THE PACIFIC WAR AS A RACIAL WAR

Background:
Many U.S. citizens had a fear of a “Yellow Peril”---individuals from the Pacific Rim who would flock to the United States and take it over.  Would wash away Western civilization.   Some of the feeling was a European tradition; Europeans fought off Asian and Turkish invaders over the centuries.    The invaders were non-Christian and had very different traditions.  Even hints of this in Aristotle

Immigration Acts in 1898 and 1924 codified the fear of Asian in the U.S.  by severely limiting Asian immigration.   In 1924, virtually all Japanese immigration stopped.   Between 1853 and 1914, 600,000 Asians had settled in California (two-thirds Chinese).    Note that nearly all the Japanese in Hawaii had come between 1890 and 1924; by 1941, slightly more than one-third of Hawaiians were of Japanese origin.  One surprised mainland U.S. soldier wrote to his wife, in 1943, “The place is full of Japs!”

In any case, U.S. society and its soldiers had a long history of experience with slavery and segregation against AAs, subjugation and killing of Native Americans, and usually lesser offenses against Hispanics and Hawaiians.   

Exemplary is the quote of Teddy Roosevelt, in 1886, before he became President:  “I suppose I should be ashamed to say that I take the Western view of the Indian.   I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are dead Indians, but I believe none out of every ten are, and I shouldn’t inquire too closely into the case of the tenth.  The most vicious cowboy has more moral principle than the average Indian.”  (Dower, War Without Mercy, p. 151)

And, U.S. soldiers had occupied Central America and the Philippines and their behavior was often overtly racial and hostile.

Wide spread ignorance of Asia.  In 1935, it is estimated that there were only 20 people in the U.S. majoring in anything to do with Asia.  In early 1942, 60 percent of Americans could not find China or India on a map.

In WW II 

There always was a much greater hatred of the Japanese than the Germans and Italians.  

U.S. soldiers were amazed and taken aback by the huge populations of the countries they encountered when they were sent to in Asia.  


“You would never forget the sight of a thousand coolies pulling a ten

           ton roller over the B-29 fields, mass labor, the kind of mass, machineless

           sweat that built the Great Wall of China and the Pyramids of Egypt.”


(from Peter Schrijvers, The GI War Against Japan, p. 137)


“A woman on Okinawa abruptly stepped out of a marine cordon ,


walked to a ditch, and pulled up her skirt.  American guards assumed


she needed to go to the toilet.  Instead, she gave birth.  ‘By the time


I reached her area,’ a stunned marine recalled, ‘she had wrapped the


baby in a dirty cloth and stepped back through the lines to join her


fellow prisoners marching down the road.’”


(Schrijvers, p. 139)


U.S. soldiers attributed many stereotypical notions to the Asians they met:


Apelike


Subhuman


Two-faced (bow if you have the gun, otherwise violent)


Poverty stricken


Huge sexual appetites, women were lustful and often whores



1943 monthly average in Asian for VD among the troops was 52 per 1,000


Men often rapists


Stoic, expressionless, cold


Enigmatic


Unfathomable, incomprehensible


Cruel, brutal


Put no value on life


Irrational


UnChristian, even if they were Christians


Soldiers commit atrocities (45% of U.S. soldiers in the Pacific thought the



Japanese did so; twice the European level re Germans)


Well suited to jungle warfare


Resilient, able to endure incredible hardships and could survive on zero rations


Ugly (U.S. soldiers searched in vain for Dorothy Lamour)


Relatives of AAs in features and color 


Could endure pain


Disease Ridden and carries of exotic diseases


Primitive in culture and illiterate


Indistinguishable (e.g., Japanese from Chinese from Koreans; anyway



Hollywood used Chinese actors to play the Japanese bad guys



during WW II; Schrijvers reports that a Japanese soldier acted

as if he were Chinese and ate in the Chinese chow line for

three days in China before he was discovered)

Even though there were from 50-75,000 Filipino guerrilla soldiers on Luzon alone, the U.S. did not really formally organize them because it feared what they might do, then or later.   The Huks (communists) were always a threat in the 30s and 40s.  

FDR characterized Asian as full of “1,100,000 potential enemies”  (Dower, p. 5)

General Sir  Thomas Blamey of Australia told an audience, “Beneath the thin veneer of a few generations of civilizations, he is a subhuman beast, who has brought warfare back to the primeval, who fights by the jungle rule of tooth and claw, who must be beaten by the rule of tooth and claw.   Kill him or he will kill you.”  (John W. Dower, War Without Mercy, p. 53)

Dower says that “racism remains one of the great neglected subjects of World War Two.” (Dower, p. 4)


U.S. and others highly critical of Germans’ racism and the Holocaust, but typically ignored their own racism with respect to AAs, Asians, dark skinned people.


“…the Allied struggle against Japan exposed the racist underpinnings of the European and American colonial structure…”  (Dower, p. 5)


Japan attempted to assume the role of the defender of Asians against the western colonialists.  Many bought this.   Burma and the Philippines granted nominal independence in 1943!   Fleetingly, the Japanese (like the Germans in the USSR) were admired.  Japanese documents divided Asian into “master races,” “friendly races,” and “guest races.”   The Yamato super race was the nucleus.  So, the Japanese were racist, too, but in different ways than Westerners.

U.S. view of Japanese went through three stages:


They’re inferior.  Can’t see.  Small, undernourished. Technologically backward.


Portrayed as apes.


They’re supermen.  Can’t be beaten.  

They’re neither of the above, but extremely tenacious, tough opponents.  Can’t be defeated unless they are killed.  Hence, you must kill them anyway possible.   Use any technique, including napalm, etc.  They’re not fully human.  Don’t take prisoners (for example, on Saipan).   Mutilate bodies and take bones, ears, etc., as prizes.  Firebombing, atomic bombs OK.  

ADM Halsey’s message to the troops after the capture of Peleliu in a bloody battle: “The sincere admiration of the entire Third Fleet is yours for the hill blasting, cave smashing extermination of 11,000 slant-eyes gophers.”  (Schrijvers, p. 223)

Post-War
All of this disappeared remarkably swiftly during the U.S. occupation of Japan, not the least because the Japanese were so docile and because their defeat was so total.  
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