
During the Fall 2016 semester, Wagner’s History Department offered a course on The United 
States and World War II, taught by history professor, Dr. Brett Palfreyman. Over the course of 
the semester, students studied American involvement in the war against European fascism and 
Japanese imperialism through the study of academic readings, films, a visit to the United 
Nations, studying artifacts and classroom debates. The course culminated in each student writing 
a final research paper on his or her topic of choice, using primary and secondary sources.  
 
For my research paper I chose to focus on the United States reasoning behind interning over 
100,000 Japanese Americans in internment camps. I focused my research on the causes of 
Japanese internment in the United States during World War II, even with no actual evidence 
supporting the creation of internment camps. The lack of public knowledge of Japanese 
internment camps sparked my interest to conduct further research on the topic.   
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 Between 1942 and 1945, thousands of Japanese Americans, regardless of United States 

citizenship status, received orders to evacuate their homes and businesses. Sparked by rising fear 

amongst the American people after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, a Naval base in Hawaii, 

the U.S. government relocated Japanese Americans to remote areas on the West Coast and in the 

south, isolating them in internment camps. With no actual evidence supporting the creation of 

internment camps, the U.S. interned Japanese Americans because of Japanese involvement in 



Pearl Harbor resulting in a rise of anti-Japanese paranoia sparked by the economic success of 

Japanese Americans, increased fear and prejudice within the United States government and 

amongst citizens, and a timid Supreme Court refusing to overturn internment orders.   

 On Sunday, December 7, 1941, at 7:55 a.m., hundreds of aircraft and warplanes launched 

from Japanese aircraft carriers located just off the West Coast of the United States.1 The 

Japanese initiated a surprise attack on 

the United States naval base in Pearl 

Harbor, Hawaii, particularly targeting 

the lot of American Pacific fleet, with 

the hopes of weakening the American 

and Allied military support. Following 

the attack, the Japanese appeared 

victorious, leaving a devastating toll on 

the American naval base and American lives. During the airborne attack, the United States lost 

eight battleships, including the USS Arizona, three light cruisers, and three destroyers.2 Another 

four vessels either sunk or endured a great amount of damage.3 In addition to the loss of vessels, 

the attack destroyed and damaged 188 American aircraft, since there was no time to evacuate 

them off the ground once the surprise attack commenced.4  
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 The attack left the 

American public and many 

individual families distraught 

over the loss of 2,330 

Americans, both service 

members and civilians, and 

the additional 1,347 

wounded.5 Referenced by 

President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt as “a date that will live in infamy,” the events of December 7, 1941 altered the world 

for all Americans, sparking increased fear and paranoia toward Japanese Americans.6 In a letter 

of transmittal to the Chief of Staff, General John L. DeWitt wrote, “the surprise attack on Pearl 

Harbor by the enemy crippled a major portion of the Pacific Fleet and exposed the West Coast to 

an attack, increasing fear across the nation.”7 The attack officially launched the United States 

into World War II, a war that up until Pearl Harbor the United States remained neutral in, except 

for sending war supplies to allied nations. For thousands of Japanese Americans, life was about 

to change dramatically.  
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 Japanese Americans living 

on the West Coast experienced 

white hostility and prejudice for 

quite some time, with laws and 

customs shutting them out from 

full participation in economic and 

civic life, including barring 

Japanese immigrants from 

becoming citizens since 1924 as 

per the Immigration Restriction Act.8 American born, second generation Japanese Americans, 

called Nisei, acquired citizenship status as part of their birthright, allowing many of them to 

become economically successful business owners and farmers. The attack on Pearl Harbor 

provided an excuse for white Americans to increase their hostility toward Japanese Americans 

business owners. It further offered white farmers and business owners an opportunity to aid in 

the elimination of unwanted competitors by expressing their increased fears and anxiety toward 

fellow Japanese business owners and neighbors. The head of the California Grower-Shipper 

Vegetable Association, Austin Anson, told the Saturday Evening Post: “If all of the Japs were 

removed tomorrow, we’d never miss them, because the white farmers can take over and produce 

everything the Jap grows.”9 Anson expressed a deeper concern about the economic success of 

Japanese businesses stating, “They came to this valley to work, and stayed to take over. They 
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offer higher rents than the white man can pay. They undersell the white man in the markets.”10 

 Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii passed under martial law, the writ of 

habeas corpus was suspended, and the police took several hundred suspected spies and saboteurs 

of Japanese extraction into custody.11 However, the size of the Japanese community in Hawaii 

and its vital importance to the island’s economy foreclosed any thought of wholesale evacuation 

of the 40,000 first generation Issei and the 80,000-second generation Niesi.12  

 However, on the American mainland, despite a lack of convicting evidence, Americans 

remained wary of Japanese Americans loyalty to their ancestral lands. This fear and anxiety 

spearheaded the rise of 

anti-Japanese paranoia 

on the West Coast. As 

Americans feared a 

Japanese attack on the 

United States mainland 

was near, they viewed 

Japanese Americans as 

a security risk. Rumors 

of America entering 

into World War II took flight in the weeks following Pearl Harbor, increased anxiety amongst 

Americans and resulting in a rise in draconian action against the Japanese.13 Inflammatory and 

invariably false reports of Japanese attacks on the American mainland sparked fear and paranoia 
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in coastal communities.14 Japan’s continual victories in the pacific also contributed to increased 

fear.  

 Within days of Pearl Harbor, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover assured the Attorney General 

all suspected individuals remained in custody, and there was no need for mass evacuations of 

Japanese for security reasons. However, following the findings of a government investigation 

proving the attack on Pearl Harbor was a decisive blow, General DeWitt reported, “a tremendous 

volume of public opinion is now developing against the Japanese of all classes, both aliens and 

non-aliens.”15 DeWitt invoked concern that the very absence of any sabotage activity on the 

West Coast proved the existence of an organized conspiracy in the Japanese community, waiting 

patiently to attack.16 In early February 1942, DeWitt officially requested authority to remove all 

Japanese from the West Coast, considering it was impossible to distinguish the loyal from the 

disloyal in the peculiarly alien and inscrutable Japanese community.17 DeWitt believed the only 

remedy was the wholesale evacuation of Japanese Americans stating, “A Jap’s a Jap. It makes no 

difference whether he is an American citizen or not...I don’t want any of them.”18 

 In response to DeWitt’s request, Attorney General Biddle informed Secretary of War 

Stimson “that the Department of Justice would not under any circumstances evacuate American 

Citizens.”19 Stimson also expressed his own reservations stating, “the second generation 

Japanese can only be evacuated either as part of a total evacuation or by insinuating that their 

racial characteristics are such that America cannot understand or even trust the citizen 
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Japanese.20 Despite reservations, Stimson encouraged President Roosevelt to allow DeWitt to 

proceed with his wholesale evacuations of Japanese Americans.  

 Succumbing to bad advice and popular opinion, President Roosevelt signed Executive 

Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, two months after the attack on Pearl Harbor.21 The tone of the 

executive order was neutral, with no specific reference to the Japanese. The order allowed the 

War Department to designate “military areas.”22 The original order prescribed neither what was 

going to happen to the evacuees nor excluded voluntary withdrawal. However, the specific target 

of the order was the more than 100,000 Japanese 

Americans living along the West Coast, calling for 

their forced relocation into internment camps. While 

the government locked up thousands of German and 

Italian aliens, they remained free to live their lives, 

further demonstrating the heightened fear toward 

Japanese Americans. Daniel Inouye, a 17-year-old 

Red Cross volunteer and son of a Japanese immigrant, 

observed a great amount of Americans fear toward 

Japanese Americans stating, “It took no great effort of imagination to see the hatred Americans 

had for those of us who looked so much like the enemy but in no way supported them.”23   
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 On April 20, 

1942, relocation 

notices appeared in 

Japanese communities 

all across the West 

Coast. All people of 

Japanese ancestry, 

including those with 

only 1/16th Japanese 

blood received one week to settle their affairs. Farmers desperately looked to neighbors to help 

take care of their crops, but like many Japanese American business owners, they faced financial 

ruin. Families lost 

everything, forced to 

sell off homes, shops, 

furnishings, even the 

clothes they could not 

carry with them, to 

buyers happy to snap 

them up for next to 

nothing. None of the 



Japanese Americans interned in the camps committed a crime against the government. About 

70% of the interned held American citizenship, two-thirds born in the United States.24  

 Almost no one protested the 

government’s decision, most 

Americans taking the evacuations in 

stride. Over 110,000 Japanese 

Americans up and down the Pacific 

coast received numbers and 

involuntarily relocated to ill-

equipped, over-crowded assembly 

centers at stockyards, fairgrounds, 

and racetracks, eventually reassigned to one of ten internment camps in remote areas of 

Colorado, Wyoming, Arizona, Idaho, Arkansas, Utah or California.25 Surrounded by barbed wire 

and guarded by armed soldiers, families lived in poorly built and overcrowded barracks with no 

running water and very little heat.26 Forcing Japanese Americans into camps deprived them of 

their liberty, a basic constitutional freedom.  

 

																																																								
24 Brian Masaru Hayashi, Democratizing the Enemy: The Japanese American Internment 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 74. 
25 Ibid, 80. 
26 Ibid, 80.		



 As a result, Congress supported Roosevelt’s order without a 

single vote against it. Organizations emerged to advocate for the 

rights of the Japanese Americans in the camps. Deep divisions also 

arose between internees with different ideas of how to respond to 

their situation. However, the Supreme Court considered the 

executive order constitutional. War Department officials watched 

anxiously as several lawsuits challenged the constitutionality of the 

relocation order. Fred Korematsu, a Japanese-American who refused to leave his home in San 

Leandro, California, knowingly violated Civilian Exclusion Order No. 34 of the U.S. Army. 

Korematsu argued Executive Order 9066 was unconstitutional and violated the Fifth Amendment 

to the U.S. Constitution. He tested the relocation action in court, in Korematsu v. United States. 

In a 6-3 decision, the court sided with the government, ruling the order was constitutional and a 

wartime necessity.27 Writing for the majority, Justice Hugo Black wrote, "pressing public 

necessity may sometimes justify the existence of such restrictions; racial antagonism never 

can."28 With pressure from the government, the Supreme Court timidly accepted the military's 

argument claiming the loyalties of Japanese Americans resided not with the United States but 

with their ancestral country. The court claimed separating "the disloyal from the loyal" was a 

logistical impossibility, so the internment order had to apply to all Japanese Americans within 

the restricted area. With a fear of America’s stake in the war and national security at risk, the 

court decided the nation's security concerns outweighed the Constitutional promise of equal 

rights. 
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 Following a repeal of Roosevelt’s executive order, the same day as the Korematsu 

decision, many Japanese families found they could not return to their hometowns. Hostility 

against Japanese Americans remained high across the West Coast, as many villages displayed 

signs demanding that the evacuees never to return. As a result, the former internees scattered 

across the country, some migrating east to be with supportive family and friends.  

 Overall, Japanese Americans, post-Pearl Harbor, faced a great deal of discrimination, the 

greatest being the United States’ own internment camps. With no actual evidence supporting the 

internment camps, the U.S. interned Japanese Americans because of Japanese involvement in 

Pearl Harbor resulting in a rise of anti-Japanese paranoia sparked by the economic success of 

Japanese Americans, increased fear and prejudice within the United States government and 

amongst citizens, and a timid Supreme Court refusing to overturn internment orders. 

  


