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They Called Us Enemy is a poignant graphic memoir by George Takei, a renowned actor and LGBTQ+
activist, best known for his role as Hikaru Sulu in the iconic television series "Star Trek." In this deeply
personal work, Takei recounts his childhood experiences as a Japanese American during World War II,
when he and his family were forcibly relocated to internment camps. The book serves not only as a
memoir but also as a powerful commentary on the themes of identity, prejudice, and resilience.

In this article, we will explore the various aspects of They Called Us Enemy, including its historical
context, narrative style, themes, and the impact it has had on readers and society at large.

Historical Context

Japanese American Internment

The backdrop of They Called Us Enemy is the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II.
Following the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, fear and suspicion towards Japanese
Americans surged, fueled by racism and war hysteria.

Key points about Japanese American internment include:

1. Executive Order 9066: Issued by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in February 1942, this order
authorized the forced relocation of over 120,000 Japanese Americans to internment camps across the
United States.
2. Loss of Rights: Japanese Americans lost their homes, businesses, and personal belongings, and
were stripped of their civil rights, being categorized as "enemy aliens."
3. Internment Camps: Families were housed in makeshift camps under harsh conditions, often in
remote areas of the country.
4. Impact on Identity: The internment had significant psychological and social effects, leading to a
complex relationship with American identity for many Japanese Americans.

Takei's Early Life

George Takei was born in Los Angeles in 1937 to Japanese immigrant parents. His early childhood was
marked by the innocence of youth until the war changed everything. Key elements of Takei's early life
include:

- Family Dynamics: Takei's family was close-knit, and he recalls fond memories of his parents and
siblings before the war disrupted their lives.
- Internment Experience: At the age of five, Takei and his family were relocated to the Rohwer War
Relocation Center in Arkansas, where they lived in a cramped barrack surrounded by barbed wire.
- Resilience and Hope: Despite the grim circumstances, Takei’s family maintained their spirits and
resilience, which is a central theme of the memoir.



Narrative Style

They Called Us Enemy employs a unique narrative style that combines graphic novel elements with
traditional memoir storytelling. This approach enhances the emotional impact and accessibility of the
subject matter.

Visual Storytelling

- Illustrations: The artwork by Harmony Becker is expressive and evocative, bringing to life the
experiences and emotions of the characters. The use of color and line work effectively conveys the
tone of different scenes, from the warmth of family moments to the stark realities of internment.
- Comics Format: The graphic memoir format allows readers to engage with the material visually,
making it appealing to a broader audience, including younger readers who may not be familiar with
this historical event.

Personal Voice

Takei's voice in They Called Us Enemy is both reflective and candid. He shares not only his
experiences but also the emotions tied to them, which makes the narrative relatable and impactful.

- Childhood Perspective: The memoir captures the innocence of a child's view of the world, juxtaposed
with the harsh realities faced by his family and community.
- Humor and Humanity: Takei intersperses moments of humor throughout his story, reminding readers
of the resilience of the human spirit even in the darkest times.

Themes Explored

They Called Us Enemy delves into several profound themes that resonate with readers, making it not
just a recounting of history but a commentary on contemporary issues.

Identity and Belonging

One of the primary themes is the struggle for identity and belonging, particularly in the face of
discrimination. Takei grapples with questions such as:

- Cultural Heritage: How does being Japanese American shape one's identity in a country that views
you as an enemy?
- American Identity: Takei reflects on what it means to be an American, especially when society casts
you aside based on your ancestry.



Prejudice and Injustice

The book serves as a stark reminder of the consequences of prejudice and fear-driven policies.

- Historical Lessons: Takei emphasizes the importance of remembering the internment experience to
prevent similar injustices from happening again.
- Contemporary Relevance: The book draws parallels between past injustices and current issues
related to immigration, race, and civil rights.

Resilience and Activism

Takei's story is ultimately one of resilience and the power of activism.

- Family Strength: Throughout the memoir, Takei highlights the strength of his family and community
in overcoming adversity.
- LGBTQ+ Advocacy: As an openly gay man, Takei's journey also intersects with themes of LGBTQ+
rights, showcasing the importance of standing up for marginalized communities.

Impact and Reception

They Called Us Enemy has received widespread acclaim from critics and readers alike, praised for its
emotional depth, historical accuracy, and artistic merit.

Critical Acclaim

- Awards and Recognition: The memoir has garnered several awards, including the Eisner Award,
which honors excellence in comic books and graphic novels.
- Educational Value: Many educators have embraced the book as a teaching tool, using it to discuss
themes of history, identity, and social justice in classrooms.

Reader Engagement

- Public Discussions: Takei's memoir has sparked conversations about the Japanese American
internment and its implications today, encouraging readers to reflect on their own beliefs and biases.
- Social Media Impact: Takei’s prominence on social media has helped amplify the book's message,
reaching a diverse audience and inspiring many to engage with the themes of the memoir.

Conclusion

In conclusion, They Called Us Enemy is more than just a memoir; it is a powerful exploration of



identity, resilience, and the enduring impact of prejudice. George Takei's personal narrative,
combined with Harmony Becker's stunning illustrations, offers an accessible yet profound look at a
dark chapter in American history. The book serves as a reminder of the importance of empathy,
understanding, and activism in the face of injustice. As readers engage with Takei's story, they are
not merely observing history; they are invited to reflect on their own roles in creating a more inclusive
and just society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'They Called Us Enemy'?
The main theme of 'They Called Us Enemy' revolves around the experiences of Japanese Americans
during World War II, focusing on the injustices of internment and the impact of systemic racism.

Who is the author of 'They Called Us Enemy'?
The author of 'They Called Us Enemy' is George Takei, who is known for his acting career as well as
his activism for LGBTQ+ rights and social justice.

What format is 'They Called Us Enemy' presented in?
They Called Us Enemy is presented in a graphic memoir format, combining illustrated artwork with
narrative storytelling to convey the emotional weight of the author's experiences.

How does 'They Called Us Enemy' address issues of identity?
The book addresses issues of identity by exploring George Takei's struggle with his Japanese heritage
amidst the backdrop of racism and internment, and how these experiences shaped his understanding
of self and belonging.

What impact has 'They Called Us Enemy' had on discussions
about Japanese American history?
They Called Us Enemy has significantly impacted discussions about Japanese American history by
raising awareness about the injustices of internment and encouraging conversations about civil rights,
resilience, and the importance of remembering history to prevent similar injustices in the future.
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