


At first glance, the image on the front of this poster appears to be a simple snapshot of a group of workers (the artist’s 
grandfather is the man with glasses in the centre front row). What makes the image unique, however, is that it is a rare 
photograph of Japanese Canadian men who, in 1942, were removed from their families and forced to work on highway 
projects across Canada. 2017, Canada’s 150th birthday, also marks the 75th anniversary of Japanese Canadian Internment.

In 1942, the federal government labeled 22,000 Japanese Canadians (over 75% were Canadian citizens) “enemy aliens.” 
In response to Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbour in 1941, Canada declared war against Japan. Soon after, without any 
charge or due process, the government forcibly relocated Canadians of Japanese heritage living on the West Coast to 
internment camps in remote areas of British Columbia and other parts of the country. The RCMP also shut down Japa-
nese Canadian schools and Japanese language newspapers. To pay for internment, the government seized and sold the 
land, property, and belongings of Japanese Canadians without the owners’ permission and at a fraction of the value.

Prior to internment, people of Japanese descent, like Indigenous and other racialized peoples, faced a significant amount 
of racism in Canada. In the late nineteenth century, cheap labour was the impetus for recruiting workers from Japan. The 
workers were lured with stories of easy money and exaggerated living conditions. They came and worked in the fishing, 
mining, and lumber industries and on the construction of the railroad. They built up their savings and got into farming and 
business. Despite Japanese Canadians’ increased contributions, many white settlers viewed their hard work and tenacity 
as a threat. The Canadian government implemented a number of racist policies, including restricting Japanese immigra-
tion and denying Japanese Canadians the right to vote. When Canada declared war on Japan, it took little to convince 
other Canadians that people of Japanese descent were “enemy aliens” who should be interned, even deported. 

On 16 January 1942, Canada created a 100-mile-wide “protected area” on the west coast of British Columbia. One 
month later, starting on February 26, Japanese Canadians were forced to leave their homes, most with only 24 
hours’ notice. Families were told they could take two suitcases, but they were not informed where they were going or 
for how long. Over 8,000 people were detained at Hastings Park before being sent to internment camps in the ghost 
towns of the BC Interior between March and September 1942. 

In the camps, many families lived in tents or in shacks quickly built with inadequate materials. Many were without 
their men who had been sent away to build highways in BC, Alberta, and Ontario. Some men who spoke out against 
their unjust treatment, including those who organized work stoppages at road camps, such as Geikie, were sent to a 
prisoner of war camp in Angler, Ontario. Some families, in order to stay together, were sent to work on sugar beet 
farms in Alberta and Manitoba that were experiencing labour shortages.

Just before World War Two ended, the government forced Japanese Canadians to agree to move to eastern Canada 
or be deported to Japan. Of the 4,000 who agreed to go to Japan, half had been born in Canada. While the war offi-
cially ended in 1945, the government did not allow Japanese Canadians to return to the West Coast until 1949. There 
was nothing to return to, however. Japanese Canadians had to start over from scratch.

Years after they had rebuilt their community, in 1980 Japanese Canadians began to formally organize for redress. In 
1988, the federal government finally apologized for its actions during the war and made a promise that such treat-
ment will not happen again.  

Yet after 11 September 2001, many Japanese Canadians experienced a sense of déjà vu as they watched people label 
all Muslims “terrorists” without evidence. The increasing intolerance of immigrants and rising levels of Islamophobia 
in Canada and around the world are disturbing, with the rhetoric being used sounding very familiar to what was said 
about Japanese Canadians in 1942. It is unacceptable. Today, the Japanese Canadian community continues to speak 
out against racism and to work with other communities to share our history in hopes of preventing new injustices. 
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