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Japanese-American Internment 

 Several times in history a country has turned on its own people. During World War II, 

Japan was introduced into the war, when they conducted a surprise attack on the United States’ 

home soil. Japan commenced an air raid on Pearl Harbor claiming the lives of over 2,300 

Americans troops. With only one vote against the decision, Congress sent America to war against 

Japan. The rest of America supported Congress’ decision. The United States was in a full out war 

with Japan, which included homeland discrimination against the Japanese. Mayor Laguardia of 

New York took out all of the Japanese from the city and kept them in custody on Ellis Island. 

This started a nationwide purge of the Japanese race causing Executive Order 9066 by President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt. The proclamation authorized the military to exclude people from certain 

areas and force relocation (“Roosevelt”). This was for people of all foreign races but specifically 

targeted the Japanese. Although the immediate effects of the attack on Pearl Harbor were 

traumatic, the homeland reaction included racial segmentation, unjust relocation with internment 

camps, and stereotyping the Japanese race in America.  



 

Source: Theodore Geisel, “Waiting for the Signal From Home,” PM Magazine, February 
13, 1942 

Children's author Dr. Seuss was a prominent anti-Japanese political cartoonist during 

World War II. One of his most prominent and popular cartoons was “Waiting for a Signal From 

Home” published on February 13th, 1942. The attack on Pearl Harbor left people worrying if the 

Japanese would strike again and left America feeling vulnerable. During this time, the Japanese-

Americans were used as a scapegoat. This biased political cartoon shows a swarm of Japanese-

American people coming from all over the West Coast to a booth, which is handing out explosive 

bricks and is labeled with a sign saying “Honorable 5th Column.” All the people coming look 

happy and enthusiastic. The “5th Column” is referring to a group of traitors that are trying to 

undermine the country’s system from the inside. The use of the term in this case refers to the 

rumors against the Japanese-Americans conspiring to take down America. On top of the building 



sits a man looking across the Pacific Ocean towards Japan waiting for a signal to tell them to 

strike against America. The word “home” is used to misrepresent the Japanese-American people 

as being loyal to Japan and not the United States. This was used to make the already paranoid 

Americans more aware of the Japanese people living around them. 

!  

Source: General Motors Company,”Open Trap Make Happy Jap; Keep ‘Em Pulling for 
Victory,” 1942 

In 1942, the General Motors Company released a campaign poster to advertise for their 

involvement in making war vehicles. The advertisement contained a message and reminder for 

the people of America that anything said in the privacy of even their own homes could be used 

by a Japanese spy. The cartoon depicts a man with a Japanese flag on his hat listening outside of 

a door with a large smile on his face. However, this picture is also filled with racial stereotypes 

and derogatory images. The Japanese man has a monkey like appearance which shows the view 

that the Japanese were less than human. The caption for the image, “open trap make happy Jap,” 

has a correlation to broken English commonly used by transitioning immigrants. The first part of 



the caption ,”open trap” refers to the Americans giving information and “make happy Jap” 

relates to the Japanese-Americans “using” this information for the benefit of Japan against the 

United States. Overall, the already negative perception of the Japanese people is being worsened 

by this image by suggesting that a neighboring Japanese-American could be using information 

and spying on an average American. Although this was used to make the appearance of General 

Motors more respectable, it brutally slandered the reputation of the Japanese-Americans. 

Source: Dorothea Lange, “I am an American”, March 1942 

Shot in Oakland, California, the image depicts a store named Wanto Co., which is owned 

by a family of Japanese descent. The sign on the front of the store reads “I am an American” in 

all capital letters, which hung when the Japanese family owned the grocery store. This marks a 

large emphasis on the fact that the Japanese people wanted to be accepted by their neighborhood 

and country and affirmed their loyalty to the United States. Despite the plea for acceptance, 

America was still recovering from the devastation of the attack on Pearl Harbor, which caused 

prejudices against the Japanese. Due to the descent of the Wanto Co, owners, they were forced to 

move to one of the internment camps on the west coast. Thus, the store was forced to closed and 



was bought out by another white owner. The Japanese were viewed as the threat and ultimately it 

led to much discrimination.  

Source: Theodore Geisel,“Maybe only alley cats, but Jeepers! A hell of a lot of 'em!” PM 
Magazine, December 10, 1941 

The depicted cartoon by Dr. Seuss was published on December 10, 1942. Seen in the 

image is a figure of Uncle Sam, who represents America. Surrounding him are cats that are used 

to represent the Japanese people. A sign on the fence saying “Jap Alley” relates the people to 

alley cats, which is a derogatory remark at the Japanese insinuating that they are sneaky and 

filthy. These cats are taking on Uncle Sam from all sides which is used as a warning to the 

American citizens that the Japanese are coming from all angles including spying from the inside. 

There is even a cat flying through the air at Uncle Sam which is a reference to the Kamikaze 

suicide bombings that the Japanese used often against American ships. To continue, Uncle Sam 

is beating them one at a time with a primitive weapon. The Americans were using fairly old and 



dilapidated weaponry and technology compared to enemy forces such as the Nazis. Ultimately, 

Uncle Sam cannot keep up with the cats coming at him. This suggests that America cannot take 

care of the Japanese one by one but rather as a collective group as seen with the mass relocation. 

Furthermore, the image even shows Uncle Sam on a pedestal above the “Japanese cats”. This 

plays on America's nationalism and egocentric tendencies. It heightens the awareness of the 

people in America and ultimately made the paranoia against the Japanese much worse. 

Source: Rodger,”All Packed Up and Ready to Go,” San Francisco News, March 6, 1942 

The powerful cartoon called “All Packed Up and Ready to Go” by Rodger shows how 

wrongful the Japanese people were treated. In the drawing, people are being transported by truck 

into a military zone. The signs on the truck read “California born Japanese citizens” and “Loyal 

to the U.S.” The final sign on the ground says “Out of harm's way.” The three signs explain how 



wrong and contradictory it was to take away the rights of innocent American citizens by 

throwing them into camps. Outside of the military zone on the left side of the picture, the 

buildings look fresh and sharp drawn with thin and precise lines. The sky is even bright and 

cloudless. Inside the military zone on the right side of the picture, however, the sky is dark and 

dreary and the lines used to draw the buildings are thick and confusing. One almost cannot tell 

what the picture is of. This plays to the injustices that happened inside the internment camps as 

well. The conditions in these camps were mediocre. The bunks people slept in were uninsulated 

and the barracks only had coal burning stoves for heat. The camps were surrounded by barbed 

wire fences and armed guards ready to shoot anyone who tried to escape (“Japanese”). This was 

the treatment of American citizens at this time. 

The homeland reaction after Pearl Harbor including forming a racial hierarchy, forcing 

relocation with internment camps, and stereotyping the Japanese race all persisted after the 

immediate shock. The events that took place in this time were similar to that of after the Civil 

War. In both situations, the past racial connections in the country determine the treatment of the 

citizens. For the blacks after the Civil War, they were discriminated against due to their slave 

past. It was believed that they were uneducated and therefore were unworthy to vote like the 

white citizens. For the Japanese after Pearl Harbor, they were being discriminated against due to 

their homelands actions. There was even a view in the country that these Japanese-Americans 

could be spies conspiring against America. Overall, people forced both the black and Japanese 

into the minority of the America.  
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