Excerpts from War Without Mercy (1986)

by John W. Dower

The war was so savage and war hates ran so deep that even individuals who encountered the Japanese as prisoners ordinarily found it impossible to change their views.  General Blamey's kind of war words were gospel: the Japanese were subhuman.

There may be no better witness to this than the journalist Ernie Pyle, whose down-home style earned him the status of a folk hero among American war correspondents . . . Pyle gained his fame covering the war in Europe, and was transferred to the Pacific in February 1945, three months before Germany surrendered.  By this time, his dispatches were carried by almost seven hundred newspapers and reached an estimated fourteen million readers.

What Pyle told his impressive audience, right away, was that the enemy in Asia was different.  "In Europe we felt that our enemies, horrible and deadly as they were, were still people," he explained in one of his first reports from the Pacific.  "But out here I soon gathered that the Japanese were looked upon as something subhuman and repulsive; the way some people feel about cockroaches or mice."  To Pyle himself, this seemed a perfectly appropriate response, for he went on to describe how, soon after arriving, he had seen some Japanese prisoners in a fenced-in enclosure.  "They were wrestling and laughing and talking just like normal human beings," he wrote.  "And yet they gave me the creeps, and I wanted a mental bath after looking at them."

So commonplace was this attitude that a popular American scientific magazine could publish a short entry in 1945 entitled "Why Americans Hate Japs More than Nazis" without first demonstrating that this was the case.  No one questioned such an observation.  And although the explanation offered may have been simplistic (the Japanese were more hated because of their greater outward physical differences), the very manner in which the magazines phrased the problem was suggestive in unintended ways.  In addition to using the conventionally pejorative "Japs" for Japanese, the article followed the telltale phrasing of the war years by speaking not of the Germans and the Japanese, but of the Nazis and the Japanese.  A well-publicized wartime book by a New York Times correspondent who had been assigned to both Germany and Japan followed this pattern with a chapter entitled "Nips and Nazis."  A poster by the Veterans of Foreign Wars sharpened the distinction even further, in a familiar way, with the warning, "Remember Hitler and the Japs are trying to get us fighting ourselves."  Songwriters caught the same bias in a patriotic song called "There'll Be No Adolf Hitler nor Yellow Japs to Fear."

The implications of perceiving the enemy as "Nazis" on the one hand and "Japs" on the other were enormous, for this left space for the recognition of the "good Germans," but scant comparable place for "good Japanese."  Magazines like Time hammered this home even further by frequently referring to "the Jap" rather than "Japs," thereby denying the enemy even the merest semblance of pluralism.  Indeed, in wartime jargon, the notion of "good Japanese" came to take on an entirely different meaning than that of "good Germans," as Admiral William F. Halsey emphasized at a news conference early in 1944.  "The only good Jap is a Jap who's been dead six months," the commander of the U. S. South Pacific Force declared, and he did not mean just combatants.  "When we get to Tokyo, where we're bound to get eventually," Halsey went on, "we'll have a little celebration where Tokyo was."  Halsey was improvising on a popular wartime saying, that "the only good Jap is a dead Jap," and his colleagues in the military often endorsed this sentiment in their own fashion.  Early in 1943, for example, Leatherneck, the Marine monthly, ran a photograph of Japanese corpses on Guadalcanal with an uppercase headline reading "GOOD JAPS" and a caption emphasizing that "GOOD JAPS are dead Japs."

Hollywood movies of the war years practically canonized these contrasting perceptions of the enemy . . . [77-79]

Another manifestation of this most emotional level of anti-Japanese racism was the routine use of racial slang in the media and official memoranda as well as everyday discourse.  "Nip" (from Nippon, the Japanese reading of the country's name) and especially "Jap" were routinely used in the daily press and major weeklies or monthlies such as Time, Life, Newsweek, and Reader's Digest.  "Jap" was also extremely popular in the music world, where the scramble to turn out a memorable war song did not end with the release of tunes such as "The Remember Pearl Harbor March" and "Good-bye Mama, I'm Off to Yokohama."  "Mow the Japs Down!" and "We've Got to Do a Job on the Japs, Baby" are fair samples of the wartime songs, although the titles with internal rhymes on "Jap" were even more popular.  These included "You're a Sap, Mister Jap," "Let's Take a Rap at the Jap," "They're Gonna Be Playing Taps on the Japs," and "We're Gonna Have to Slap the Dirty Little Jap."  There was no real counterpart to this where Germany and Italy were concerned.  "Nazis" was the common phrase for the German enemy.  Cruder epithets for the Germans (heinies, Huns, Jerrys, Krauts) were used sparingly by comparison.

A characteristic feature of this level of anti-Japanese sentiment was the resort to nonhuman or subhuman representation, in which the Japanese were perceived as animals, reptiles, or insects (monkeys, baboons, gorillas, dogs, mice and rats, vipers and rattlesnakes, cockroaches, vermin—or, more directly, "the Japanese herd" and the like).  The variety of such metaphors was so great that they sometimes seemed casual and almost original . . . At the simplest level, they dehumanized the Japanese and enlarged the chasm between "us" and "them" to the point where it was perceived to be unbridgeable.  As Pyle matter-of-factly observed, the enemy in Europe "were still people."  The Japanese were not, and in good part they were not because they were denied even the ordinary vocabularies of "being human." [81-82]

Dr. Seuss Went to War
1) In your own words, briefly summarize the thesis of these excerpts. [3-4 sentences]

2) Visit the Dr. Seuss Went to War web site and explore several examples of his cartoons related to WWII.  Find a cartoon that illustrates Dower’s thesis and explain its contents.  Give the title & date of the cartoon.
