THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY
SCHREYER HONORS COLLEGE

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH

DOCTOR ON THE WARPATH:
HOW THE SECOND WORLD WAR MADE THEODOR SEUSS GEISEL

BRANDON ELLIOTT GATTO
Spring 2010

A thesis
submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements
for a baccalaureate degree
in English
with honors in English

Reviewed and approved* by the following:
Sanford Schwartz
Associate Professor of English
Thesis Supervisor
Janet Lyon
Associate Professor of English,
Women’s Studies, and Science, Technology, and Society
Honors Adviser
Daniel Hade
Associate Professor of Language and Literacy
Second Reader

* Signatures are on file in the Schreyer Honors College.

i

Abstract
The stories of Dr. Seuss, one of the most popular and best-selling children’s
authors of all time, are often associated with fantastic characters, whimsical settings, and
witty rhymes. While such facets are commonplace in the world of children’s literature,
the ability of Theodor Seuss Geisel to transform reality into a nonsense arena of
eloquence and simplicity is perhaps what made him a symbol of American culture.
Despite his popularity, however, the historical context and primary influences of the
author’s memorable lessons are not critically evaluated as much as those of other genre
personalities. Many of his children’s books have clear, underlying messages regarding
societal affairs and humanity, but deeper connections have yet to be established between
Geisel’s pedagogical themes and personal agenda. Accordingly, this thesis strives to
prove that the most inherent and significant influences of Dr. Seuss derive from his
experiences as a political cartoonist during the Second World War era. Having garnered
little recognition before World War II, Geisel’s satirical political illustrations and
subsequent war-based work helped shape him into the rousing, unparalleled children’s
author that generations have come to read and remember.

ii

Table of Contents
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………...i
Chapter 1. Why Study Seuss?
An Introduction to Seussology………………………………………….....1

Chapter 2. Beware the Tur-tal-itarian
Challenging Tyrants in Yertle the Turtle………………………………….5

Chapter 3. Horton Hears Who?!
A Plea for the Protection in Horton Hears a Who!....................................12

Chapter 4. Each is a Sneetch
The Search for Civil Rights in The Sneetches...........................................19

Chapter 5. Never Better Butter
Attempting World Peace in The Butter Battle Book……………...……...26

Chapter 6. Everyone’s Doctor
A Concluding Notion…………………………………………………….32

Bibliography…………………………………………………………………………...34

1

1. Why Study Seuss?
From Homer to Ernest Hemingway, Virgil to Virginia Woolf, and Beowulf to War
and Peace, the greatest authors and works of literature remain internationally recognized,
well-respected, and comprehensively studied by a multitude of generations. Their avantgarde styles and unique essences are still consistently received as critical, profound, and
exceptional contributions of prose that are exemplary of the forever important written
word. However, while the classics possess enduring value and remain imperative for
understanding various literary movements and social standards of a given era, the
exploration and significance of alternative, less celebrated literature should not be
forgotten. Although it is not evaluated as much as other genres, children’s books,
specifically over the last few centuries, have played a vital role in the world of literature
by helping youngsters learn how to read, how to count, and how to grasp moral principles
that are essential to their upbringing. Moreover, one should note that children’s literature
is not simply for children. Parents who grow up reading certain authors and stories may
remember their favorite lessons later in life, thus making them more likely to reengage
the books with their kids. Another consideration is that the themes of many children’s
stories appeal to wide audiences, often resulting in text that is intellectually stimulating
for parents and children together rather than simply the latter.
This thesis will focus on one of the household names of both children’s literature
and American culture: an author who it is not wrong to assume is well-known by any
person between the ages of five and one-hundred-and-five. He has been awarded his own
holiday, an occasion created to “celebrate reading” in general, but held specifically on the
day of his birth (National Education Association). Every year on March 2, children,
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teachers, parents, public officials, athletes, and others engage in a national effort to
promote reading through this author’s books, all forty-four of which remain in print. As
popular as he is, many critics and intellectuals ignore the contributions of Theodor Seuss
Geisel. Consequently, the aim of this thesis is to situate the work of this remarkable
author in a cultural and historical context that requires a closer reading of his literature
and special attention to his illustrations. In general, it argues that much of Geisel’s
children’s literature was influenced primarily by issues of the Second World War, and
deserves further exploration in light of his admissible and sometimes provocatively
pointed messages.
Of course, the mention of Dr. Seuss may immediately induce thoughts of
Grinches, Sneetches, and Whos, but who would expect to discover that Geisel’s origins
are rooted in political media? “What?” asks Art Spiegelman, author of the introduction to
Dr. Seuss Goes to War. “Dr. Seuss, beloved purveyor of genial rhyming nonsense for
beginning readers, stuff about cats in hats and foxes in socks, started as a feisty political
cartoonist who exhorted America to do battle with Hitler? Yeah, right!” (Spiegelman, 6).
While working for PM, a New York City daily newspaper, Geisel created nearly the only
editorial cartoons outside of the domestic communists and black press that decried the
United States military’s Jim Crow policies of segregation and Charles Lindbergh’s antiSemitism (Spiegelman, 6). “These cartoons rail against isolationism, racism, and antiSemitism with a conviction of fervor lacking in most other American editorial cartoons,”
writes Spiegelman. “He called ‘em as he saw ‘em” (Spiegelman, 6). Despite believing
that an isolationist foreign policy would eventually hurt America, Geisel never once
adopted an “I told you so” attitude following Japan’s attack at Pearl Harbor on December
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7, 1941. Rather, the author switched gears to the cause of defeating the Nazis, Fascists,
and Japanese, primarily targeting the likes of Adolph Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and
Hirohito. “PM was against people who pushed other people around,” wrote Geisel. “I
liked that” (Spiegelman, 6). At the outbreak of the Second World War, a time when most
Americans remained reluctant to become involved, Geisel openly discouraged
isolationism and called for action. The activist’s trademark form of expression, the
satirical cartoon, made it easier to reach and appeal to large audiences, thus garnering him
some of his earliest attention for the unconventional conceptions that he would promote
throughout his writing career. Up until 1941, he achieved only mild popularity with
advertisements for Flit, a bug spray company, and four children’s books that sold
moderately at the time.1 Given the boom in his success during and following one of the
most critical periods in American history, it is evident that the wartime contributions of
Dr. Seuss, and how parallelism has subsequently been used in his children’s stories, make
him a fantastically intriguing, worthwhile subject of further exploration.
Interestingly enough, the Second World War is not what made Dr. Seuss an
emblem of American culture. A.O. Scott, journalist of the New York Times, sums it up: “I
suspect that it's only a slight exaggeration—and exaggeration was one of his great gifts—
to say that our current understanding of children, and of ourselves as former children, is
the brainchild of Dr. Seuss” (Scott, 2000). The beauty of Geisel’s stories lies in his ability
to deliver pointed messages without preaching and couple them with colorful, fantastic
illustrations that attract the eyes. This is conceivably the reason why children are so
charmed by the author’s innocently amusing characters. “Too many story books for
1

And to Think I Saw It on Mulberry Street (1937), The 500 Hats of Bartholomew Cubbins (1938), The
King’s Stilts (1939), Horton Hatches the Egg (1940).
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children are condescending, self-conscious inventions…” writes Beatrix Potter,
children’s author and creator of the famous Peter Rabbit. “…And then some trivial
oversight, some small incorrect detail gives the whole show away! Dr. Seuss does it
thoroughly!” (Nel, 4). Insights such as Potter’s suggest that there is more to Geisel than
his rhymes, and after studying the personal history and work of Dr. Seuss, one can see
that she ultimately proves to be correct.
Over the next several chapters, this thesis will show that the children’s literature
of Theodor Seuss Geisel was written with greater intent and stronger conviction than
previously believed, specifically within the scope of war-related premises. Additionally,
it will illustrate that his themes reach far beyond the realm of elementary schools.
“Outside of my Beginner Books, I never write for children,” said Geisel in 1991. “I write
for people” (Schulman and Goldsmith, 190). Given the author’s unique contribution to
literacy and American culture, it seems only fair to explore his influences—for he truly
was a doctor on the warpath.

Figure 1-1. From The United States Postal Service, released
February 9, 2004.
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2. Beware the Tur-tal-itarian
In 1958, approximately thirteen years following the end of the Second World
War, Theodor Geisel created Yertle, a turtle with unwavering aspirations that eventually
grow out of control. The simple story, Yertle the Turtle, is a mere fifteen pages in length
and features a relatively uncomplicated main character when compared to some of
Geisel’s other well-known personas like the Grinch and the Cat in the Hat. Designed in a
cut-and-dry, black-and-white fashion, the bossy turtle is an unsatisfied king who quests
for power through the heightening of his throne, unsympathetic to the fact that to do so he
must literally step on his own fellow turtles.
“I’m ruler,” said Yertle, “of all that I see.
But I don’t see enough. That’s the trouble with me.
With this stone for a throne, I look down on my pond
But I cannot look down on the places beyond.
This throne that I sit on is too, too low down.
It ought to be higher!” he said with a frown (Geisel, 2).

Figure 2-1. From Geisel, Yertle the Turtle. 2.

There is no deep analysis required to understand Yertle, for he is presented as a bully
with no other significant traits or qualities, no cares or concerns. We are not aware of his
past or how he became king, but Geisel need not include such details to connect with
readers and promote his message. The point is that, regardless of the unknown specifics,
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Yertle abuses his power, treats his subjects poorly, acts unreasonably, and ultimately
should be stopped. This was the stance championed by the children’s author nearly two
decades earlier when dictators such as Adolph Hitler and Benito Mussolini rode the
momentum of appeasement all the way to war.
Though Yertle was one of Geisel’s earliest achievements based on historical
events, the author allowed audiences to speculate on the main character for nearly thirty
years. It was not until 1987, only four years before his death, that he would provide some
insight. “Originally,” Geisel began, “Yertle had a mustache, but I took it off. I thought it
was gilding the lily a bit” (Schulman and Goldsmith, 190). While he admits that the
addition of facial hair to the turtle may have been too presumptuous, it is more likely that
Geisel did not wish to narrow his scope further than he had already done. Had the artist
drawn his tyrant with a mustache, the evocation of Hitler may have been immediate, thus
reducing an otherwise timeless meaning to a retrospective notion. Although Geisel does
not harp on or hammer the “minor” artistic omission, his decision to do so broadens the
story’s meaning from “what we should have done” to “what we should have done, what
we should do now, and what we should do in the future.” Essentially, the underlining
theme of this story is a call to action on a range of levels. While stopping power-hungry
dictators is the principal influence of Yertle the Turtle, Geisel altered and adapted the
message to a general stand against bullies.
Additionally, Geisel was responsible for cartooning Adolf Hitler nearly every
week during his days at PM. However, Yertle bears no significant resemblance to the
most infamous German dictator. Without a mustache, the turtle’s features are exclusive,
and share no similarities with any of the authority-seeking tyrants Geisel was accustomed
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to drawing (Figures 2-2 to 2-5). Although Richard R. Minear, author of Dr. Seuss Goes to
War, believes that “…Yertle is Hitler,” and that “few readers—young or old—recognize
that Yertle is…Hitler” (190), it is clear that Geisel leaves the turtle open to interpretation,
especially in a visual sense. When comparing Figures 2-2 through 2-5, readers should
notice that the similarities between Yertle and Hitler and Yertle and Mussolini are not
physical. Rather, the only aspect that the cartoons have in common is their presentation.
As shown, all featured dictators are portrayed in a high, throne-like position with their
noses in the air, a reminder that they are concerned with heightening themselves at the
cost of the people below.

Figure 2-2. From
Figure 2-3. From Minear, 93.
Geisel, Yertle the Turtle. 3.

Figure 2-4. From Minear,
127.

Figure 2-5. From
Minear, 170.

Perhaps a more worthwhile exploration of the cartoonist’s work lies in his choice
of characters, or rather, his choice of animal. Why turtles? is a question often asked by
some critics who have already made the connection of Yertle to dictators of the war era,
but have not quite closed the gap as to why a turtle would be so significant. The answer is
quite vague, for while there is no conclusive evidence suggesting Geisel believed there to
be a link between the traits of a turtle and those of authoritarians, these shelled reptiles

8

appear repeatedly in the artist’s wartime cartoons. According to Charles D. Cohen, author
of a visual autobiography on Geisel titled The Seuss, The Whole Seuss and Nothing But
the Seuss, Dr. Seuss “began stacking [turtles] in May 1928 and repeated that image
through the next two decades” (Cohen, 307). His most famous instance of the method
came in PM on March 21, 1942 when he criticized American politicians, or “dawdling
producers,” who were “providing the necessary war materials at a turtle’s pace, thereby
jeopardizing the chance of building toward victory” (Cohen, 307).

Figure 2-6. From Schulman and Goldsmith, 207.

Furthermore, one might draw the conclusion that turtles are a mere metaphor for German
citizens, especially when comparing the written discourse of two particular Geisel
cartoons with the demeanor of Yertle (Figures 2-7 and 2-8). In these drawings for PM,
Geisel emphasizes that the Germans under Hitler suffer because they are not fed, a
circumstance that they live with and abide by rather than object to. “We Germans don’t
eat food! We Germans eat countries!” exclaims an older man to a child, which suggests
that the citizens endure a lack of sustenance at their own accord, assumingly to obey their
tyrannical ruler (Figure 2-8). Like Yertle, Figure 2-7 addresses a concern for material
possessions—the “Consolidated World Dairy”—and the acquisition of various countries,
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but does not promote a consolidation between the two. Rather, the message is that the
tyrant will extract resources for himself while “…the rest gets milked” (Figure 2-7).

Figure 2-7. From Minear, 81.

Figure 2-8. From Minear, 95.

In the short story, only a small, ordinary turtle named Mack at the bottom of the stack has
the courage to speak up:
“Your Majesty, please…I don’t like to complain,
But down here below, we are feeling great pain.
I know, up on top you are seeing great sights,
But down at the bottom we, too, should have rights.
We turtles can’t stand it. Our shells will all crack!
Besides, we need food. We are starving!” groaned Mack (Geisel, 9).

While the themes of receiving relief and sustenance are consistent in both the cartoons
and the story, the last line of Yertle the Turtle expands upon any preconceived notion of
who the turtles are meant to signify. After King Yertle is dethroned by Mack’s subtle
action, a burp, the shelled reptiles live once again without constraint:
And the turtles, of course…all the turtles are free
As turtles and, maybe, all creatures should be (Geisel, 15).

The powerful ending phrase of “all creatures should be” illustrates that Geisel modeled
his oppressed turtles after tyrannized people in general. Whether Germans, Italians, or
Japanese were the biggest influence in this move is not terribly important, specifically
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because the author’s message is not exclusive to one of the aforementioned groups of
citizens or even to turtles for that matter.
Additionally, the inclusion of the word “maybe” is once again a challenge to
future generations to care for the wellbeing of others and stand up to tyrants. Geisel used
the subtlest and perhaps the most unorthodox action, a burp, to hurl King Yertle from his
ill-conceived throne. Though the author never explained why he chose to use a bodily
function as a means of action, the context of history allows for informed speculation.
Prior to the release of Yertle the Turtle in 1958, writes Minear, Geisel’s editors “worried
that the word burp was off-color,” and even went as far as discussing a censored
published copy (Schulman and Goldsmith, 190). In a 1987 interview, Geisel himself
explained the dilemma: “…My publisher, Random House, had a directors meeting to
decide if I should be allowed to use the word ‘burp.’ The top man, good old sophisticated
Bennett Cerf, felt it might be offensive to readers. Burp? Can you imagine?” (Minear,
260). It seems fitting that the author never thought about omitting the word, and perhaps
felt it necessary to include.
The plain little turtle below in the stack,
That plain little turtle whose name was just Mack,
Decided he’d taken enough. And he had.
And that plain little lad got a little bit mad
And that plain little Mack did a plain little thing.
He burped!
And his burp shook the throne of the king! (Geisel, 12).

During the 1950s, the act of burping was viewed as inappropriate, audacious, and against
status quo, much like the act of revolting or speaking out against those in autocratic
power. Geisel brilliantly connected the two actions through an emphasized commonality;
anyone and everyone possesses the ability to burp, just as they have the same ability to
stand up to unreasonable others.
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The message of Yertle the Turtle has long outlived its author, even recently
gaining reference from comparable current events. In 2003, reporter John J. Miller
paralleled the tyrannical turtle to former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, asserting that
the story’s “final lines apply as much to Saddam Hussein as they once did to the
European fascists” (Miller, 2003). Whether readers agree or disagree with Miller’s
characterization of Hussein as an over-reaching tyrant is not as important as his
application of the “final lines” of Yertle. Geisel wrote the story with a clear and definite
influence in mind, and there is little doubt as to the impact that his memorable moral left
on those who still remember the lesson he taught. This, after all, was the initial intention
of the author. “Dr. Seuss a teacher?” asks Richard Minear, “Of course! A teacher of
sympathy for the underdog” (Schulman and Goldsmith, 190). Geisel joined PM to
advocate for underdogs everywhere, and with Yertle the Turtle in 1958, he showed this
was a cause to which he would remain committed.
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3. Horton Hears Who?!
During World War II, the United States’ war of propaganda against the Empire of
Japan and its people became vicious. While many cartoonists criticized European
dictators and their radical structures of government (see Figures 2-2 through 2-5 and 2-7
and 2-8), the Japanese were met with an overt, race-driven critique of their citizens.
Drawings of animals and insects were often used as symbols for the Asians, illustrating
the discriminatory belief that they were less than human and should perhaps be treated
that way. Shortly following America’s entry into the war, Theodor Geisel was
disappointingly no exception to this attack. Similar to other cartoonists at the time, he
frequently used his PM cartoons to portray the Japanese with exaggerated physical
features as a way of stereotyping and maybe even belittling their race. Two of his better
known characterizations include a miniature group of suggestively sneaky, squinty-eyed
Japanese attackers and a pack of pesky Japanese alley cats that grin widely and pounce
with seemingly endless numbers (Figures 3-1 and 3-2).

Figure 3-1. From Minear, 144.

Figure 3-2. From Minear, 145.
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Both Figures 3-1 and 3-2 were drawn by Geisel shortly following the infamous Japanese
attack at Pearl Harbor, two years before the author would serve in United States Army
and several more before he would actually visit Japan. Whether his representation of the
Japanese resulted from a patriotic motivation or the popular methods of a larger
propaganda machine, Geisel was not a man driven by inherent racism. This is evident in
that he would undergo a dramatic change in disposition as the war progressed and he
became more familiar with the Empire he once criticized.
After gaining an understanding of Japan’s culture, documenting its pre and postwar development, and even studying its children’s educational system, Geisel went to
work on an alternative form of advocacy. This time, in 1953, he created a story with a
message that was sympathetic to an entire civilization facing the impeding threat of
annihilation. His main character, Horton the Elephant, quickly became a beloved symbol
of protection for those who could not protect themselves. It was here, in Horton Hears a
Who!, that Geisel presented perhaps the strongest of his war-time influences, urging
readers of both past and present to recall the Japanese people, their endurance of
autocratic rule, and their small, helpless island that was crippled following the nuclear
attack that ended the Second World War.

Figure 3-3. From Geisel, Horton Hears a Who!. 10.
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There still remains great speculation as to the context of the tiny civilization
known as Whos. After leaving PM and joining the Army in 1943, Geisel soon found
himself crafting propaganda once again. His first two projects, Know Your Enemy: Japan
(1945) and Our Job in Japan (1945) involved collaboration with the acclaimed
Hollywood director Frank Capra. Geisel wrote the latter film, riddling it with the belief
that United States servicemen responsible for occupying Japan needed to focus on the
“reeducation of the Japanese” (Minear, 260). “The film eventually urges American
soldiers to help prove that ‘our idea is better than the Japanese idea’ and to do so by
‘being ourselves,’” writes Richard Minear (Minear, 261). The finished product, however,
was never shown to American troops in training because General Douglas MacArthur
considered it “too sympathetic toward the Japanese people” (Nel, 57). MacArthur
telegrammed his opposition to the film, writing that his views were “due to change in
policy governing occupation of Japan. Also recommend no press releases or showing to
public in United States” (Morgan and Morgan, 119). Nevertheless, Geisel and his wife
Helen pressed the issue and eventually took to filmmaking once again not long after. This
time, the film was titled Design for Death and was produced by RKO rather than the
military. Non-military productions generally allowed writers a bit more leeway in their
presentations, and Geisel knew this. Together, he and his wife “wrote a script portraying
the Japanese people as victims of seven centuries of class dictatorship and racketeering,”
or the “concept of the Little Guy and the Big Shot” (Morgan and Morgan, 119). Although
the film garnered the 1947 Academy Award for Best Documentary, the Geisels were left
disappointed yet again. Even despite their documentary’s non-military production, the
picture was the victim of over thirty revisions before its release and was reduced to a
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hacked and spliced peek of the overall vision. “We’d rather make our own mistakes than
have squads of people make them,” said an annoyed Theodor Geisel at the time. (Morgan
and Morgan, 120).
It would be in 1953, one year following the end of American occupation in Japan,
that Geisel finally boarded a plane eastward, fully prepared to observe how the Allied
presence in Asia “had changed the ideas of young people” (Nel, 53). During his time on
the island, Geisel visited various schools near the region of Kyoto, noticing that “the
importance of the individual was considered an exciting new concept” (Morgan and
Morgan, 144-45). This subtle realization served as the driving force within Horton the
Elephant, and was written as his trademark phrase four times throughout the course of the
short story:
“…Why, I think that there must
Be someone on top of that small speck of dust!
Some sort of a creature of very small size,
Too small to be seen by an elephant’s eyes…
“…some poor little person who’s shaking with fear
That he’ll blow in the pool! He has no way to steer!
I’ll just have to save him. Because, after all,
A person’s a person, no matter how small” (Geisel, 4).

Although there is no evidence to suggest that the tiny stature of the Whos was meant to
symbolize the physicality of the Japanese, it is more likely that Geisel used the word
“small” as of way of reiterating his attempted message from Design for Death. Japan’s
people are not “small” in the sense of racist war-time propaganda or intellect, but in the
scheme of their civilization. It is clear that Geisel viewed the nation with sympathy—
underprivileged due to a situation where he claimed “the top men of these top families
got together…and divided up the spoils” (Morgan and Morgan, 119). Horton Hears a
Who! was published less than a year after Geisel’s return from Japan. If this is not enough
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to suggest exactly who his Whos are meant to convey, consider that he dedicated the
story to his “Great Friend,” Mitsugi Nakamura, a professor at Kyoto University whom
Geisel got to know during his short stay in the region (Nel, 53).
While most critics agree that the Whos are meant to symbolize the Japanese,
many have differing opinions in regard to the story’s intent. It is true Geisel stressed that
“a person’s a person no matter how small,” but what exactly did the author mean when he
wrote this would-be famous phrase? Professor Richard Minear and biographical author
Ruth K. Macdonald attribute the theme to a democratic Japan. In 1987, Dr. Seuss
admitted the obvious—that Horton Hears a Who grew out of his experiences in the
former Empire. The unexpected admission, however, was disclosed in his message.
“Well, Japan was just emerging, the people were voting for the first time, running their
own lives—and the theme was obvious…And of course when the little boy stands up and
yells ‘Yopp!’ and saves the whole place, that’s my statement about voting—everyone
counts” (Minear, 263). Macdonald views the story as a vision of hope for a free Japan,
and that the elephant is actually a symbol for the United States: “[Horton] represents
postwar United States in the international community of nations,” she writes, adding that
“The Whos of Who-ville are Dr. Seuss’s characterization of the Japanese after
Hiroshima…particularly eager to vote in their elections” (Macdonald, 1988). She even
suggests that Geisel may have been subtly hinting at the importance of democracy given
the timing of the story’s publication—the emergence of the Cold War. To prove her
point, she contrasts the well-intentioned nature of Horton with the tale’s villain, a bird
with an intriguing Russian name:
They snatched Horton’s clover! They carried it off
To a black-bottomed eagle name Vlad Vlad-i-koff,
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A mighty strong eagle, of very swift wing,
And they said, “Will you kindly get rid of this thing?”
And, before the poor elephant even could speak,
That eagle flew off with the flower in his beak (Geisel, 13).

Though he does not deny the Cold War interpretation, Professor Minear also believes that
“a less sympathetic reading is possible, of the Japanese as a small people needing
instruction in democracy—which, of course, was the operative premise of the American
Occupation” (Minear, 263). The difference in this approach, however, is that Minear
trusts that Geisel may have been wishfully rewriting the past when he wrote Horton. The
History Professor calls it “willful amnesia,” and asserts that Dr. Seuss penned a narrative
with a protective United States rather than destructive. Given Geisel’s documentaries and
belief that Japan was “the same old universal story of power-racketeers who maneuver
people into war, and make them like it” (Nel, 57), the democratic proposal is not without
merit.
The problem with Professor Minear’s deduction, however, is that Geisel rarely
wrote in hindsight. Rather, the children’s author consistently delivered forward-looking
messages with the intent to better a society or people. As a result, readers should not
adhere to a one-dimensional assumption geared toward the past. Although Professor
Philip Nel agrees that Horton Hears a Who! is the product of Geisel’s experiences in the
Pacific, he believes the story should be viewed as “an allegory advocating equal
treatment of all people” (Nel 54), which is likely what Geisel had intended. Accordingly,
Horton the Elephant has been championed by contemporary society as a defender to all,
and, like Yertle the Turtle, has also garnered recent attention. When the Dr. Seuss
National Memorial was dedicated on May 31, 2002 (Dr. Seuss National Memorial
History), Horton received particular praise from political luminary Ted Kennedy, who
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believed the story teaches us that “we should all be compassionate to others” (Nel, 2).
Though the Senator of Massachusetts was not a scholar of children’s literature or perhaps
even aware of Geisel’s work at PM, his opinion as a modern-day reader who remembered
the ageless lesson matters most.
Although Geisel’s desire to see a democratic Japan is apparent in his
documentaries and interviews, Horton the Elephant should not be considered an
exclusive, allegorical representation of American ideals. Instead, readers should
recognize that the loyal creature represents a responsibility of the international
community as a whole to protect one another, especially those who cannot protect
themselves. This theme parallels what Geisel put forth in Design for Death, and coincides
with what he called “an attempt to show the means used on one particular nation to whip
its people into war. But the point we try to make is that this particular nation is no
different, actually, than any other” (Nel, 57). Once again, the craftiness and adaptability
of Dr. Seuss has granted readers an everlasting principle. Although Geisel’s themes of
responsible action and defending the helpless clearly stem from specifics of his own
experiences, the ultimate premise of Horton Hears a Who! proves to be timelessly
applicable.
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4. Each is a Sneetch
Now, the Star-Belly Sneetches
Had bellies with stars.
The Plain-Belly Sneetches
Had none upon thars.
Those stars weren’t so big. They were really so small
You might think such a thing wouldn’t matter at all (Geisel, 1).

Dr. Seuss wasted no time when delivering his message in The Sneetches.
Removing the proverbial gloves from the get go, Theodor Geisel developed his 1961
children’s story as a shadow of its contemporary non-fiction environment—a point in
American history engulfed in civil rights struggles, battles for minorities, and the age-old
desire to simply be accepted regardless of race, creed, gender, or sexual orientation. Even
if Geisel’s young readers could not initially comprehend that the story mirrored 1950s
and 60s current events, The Sneetches still helped instill the belief that people are people
regardless of physical differences. Peter Glassman, founder of the independent children’s
bookstore Books of Wonder in New York City, remembers this lesson quite fondly: “I
did not consciously relate this hilarious, endearing tale to the struggle for civil
rights…but when I look back now, I realize that it was this deceptively simple story that
helped shape my views on intolerance and racism” (Schulman and Goldsmith, 264). In
the world of Dr. Seuss, simple was a form of genius—a gift that allowed the author to
symbolically transform a country filled with bus riots, marches, speeches, and protests
into a society filled with the frumpy, yellow, bird-like characters known as Sneetches.
Heralded as the Dr. Seuss book of equality, The Sneetches and Other Stories
specifically represents a plea for racial tolerance, and fits perfectly within the context of
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history. Its release in the early 1960s is appropriate for the rapid rise and peak of the civil
rights movement, and may have uniquely converted Theodor Geisel to the children’s
translator of United States events during this period. However, tagging along was a
practice rarely exercised by the “American icon,” for he was used to being the exception,
or more appropriately, the oddball (Nel, 1). Although the book was released in 1961,
Geisel had been working on his promotion of equality for nearly a decade, several years
before the Montgomery bus riots and the march on Washington D.C.. In 1953, he
published a short poem for Redbook called The Sneetches, a mere three stanzas compared
to the sixteen-page story he would later develop. The poem had far less depth, but the
inclusion of the same characters and predicament allowed Geisel to forward the same
message of egalitarianism. It was at this point, eight years prior to the book’s release,
when the author chose to reengage the ills of society and seemed to be once again acting
as a political cartoonist.
At the time, the 1896 United States Supreme Court ruling of “separate but equal”
facilities was under heavy debate among Americans. The basic concept was that “public
places were allowed to be segregated as long as the all-black facilities were theoretically
of equal quality” (Cohen, 219). Since a constitutional precedent had been established by
the nation’s highest court, overturning segregation was a tough task to accomplish.
Nevertheless, Theodor Geisel joined the fray. In 1951, Oliver Brown filed suit against a
Topeka, Kansas school board when his daughter, Linda, was refused admittance to a
white elementary school only minutes away from their home. Prior to what is now
famously known as Brown v. Board of Education, Dr. Seuss took to the drawing board,
crafting his Sneetches in a matter of months before the case was heard. In May of 1954,
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nearly a year after Geisel’s feature in Redbook, the Supreme Court finally ruled that
“separate educational facilities are inherently unequal,” thus concluding that the
“segregation of public schools was…unconstitutional” (Cohen, 220). The case proved to
be a landmark in the American foundation of equality, and the Sneetches should live on
as a reminder of this bedrock.
Despite the national attention and importance of Brown v. Board of Education, it
is reasonable to assume that civil rights issues affected Geisel starting with his World
War II experience. Even before enlisting in the segregated United States Army, the
political cartoonist used PM to speak out against 1930s and 40s racism. Judging from a
selection of cartoons from 1942, his biggest gripe was with the “anti-democratic”
principles of the United States War Industry, which he would ironically end up working
for in only a year’s time. Often resorting to labor issues, Geisel frequently illustrated the
Industry’s neglect of the African American workforce at a time when the country needed
all available manpower. Rather than produce “real harmony,” a phrase the cartoonist used
to symbolize the collective, unified action of all races of Americans (Figure 4-1), Geisel
believed his government’s actions were rooted in racist ideals (Minear, 59). Faced with
such an imperative obligation to ensure America’s safety, this inherent prejudice could
have easily jeopardized the American war effort. As seen in Figure 4-2, a white man, clad
in a top hat and coat, nails a sign that reads “no colored labor needed” to a seemingly
endless pile of “war work to be done” (Figure 4-2). This is despite the illustration of two
African American citizens looking on with nothing to do. Though domestic racial
criticism via cartoons was not particularly popular during the outset of the Second World
War, PM allowed its most straightforward critic to voice his opinion.
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Figure 4-1. From Minear, 59.

Figure 4-2. From Minear, 60.

Furthermore, one should also consider that the only difference among Sneetches
is a star, the same label used by the Nazis to identify and separate Jewish citizens at
concentration camps in Germany, Poland, and elsewhere. The roles are reversed in
Geisel’s tale, for while Jews wearing stars were discriminated against before and during
the war, the Star-Belly Sneetches are the ones who treat their counterparts unjustly. Their
dialogue boastfully exemplifies this point, and Figure 4-3 shows that Geisel’s illustrations
depict a blatant form of intolerance.
…“We’re the best kind of Sneetch on the beaches.”
With their snoots in the air, they would sniff and they’d snort
“We’ll have nothing to do with the Plain-Belly sort!” (Geisel, 2).

Figure 4-3. From Geisel, The Sneetches. 2.

Though it was not the author’s intent to create an anti-Semitic stir, this move almost
caused him to give up the story altogether. “I’ve decided to abandon this book,” Geisel
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told a friend in the summer of 1961. “Someone I respect told me it was anti-Semitic”
(Morgan and Morgan, 173). The friend, who remains unnamed, felt that the Star-Belly
Sneetches were much too suggestive; proud of their decoration and far too snobbish for
anyone unlike them. This was a criticism that deeply affected Geisel, yet he decided to
continue working after another close friend, Bob Bernstein, reassured him (Morgan and
Morgan, 173). Ironically, The Sneetches is a Dr. Seuss classic that not only advocates
racial equality, but can be viewed as a condemnation of anti-Semitism as well. This
underlying motivation can be observed in a number of Geisel’s wartime critiques, many
of which once again attack inequitable personas such as American Nazis and the white,
“discriminating employer” clad in a top hat and coat (Figures 4-4 and 4-5).

Figure 4-4. From Mandeville Special Collections Figure 4-5. From Minear, 56.
Library.

The most interesting aspect of Geisel’s criticism was that much of it was
domestic-specific. Rather than solely target foreign soldiers and dictators, the political
cartoonist showed a bit of audacity when hammering American anti-Semitic figures like
World War I veteran Charles Lindbergh, politicians Gerald Nye and Burton K. Wheeler,
and radical right-wing preacher Gerald L.K. Smith. Lindbergh, who was decorated by the
German government in 1938 and believed in isolationism, wrote in his diary that, “We
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can have peace and security only so long as we band together to preserve that most
priceless possession, our inheritance of European blood, only so long as we guard
ourselves against attack by foreign armies and dilution by foreign races” (Burrell, 228).
Nye, a United States Senator from North Dakota, “was still urging Americans to stay out”
of the war even after war was declared against Japan, Germany, and Italy (Morgan and
Morgan, 101). Consequently, Geisel unleashed a barrage of satirical jabs at each
challenger. He once drew Lindbergh as an emissary of Nazi anti-Semites, cartooning him
as a garbage worker “spreading the Lovely Goebbels Stuff” (Figure 4-6). He even went
as far as portraying Senator Nye as the backside of a horse (Figure 4-7). “…He is a
horse’s ass!” Geisel once said of Nye. “I’ll draw a picture of him as a horse’s ass and put
it in PM!” (Morgan and Morgan, 101). Though friends, editors, and even his first wife,
Helen, warned that his outspokenness might result in reprimand, Geisel was certain of
only one thing: “It will get a lot of laughs,” he said, once again exemplifying the wit and
charisma that made his work so memorable (Morgan and Morgan, 102).

Figure 4-6. From Minear, 43.

Figure 4-7. From Mandeville Special Collections
Library.
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Whether or not children and adults can identify the inherent motivation behind
The Sneetches matters not, for the premise provided by Geisel’s conclusion is clear.
I’m quite happy to say
That the Sneetches got really quite smart on that day,
The day they decided that Sneetches are Sneetches
And no kind of Sneetch is the best on the beaches (Geisel, 15).

Much like Horton Hears a Who!, this Dr. Seuss tale strives to instill that people are
people no matter how small, yellow, star-bellied, or simply just different. Civil rights was
an issue that resonated with the author long before Americans knew the likes of Martin
Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks. Like his criticism of the United States’ policy of
isolationism, Geisel was never afraid to forego public opinion in favor of what he felt was
morally correct. The Sneetches, both the poem and story, represents “the blade he had
learned to wield against intolerance, and he was as much ahead of his fellow Americans
as he had been in urging them to enter World War II” (Cohen, 221). Today, this
fearlessness should be praised, for even though Dr. Seuss is not usually accredited with
playing a role in the civil rights movement, his funny yellow creatures serve as a lucid
reminder of such a historical benchmark.
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5. Never Better Butter
Twenty-three years after publishing The Sneetches and Other Stories, his last
book influenced by the Second World War, Theodor Geisel found himself remarkably
disturbed by what he called the “deadly stupidity” of his democratic government (Morgan
and Morgan, 249). At the height of the Cold War, Geisel understood that there was no
benefit of nuclear war with the Soviets, and that such a conflict was far deadlier than
what he felt was an inevitable confrontation with Germany and Japan more than forty
years earlier. “I’m not antimilitary,” he began, “I’m just anticrazy. We did the same thing
in World War I and World War II. Why can’t we learn?” (Morgan and Morgan, 249).
Consequently, the seventy-nine-year-old activist went to work on one of the last of his
morally-driven anecdotes, calling it “the best book I’ve ever written” and perhaps the
justification for considering him much more than a children’s storyteller (Morgan and
Morgan, 249).
The Butter Battle Book, released in 1984, was and still is the most controversial of
all Dr. Seuss books, primarily for the pairing of its fictitious setting with suggestive
language. Like The Sneetches, the Cold War classic begins in a blatant tone:
On the last day of summer,
ten hours before fall…
…my grandfather took me
out to the Wall (Geisel, 3).

Instead of writing “wall,” Geisel capitalized the word, reinforcing the idea that the
“Wall” is a significant, specific location rather than a simple, ordinary divide. Featured as
a complement to the rhyming stanza is an illustration of an enormous wall, infinitely
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long, but high enough to climb. The drawing seems meant to conjure thoughts of both the
Great Wall of rising communist China and the Berlin Wall that separated communist East
Germany from the Federal Republic of West Germany.

Figure 5-1. From Geisel, The Butter Battle Book. 2-3.

Keep in mind, however, that the story does not have an anti-communist agenda. Rather, it
is completely free of politics and focused more on the proliferation of weapons between
the Yooks, who butter their bread on the upside, and the Zooks, who butter their bread on
the downside. What Geisel introduces as a simple confrontation of ideas slowly turns into
a battle of low-grade defense beginning with the “tough-tufted prickely Snick-Berry
Switch” (Geisel, 6) used by the story’s narrator, a Yook grandfather and member of the
“Zook-Watching Border Patrol” (9). Later in the narrative, Geisel once again becomes
overt in his language when characterizing various weapons used by the Yooks and the
Zooks. Although the weapons are still fictitious, their titles include actual words that
induce caution and danger within all readers; weapons like the “Snick-Berry Switch”
picker bush and the “triple-sling jigger” slingshot (13) are replaced by “a gun called the
Kick-a-Poo Kid” (20) and the “Bitsy Big-Boy Boomeroo” bomb (34). The fact that each
new device is designed to inflict more damage than the older, unused model serves as a
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reminder of the arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union that Geisel
believed to be “beyond control” (Morgan and Morgan, 249).
Accordingly, when it comes to language, the Butter Battle mirrors the author’s
beliefs by lightly asserting that proliferation may indeed lead to civilization’s end. Each
time the Yooks create a new weapon, they soon discover that VanItch, the leader of the
Zooks, has already invented something bigger, better, and deadlier. Through simpler
dialogue, Geisel brilliantly defines the term “mutual assured destruction,” or the
“enormous reciprocal damage that the superpowers and their allies would inflict on each
other in the event of a nuclear war” (MSN Encarta), when the Yook grandfather speeds to
threaten the Zooks with the “Utterly Sputter,” a flying, goo-shooting ship that he believes
will insure victory:
I was racing pell-mell
when I heard a voice yell,
“If you sprinkle us Zooks, you’ll get sprinkled as well!
...And I’m here to say that if Yooks can goo Zooks,
you’d better forget it. ‘Cause Zooks can goo Yooks!” (Geisel, 30).

The conflict continues this way for most of the story, reiterating that perhaps neither side
will ever truly win the battle.
Although the Soviet Union would later disintegrate into the Russian Federation
and the Berlin Wall would collapse, The Butter Battle Book was written at a time of
tremendous uncertainty. In the early 1980s, the Cold War had not been as intense since
the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. As a result of such severe and unpredictable
international tension, Theodor Geisel chose to uncharacteristically leave the story
dramatically open-ended. As the entire population of Yooks marches into an underground
bunker, the Yook grandfather faithfully hurries the “Bitsy Big-Boy Boomeroo” bomb
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toward the Wall in the hope of ending the war for good. With his Yook grandson at his
side, the grandfather is surprised to find VanItch scaling the Wall as well, the same bomb
held in his hand.
“I’ll blow you,” he yelled, “into pork and wee beans!
I’ll butter-side-up you to small smithereens!” (Geisel, 40).

Once again, the issue of “mutual assured destruction” is apparent in Geisel’s dialogue.
The book’s ending, however, leaves readers to decide what exactly will happen:
“Grandpa!” I shouted. “Be careful! Oh, gee!”
Who’s going to drop it?
Will you…? Or will he…?”
“Be patient,” said Grandpa. “We’ll see.
We will see…” (Geisel, 41).

Here, Geisel did not attempt to suggest that one side would defeat the other. Instead, he
questioned if the war would culminate in some form of greatly feared, insurmountable
devastation, such as the annihilation of an entire country and civilization. He added to the
drama by drawing the Yook and Zook representatives, each holding their respective
bombs to emphasize that one of the nations could end in the blink of an eye. Coupled
with the dialogue, the cartoon is a powerful reminder of the war’s suspenseful
uncertainties (Figure 5-2).
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Figure 5-2. From Geisel, The Butter Battle Book. 41.

Jed Mattes, a close friend of the author’s, “told Ted that the book’s inconclusive
ending—would there be nuclear war?—would trouble some readers, but he agreed that it
was the only honest one” (Morgan and Morgan, 250). Geisel subtly made his moral
evaluation of nuclear proliferation by not offering a concrete action or solution. Unlike
other Dr. Seuss stories where there is an apparent challenge to act, The Butter Battle
Book functions as a challenge to think. By its end, readers should be wondering if
additional destructive weapons make themselves better off, or simply lead to more
fearful, potentially dangerous situations. Perhaps more ideally, they should be wondering
if a war over their differences in “butter” is even worth the cost of their highly
conceivable cataclysm.
Following its release, criticism swirled among the book because of its provocative
challenge to the ability of readers to think. Many detractors believed that the threat of
nuclear war was “an inappropriate issue for a children’s book,” and some politicians,
namely Congressman Edward J. Markey of Massachusetts, voiced concerns by
condemning the book for its “blatant form of brainwashing” (Morgan and Morgan, 254).
However, Geisel’s best reviews came with unprecedented praise. Maurice Sendak,
known for the popular children’s tale Where the Wild Things Are, endorsed the book by
saying, “Only a genius of the ridiculous could possibly deal with the comic and lethal
madness of the nuclear arms race…He has done the world a service” (Morgan and
Morgan, 252). Art Buchwald, a columnist for The Washington Post, even believed the
children’s author should be awarded the Nobel Prize. Perhaps the book’s most significant
success, however, came in the international arena, which is surprisingly uncharacteristic
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of many Dr. Seuss classics. After selling well in Great Britain and becoming popular in
Asia, the special made-for-television cartoon of The Butter Battle Book was televised in
the Soviet Union in early 1990. “Right after that,” said Geisel, “the U.S.S.R. began
falling apart” (Morgan and Morgan, 255). The timing could not have been better for the
last of Geisel’s World War II-influenced tales, and a Pulitzer Prize win following the
book’s initial success in 1984 could not have better solidified his attempt to spread a
message of world peace.
The Butter Battle Book should be considered the most important story penned by
Dr. Seuss. Allegorically, it is the culmination of nearly fifty years of Theodor Geisel’s
career as a political and wartime activist. “With this book, Ted saw himself as an old PM
reporter telling the truth about the world,” wrote close friends Judith and Neil Morgan
(Morgan and Morgan, 250). More specifically, this was Geisel’s book for the world.
While many of his classics inspired by the Second World War delve deep within
international issues, The Butter Battle Book was the first to actually make an international
impact. Controversial as it may be, the book simplifies the intricacies of the nuclear arms
race without reducing its consequences, and simultaneously confronts the responsibility
of how to address the Cold War’s progression. “I’m naïve enough to believe,” said the
author in 1984, “that society will be changed by the examination of ideas through books
and the press, and that information can prove to be greater than the dissemination of
stupidity” (Minear, 190). Though his belief in societal changes and nuclear nonproliferation have yet to come to fruition, Geisel’s attempt to tailor the dangers and
consequences of the arms race into a firm, yet appropriate message for children is
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essentially avant-garde, and should be recognized as an exceptional effort to illuminate
the illusive path to world peace.

6. Everyone’s Doctor
Theodor Seuss Geisel passed away on September 24, 1991. His stories, however,
may perhaps outlive us all. “A hundred years from now, children and their parents will
still eagerly read the books of a fellow called Ted Geisel, popularly known as Dr. Seuss,”
wrote author and English consultant Rudolf Flesch in 1959, long before Theodor Geisel
cemented his literary legacy. “Dr. Seuss will emerge as one of the great classics of this
era. In 2059, children will still hoot with joy when they come across Seuss books” (Nel,
6). Just over fifty years in route to fulfilling Flesch’s prediction, readers show no signs of
stopping. According to Herb Cheyette, Geisel’s longtime agent and member of Dr. Seuss
Enterprises, “One out of every four children born in the United States receives as its first
book a Dr. Seuss book” (Parsons, 1998). Likewise, a growing number of the author’s
stories have recently been adapted into major motion pictures. How the Grinch Stole
Christmas (2000), The Cat in the Hat (2003), and Horton Hears a Who! (2008) all
enjoyed international box office success, and The Lorax is scheduled to be released in
2012. Given these developments, it is arguable that Geisel’s work has actually become
more popular over time.
While the author’s unforgettable characters, made-up words, and flowing syntax
make his books fun for children, it is perhaps the relevance of his stories that encourages
parents to continue purchasing them. It might seem unreasonable to think that Geisel’s
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unique wartime influences could beget timeless tales, but his expansion of specific
situations, such as European dictators abusing their power, into broader, more applicable
themes, such as standing up to bullies, could be the underlying reason as to why Yertle,
Horton, The Sneetches, and Butter Battle remain so popular. Essentially, it was the
Second World War that not only shaped the conventions of Theodor Geisel, but also
allowed him to confront readers with pertinent issues instead of simply preaching
morality. The author’s commitment to challenge the status quo and advocate for the
underdog became something to admire, especially by the Baby Boomer generation,
which grew up on Dr. Seuss and has apparently been quite successful in passing him
along.
In short, Geisel’s desire for international peace and an improved society stuck
with the author long after he had written his last war-influenced story, The Butter Battle
Book, in 1984. On his deathbed in 1991, he said, “The best slogan I can think of to leave
with the kids of the U.S.A. would be: ‘We can…and we’ve got to…do better than this.’”
According to Richard Minear, it did not take the author long to cross out “the kids of,” so
that he could broaden his message “for all of us, his readers of all ages” (Schulman and
Goldsmith, 190). Even in his final hours, Theodor Seuss Geisel remained dedicated to the
cause of teaching his audience while simultaneously challenging them. It was a
commitment that perhaps stemmed from the etymology of his own penname, a word that
originates from the Latin doctoris and means teacher. From the beginning of his career
until its end, he truly was a doctor on the warpath. Now, and perhaps at least until 2059,
we may consider him everyone’s doctor.
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