of land by “aliens ineligible to 
citizenship” and restricted leases to these individuals to three years. Other laws restricted their 
access to employment, housing, and education. The Japanese and the Chinese would be collectively 
racialized as the “yellow peril” (Wu 2013) and many organizations of politicians, intellectuals, 
and workers would actively defend their segregation and putting a stop to new arrivals.

10 At this time many Italian and German individuals were also detained by the FBI. By 
mid-December 1,460 Issei had been taken into custody by the FBI. This number amounted to 
1,221 Germans and 222 Italians (Japanese American National Museum 2017). 

11 For a discussion on the actual reasons and the decision-making process behind the mass 
incarceration decision see Daniels (2000). 
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internment, or the West Coast. Events escalated quickly from this point 

onwards. On 23 February, a Japanese submarine fired at oil tanks near 
Santa Barbara, California, increasing the fear of an invasion and rumors 

and suspicion toward Japanese Americans. On 2 March, the U.S. mili-

tary divided the states of Washington, Oregon, California, and Arizona 

into designated Military Areas 1 and 2, encouraging Japanese residents 

in Area 1 to move East.12 After the failure of the voluntary migration 

scheme, on 27 March Japanese Americans in Area 1 (citizens and non-

citizens alike) were prohibited from moving in preparation for the mass 

removal and incarceration that ensued.13

Shortly after, the army Western Command, claiming military neces-

sity, started organizing the mass removal of more than 110,000 Japanese 

Americans from the West Coast. Notices were posted in many cases with 

less than a week’s notice before departure. Families were told to bring the 

essential things that they could carry, and there was complete uncertainty 

regarding if and when they would be able to come back. Many were 

forced to sell their property, furniture, and other belongings very quickly, 

at “fire sale” prices. After a short stay in temporary centers and begin-

ning in the summer of 1942, Japanese Americans were sent to ten intern-

ment camps in remote and isolated parts of the country that the govern-

ment had hastily built. A civilian agency, the War Relocation Authority 

(WRA), was set up to administer the camps. They were distributed across 

California, Arizona, Idaho, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, and Arkansas.14

Life at the Camps

The camps consisted of blocks of military-style tarpaper barracks, with 

communal mess halls and lavatories in the middle of each block (see 

Online Appendix Figure A3). Barracks were typically partitioned into 

several private rooms and, in the best scenarios, a family with children 

would have their own private room. Couples, small families, and single 

people usually shared a room with others. While internees were provided 

12 Military Area 1 was comprised of the western half of Washington and Oregon, the southern 
half of Arizona, and the western half of California from Oregon to Los Angeles as well as the 
area south of Los Angeles. Military Area 2 was comprised of the remaining areas of these states.

13 Voluntary migration was not successful for several reasons. People were fearful of going to other 
states. Many officials had expressed their rejection of hosting them. Nevada Governor E. P. Carville 
threatened to place Japanese entering his state in concentration camps, while Kansas Governor 
Payne Ratner declared that Japanese were not wanted and not welcome in his state (Leighton 1950). 
In addition, the military sent mixed signals. As late as 7 March, Lt. General DeWitt reiterated that 
no mass “evacuation”—the term used at the time—was planned for the Japanese.

14 Online Appendix Figure A2 displays a map with the location of the ten camps.
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with basic necessities (e.g., food, shelter, healthcare, and schooling for 

children), life at the camps entailed many hardships. Not only due to the 

loss of freedom but also arising from poor living quarters and services.15 

In trying to overcome these adversities, internees strove to lead their 

lives as normally as possible. With the effort and labor of internees, these 

camps turned into communities that became rather self-sufficient in the 
provision of services and had a rich social life driven by internee-orga-

nized activities. Different types of assemblies were set up to organize 

camp affairs and represent the interest of different groups of internees. 

Some internees held jobs in the camps (maintenance, cooks, administra-

tive clerks, teachers, hospital workers, food growers) although the wages 

paid by the WRA were very low.16

Diversity and Interactions at the Camps

The economic and human capital composition of the camps was a 

diverse one. West Coast Japanese Americans in 1942 were represented in 

all strands of society; from highly educated urban professionals to small 

business owners to itinerant farm laborers. This turned camp communities 

into a mix of people that, while sharing the same ethnic or national origin, 

were heterogeneous in economic terms. Using WRA records, Figure 1 

reflects such diversity showing the distribution of occupations, educa-

tional attainment, and urban/rural origin at the camp level and overall.

Using administrative camp records on the population of internees, and 

1940 Census population data with fine geographic identifiers, Table 1 
provides new descriptive evidence on internees’ previous communities 

of residence and internment camps. This table shows that most internees 

were surrounded by a higher share of highly educated and highly skilled 

individuals than in their former communities. For each of the ten camps, 

Table 1 displays the fraction of who had at least some college educa-

tion (Column (3)), the fraction with professional or managerial occupa-

tion skills (Column (5)), and the fraction with white-collar occupation 

skills (Column (7)). Using 1940 Census data, Columns (4), (6), and (8) 

show what fraction of West Coast Japanese Americans were living in 

neighborhoods with a lower share of each of the corresponding groups of 

15 Historical accounts are filled with mentions of the low quality of meals and medical services. 
Saavedra (2015) documents the bad conditions in camp schools.

16 Initially, a wage scale of $12, $16, and $19 per month was put in place (approximately $200, 
$267, and $317 in 2021 dollars). The $12 wage was later abandoned, $16 became general, and 
workers whose job was seen as especially important, such as hospital workers, were paid the $19 
wage (Spicer et al. 1969). 
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Figure 1

INTERNMENT CAMPS’ ECONOMIC AND HUMAN CAPITAL DIVERSITY

Notes: Distribution of occupational skills, educational attainment, and urban/rural background in WRA 
records, by internment camp and overall. For educational attainment, I exclude internees who were less 
than 18 years old. HS stands for high school. Urban/rural category numbers represent population size. 
Source: WRA Records.
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people.17 For example, focusing on education and Heart Mountain camp, 

Column (3) shows that 12.7 percent of their adult internees had at least 

some college education. Column (4) reflects that 61.8 percent of West 
Coast Japanese Americans were living in 1940 in neighborhoods with 

a share of college educated people below 12.7 percent. Looking at these 

quantiles across measures and camps, we see that they usually reflect 
high values, mostly above 0.5. This indicates that the shares of highly 

educated and skilled workers in the camps were larger than that in the 

previous communities of most internees.18

17 I define neighborhoods in 1940 Census data as groups of Census enumeration districts within 
a county, such that the average neighborhood size is around 10,000 people, the same number 
as in camp populations. I focus on such neighborhoods in Washington, Oregon, California, and 
Arizona where at least one Japanese person was living in 1940. Calculations with respect to these 
neighborhoods are weighted by the number of Japanese people in each of them.

18 Online Appendix Table A1 repeats the analysis but only considers the economic composition 
of other Japanese Americans in the previous neighborhoods (which would be the suitable metric in 
the extreme scenario in which Japanese Americans only interacted with each other in their former 
neighborhoods). The conclusions when using this alternative neighborhood definition are unchanged. 

Figure 1 (continued)

INTERNMENT CAMPS’ ECONOMIC AND HUMAN CAPITAL DIVERSITY

Notes: Distribution of occupational skills, educational attainment, and urban/rural background in WRA 
records, by internment camp and overall. For educational attainment, I exclude internees who were less 
than 18 years old. HS stands for high school. Urban/rural category numbers represent population size. 
Source: WRA Records.
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Through communal mess halls and lavatories, assemblies, leisure 

activities, and organization to keep the camps running, internees came 

in close and constant contact with their camp neighbors. The diversity 

of individuals at the camp level was also present at the finer level of the 
block, which was an important social and organizational unit within each 

camp. The people internees saw several times a day, lived within very 

close physical proximity and shared mess halls and lavatories with, were 

very different from the ones they had known and interacted with in their 

previous lives.19 As Spicer et al. (1969) put it:

Everyone was faced with more new than familiar persons in the unaccustomed 
intimacy of the imposed block basis of social life. Moreover these strangers faced 
one another in wholly new roles, as chefs and workers in the mess halls as well 
as table companions, as block managers entirely outside the Japanese-American 
experience […] (p. 14).

[...], the people in any one block constituted a heterogeneous assortment. 
Although it might consist of 300 persons from Los Angeles, or Santa Clara 
County, of Fresno, or Seattle, and although it might consist of a dozen groups 
of families, each group of whom had known each other before evacuation, still 
the dozen circles of friends often had very little in common. A typical block of 
�F�R�X�Q�W�U�\���S�H�R�S�O�H���P�L�J�K�W���F�R�Q�W�D�L�Q���H�L�J�K�W���W�R���W�H�Q���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���R�I���Z�H�O�O���W�R���G�R���I�D�U�P�H�U�V�����¿�I�W�H�H�Q���R�U��
twenty itinerant farm laborers, a dozen or more families of poor tenant farmers, 
a few small-town shopkeepers, possibly a dentist and his family-people who had 
lived according to widely different economic standards, who had gone to different 
churches, and who perhaps belonged to none of the same organizations. No block 
had from the beginning a background of common participation of all its members 
in some former community (p. 103).

A relevant way in which the interactions between people of diverse 

skills were channeled was through the adult education programs present 

in the camps, which are well documented by Su (2011). These programs 

were internee-operated, taught by those internees who had relevant prior 

professional or academic skills to share. The availability of time, the 

fact that they were internee-driven and operated, and internees’ desire to 

prepare for their lives after internment made these programs very popular. 

19 This environment could have been propitious for people to find out about what different 
Japanese Americans did professionally, gather information, and potentially envision new things 
to do after camp. There is at least some anecdotal evidence of this. In 1955, the Saturday Evening 
Post ran a story about Californian Japanese Americans and their readjustment to normal life (Bess 
1955). It mentioned the story of a man named Victor Ikeda:

Victor Ikeda, now head of his own prosperous insurance agency, was working in Li’l’ 
Tokyo as a vegetable broker when he was thrust into a camp with his family and kept there 
for three years. [...] While Mr. Ikeda was in camp he decided to sell insurance after the 
war, and occupied many leisure hours practicing upon prospects who were not then in a 
position to buy anything.
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The course offerings were varied, including English (for the Issei), short-

hand, typing, bookkeeping, mathematics, and business.

Leaving Camp

Individuals started to gradually leave the camps in the winter of 

1943/44. They were not yet allowed to return to the West Coast, but after 

receiving approval, they could leave and resettle in other parts of the 

country. The WRA tried to encourage and help these moves by setting 

up field offices in different cities to help internees resettle and find jobs. 
Cities close to the restricted area such as Salt Lake City or Denver were 

popular destinations, although many ended up leaving for places farther 

away such as Chicago, Milwaukee, or Atlanta. The beginning of the 

end of internment came from the courts. The Supreme Court ruled in 

December 1944 (Ex parte Mitsuye Endo) that the retention of loyal citi-

zens in internment camps was unconstitutional.20 At the same time, the 

government announced that by January 1945 the exclusion order would 

be rescinded, Japanese Americans would be allowed to return to the West 

Coast, and a timeline for the closing of the camps was put in place.

In the fall of 1945, more than three years after leaving the West Coast, 

the majority of internees had left the camps (Tule Lake camp, the last 

to close, did so in 1946).21 Many returned to their places of origin to 

pick up their former lives, while others looked to establish themselves 

elsewhere. Initial destinations outside the West Coast were rarely defini-
tive, and a migratory movement was set in motion where thousands of 

people looked for new beginnings around the country, leaving the intern-

ment experience behind. Around 40 percent of former internees initially 

resettled outside the West Coast. Between four- and five-thousand former 
internees (of which 40 percent were minors) migrated to Japan after 

internment (Daniels 2004).22

20 The Supreme Court had two other rulings with respect to the mass internment of Japanese 
Americans. Korematsu v. United States declared also in 1944 that the exclusion order was 
constitutional. In 1943, Hirabayashi v. United States held that the curfews imposed on Japanese 
Americans prior to internment were constitutional. 

21 It is worth mentioning that Nisei—interned and non-interned—fought in the U.S. armed 
forces during WWII. The 442nd Infantry Regiment was composed almost entirely of Nisei and it 
is the most decorated unit in U.S. military history. In the survey data described in the following 
section, interned and non-interned Japanese Americans were roughly equally likely to report 
serving during WWII. Thirty-one percent of non-interned Nisei respondents served while the 
corresponding number for the interned is 27 percent. 

22 In Online Appendix D, I discuss potential implications for my empirical analysis of migration 
to Japan. Migration to Canada seems unlikely: Canada forcibly removed and interned its Japanese 
population from British Columbia, not allowing them to return until 1949.
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In 1980 the U.S. Congress appointed the Commission on Wartime 

Relocation and Internment of Civilians. Their conclusions were that mass 

internment had constituted a “grave injustice,” that incarceration was not 
justified by military necessity but based on “race prejudice, war hysteria, 
and a failure of political leadership.” In 1990, camp survivors were given 
$20,000 as compensation, along with an apology letter from President 

Bush.

DATA

I use three main sources of data. Firstly, the U.S. Census for the years 

1940, 1950, and 1960. Secondly, JARP, a 1960s survey of Japanese 

Americans and their descendants. Lastly, the WRA records, a compre-

hensive list with information on every individual who was interned in 

each of the ten internment camps. Arellano-Bover (2021) provides data-

sets and replication codes.

Decennial Census 1940–1960

I use the 1940 full count, 1950 1 percent sample, and 1960 5 percent 

sample of the Decennial Census made available by IPUMS (Ruggles et 

al. 2015). These provide three cross-sections of Japanese and Chinese 

Americans before and after internment. The relevant variables in the 

Census are those providing information on race, income, and current 

place of residence. The 1940 Census provides some but incomplete 

information on non-wage income, so I use a simple imputation procedure 

for non-wage income in this census year.23 My difference-in-differences 

strategy using Census data focuses on the 1896–1924 birth cohorts (i.e., 

in working age both before and after internment) of male individuals that 

census enumerators recorded as being of Japanese or Chinese race.

Two key features of Census data motivate much of my empirical 

approach. The first is that internment status (future or past) is unobserved. 

23 The outcome variable in the DiD analysis is total annual income. While this is readily 
available in the 1950 and 1960 Censuses, the 1940 Census only asked for wage income and 
whether non-wage income was above or below $50. I impute non-wage income in the 1940 
Census using non-wage income in 1950 and 1960. To do so, I group individuals in 1,680 cells 
based on 5 wage income groups, whether non-wage income is above or below $50, 12 occupation 
groups, 7 age groups, and a year-round work dummy. I compute median non-wage income in 
1950–60 (using Japanese, Chinese, and native whites) in each of these cells. I use this to merge 
non-wage income at the cell level in 1940. Finally, I winsorize total income at the 1st and 99th 
percentiles. Online Appendix Figure A4 shows the distributions of non-wage income and total 
income. 
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Second is the lack of panel linkages between the three datasets. These 

two characteristics, together with the large geographical dispersion of 

internees across the United States after leaving the camps, makes deter-

mining internment status based solely on Census information unfeasible. 

While the combination of race and current state of residence would be an 

almost perfect determinant of internment status in 1942, this is certainly 

not the case in 1950 or 1960. I overcome this issue by developing a 

method that combines Census data with survey data and administrative 

camp records. As I explain in the following section, this allows me to 

predict internment status based on Census observables while considering 

the characteristics of the population of internees and their migration 

patterns after internment.24

Table 2 presents summary statistics on the Census sample, separately 

for Japanese and Chinese in the relevant states and birth cohorts. Based 

on the empirical strategy described later, the sample includes Chinese 

residing in the West Coast states, and Japanese residing throughout the 

continental United States.25 Given the very low number of Japanese and 

Chinese Americans in the 1950 1 percent sample, I group 1950 and 1960 

as a single “post” period in most of the empirical analysis.26 Compared to 

the Japanese, the Chinese were somewhat older and more likely to have 

been born abroad. Likely in part because of this, they had lower educa-

tional attainment. Due to these differences, I control for these covariates 

in the DiD analysis. Finally, the table shows how average income across 

the two groups was very similar in 1940.

Japanese American Research Project Surveys

The JARP was initiated in 1960 by the Japanese American Citizens 

League (JACL). Its objectives included conducting a sociological survey 

of Japanese Americans, as well as collecting objects, documents, and oral 

history from the community (Niiya 2017). The JACL partnered with the 

University of California Los Angeles to conduct the survey and store the 

collected materials. By 1967, survey data on a total of 4,153 Japanese 

Americans of three different generations had been collected. Levine and 

Rhodes (1981) describe the survey in detail.

24 Sample stability across the three cross-sections is discussed in Online Appendix D. 
25 Note that the Census microdata from IPUMS do not cover Hawaii between 1920–1950 

(inclusive). 
26 As a robustness test, I check that the results hold when using only 1940 and 1960 data.
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A list of around 18,000 surviving Issei (first-generation Japanese 
American) in the continental United States was compiled with the help of 

Japanese American associations and local authorities. This list was aimed 

at being as comprehensive as possible. A sample of Issei were selected to 

be contacted and between 1963 and 1966 a total of 1,047 sampled Issei 

were interviewed.27 Issei respondents were asked to provide a list of their 

Nisei children. This provided a list of 3,817 Nisei who were contacted for 

in-person, mail, or telephone interviews. With a response rate of 60 percent, a 

total of 2,304 Nisei were interviewed. In the same way as their parents, they 

provided the contact details of their adult children. This provided a total of 

1,063 adult Sansei (third-generation Japanese American) of whom 802 (75 

percent) responded to a mail questionnaire. Nisei and Sansei survey data 

were collected between 1966 and 1967.28 Levine and Rhodes (1981) argue 

that the representativeness of the JARP survey was good. Online Appendix 

taBle 2

SUMMARY STATISTICS 1940, 1950, AND 1960 CENSUSES

Japanese Chinese All

Year of birth 1909.9 (7.955) 1907.6 (7.314) 1909.1 (7.815)

Born in the United States 0.535 (0.499) 0.283 (0.451) 0.447 (0.497)

Total annual income 1940 1928.9 (1213.0) 1908.1 (1177.7) 1921.6 (1200.8)

Total annual income 1950–60 4775.1 (2936.1) 4079.0 (2831.6) 4535.8 (2918.8)

Probability of internment 0.797 (0.274) 0 (0) 0.519 (0.440)

1940 Census 0.904 (0.294) 0.906 (0.291) 0.905 (0.293)

1950 and 1960 Censuses 0.0956 (0.294) 0.0935 (0.291) 0.0949 (0.293)

In California 0.782 (0.413) 0.895 (0.306) 0.822 (0.383)

In Washington 0.0924 (0.290) 0.0457 (0.209) 0.0761 (0.265)

In Oregon 0.0255 (0.158) 0.0321 (0.176) 0.0278 (0.164)

In Arizona 0.00341 (0.0583) 0.0271 (0.162) 0.0117 (0.107)

High school or more 0.522 (0.500) 0.218 (0.413) 0.416 (0.493)

College or more 0.0722 (0.259) 0.0386 (0.193) 0.0605 (0.238)

N 17,585 9,421 27,006

Notes: Summary statistics for the pooled 1940, 1950, and 1960 DiD samples of Japanese and Chinese 

Americans. Average and standard deviation in parentheses. Males, 1896–1924 birth cohorts who worked at 

least 26 weeks during the past year. Japanese in continental United States and Chinese in the West Coast (AZ, 

CA, OR, and WA). Annual total income expressed in 1950 dollars. Probability of internment computed as 

described in the text. 1940 100 percent Census, 1950 1 percent Census, 1960 5 percent Census. 

Sources: 1940–1960 Censuses, JARP surveys, and WRA records.

27 According to Levine and Rhodes (1981), less than 1 percent of those initially sampled refused 
to participate. The interviews were based on the family as a unit. Whenever the male member of 
the marriage was still alive, he was the one who was interviewed.

28 The microdata from the three surveys are currently available online through the Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) at the University of Michigan 
(Levine 2006).
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B provides evidence consistent with this claim, showing the similarity of 

JARP respondents and Japanese Americans in the 1960 Census.

Questionnaires were exhaustive and questions ranged many different 

topics, with surveys being different for each generation. Topics included 

work and occupations, migration from Japan and within the United 

States, attitudes, network of relationships, beliefs, and expectations for 

the future. Importantly for my purposes, many questions were asked in 

a retrospective way providing some panel data. Also, respondents were 

asked about their internment status between 1942 and 1945. Regrettably, 

JARP did not ask about income retrospectively.

The JARP surveys are relevant in two different roles. First, they will 

allow me to take into account migration patterns when predicting intern-

ment status in the Census. Second, I will explore mechanisms behind the 

long-term income result by comparing career trajectories and attitudes of 

interned versus non-interned JARP respondents. Tables 4 (Issei) and 5 

(Nisei) present summary statistics on the main JARP baseline variables 

of interest, separately for interned and non-interned respondents.

War Relocation Authority Records

The third dataset comes directly from the internment camps. It contains 

information on every individual who was interned in each of the ten 

WRA camps, and it was recorded by WRA employees at the time people 

arrived at the camps. A digitized version of the original records is made 

available online through the National Archives.

The dataset has information on 109,247 people. Information includes 

internees’ names, internment camps, previous addresses, educational 

attainment, occupational skills, and birthplace, among other social and 

demographic characteristics. Figure 2 shows the state of origin of the 

population of internees, compared with the state of residence of indi-

viduals of Japanese origin in the 1940 Census.

EMPIRICAL APPROACH

I now describe the empirical approach I follow to estimate the long-run 

effect of internment on income. First, I describe the difference-in-differ-

ences (DiD) framework as if internment status were observed. Then, I 

show how I overcome missing internment information in the Census by 

combining datasets and estimating the probability of internment condi-

tional on observables.
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Difference-in-Differences Framework

The objective is to estimate the effect of internment on income using 

repeated cross-sections from the Census. The 1940 Census provides 

information before internment, while the 1950 and 1960 Censuses 

provide information 5 and 15 years after camps closed. Hence, the esti-

mated effects on earnings should be interpreted as long term, and not as 

the immediate labor market conditions faced by internees once they left 

the camps. I focus on males, born between 1896–1924 (i.e., working age 

both before and after internment).

The empirical DiD model based on observed internment has the 

following form:

yit = �� t + X 'it �� + �� I i + �� (I i �� Postt ) + ��it , (1)

where y
it 

is annual income for individual i in Census year t, �.
t 
are time 

fixed effects for each of the three Census years, X
it 

are time-varying 

Figure 2

JAPANESE IN 1940 CENSUS AND CAMP INTERNEES

Notes: Gray bars: Total number of individuals recorded as being of Japanese race residing in each 
state in the 1940 Census. Black bars: Total number of internees in WRA records, by previous 
state of residence. 
Sources: 1940 Census and WRA records.


