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Essay 10

Asian Americans and World War II

Brian Niiya
Content Director, Densho: The Japanese American Legacy Project

When assessing the history of Asian American communities, it 

is difficult to escape the conclusion that World War II was 

a major turning point. The last “good war” had as one of its 

enemies a hated Asian nation, Japan, and one result was the mass removal 

and incarceration of immigrants from Japan and their American-born and 

U.S. citizen descendants. Other Asian nations were suddenly allies, and 

this led to a new image and new opportunities for immigrants from China,  

Korea, the Philippines, and India. But while there was initially a dramatic 

divide between the experiences of Japanese Americans and the other Asian 

American groups, that divide began to close over the course of the war, 

and a number of overarching themes of the Asian American experience in 

World War II apply to Japanese Americans as well. Events stemming from 

the war led to a dramatically changed Asian American community, the 

Photo shows a group of excluded Japanese Americans assembled at 
a Los Angeles railroad station waiting to board a train for the Santa 
Anita Assembly Center. Photo by U.S. Army Signal Corps; courtesy of 
the Library of Congress.
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effects of which are still being felt to this day.

But who were the Asian Americans on the eve of 

war?1 According to the 1940 Census, they numbered 

565,327, just four-tenths of 1 percent of the total popu-

lation. However, they were concentrated in particular 

regions, particularly the territory of Hawai‘i, where 

55 percent of Asian Americans lived and where Asian 

Americans made up 73 percent of the population. In the 

continental U.S., most lived on the west coast, with just 

under two-thirds living in California alone.2

Japanese Americans were the largest of the Asian 

American subgroups. There were nearly 300,000 in total, 

with slightly more in Hawai‘i than on the continent. Of 

those on the continent, about 90 percent lived in the 

west coast states. Due to an influx of women 

immigrants in the 15 years before immigra-

tion from Japan was cut off in 1924, there was 

a substantial American-born generation of 

Japanese Americans—called “Nisei” vis-à-vis 

the immigrant generation who were called 

“Issei”—who made up about two-thirds 

of the total population. A subgroup of the 

Japanese Americans was those with ances-

try from Okinawa, a group of islands far to 

the south of Japan proper. Okinawans had 

a distinct language and culture and were in 

many ways a conquered people, who were 

looked down on by other Japanese. About 

15 percent of Japanese Americans in Hawai‘i 

had Okinawan ancestry.3

Chinese Americans made up the next 

largest group, numbering a little over 

100,000, three-quarters of whom lived in 

the continental U.S. A bare majority was 

American-born and thus citizens, and 

three-quarters were men. Filipino Americans 

numbered perhaps a little less than 100,000, 

with slightly more residing in Hawai‘i. They 

were largely a male and immigrant popula-

tion, and on the continent, at least, an older 

one; in her study of Filipino Americans in 

Los Angeles, Linda España-Maram writes 

that almost half were in their 30s. Korean Americans 

numbered less than 10,000, two-thirds of whom lived in 

Hawai‘i. Those tracing their ancestry to India numbered 

about 2,400.4

FORCIBLY REMOVED AND INCARCERATED

There can be no doubt that the Japanese American 

group, descending as it did from what was now Amer-

ica’s most hated enemy, faced the toughest challenges 

brought about by the war. They had been the subject 

of surveillance and suspicion for a decade prior to the 

attack on Pearl Harbor. Army and navy intelligence 

agencies and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 

had compiled a list of Japanese Americans who would be 

detained in the event of war. Almost before the smoke 

had cleared at Pearl Harbor, federal and local author-

ities had sprung into action and began arresting what 

were now “enemy aliens” on the list. Initially consisting 

“American Refugees” pamphlet opposing the forced removal  
and confinement of Japanese citizens on the basis of race, 1942.  
Photo courtesy of the University of Washington, University of  
Washington Libraries, Special Collections, PNW 02370.
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almost entirely of male immigrant community lead-

ers, most were arrested based on organizations they 

belonged to or positions they held—Buddhist priests, for 

instance, or leaders of immigrant business and political 

organizations—as opposed to any specific individual 

accusations of misbehavior. Nearly 1,300 Issei men had 

been apprehended from Hawai‘i and the continental 

U.S. within 48 hours of the attack, along with a smaller 

number of residents of German or Italian descent. These 

men were held in internment camps run by the army or 

Immigration and Naturalization Service. Arrests contin-

ued throughout the war; a year later, the INS held 5,534 

Japanese, 4,769 Germans, and 2,262 Italians.5

The detention of community leaders—along with 

the closing of Japanese banks and the freezing of Issei 

bank accounts—destabilized and frightened Japanese 

American communities. But the worst was yet to come.

Despite the selective detention of those deemed 

problematic on the basis of prewar surveillance, calls 

for harsher measures against Japanese Americans were 

made in the weeks after Pearl Harbor. Influenced by 

agricultural interests and others who had been agitating 

against Japanese Americans for decades—as Califor-

nia Joint Immigration Committee member Charles M. 

Goethe bluntly told a February 6, 1942, meeting, “This 

is our time to get things done that we have been trying 

to get done for a quarter of a century”—politicians of all 

stripes from the west coast states in which most Japanese 

Americans resided pressed the federal government for 

a mass removal of all resident Japanese.6 Among the 

most vigorous proponents of mass removal was Cali-

fornia Attorney General Earl Warren, who was elected 

governor that fall due in part to his forceful stand on 

this issue.7 Within the cabinet of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, there was disagreement, with the army and 

War Department coming to support mass removal and 

the Justice Department opposing it. In the end, perhaps 

succumbing to his own anti-Japanese biases, the Presi-

dent took the side of mass removal, issuing the infamous 

Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942.8

In a dramatic contrast, Japanese Americans in 

Hawai‘i did not face mass removal and incarceration 

despite Hawai‘i obviously being closer to the war front 

and despite more Japanese Americans there than in 

the entire continental U.S. There were many reasons 

for the different fate, though they fall into three broad 

categories. One was the imposition of martial law, which 

took effect in Hawaii shortly after the attack on Pearl 

Harbor. Under martial law, the military government 

could impose curfews and other limits on the enemy 

alien population and could summarily arrest and detain 

any who raised suspicions, which it did throughout the 

course of the war.9 The second was both military and 

civilian leadership in Hawai‘i that opposed any large 

scale incarceration and in fact forestalled calls by both 

the President and Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox for 

such measures. Locally based leaders in Honolulu also 

had direct ties with the Japanese American population, 

in contrast to leaders in Washington, D.C., who decid-

ed the fate of mainland Japanese Americans. A striking 

example of this is local FBI head, Robert Shivers, who 

had a Nisei live-in maid whom he and his wife came to 

consider a surrogate daughter. Local leaders also set 

up what would today be called race relations commit-

tees to anticipate any problems that might come up.10 

Finally, there were logistical and demographic factors. 

The 160,000 plus Japanese Americans in Hawaii made 

up 37 percent of the local population and provided 

vital labor in key industries. The political will to divert 

troops, transportation, and supplies to move and house 

that many people simply was not there, as it was in the 

case of Japanese Americans on the west coast. As on the 

continent, there was a roundup of mostly Issei com-

munity leaders. Interned initially in various camps on 

the islands, most were shipped to mainland internment 

camps. About 1,000 family members of these internees 

joined their husbands and fathers in mainland camps. 
As California’s attorney general (1941-42) and governor (1943-1953), 

Earl Warren advocated for the detention of Japanese Americans 
during World War II. Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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In total, around 2,500 Japanese Americans from Hawai‘i 

were directly affected, less than 2 percent of the total 

Japanese American population on the islands.11

Executive Order 9066 did not actually mention 

Japanese Americans by name, instead authorizing the 

secretary of war or his designee “to prescribe military 

areas…from which any or all persons may be excluded.” 

That designee turned out to be General John L. DeWitt, 

who headed the Western Defense Command, which 

was responsible for the defense of the western part of 

the country. One of those who had pushed for mass 

removal, DeWitt wasted no time in designating Military 

Areas 1 and 2 and indicating that all Japanese Americans 

would be removed from the former, an area that includ-

ed roughly the western halves of Washington, Oregon, 

and California and a southern strip of California and 

Arizona, while encouraging “voluntary evacuation.” 

(Military Area 2 comprised the rest of those states.) 

While some 5,000 Japanese Americans did manage to 

leave the area on their own in early March of 1942, it 

quickly became clear that most would not be able to 

do so, due largely to the hostility residents and leaders 

of neighboring states exhibited. As a result, the army 

organized a neighborhood-by-neighborhood “evacua-

tion” of west coast Japanese Americans that took place 

through the spring and summer of 1942. To house those 

forcibly removed, the army quickly prepared 17 “assem-

bly centers” or “reception centers,” most in existing 

facilities such as fairgrounds and horse racing tracks 

near the area being “evacuated.”

And so the sad eviction of a despised people began. 

Men, women, and children guilty of nothing more than 

having the wrong ancestors were forced out of their 

homes and businesses up and down the coast. The 

roundup went so far as to include orphans of Japanese 

descent pulled out of orphanages and mixed race per-

sons with any amount of Japanese “blood.”12 The evict-

ees had just a week to pack up their belongings and to 

make arrangements for their farms, businesses, homes, 

and other possessions they could not take with them. 

While some were able to find non-Japanese friends or 

neighbors to look after their possessions, most were not 

so fortunate. At the last minute, bargain hunters would 

appear, offering rock bottom prices for valuable goods 

knowing that the owners had few options. In her classic 

memoir of her family’s wartime incarceration, Jeannie 

Wakatsuki Houston describes her mother’s reaction 

when a man offers her pennies on the dollar for her 

heirloom china:

She reached into the red velvet case, took out 

a dinner plate and hurled it at the floor right in 

front of his face. 

 

The man leaped back shouting, “Hey! Hey, 

don’t do that! Those are valuable dishes.” 

 

Mama took out another dinner plate and 

hurled it at the floor, then another and another, 

never moving, never opening her mouth, just 

quivering and glaring at the retreating dealer, 

with tears streaming down her cheeks.”13

Similar scenes and stories took place up and down the 

coast as nearly 110,000 Japanese Americans were exiled.

The reaction of other Asian American groups to 

these developments varied, but it seems safe to say 

that most cheered them. Identifying with ancestral 

countries that had been conquered by Japan, Chinese, 

Korean, and Filipino Americans often transferred their 

hatred of Japan to Japanese Americans and were among 

those who were able to take advantage of their forced 

departure. For instance, many Chinese Americans had 

resented Japanese American merchants running curio 

shops in San Francisco’s Chinatown from before the 

war and celebrated their departure while taking over 

their shops.14 Filipino Americans were among those who 

took over Japanese American farms, allowing many to 

get a foothold in the truck farming niche that Japanese 

had dominated.15 At the same time, many individuals 

had close Japanese American friends, lamenting the 

forced removal and doing what they could to help. For 

instance, Korean American Mary Paik Lee lived next 

door to a departed Japanese American family in Whitti-

er, California, and her family looked after their property 

in their absence.16 On Bainbridge Island, Washington, 

the Kitamoto family turned their farm over to employ-

ees Felix Narte and Elaulia Aquino, who looked after 

their property through the war years, allowing them 

to reclaim it after the war.17 Others recognized that the 

vagaries of international relations could turn against 

them someday.
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The “assembly centers”—really temporary deten-

tion centers—set the tone for what for some would be 

three-and-a-half years of incarceration. Housing was a 

mixture of newly and quickly built military type barracks 

combined with the repurposing of existing structures. 

The three largest such centers—Santa Anita in Southern 

California, Tanforan in Northern California, and Puyal-

lup outside of Seattle, Washington—all had horse racing 

tracks, and the existing structures used to house inmates 

included former horse stalls, an apt symbol of the 

literally dehumanizing experience. One family shared a 

single room or stall. Meals were communal and served 

in mess halls. Bathroom and laundry facilities were also 

communal. Lack of privacy is one of the core themes of 

inmate recollections, whether due to barracks partitions 

that did not go to the ceiling, allowing everyone in the 

barrack to hear everyone else, to unpartitioned latrines. 

In his memoir, Minoru Kiyota wrote,

For the first time in my life, I was forced to 

relieve myself on the toilet in the presence of 

total strangers. Or rather, to make the attempt. 

I don’t believe anyone, no matter how thick-

skinned, would find it easy to use a toilet that 

is just one long plank of plywood with holes 

in it—with no semblance of privacy and with 

maggots swimming in the tank below.18

Bewildered inmates pondered their fates while sleeping 

on straw mattresses and staring at the single bare light 

bulb hanging from the ceiling. But their journey was  

just beginning.19

After anywhere from a few weeks to a few months 

in the “assembly centers,” inmates were transferred to 

newly constructed concentration camps euphemistically 

called “relocation centers,” located, as historian Roger 

Daniels observed, “in Godforsaken spots in alien climes 

where no one had lived before and no one has lived 

since.”20 The federal government also created a new 

agency, the War Relocation Authority (WRA), to admin-

ister these 10 camps, which ranged in size from around 

7,000 people to nearly 20,000.

Living conditions in the WRA administered camps 

was similar in concept to those in the temporary deten-

tion centers. Given the speed with which these new 

camps had been built, they were in many ways unfin-

ished when the first inmates arrived, with the inmates 

themselves often drafted to finish the construction, 

adding such things as partitions or wall panels. The sites 

of these camps were mostly in desert or swamp (in the 

case of two Arkansas camps) areas and presented many 

physical problems, most notably extreme heat and cold 

and incessant dust storms. “Everyone seemed to be 

wearing white shoes or boots. Later I found out that my 

shoes looked just like theirs,” recalled Kumiko Ishida of 

her time at the Topaz, Utah, camp. “It was the powdery 

dust of the desert’s sandy, clay-like soil that turned into 

blinding, painful sand, and dust storms that left a coating 

of dust on everything in the barracks room and class-

rooms. The dust and sandstorms made breathing  

so hard.”21

The WRA was run largely by New Deal liberals 

who believed the incarceration to be wrong, and who 

encouraged inmates to make the best of things. They 

sought to make the concentration camps like small 

towns, complete with newspapers, schools, churches, 

recreational activities, and even an elected representa-

tive government. While undoubtedly well-intentioned, 

such institutions were at best fettered: newspaper con-

tent was controlled (largely through self-censorship), 

for instance, and the “self-government” was largely a 

farce, immediately delegitimized for most inmates by 

excluding Issei from holding office and limited in power 

regardless, given the veto power held by WRA adminis-

trators. The WRA’s privileging of Nisei over Issei, given 

the former’s U.S. citizenship and fluency in English, 

helped to exacerbate rifts and distrust between the gen-

erations, and the serving of meals in communal dining 

halls helped to weaken the nuclear family, as children 

and parents generally began eating meals with their 

peers rather than with each other.

In November and December of 1942, large-scale 

uprisings took place at the Poston, Arizona, and Man-

zanar, California, camps. Both incidents stemmed from 

the beatings of inmates suspected of being informers to 

the administration. The “riot” at Manzanar climaxed 

with military police firing into a crowd of protestors, 

killing two.22 Due in part to these episodes and to the 

army ending its ban on accepting Japanese American 

enlistees with the formation of the 442nd Regimental 

Combat Team, a segregated unit to be made up of Nisei, 

in February 1943, the WRA redoubled efforts to divide 



210 AAPI National Historic Landmarks Theme Study

the inmates into “loyal” and “disloyal” categories. The 

former would be encouraged to leave the camps for 

“resettlement” in parts of the country away from the still 

off-limits west coast or to join the army; the latter would 

be segregated at a separate camp for the duration of the 

war so as not to be a bad influence on the “loyal.” The 

mechanism for this determination was a clumsily word-

ed and administered questionnaire that all inmates over 

the age of 17 were required to fill out. On the basis of 

answers to two questions—one concerning willingness 

to serve the U.S. on combat duty or in other ways for 

women, the other asking individuals if they could swear 

allegiance to the U.S. and forswear allegiance to the 

Japanese emperor—”loyalty” would be determined, with 

anything other than unqualified “yes” answers to both 

constituting “disloyal” status. As might be expected, 

asking such questions to a diverse population impris-

oned in concentration camps led to many unintended 

consequences. Nonetheless, most Japanese Americans 

eventually answered “yes” to both questions. However, 

about a quarter answered the first question negatively or 

refused to answer and about 17 percent did the same for 

the second question.23

Many of those who supported the protests at Pos-

ton and Manzanar noted above or who answered “no” 

to the key questions on the loyalty questionnaire did so 

as a means of protest over the treatment they had faced 

as Japanese Americans. They were not alone. Though 

most Japanese Americans did comply with orders to 

leave their homes and businesses and report for incar-

ceration, a number challenged some aspect of their treat-

ment, with several taking their challenge to the courts. 

Four of those court challenges went all the way to the 

United States Supreme Court: challenges of the curfew 

set for Japanese Americans in the cases of Hirabayshi v. 

United States; and Yasui v. United States; of exclusion in 

Bird's-eye view of the grounds of Manzanar from the guard tower in 1943. The view west shows buildings, roads, and the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains in the background. Photo by Ansel Adams; courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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Korematsu v. United States, and of incarceration in Ex 

parte Endo. All but the last were decided in favor of the 

government’s position, effectively upholding the racially 

based curfew and exclusion.24 Later, when the draft was 

instated for Japanese Americans—including those in the 

concentration camps—in 1944, a significant number of 

draftees in the camps registered their protests by refus-

ing to report for induction or physicals until their civil 

rights were restored.25

Meanwhile, the WRA pushed ahead with the release 

of “loyal” inmates. There were two precursors of these 

releases. Starting the fall of 1942, thousands of Japa-

nese Americans were given short-term leave to help to 

alleviate labor shortages in agricultural areas. Over 8,000 

Japanese Americans left the camps to pick sugar beets 

and other crops, mostly in states in the near west, such 

as Idaho, Colorado, and Utah, along with the eastern 

portions of Washington and Oregon.26 A similar effort 

took place in the fall of 1943. Some Japanese Americans 

who left on agricultural leave were able to settle in these 

areas and reestablish themselves as farmers. Also starting 

in the summer of 1942 was a private program that helped 

Nisei resume or start their college educations. The 

National Japanese American Student Relocation Council 

eventually placed more than 4,000 Japanese American 

students in colleges, mostly in the east or Midwest.27 

“Resettlement,” as the WRA called the permanent 

release of approved Japanese Americans for new homes 

outside the restricted area, greatly increased after the 

loyalty questionnaire. Less than 1,000 had left by the end 

of 1942, but the number grew to over 17,000 by the end 

of 1943 and nearly 36,000 by the end of 1944.28 Chicago 

proved to be the most popular destination, though siz-

able communities formed in other Midwestern cities, as 

well as Denver, Salt Lake City, New York City, and many 

other cities outside the restricted area.

Those who gave the wrong answers on the loyalty 

questionnaire—dubbed “no-no boys”—were segregated 

at the Tule Lake camp, which officially became a “segre-

gation center” on July 15, 1943. The 12,000 moved there 

from other camps joined approximately 6,000 “loyal” 

Tule Lake residents, who didn’t want to move to one of 

the other camps, creating a sharply divided community. 

A truck accident in October 1943 led to a mass strike that 

led to the camp being taken over by the army and ruled 

by martial law, as well as the construction of a stockade, 

a prison within a prison. Turmoil there led to growing 

disaffection and rising anti-American feeling that cul-

minated in a rash of renunciations of U.S. citizenship by 

Nisei and Kibei (those born in the U.S. but educated in 

Japan and returned to the U.S.), totaling 5,589. Many of 

these actions were later repudiated. Through the heroic 

efforts of lawyer Wayne Collins, all but a few were 

eventually able to get their citizenships restored, though 

it took over 20 years in some cases. Tule Lake did not 

close until March 20, 1946.

In December 1944, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled on 

the Endo case noted above, ruling that the government 

had no right to continue to detain “citizens who are 

concededly loyal.” As a result, the exclusion was lifted, 

and Japanese Americans were allowed to return to the 

west coast, starting at the beginning of 1945. By the end 

of the war a little over half of the incarcerated Japanese 

Americans had left the concentration camps. Those who 

had left were disproportionately younger and Nisei; 

those left in the camps included many elderly Issei, fam-

ilies with many young children, and others who would 

have difficulty supporting themselves upon release. 

Determined to avoid long-term guardianship, the WRA 

pushed to close the camps by the end of 1945. Many of 

the remaining inmates did not want to leave, fearful of 

A Chinese American WAC is taking the oath for service.  
Photo HWRD 0735, Hawaii War Records Depository; courtesy of the 
University Archives & Manuscripts Department, University of Hawai'i  
at Manoa Library.
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the hostile world they presumed awaited them on the 

outside. In the end, they were forced out of the camps 

as they had been forced out of their homes, three-and-

a-half years earlier, returned to where they had come 

from, and issued $25. Back on a west coast that had seen 

its population dramatically rise in their absence, many 

were forced to live in hostels or in surplus army barracks 

and trailer parks supplied by the WRA that bore a strong 

resemblance to the camps they had just left.

COMMON IMPACTS

While the travails of Japanese Americans were unique 

among Asian American groups, there were many 

elements common to all the groups—even including 

Japanese Americans, especially when one includes those 

from Hawai‘i or from the free zones of the continent—

brought about by the war. These common elements—

which are also all inter-related—include increased 

nationalism and support for the “home” country, Amer-

ican military service, a turning back of anti-Asian laws, 

and new opportunities in employment and housing.

Chinese, Korean, Filipino, and Okinawan Ameri-

cans shared the commonality of having “home” coun-

tries that had been conquered by Japan.29 The entrance 

of the United States into the war against Japan allowed 

these communities to express their American patrio-

tism by supporting their home countries and vice versa. 

In some ways, they would become more American in 

pursuing nationalist activities, learning how to work the 

American political system and to garner support among 

mainstream Americans. Chinese Americans mobilized 

to support China following the initial Japanese incursion 

into China in 1931. They formed the Chinese War Relief 

Association in 1937, after another Japanese offensive, 

to raise money for China. Mass demonstrations, mass 

fund raisers, and boycotts of Japanese goods followed, 

all of which enjoyed widespread support by mainstream 

Americans who largely supported the Chinese cause.30 

The war also boosted Korean nationalist organizations 

in Hawai‘i (where the majority of Korean Americans 

resided) and the continental U.S., with the United States’ 

entry into the war providing real hope of an indepen-

dent Korea.31 Many Filipino Americans and Okinawan 

Americans fought to help free their homelands from Jap-

anese rule and, particularly in the case of the Okinawan 

community in Hawai‘i, played a major role in rebuilding 

their war-torn homelands after the war.32 And Japanese 

nationalism found expression in many of the concen-

tration camps and internment camps that held Japanese 

Americans as well, particularly in post-segregation Tule 

Lake. In Hawai‘i, Japan victory societies (kachigumi) 

formed, some of which continued to believe Japan had 

won the war for years after the war had ended. In both 

cases, the apparent military strength of Japan served as 

a salve for disappointments and indignities for some 

Japanese Americans.33

Military service became a tangible means to express 

support for both the U.S. and the home country. This 

held particular resonance for Chinese, Filipino, and Oki-

nawan Americans, who in some cases, fought in battles 

that directly impacted their home countries. Twelve 

thousand to 15,000 Chinese Americans, about 20 percent 

of all Chinese American men, served in the armed forces 

in both segregated and non-segregated contexts. The 

largest segregated unit was the 14th Air Service Group, 

which included about 10 percent of all Chinese Amer-

icans who served. Made up largely of immigrants, the 

14th ASG was sent to China, where it serviced airplanes 

and did other support work over the course of the 

war. Many Chinese Americans from Hawai‘i served 

in Europe in some of the heaviest fighting of the war.34 

Although Filipino Americans were initially banned from 

military service due to their status as “nationals”, as 

opposed to aliens or citizens, they fought to have that 

A company officer of the 442nd Combat Team corrects the saluting 

technique of a rookie from Hawai’i in June 1943. The unit began 
training with remarkable speed after its arrival at Camp Shelby in 
Mississippi. Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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status changed—which it was less than a month after the 

attack on Pearl Harbor—and subsequently signed up 

in large numbers. Most fought as part of the First and 

Second Filipino Infantry Regiments, which were formed 

in California in 1942 and had a peak strength of about 

7,000. Both were sent to the Pacific, where, among other 

things, they did mop up work in the Philippines starting 

in February 1945. Other Filipino Americans served in 

non-segregated units.35

Although a tiny population, Korean Americans in 

California organized the Tiger Brigade of the California 

National Guard in late 1941, made up of Korean immi-

grants. Many individual Korean Americans served as 

well, the best known likely being Young Oak Kim, a 

much-decorated second-generation Korean American 

from Los Angeles who served with Japanese Americans 

in the 442nd Regimental Combat Team.36 Okinawan 

Americans served with other Japanese Americans in 

segregated units and in the Military Intelligence Service 

(MIS) in the Pacific. Brothers Takejiro and Warren Higa 

were among the MIS soldiers who took part in the Battle 

of Okinawa. Because Takejiro had been raised in part in 

Okinawa and spoke both Japanese and Okinawan fluent-

ly, he took part in the planning of the invasion. Later, he 

used his language skills to talk many Okinawan civilians 

out of hiding and to interrogate captured soldiers. On 

one occasion, he even interrogated former grammar 

school classmates from Okinawa, a bittersweet occasion 

for all.37

Because the land of their ancestors was the enemy, 

Japanese Americans had somewhat different motivations 

for joining the U.S. armed forces, with many viewing 

military service as a chance to “prove” their loyalty and 

Americanism. Some 5,000 Japanese Americans were in 

the army prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor; after the 

attack, their fates varied, with some kicked out, others 

sent to non-segregated units, and a group in Hawai‘i 

formed into what would become the segregated 100th 

Infantry Battalion. For the next year, Japanese Amer-

icans were in limbo, as the armed forces refused to 

accept them. Things changed when the segregated 442nd 

Regimental Combat Team formed in February 1943. 

Thousands of Nisei from Hawai`i flocked to volunteer; 

predictably, many fewer volunteered out of the con-

centration camps on the continent. The 442nd and the 

100th, which became a part of it—served in some of the 

bloodiest battles in Europe and became among the most 

famous and decorated units in the war.38 Some 6,000 

Nisei also served as linguists in the Pacific war as part of 

the MIS. Some also served in the postwar occupation of 

Japan.39 In all, some 33,000 Japanese Americans served in 

World War II.

Though they served in smaller numbers, Chinese 

and Japanese American women also volunteered to join 

the armed forces and took an active role in supporting 

the male soldiers. Some served in the Women Accepted 

for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) and Wom-

en’s Army Corps (WAC); once Japanese American wom-

en became eligible to join the WAC, 142 volunteered 

by October 1945. Two Chinese American women even 

became pilots for the Women Airforce Service Pilots 

(WASP), ferrying aircraft across the United States. Mem-

bers of the Chinese Young Women’s Society established 

community centers for Chinese American servicemen 

who might be excluded from existing U.S. clubs in the 

San Francisco Bay area. Similarly, Japanese Americans 

from the Jerome and Rohwer concentration camps in 

Arkansas volunteered to host social events for Japanese 

American soldiers of the 442nd training in Camp Shelby, 

Mississippi. Legendary activist Yuri Kochiyama began 

a girl’s club called the Crusaders while she was incar-

cerated at the Santa Anita Assembly Center. The group 

wrote letters to Nisei soldiers and members dispersed to 

several camps; the Jerome branch alone wrote to some 

3,000 soldiers.40

The war years also brought the first easing of 

decades old anti-Asian laws that had severely limited 

Asian Americans’ life chances in the U.S. This easing 

was due in part to the new positive image of Chinese 

Americans and the other “good” Asians, as well as to 

the widespread military service of the Asian American 

groups. But a larger factor may have been the impact 

such codified anti-Asian sentiment had on both the 

current war effort and on the Cold War looming on 

the horizon. In its appeals to Chinese and other Asian 

peoples, Imperial Japanese propaganda cited American 

anti-Asianism as a reason to join Japan’s war. The fact 

that the Allies were fighting Nazi Germany that glorified 

a “master race” and that sent minorities to death camps 

made it all the more important to modify the harshest 

elements of anti-Asian racism. For perhaps the first time, 

anti-racism was equated with patriotism.
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As we’ve seen, both Filipino and Japanese Ameri-

cans were initially prohibited from enlisting in the U.S. 

Army, bans that were lifted quickly for the former and 

more slowly for the latter. In Hawai‘i, Korean Amer-

icans fought with mixed success, their designation as 

“enemy aliens” subject to the same restrictions as Japa-

nese immigrants. They were eventually exempted from 

curfew restrictions at the end of 1943 and designated as 

“friendly aliens” in May 1944.41 But the most significant 

anti-racist push for Asian Americans was the repeal of 

Chinese exclusion, a fact of life for Chinese Americans 

since 1882. Though Chinese Americans supported the 

repeal movement, it was led by the largely white Citizens 

Committee to Repeal Chinese Exclusion (CCRCE), led 

by Richard J. Walsh, the editor of Asia magazine and 

husband of Pearl Buck, a writer whose sympathetic writ-

ing about the Chinese played a large role in reshaping 

the image of China among Americans. With widespread 

support from across the political spectrum, The CCRCE 

was able to shepherd a repeal bill through Congress in 

seven months. It was signed by President Roosevelt on 

December 17, 1943. Though the legislation had minimal 

impact initially—while ending exclusion and allowing 

naturalization, it allotted China a tiny immigration 

quota of just 105 per year, did not allow Chinese wives 

of U.S. citizens to enter outside the quota, and required 

an English proficiency test as part of the naturalization 

process, thus putting naturalization beyond the reach 

of many Chinese immigrants—the repeal did serve as 

the “wedge” that its opponents feared. Though it did 

not happen until 1946, legislation for Filipinos and East 

Indians granted those groups naturalization rights and 

extended immigration quotas. Eventually, Chinese 

wives of American citizens were allowed to come as 

non-quota immigrants.42

Beyond immigration and naturalization, alien land 

laws that prohibited the purchase of land by Asian immi-

grants were among the most significant and powerful 

elements of anti-Asian racism. Filipino Americans in 

Washington State had successfully challenged its alien 

land law in 1939 in the Pio DeCano case, which was 

upheld by the Washington State Supreme Court in 1941. 

In April of 1943, California Attorney General Robert 

Kenny stated, “Filipinos have earned the right to own 

and lease land here with their undimmed loyalty to this 

country”; the Alfafara v. Fross case made the Filipino 

exemption from the land laws official.43

Even for Japanese Americans, things changed 

quickly over the course of the war and shortly after. 

Barely a year after the end of the war, California voters 

weighed in on Proposition 15 in the November 1946 

election, an initiative that would make the state’s alien 

land law part of the state constitution. California voters 

rejected the initiative by a 60–40 margin. In the next 

few years, many other explicitly Anti-Asian laws fell by 

the wayside.44

The war years also brought greater opportunity in 

employment. The booming war economy created large 

numbers of defense industry jobs in major west coast 

cities. With many men in the military, there was also a 

labor shortage that created opportunities for women 

and minorities who had previously been locked out of 

such jobs. Chinese Americans were best positioned to 

benefit from these opportunities; by 1943, 5,000 Chinese 

Americans worked in San Francisco Bay area defense 

industry jobs, making up about 15 percent of shipyard 

workers.45 As we’ve seen, some opportunities were 

created by the eviction of Japanese Americans, as in the 

case of Filipino American truck farmers. Asian American 

businesspeople, whether in Honolulu or in west coast 

Chinatowns, often enjoyed a booming business catering 

to war workers and servicemen. To cite one extreme 

case, all 33 tattoo artists on Hotel Street were Filipino 

American; during the peak of the war years, they did 300 

to 500 tattoos a day.46 The war also created some odd 

occupational niches. The boom of Hollywood war films, 

along with the removal of Japanese American actors, 

created opportunities for other Asian American actors to 

play both virtuous “good” Asians and “bad” Japanese.47 

And some Korean immigrants used their fluency in Jap-

anese to serve as translators and interpreters during the 

war, including a group who interpreted at internment 

camps holding Japanese Americans.48 Even Japanese 

Americans leaving the concentration camps to resettle in 

cities such as Chicago found they were sometimes able 

to get jobs they could not have gotten on the west coast 

before the war.

But despite all the gains, racism directed at the visu-

ally distinct Asian Americans wasn’t going away anytime 

soon. Young Filipino American men were among those 

attacked in the notorious Zoot Suit riots of 1943 in Los 

Angeles, when servicemen indiscriminately attacked 



Asian Americans and World War II 215

the largely ethnic minority men who wore them.49 

Early Japanese American returnees to the west coast 

often faced a hostile reception, with dozens of terrorist 

incidents reported, including shots fired into houses and 

the torching of Japanese American properties.50 Senator 

Daniel Inouye, a war hero who lost an arm in combat in 

Europe, often told a story of walking into a barbershop 

in Oakland, in full uniform with three rows of ribbons, 

only to be told by the barber, “We don’t cut Jap hair.”51 

Even Chinese Americans, who had benefited from the 

positive image enjoyed by China in the 30s and 40s, 

would suddenly become suspect themselves when the 

1949 Chinese Revolution saw the Chinese Communist 

Party come into power.

AFTER THE WAR

The events of World War II and their aftermath led to a 

dramatically changed Asian American community. The 

biggest change came as a result of immigration-related 

legislation that came after the repeal of Chinese exclu-

sion. In addition to the legislation already noted, there 

was also the War Brides Act of 1945, the Chinese Alien 

Wives of American Citizens Act (also passed in 1945), 

and the Fiancee’s Act of 1946 that combined to dramat-

ically shift the demographics of the Chinese, Filipino, 

and Korean American community, in each case, bringing 

in more women to help equalize the skewed gender 

balance. Although the Asian war brides who came as a 

result of the War Brides Act of 1945 were married to men 

of all races, many were married to Chinese and Filipi-

no American soldiers who married women from their 

“home” countries during and after their service there. 

In the three years the War Brides Act was in effect, 5,132 

Chinese women entered the country, with another 2,317 

coming under the Chinese Alien Wives of American 

Citizens Act. In the Filipino American community, just 

6.5 percent of the population were women in 1930; that 

figure rose to 27 percent by 1950 and 37.1 percent by 1960. 

Zoot suiters lined up outside the Los Angeles jail, en route to court after a feud with sailors, June 9, 1943. Photo courtesy of the Library  
of Congress.
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Fourteen thousand Koreans arrived in the 1950s and 

early 1960s, most of whom were non-quota war brides, 

adoptees, and students, more than doubling the Korean 

American population. Between 1947 and 1964, 45,853 

Japanese women arrived, many of them war brides. This 

influx of women led to an Asian American baby boom 

and with the many war brides married to non-Asians, to 

the first large generation of mixed-race Asian Americans. 

The seeds of a very different Asian American community 

had been planted.

Asian American contributions to the war effort 

through military service and in other ways produced a 

generation who felt a new sense of ownership in postwar 

America and that would no longer settle for a return 

to the old normal. This was most manifest in Hawai‘i, 

where Asian Americans led a dramatic change in labor 

relations and local politics through the rise of the Inter-

national Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s Union 

and of the Democratic Party, the latter still dominant in 

the islands to this day. In both the continental U.S. and 

Hawai‘i, returning war veterans took advantage of the 

G.I. Bill to go to college and pursue careers that would 

have been off limits to them before the war. Twenty 

years later, some were hailing them a “model minority.”

At the same time, the war left its scars. Japanese 

American former inmates suppressed the trauma of 

their wartime incarceration, only to have it surface in 

unexpected ways years later. Those who “succeeded” 

left behind many others too old, too sick, and too dam-

aged by the war. Overt racism had gone underground, 

replaced by juvenile delinquency, admission quotas, and 

glass ceilings.

Decades later, World War II continues to cast its 

shadow over Asian America. After the unlikely suc-

cess of a movement to seek reparations for the forced 

mass expulsion and incarceration, Japanese Americans 

continue to wrestle with the multiple legacies of the 

war while also devoting much time and money toward 

the preservation of memories of those events. Asian 

American war veterans remain in the news as revered 

figures. While Japanese American units received the 

Congressional Gold Medal in 2012, Filipino veterans 

fought to gain U.S. citizenship and the right to have 

family members join them in the U.S. Korean Americans 

were among those who fought for recognition for the 

so-called “comfort women,” Korean women forced 

into prostitution by the Japanese military. In each case, 

other Asian Americans were among those who lent their 

support to these movements. As we approach the 75th 

anniversary of World War II, Asian Americans continue 

to live its effects.52
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