
A Comprehensive Guide to Joy Kogawa's
Obasan: Delving into the Depths of
Incarceration, Identity, and Resilience
Joy Kogawa's poignant novel, Obasan, is a literary masterpiece that delves
into the harrowing experiences of Japanese-Canadians during World War
II. Through the eyes of Naomi Nakane, a young girl grappling with her
traumatic past, the novel explores the themes of internment, identity, and
the resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity.
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This comprehensive study guide provides an in-depth analysis of Obasan,
its characters, literary devices, and historical context. By examining these
elements, you will gain a deeper understanding of the novel's complexities,
its significance in Canadian literature, and its enduring relevance to
contemporary issues of social justice and human rights.
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Character Analysis

Naomi Nakane

Naomi serves as the protagonist and narrator of the novel, offering readers
a deeply personal perspective on the events of Obasan. Through her
journey, we witness the profound impact of internment on her life.

As a young girl, Naomi experiences trauma and confusion firsthand. Torn
from her home and community, she struggles to comprehend the senseless
cruelty of her confinement. The scars of her past haunt her present, as she
grapples with feelings of isolation, shame, and a fractured sense of self.

Throughout the novel, Naomi's resilience and determination shine through.
Despite the adversity she faces, she maintains a sense of hope and a
longing to connect with her past and her true identity.

Obasan

Naomi's aunt, Obasan, is a complex and enigmatic figure. Having lived
through the horrors of internment herself, she carries a heavy burden of
unspoken pain.

Initially, Obasan appears distant and cold towards Naomi. However, as the
novel progresses, we learn that her aloofness stems from a deep-seated
desire to protect her niece from the harsh realities of their shared history.
Obasan's stoicism masks a profound sense of loss and longing.

Through Obasan, Kogawa explores the generational impact of trauma.
Obasan's experiences shape her relationship with Naomi, influencing her
decision to shield her niece from the painful memories that she herself has
endured.



Other Characters

Other characters in Obasan play significant roles in shaping the novel's
narrative:

* Kato: A fellow internee who becomes a close friend and confidant to
Naomi. Kato's wisdom and compassion offer Naomi a sense of solace and
understanding. * Ichiro: Naomi's cousin, who struggles with the emotional
toll of internment and its aftermath. Ichiro's alcoholism and self-destructive
behavior reflect the lasting scars of his experiences. * Stephen: A young
Caucasian man who befriends Naomi. Stephen's empathy and acceptance
help Naomi to break down the barriers of isolation that she has built around
herself.

Literary Devices

Kogawa's masterful use of literary devices enhances the emotional impact
of Obasan and deepens its thematic exploration:

Symbolism

The novel is replete with powerful symbols that convey its themes:

* Barbed wire: Represents the physical and psychological barriers
imposed on the Japanese-Canadian community during internment. * The
stones: Obasan's prized possession, they symbolize the weight of the past
and the memories that Naomi struggles to confront. * The silence:
Embodies the unspoken pain and trauma of the internees, as well as the
unspoken bonds that connect them.

Imagery



Kogawa uses vivid and evocative imagery to create a multisensory
experience for the reader:

* The smell of the internment camp: Conveys the squalid conditions and
the dehumanizing treatment endured by the internees. * The sound of the
ocean: Represents both the beauty of the natural world and the longing for
home and connection. * The taste of the bitter tea: Symbolizes the
bitterness of loss and the difficulty of moving forward.

Foreshadowing

Kogawa skillfully employs foreshadowing to create a sense of suspense
and anticipation:

* Naomi's recurring nightmare: Foreshadows the traumatic events of
internment that will shape her life. * Obasan's cryptic words: Hint at the
hidden truths and painful memories that will gradually be revealed. * The
presence of the ghosts: Foreshadows the lingering impact of the past and
the need for reconciliation.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate Obasan, it is essential to understand the historical
context of the Japanese-Canadian internment during World War II:

* Anti-Japanese sentiment: Following Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor,
anti-Japanese sentiment escalated in Canada, leading to widespread
prejudice and discrimination. * The War Measures Act: The Canadian
government passed the War Measures Act, which granted it extraordinary
powers to detain and relocate citizens of Japanese descent, regardless of
their citizenship or loyalty. * Internment camps: Over 21,000 Japanese-



Canadians were forcibly removed from their homes and confined to hastily
constructed internment camps throughout British Columbia and other parts
of Canada. * Life in the camps: Conditions in the camps were harsh, with
inadequate housing, food, and medical care. Many internees experienced
abuse and humiliation.

Themes

Obasan explores a multitude of profound themes:

Incarceration and Loss

The novel unflinchingly depicts the devastating effects of forced
incarceration on individuals and communities. It examines the loss of
home, identity, and loved ones, as well as the psychological scars that
linger long after the camps have closed.

Identity and Belonging

Obasan raises questions about identity and belonging in the face of
adversity. The characters grapple with their sense of self and their place in
Canadian society amidst the prejudice and discrimination they encounter.

Resilience and Hope

Despite the hardships they endure, the characters in Obasan demonstrate
remarkable resilience and a profound capacity for hope. They find strength
in their shared experiences, their traditions, and the enduring bonds of
family and community.

The Importance of Memory and Reconciliation



Kogawa emphasizes the importance of remembering the past and
acknowledging the injustices that were committed. Obasan calls for
reconciliation and healing, both on a personal and societal level.

Joy Kogawa's Obasan stands as a powerful and moving testament to the
resilience of the human spirit. Through its exploration of incarceration,
identity, and resilience, the novel sheds light on a dark chapter in Canadian
history and its lasting impact.

By guiding you through the intricate tapestry of characters, literary devices,
and historical context, this comprehensive study guide empowers you to
delve deeper into the novel's complexities and appreciate its enduring
relevance. Whether you are a student, a literary enthusiast, or simply
someone seeking to understand an important part of our shared history,
Obasan promises a transformative reading experience.
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