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"No person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property without 

due process of law. The accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy 

and public trial by an impartial jury and to be informed of the 

nature and cause of the accusation." These protections are guar�

anteed in the 5th and 6th Amendments to the Constitution of the 

United States of America.

However, during 1942,46, some 77,000 American citizens of 

Japanese ancestry and 43,000 Japanese nationals, most of whom 

were permanent U.S. residents, were summarily deprived of lib�

erty and property without criminal charges, and without trial of 

any kind. Several persons were also violently deprived of life. All 

persons of Japanese ancestry on the West Coast were expelled 

from their homes and confined in inland detention camps. The 

sole basis for these actions was ancestry— citizenship, age, loyalty, 

or innocence of wrongdoing did not matter. Japanese Americans 

were the only ones singled out for mass incarceration. German 

and Italian nationals, and American citizens of German and Italian 

ancestries were not imprisoned en masse.

This episode was one of the worst blows to constitutional liber�

ties that the American people have ever sustained. Many Ameri�

cans find it difficult to understand how such a massive injustice 

could have occurred in a democratic nation. This booklet will 

attempt to explain how and why it happened, and what can be 

done to ameliorate the effects of that mistake. Professor Eugene V. 

Rostow once wrote: "Until the wrong is acknowledged and made 

right we shall have failed to meet the responsibility of a demo�

cratic society— the obligation of equal justice."
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The seeds of prejudice which resulted in the incarceration of Japa�

nese Americans during World War II were sown nearly a century 

earlier when the first immigrants from Asia arrived during the Cali�

fornia Gold Rush. California was then a lawless frontier territory. 

White immigrants from the Eastern United States had just suc�

ceeded in wresting control of the territory from Mexico, and had 

briefly proclaimed an independent Republic of California.

Mexico was forced to cede California to the United States in 

1848, and almost simultaneously gold was discovered in the Sierra 

Nevada foothills. Immigrants from the Eastern states, and from all 

over the world, rushed to California during 1848—49. There was 

intense, often violent competition for control of the gold mines, 

and ultimately for control of the Territory of California.

About 25% of the miners in California during the Gold Rush 

came from China. The English,speaking newcomers who had pre�

viously established dominance over the Native, Spanish, and Mexi�

can Californians were in no mood to tolerate further competition. 

Using acts of terrorism— mass murder and arson— the white new�

comers drove the Chinese out of the mining areas.

When California became a state in 1850, lawless violence against 

the Chinese was transformed into legal discrimination. Official 

government prejudice against Asian Americans thus became estab�

lished. Article 19 of the California State Constitution authorized 

cities to totally expel or restrict Chinese persons to segregated 

areas, and prohibited the employment of Chinese persons by pub�

lic agencies and corporations. Other federal, state or local laws or 

court decisions at various times prohibited the Chinese from: be�

coming citizens or voting, testifying in court against a white per�

son, engaging in licensed businesses and professions, attending 

school with whites, and marrying whites. Chinese persons alone 

were required to pay special taxes, and a major source of revenue 

for many cities, counties and the State of California came from 

these assessments against the Chinese.
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Despite such barriers, there were more opportunities in Cali�

fornia than in poverty,stricken China, and more Chinese immi�

grants arrived. But with the much larger influx of white immigrants 

from Eastern states and Europe, the proportion of Chinese persons 

in California dropped to 10% of the population.

Big business recruited Chinese workers for menial labor, but 

white labor unions agitated for the removal of all Chinese persons 

from California. The rallying cry for white labor leaders became: 

"The Chinese must go!" White elected officials soon joined the 

exclusion movement and pressured the federal government to stop 

immigration from China. In response to the California lobby, Con�

gress passed a series of Chinese Exclusion Acts beginning in 1882. 

The California pressure groups won their first campaign to exclude 

an Asian minority.

������	������<�

As the Chinese population rapidly declined due to the lack of 

women and because of many men returning to China, an acute 

labor shortage developed in the Western states and the Protec�

torate of Hawaii in the 1880s. The agricultural industry wanted 

another group of laborers who would do the menial work at low 

wages and looked to Japan as a new source. At that time, however, 

Japan prohibited laborers from leaving the country. The United 

States pressured Japan to relax the ban on labor emigration, and 

Japan consequently allowed laborers to leave in 1884.

The American agricultural industry recruited Japanese laborers 

to work in the sugar cane fields of Hawaii, and the fruits and vege�

table farms of California. From the handful who were here prior to 

the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Japanese population increased to 

about 61,000 in Hawaii and 24,000 on the mainland by 1900. The 

Japanese replaced the Chinese as the largest non,white ethnic 

group in the West Coast and Hawaii.
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As long as the Japanese remained docile, their hard labor was 

welcomed, but as soon as they showed signs of initiative they 

were perceived as threats to white dominance. Since the major 

labor unions denied membership to workers of Asian ancestry, 

the Japanese farm laborers formed independent unions, and they, 

together with Mexican farm laborers, conducted the first success�

ful agricultural strike in California in 1903. Japanese farm laborers 

also worked through labor contracting organizations, and their 

leaders aggressively negotiated for higher pay. Japanese workers 

soon achieved wage parity with white workers, and many saved 

enough money to buy or lease farmland.

The Japanese farmers, like their Chinese predecessors, reclaimed 

much of the unwanted land and developed it into rich agricultural 

areas. In California, Japanese farmers produced 50,90% of some 

fruits and vegetables despite operating only 4% of the farmlands. 

Envy led to hate, and the prevailing anti,Asian animosities became 

focused on the Japanese.

The anti,Japanese campaign began with acts of violence and 

lawlessness: mob assaults, arson, and forcible expulsion from 

farming areas became commonplace. Soon these prejudices be�

came institutionalized into law. As with the earlier Chinese pio�

neers, the Japanese were also denied citizenship, prohibited from 

certain occupations, forced to send their children to segregated 

schools, and prohibited from marrying whites. In addition, some 

laws were specifically directed against the Japanese, including the 

denial of the right to own, lease, or give gifts of agricultural land.

Like the Chinese exclusion movement before, California lobbied 

the federal government to stop all immigration from Japan. As a 

result of these pressures, Japanese laborers were excluded by ex�

ecutive action in 1907, and all Japanese immigration for perma�

nent residence was prohibited by the Asian Exclusion Act of 1924. 

Japan considered the Exclusion Act a national insult, particularly 

since the United States had insisted upon Japanese immigration in 

the first place.

To the dismay of the exclusionists, the Japanese population did 

not rapidly decrease as the Chinese population did earlier. There
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were sufficient numbers of Japanese women pioneers who were 

married resulting in an American,born generation, and families 

decided to make the United States their permanent home. As the 

exclusionists intensified their efforts to get rid of the Japanese, 

their campaign was enhanced by the development of a powerful 

new weapon— the mass media.

<$>
Newspapers, radio, and motion pictures stereotyped Japanese 

Americans as untrustworthy and unassimilable. The media did not 

recognize the fact that a large number of persons of Japanese 

ancestry living in the United States were American citizens. As 

Japan became a military power, the media falsely depicted Japa�

nese Americans as agents for Japan. Newspapers inflamed the 

“Yellow Peril" myths on the West Coast; radio, movies and comic 

strips spread the disease of prejudice throughout the United States.

Forced into segregated neighborhoods, and without access to 

the media, Japanese Americans were unable to counteract the 

false stereotypes. Even though those born in the United States were 

culturally American, spoke English fluently, and were well edu�

cated, they faced almost insurmountable discrimination in em�

ployment, housing, public accommodations and social inter�

action.

*
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It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when World War II began. Ger�

many and Japan became military powers in the 1930s and began 

their conquests by annexing neighboring nations by sheer intimi�

dation. Actual military conflicts broke out in Asia when Japan 

invaded China in 1937, and in Europe when Germany invaded 

Poland in 1939.

As Germany overran the European continent and drove into 

Africa and the Soviet Union, and Japan likewise in Asia and South�

east Asia, the United States was placed under tremendous pressure
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to enter the war. In July 1941, the United States together with 

Britain and the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia) imposed a total em�

bargo on exports to Japan, thus effectively cutting off Japan's oil 

supply.

The United States had broken Japan's top secret code and was 

aware of the probability of armed conflict. Consequently, the U.S. 

government undertook certain precautionary measures. In Octo�

ber 1941, the State Department dispatched a special investigator, 

Curtis B. Munson, to check on the disposition of the Japanese 

American communities on the West Coast and Hawaii.

In November 1941, Munson submitted a confidential report to 

the President and the Secretary of State which certified that Japa�

nese Americans possessed an extraordinary degree of loyalty to 

the United States, and immigrant Japanese were of no danger. 

Munson's findings were corroborated by years of secret surveil�

lance conducted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and 

Navy Intelligence. Both the FBI and Navy Intelligence reported 

there were a few potential extremists identified but almost 100% 
of the Japanese American population was absolutely trustworthy. 

High U.S. government and military officials were aware of these 

intelligence reports, but they kept them secret from the public.

Japan's military forces attacked the U.S. military bases near 

Honolulu, Territory of Hawaii, and near Manila, Territory of the 

Philippines, on December 7, 1941 (U.S. Time), and the United 

States declared war on Japan the following day.

Many people who are unfamiliar with the historical background 

have assumed that the attack on Hawaii was the cause of, or 

justification for, the mass incarceration of Japanese Americans on 

the West Coast. But that assumption is contradicted by one glaring 

fact: the Japanese Americans in Hawaii were not similarly incar�

cerated en masse. Such a massive injustice could not have occurred 

without the prior history of prejudice and legal discrimination. 

Actually, it was the culmination of the movement to eliminate 

Asians from the West Coast which began nearly 100 years earlier.

The FBI was well prepared for the war and arrested over 2,000 

persons of Japanese ancestry throughout the United States and

9



Territories of Alaska and Hawaii within a few days after the decla�

ration of war. Nearly all of these arrestees were Japanese nationals, 

but some American citizens were included.

No charge of espionage, sabotage, or any other crime was ever 

filed against these arrestees. They were apprehended only because 

they were thought to be "suspicious" persons in the opinion of the 

FBI. Evidently, anyone who was a community leader was "suspi�

cious" to the FBI because almost all of the arrestees were organi�

zation officers, Buddhist or Shinto priests, newspaper editors, lan�

guage or martial arts school instructors. The established leader�

ship of the Japanese American community was wiped out. In�

experienced teen,agers and young adults were suddenly thrust 

into the position of making crucial decisions affecting the entire 

Japanese American community.

Men were taken away without notice, and their families were 

left without a means of livelihood. Most families had no idea of 

why their men were arrested, where they were taken, or for how 

long. Some arrestees were released after a few weeks, but most 

were secretly transported to one of 26 internment or isolation 

camps scattered in 16 states plus the Territories of Alaska and 

Hawaii.

Some families did not learn for years what happened to their 

loved ones. Most internees were eventually re,united with their 

families, but only within another barbed wire compound— the 

mass detention camps where their families had been sent in the 

meantime. Some, however, were confined in these special prison 

camps for the duration of the war, together with the Central and 

South American Japanese who were brought in for internment at 

the insistence of the United States.

Perhaps due to the swift action of the FBI, there was very little 

public panic, hysteria or irrationality for the first month of the 

war. In fact, public opinion was remarkably enlightened: some 

newspapers even published editorials and letters sympathetic to 

Japanese Americans, and some elected officials urged the general 

public not to blame or harm Japanese Americans.
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The white economic interests in California, however, were not 

satisfied with the arrests of individuals, and the fact that domestic 

security was under firm control. They wanted the entire Japanese 

American population removed from California. The same pressure 

groups and newspapers which had agitated so long for Japanese 

exclusion organized an intense rumor and hate campaign. Totally 

false stories were published about spies and saboteurs among the 

Japanese Americans. The war became the perfect pretext for the 

anti,Japanese groups to accomplish the goal they had been seek�

ing for almost 50 years.

The truth was that no person of Japanese ancestry living in the 

United States or Territories of Alaska and Hawaii was ever charged 

with, or convicted of, espionage or sabotage. On the other hand, 

numerous persons of non,Japanese ancestry were charged and 

convicted as agents for Japan.

Because of the long background of prejudice and stereotypes, 

the public found it easy to believe the false stories. High federal 

officials knew the facts, but they kept silent. By mid,January 1942, 

public opinion began to turn against the Japanese Americans. 

Elected officials, city councils, and civic organizations in Cali�

fornia, Oregon and Washington demanded the ouster and incar�

ceration of all Japanese Americans.

Earl Warren, then attorney general of California, made the in�

credible statement that the very absence of fifth column activities 

by Japanese Americans was confirmation that such actions were 

planned for the future. Warren also claimed American citizens of 

Japanese ancestry were more dangerous than nationals of Japan.

There were a few isolated acts of violence committed against 

Japanese Americans, but there was no reason to believe the entire 

Japanese American population was in danger. If there were any 

threats, it was the job of local police and sheriff departments to 

provide protection. Also, many Japanese Americans were perfectly 

willing to take whatever risk necessary to protect theirhomesand 

property.
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Like the immigration exclusion campaigns before, the California 

lobby pressured the federal government to remove and/or lock up 

all Japanese Americans. Oregon and Washington supported Cali�

fornia's demands, but the rest of the nation was generally uncon�

cerned about the tiny Japanese American minority. There were 

many important and real war problems needing attention, but the 

West Coast pressure groups seemed preoccupied with the elimi�

nation of Japanese Americans.

President Franklin Roosevelt eventually yielded to the pressures 

from the West Coast and signed Executive Order 9066 on Febru�

ary 19, 1942.'Roosevelt signed the order despite objections from 

Attorney General Francis Biddle, who felt it was unconstitutional, 

and FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, who felt it was unnecessary.

Executive Order 9066 broadly authorized any military com�

mander to exclude any person from any area. The presidential 

order did not mention any specific group, nor did it provide for 

detention. However, there was an understanding among high offi�

cials that the authorization was to be used for the purpose of re�

moving and incarcerating the Japanese Americans. Also due to the 

lobbying from California, Congress backed the Executive Order by 

passing Public Law 77,503, which authorized a civil prison term 

and fine for a civilian convicted of violating a military order.

General John L. DeWitt, military commander of the Western 

Defense Command, thereupon issued a series of over 100 military 

orders applying exclusively to civilians of Japanese ancestry living 

in the West Coast states. The sole basis for DeWitt's orders was 

ancestry; he was often quoted as stating: "A Jap's a Jap. It makes 

no difference whether the Jap is a citizen or not." He further 

masked the issue of citizen rights by using the term "non,alien" 

to refer to United States citizens in all of his written orders.

It should be noted that martial law was not declared on the West 

Coast; the writ of habeas corpus was not suspended; the civil 

courts were in full operation, and anyone charged with espionage



or sabotage could have been brought to trial. It also should be 

remembered that of the 1,100,000 nationals of enemy nations 

living in the United States in 1942, fewer than 4% were japanese 

nationals.

DeWitt first announced that all persons of Japanese ancestry 

had to leave the Western half of the West Coast states and the 

Southern half of Arizona, and urged the affected people to move 

inland "voluntarily." Approximately 10,000 tried to comply, 

mostly moving in with relatives in the Eastern half of the West 

Coast states and interior states. Many, however, were forced to 

turn back by hostile crowds and armed posses.

American citizens of Japanese ancestry were placed under cur�

few, along with nationals of Japan, Germany and Italy. Ameri�

can citizens of German and Italian ancestries were not restricted 

in any way.

DeWitt then announced that all persons of Japanese ancestry 

would be expelled from the Eastern half of the West Coast states 

as well, and he prohibited any further "voluntary" migration. He 

ordered them to maintain their residences until ordered to report 

for detention. Beginning in March 1942, DeWitt ordered all 

persons of Japanese ancestry in California, plus parts of Arizona, 

Oregon and Washington to turn themselves in at temporary de�

tention camps near their homes.

The rationale for these actions on the West Coast was "military 

necessity," but such a claim was inconsistent with the fact that 

Japanese Americans in Hawaii were not similarly subjected to 

wholesale and indiscriminate incarceration. Hawaii was 3,000 

miles closer to the enemy, and in far greater danger of invasion 

and sabotage. The military commander in Hawaii decided that 

"military necessity" there required the vast majority of Japanese 

Americans to remain free to help maintain the islands' economy.

Like the initial FBI roundups on the mainland, some Japanese 

nationals in Hawaii were imprisoned on an individual basis and 

held in prison camps on the islands or transferred to the mass 

detention or smaller internment camps on the mainland. Only 1 % 

of the Hawaii Japanese population was incarcerated.
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DeWitt's detention orders were ostensibly for the purpose of 

protecting the West Coast against sabotage and espionage, but 

babies, orphans, adopted children, the infirm and bedridden el�

derly were also imprisoned. Children of multiple ancestry were 

included if they had any Japanese ancestry at all. Colonel Karl 

Bendetsen, who directly administered the program, stated: "I am 

determined that if they have one drop of Japanese blood in them, 

they must go to camp."

/ Non,Japanese spouses, adoptive parents, and orphanage direc, 

( tors were forced to surrender their children for incarceration or 

enter the camp themselves. The only exceptions were for those 

'^TonTTnedm prisons or asylums, and the few adults with 1/32 or 

less Japanese ancestry who could prove they had no contact what�

soever with other persons of Japanese ancestry.

There were 15 temporary detention camps scattered throughout 

Arizona, California, Oregon and Washington. They were mostly 

county fairgrounds, race tracks, and livestock exhibition halls 

hastily converted into detention camps with barbed wire fences, 

search lights and guard towers. Each camp held about 5,000 de�

tainees, except for the Santa Anita Race Track near Los Angeles 

which held over 18,000, and Mayer, Arizona which held only 

247. Living quarters consisted of horse stalls, some with manure 
still inside.

��
Japanese Americans had to leave their homes with only a few 

days notice and could take only what they could carry with them. 

Property had to be hurriedly sold, abandoned, given away, left in 

insecure storage or unpredictable trusts. Crops were left unhar�

vested. Many lost titles to homes, businesses and farmlands be�

cause taxes and mortgage payments became impossible to pay. 

Most bank accounts had already been frozen or confiscated as 

"enemy assets," and there was little source of income within the 

camps.

The incarceration of Japanese Americans was accomplished dis�

trict by district over a five month period. DeWitt methodically 

issued detention orders almost daily, each applying to a new 

locale. As the orders progressed through the Eastern half of Cali,
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fornia, Japanese Americans in the Eastern halves of Oregon and 

Washington fully expected their turn would be next. They stripped 

their possessions down to the bare essentials that they could carry, 

just as the others had been required to do. They lived day to day 

unsettled under the constant threat of imminent proscription, but 

the actual detention orders never came.

Government actions also encouraged private harassment: for 

example, in one town outside the official expulsion area, the entire 

Japanese American community was boycotted and forced to leave 

town.

)
ln June 1942 the U.S. Navy won a decisive victory at the Battle 

� of Midway and the tide of war shifted in favor of the United States. 

JaparTwas no longer militarily capable of attacking the West Coast, 

or even Hawaii. The U.S. government and military were aware of 

this fact, but they relentlessly went ahead with plans to build 

permanent mass detention facilities in the interior desert and 

swamp regions.

At great cost and despite the critical shortage of materials, the 

government built 10 mass detention camps in the isolated areas 

of Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Idaho, Utah and Wyo�

ming. The vast majority of Japanese Americans were moved from 

the temporary detentions camps near their hometowns to the per�

manent camps several hundred miles away even after the threat 

of invasion had vanished. Each of the permanent camps held some 

12,000 Japanese Americans, and a total of about 120,000 Japa�

nese Americans were ultimately detained.

The inland camps were located in desolate areas and were sur�

rounded by a high barbed wire fence, sometimes two such fences, 

sometimes electrified. Guard towers were placed at strategic inter�

vals, and any Japanese Americap leaving without permission was 

shot. Dozens of detainees and internees were shot and wounded, 

and eight were killed by guards (1 at Central Utah, 1 at Gila River, 
2 at Manzanar, 1 at Tule Lake, 2 at Lordsburg, 1 at Fort Sill). Living 

quarters were crowded and there was no privacy. Large extended 

families or groups of unrelated individuals were squeezed into tiny 

unpartitioned 20 x 25 feet units.
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Japanese Americans were known for their pride in rarely having 

been on welfare or locked up in prisons, but the camps relegated 

them into wards of the government guarded by armed soldiers. 

Fathers were no longer the family breadwinners; parents lost con�

trol of their children, and families rarely ate meals together. Many 

were terrified because of the unpredictable future and the hope�

lessness of the situation. Many did not expect to come out alive.

Overwhelming despair caused some detainees to commit sui�

cide. Many more died prematurely due to inadequate medical 

facilities and the harsh environment.

Most incoming and outgoing communications were censored, 

including personal letters and newspapers. All internal communi�

cations were strictly controlled by the camp administration. The 

Japanese language was banned at public meetings, and the Bud�

dhist and Shinto religions were suppressed.

While the Japanese Americans were incarcerated, and unknown 

to them at the time, some members of Congress and the State 

Department proposed legislation or executive action to strip all 

native,born Americans of Japanese ancestry of their citizenship 

and deport them to Japan after the war. Other elected officials 

demanded that the imprisoned Japanese Americans be used as 

reprisal targets for the mistreatment of American prisoners of war. 

One member of Congress even proposed a mandatory sterilization 

program. Fortunately, none of these extreme measures was taken.

However, another form of indignity was imposed on the de�

tainees in February 1943. After being imprisoned for nearly a year, 

all detainees 17 years of age and older were required to answer a 

questionnaire indicating their loyalty to the United States and their 

willingness to serve in the U.S. armed forces. It was an audacious 

act for the government to require such an oath from people already 

locked up.

Due to the insensitive wording, Japanese nationals were asked, 

in effect, to renounce the only citizenship they could have (since 

they were prohibited from becoming U.S. citizens) and render 

themselves stateless. American citizens were asked to falsely in,
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criminate themselves by "foreswearing" an allegiance to Japan— 

an allegiance they never had. Women and elderly persons were 

asked to serve on "combat duty wherever ordered."

Despite all the confusion, fear, anger, bitterness and incongru�

ity, the majority of detainees affirmatively signed the oath. This did 

not mean, however, that the minority who refused to cooperate 

were any less loyal or patriotic. Some highly principled individuals 

felt their fundamental constitutional rights should be restored be�

fore signing. Under the circumstances of a prison camp environ�

ment, the loyalty questionnaire did not measure a person's true 

loyalty. yO

The detainees tried to make the dreary camps halfway tolerable 

by foraging scrap materials to make furniture and room partitions. 

They used indigenous plants to make gardens, and surplus mate�

rials or adobe to build schools and recreation facilities. Detainees 

also operated their own camp farms, and many camps became 

self,supporting in food.

Detainees volunteered to relieve the critical farm labor shortage 

in the Mountain Plains area and were granted seasonal work 

leaves. Others were given leaves to fill labor shortages in Midwest 

and East Coast factories, and college students were granted educa�

tional leaves. But these leaves were a form of parole: they were 

not free to go or do anything they wanted, and had to periodically 

report to government officials. During 1943 and 1944, about 33% 

of the detainees, mostly young single men and women, were con�

ditionally released on various forms of leaves or for military duty. 

The other 67% remained in the camps for the duration of the war.

When the United States entered the war in 1941, there were 

about 5,000 Japanese Americans in the armed forces, but many 

were summarily discharged as unsuitable for service. Most Japa�

nese Americans were classified by the Selective Service System as 

"enemy" nationals (4C) ineligible for service. Thousands of Japa�

nese Americans volunteered for duty but were refused enlistment.

7 /
The United States, however, soon discovered the need for Japa�

nese language specialists and started to covertly recruit men and 

women of Japanese ancestry for the Military Intelligence Service,
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Office of Strategic Services, and Office of War Information in June 

1942. The Selective Service System was bypassed, and the fact 

that Japanese Americans were serving with the U.S. armed forces 

in the Pacific Theater was not made public knowledge. Japanese 

American soldiers in Asia and the Pacific Islands worked primarily 

as translators, but engaged in combat whenever the need arose. By 

obtaining crucial military intelligence, the Japanese American 

soldiers are generally credited with having shortened the Pacific 
war by two years.

In January 1943, the U.S. War Department announced that 

Japanese American volunteers would be accepted for combat duty 

in Europe. Most of the volunteers came from Hawaii, but there were 

also thousands who volunteered from within the mass detention 

camps on the mainland. The volunteers were assigned to a segre�

gated Japanese American unit— the 442nd Regimental Combat 

Team. The 442nd eventually became the most decorated Ameri�

can unit to fight in World War II for its size and length of service.

In January 1944, the Selective Service System started to draft 

Japanese American men, even though they were still incarcerated 

in the camps. Some 33,000 Japanese Americans served in the U.S. 

armed forces during World War II, 6,000 of them in the Pacific 

Theater. Many Japanese American soldiers were greatly con�

cerned about the treatment of their families still incarcerated 

behind barbed wire fences in the United States as they faced 

enemy firepower in combat zones.

B
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While the majority of Japanese Americans complied with the mili�

tary orders as a means of demonstrating their loyalty to the United 

States, there were many equally patriotic individuals who decided 

to challenge the discriminatory orders on constitutional grounds. 

As a means of testing the orders in the courts, over 100 Japanese
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Americans deliberately violated one or more of the orders and 

invited arrest. But the government was apprehensive about a judi�

cial review and declined to prosecute most of these violators.

Instead, the government carefully selected for prosecution three 

individuals who did not appear to have the backing of any Japa�

nese American organization. Minoru Yasui was charged with vio�

lating the curfew, Gordon Hirabayashi with violating the curfew 

and refusing to report for detention, and Fred Korematsu with fail�

ing to report for detention. All three men were convicted in the 

federal courts for variously disobeying military orders and sen�

tenced to prison terms under Public Law 77,503. The legal issues 

were slightly different in each case; the three appealed to the U.S. 

Court of Appeals and their cases were ultimately heard by the 

Supreme Court.

On the other hand, Mitsuye Endo cooperated with the military 

orders, but when she found herself detained against her will 

without charges, she sought a writ of habeas corpus in July 1942. 

Habeas corpus cases are supposed to be adjudged promptly, but 

the federal district court took a full year before announcing the 

decision denying Endo's plea for release. Endo appealed, but again, 

the Court of Appeals took another year before forwarding her case 

to the Supreme Court.

All four Japanese American appellants argued that the military 

orders were unconstitutional when applied to citizen civilians, 

and the government conceded that the appellants were loyal citi�

zens who had not committed any crimes other than to challenge 

the military orders.

Regretfully, judges, and even justices of the Supreme Court, 

were not immune from the prejudices of the times, and the judicial 

system failed in its constitutional responsibility to protect citizens 

against abuses by the executive and legislative branches.

In ��������	���������	�� v. ���� (320 US 81, 115), the Supreme 

Court ruled that a curfew may be imposed against one group of 

American citizens based solely on ancestry. In �������	����� ���� 

(323 US 215), the Supreme Court further decided that one group
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of citizens may be singled out and expelled from their homes and 

imprisoned for several years without trial, again based solely on 

ancestry. The Court refused to question military judgment or the 

validity of military orders applied to civilians without a declara�
tion of martial law.

The Supreme Court justified these decisions by reiterating the 

false stereotypes about Japanese Americans which had permeated 

white American thinking. The justices argued, without any found�

ation in fact, that Japanese Americans were inherently more dan�

gerous to national security than other people merely because of 

their ancestry. The Court ignored the constitutional guarantees of 

due process and equal protection of law, and violated the basic 

principle of American justice that guilt and punishment must be 

individual, i.e., the inalienable rights to life, liberty and property 

cannot be deprived except upon conviction of an individual's own 

wrongdoing— not the wrongdoing of others, nor of a group. Justice 

Robert Jackson stated in dissent: "The Court for all time has vali�

dated the principle of racial discrimination in criminal procedure."

In the case of ������������� (323 US 283), the Court granted 

Endo an unconditional release from confinement. In a very impor�

tant sense, however, she lost her point. The court specifically 

stated that the original expulsion from the West Coast and the 

detention for three years without charges or trial were legitimate 

exercises of presidential and military power during an emergency. 

The Court merely ruled that Endo and other admittedly loyal 

American citizens could not be imprisoned indefinitely.

Refusing to consider the salient constitutional issues begging for 

resolution, the Court decided the ���� case on narrow technical 

grounds— that Executive Order 9066 did not authorize the indefi�

nite detention of citizens who the government conceded were 

loyal, nor did it authorize the imposition of parole conditions on 
citizens once removed from the West Coast.

The ���� decision was announced on December 18,1944. The 

Western Defense Command (then under General Henry C. Pratt) 

had rescinded the exclusion and detention orders a day earlier on 

December 17th. Japanese Americans were free to return to their 
homes on the West Coast effective January 1945.
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The return of Japanese Americans to their homes in California, 

Oregon and Washington was marked by vigilante violence and 

the agitation of pressure groups to keep out the Japanese Americans 

permanently. Homes, farms and businesses left behind were occu�

pied by whites unwilling to return property to rightful owners. 

Homes were burned and dynamited, and Japanese Americans 

were targets of terrorist shootings. More acts of violence and terror�

ism were committed against Japanese Americans at the end of the 

war than at the beginning.

Despite the well,publicized accomplishments of the 442nd 

Regimental Combat Team, the names of Japanese American sol�

diers were removed from community honor rolls, and the remains 

of Japanese American soldiers killed in action overseas were re�

fused burial in some hometown cemeteries. Many restaurants, 

hotels, barbershops, gasoline stations, grocery stores, and other 

public accommodations refused to serve Japanese Americans. 

United States Army Captain Daniel K. Inouye (now a U.S. Senator), 

in full uniform with all his medals on, walked into a San Francisco 

barbershop, but he was told, "We don't serve Japs here."

When news of the hostility reached those still remaining in the 

camps, they became reluctant about returning home. The Pacific 

war ended in August 1945, but the last mass detention camp did 

not close until October 1946 and the last special internment camp 

did not close until 1952.

Reconstructing their lives was not easy, and for some it was too 

late. Elderly pioneers had lost everything they worked for all their 

lives and were too old to start anew. Having been expelled from 

their homes and Jobs at the height of their productive years, they 

were unable to save much for retirement. About 20% of the sur�

viving pioneers were below poverty level by the 197Q Census. 

Many American,born had their education disrupted and could no 

longer afford to go to college because family support became their 

responsibility.
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Property losses alone were conservatively estimated by the Fed�

eral Reserve Bank in San Francisco to be in excess of 400 million 

dollars based on 1941 figures. Congress appropriated partial resti�

tution for property losses, but only ���� of property losses were 

ever compensated. Nothing was done to compensate for the tre�

mendous increase in land values during the war years, lost in�

come, unnecessary deaths, mental sufferings and loss of freedom.

Not only were direct losses sustained, but long lasting psycho�

logical damages resulted. Families disintegrated under the prison�

like conditions, and individuals became disoriented and embit�

tered. People lost their sense of self,esteem and could not regain 

enough self,confidence to compete as well as they could have in 

American society. Adults could never forget the experience, and 

children faced the life,long stigma of their birth certificates or 

school records indicating they spent their childhood in captivity. 

Most importantly, Japanese Americans suffered the indignity of 

being falsely imprisoned by their own government.
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By custom and tradition, any American who has been injured by 

false accusation, arrest or imprisonment is expected to bring the 

responsible parties into court and obtain a judgment clearing his 

or her name and collecting damages as redress. Freedom is con�

sidered so precious by Americans that even a few days in false 

imprisonment have been compensated with large monetary sums.

German Jews experienced the horrors of the Nazi death camps. 

Japanese Americans experienced the agonies of being incarce�

rated for an indeterminate period. Both were imprisoned in barbed 

wire compounds with armed guards. Both were prisoners of their 

own country. Both were there without criminal charges, and were 

completely innocent of any wrongdoing. Both were there for only 

one reason— ancestry. German Jews were systematically murdered 

en masse— that did not happen to Japanese Americans, but the 

point is that both Germany and the United States persecuted their 

own citizens solely on the basis of ancestry.

West Germany has made a 25 billion dollar restitution payment 

to Jews and Jewish institutions, and another 10 to 15 billion dollars 

will be paid. The fact that the victorious Allied Powers initially 

imposed on Germany the concept of reparations to the victims of 

the Third Reich does not diminish the righteousness or the justice 

of the act. The Federal Republic of Germany has stated that it is 

giving precedence to the payment of compensatory damages to 

"those who suffered in mind and body, or had been deprived 

unjustly of their freedom." In subsequent legislation Germany 

went far beyond the responsibilities assumed in the earlier agree�

ments.

More recently, the United States government designated an 

American Jewish organization to negotiate with East Germany on 

restitutions. The United States has informed the German Demo�

cratic Republic that a refusal to acknowledge the necessity for a 

meaningful restitution would delay the establishment of normal 

diplomatic relations. The U.S. State Department is also urging the
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Polish People's Republic to make restitutions for expropriated 

Jewish community property to the surviving Polish Jews.

The mass expulsion and incarceration of American citizens 

without trial did happen here in the United States. As a professed 

leader in civil and human rights throughout the world, the United 

States must take meaningful action to correct its own mistakes.

President Gerald R. Ford rescinded Executive Order 9066 on 

February 19, 1976— exactly 34 years after its promulgation— 

and stated: “An honest reckoning must include a recognition of 

our national mistakes as well as our national achievements. Learn�

ing from our mistakes is not pleasant, but as a great philosopher 

once admonished, we must do so if we want to avoid repeating 

them."

Redress for the injustices of 1942—1946 is not just an isolated 

Japanese American issue; it is an issue of concern for all Ameri�

cans. Restitution does not put a price tag on freedom or justice. 

The issue is not to recover what cannot be recovered. The issue is 

to acknowledge the mistake by providing proper redress for the 

victims of the injustice, and thereby make such injustices less 

likely to recur.
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Additional 26 smaller internment or isolation camps were located in: Alaska,�

Arizona, California, Hawaii, Idaho, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts,�

Montana, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Okla�

homa, Tennessee, Texas, Utah and Wisconsin.

+!



	;CC�	����������C

1. Bosworth, Allan R. America's Concentration Camps. New 

York: W. W. Norton, 1967.

2. Chuman, Frank F. The Bamboo People: The Law and Japa+ 

nese Americans. Del Mar, California: Publishers, Inc., 1976.

3. Daniels, Roger. Concentration Camps USA: Japanese Ameri�

cans and World War II. New York: Holt, Rinehart, Winston, 

1972.

4. Daniels, Roger. The Politics of Prejudice: The Anti+Japanese 

Movement in California and the Struggle for Japanese Exclu�

sion. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962.

5. Girdner, Audrie; Loftis, Anne. The Great Betrayal: The Evacu�

ation of the Japanese Americans During World War II. New 

York: Macmillan, 1969.

6. Grodzins, Morton M. Americans Betrayed: Politics and the 

Japanese Evacuation. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1949.

7. Hosokawa, Bill. Nisei: The Quiet Americans. New York: Wil�

liam Morrow, 1969.

8. McWilliams, Carey. Prejudice: Japanese Americans: Symbol 

of Racial Intolerance. Boston: Little, Brown, 1944.

9. Rostow, Eugene V. "The Japanese American Cases—A Dis�

aster," The Yale Law Journal, Vol. 54, No. 3, pp. 489—533. 

June 1945.

10. tQnBroek, Jacobus; Barnhart, Edward N.; Matson, Floyd W. 

Prejudice, War and the Constitution. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1954.

26



11. Thomas, Dorothy S. and Nishimoto, Richard S. The Spoilage: 
Japanese American Evacuation and Resettlement. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1946.

12. Weglyn, Michi. Years of Infamy: The Untold Story of Amer�

ica's Concentration Camps. New York: William Morrow, 
1976.

PLEASE DETACH AND M AIL WITH YOUR CHECK

y r r  f  I SUPPORT THE 
I  L  3  ! REDRESS CAMPAIGN Date.

Enclosed is my contribution of $10.
Here is my additional contribution of $.

Total .

Name____________________________________________________________

Address_________________________________________________________

Zip.

■

Please make checks payable to: JACL Redress Committee and 

mail to:

JACL Redress Committee 

Japanese American Citizens League 

1765 Sutter Street 

San Francisco, CA 94115

Your cancelled check will be your receipt.

Contributions are not tax deductible.




