JUST AMERICANS: HOW JAPANESE AMERICANS WON A WAR AT HOME AND ABROAD?
REVIEWED BY MAJOR JASON S. WRACHFORD?

The original volunteers for the 442d from the camps in 1943 had sometimes chosen to serve their
country against the wishes of their parents and the pressure of their peers. They had stepped forward
under extreme duress. At some level, they knew that being forced to prove their loyalty made a
mockery of the very notion of loyalty. If it is demanded, not earned, it is a fealty, the tribute due a lord,
not loyalty as properly understood in a liberal democracy. Yet somehow the volunteers for the 442d
had refused to let the coercion they faced rob them of their dignity of choice. They were expressing
allegiance to a higher understanding of what it meant to be an American, and a citizen, than their own
government’s debased notion of loyalty.’

Over sixty-five years have passed since pilots from the Empire of Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, destroying or damaging
scores of ships and planes and killing thousands. Yet, the memories and pictures of that terrible morning still reverberate in
the minds of many Americans. As President Franklin D. Roosevelt described in his speech to a Joint Session of Congress
and the Nation following the attacks, “December 7, 1941, [is] a date which will live in infamy . .. .”* This date is still one of
the most infamous dates in American history, perhaps only recently surpassed by September 11, 2001.

The call to arms after the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor engendered not only a sense of patriotism, but also created a
sense of fear, and in some cases, prejudice. In Just Americans, Robert Asahina® attempts to portray the interplay among these
seemingly competing interests, and how men of Japanese descent living in America overcame their ill treatment and proved
their true sense of self-sacrifice and loyalty to their country during World War I1.

Asahina frames Just Americans with a modern-day account of a Japanese American® lady, Ms. Sandra Tanamachi, who
noticed a road in Texas called “Jap Road.”” Taking offense to this racial slur, Ms. Tanamachi sought to have the name of the
road changed, but with no initial success.® Ms. Tanamachi found it ironic that Texans failed to fully appreciate the struggles
that Japanese Americans, including those from the 442d Regimental Combat Team, had faced for years.” She had four uncles
who had served in the 442d during World War 11."° The 442d was primarily drawn from men of Japanese descent from
Hawaii and relocation centers on the mainland.™* She knew these brave men from the 442d had risked their lives in one of
the bloodiest battles of World War 11, to save hundreds of men, many from Texas, from certain death after the “Texas
Battalion” (often later referred to as the “Lost Battalion”) was surrounded for days by German military forces.*? In addition,
she was aware that the 442d was one of the most decorated units of World War 11, despite the prejudice they faced in the
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decoration process.”® At the end of the book, Asahina brings this backdrop full circle and details all of the support Ms.
Tanamachi received in her ultimately successful effort to have the road name changed.**

Within this framework, Asahina goes back to a troubling time following the devastating attack at Pearl Harbor and
describes the difficult circumstances faced by Japanese Americans. With tremendous skill and in great detail, perhaps too
much at times, Asahina provides a meticulous narrative of many individual men of Japanese descent who faced seemingly
overwhelming prejudice, even from the highest levels of American government, yet still volunteered to fight for their
country. In short, Asahina attempts to contrast the moral and physical courage displayed by Japanese Americans with the
perceived lack of moral courage on the part of American leadership.

With this thesis in mind, Asahina chronicles the genesis of the “relocation” program. On February 19, 1942, President
Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066, which in effect gave the Secretary of War or the “appropriate Military Commander”
the authority to detain persons and exclude them from certain areas.® As Asahina notes, “[pJut simply, the president had
given the Army the power to wage war on American soil—against American citizens and the U.S. Constitution.”*®

Asahina did an excellent job of laying out the arguments both for and against the relocation of approximately 110,000
Japanese Americans in the continental United States.'” He profoundly demonstrated the illogical argument of “military
necessity,” especially since there was no relocation of people of Japanese descent from the Hawaiian Islands, which were far
more susceptible to Japanese attack and strategic sabotage.'®

Asahina also craftily pointed out the flaws in the administrative procedures during the relocation process. For example,
the federal government prepared a questionnaire that ostensibly would allow internees to be on “leave.”™® To be granted
leave, the internees were required to foreswear any form of allegiance to the Japanese government or any Japanese
organization.® At the same time, earlier legislation had forbidden many of them from becoming citizens.* In essence, “they
would have to choose statelessness in order to prove their loyalty to a country that would not grant them citizenship.”? By
researching administrative procedures to this level of detail, Asahina effectively supported his thesis that Japanese Americans
were willing to fight and die for a country that had consistently denied many of them the right to become a citizen or, at a
minimum, the privileges that are normally associated with such a status.

Asahina provided a fascinating account of the contrasting backgrounds of the Japanese American Soldiers drawn from
the Hawaiian Islands with those Soldiers from the continental United States who were “relocated” or “interned,”*® depending
on which “side of the fence” the individual stood.* Asahina chronicled the initial conflicts and struggles that these distinct
groups had with each other, despite their ethnic and racial ties. He shrewdly detailed the irony that what brought the
mainland Japanese American Soldiers and the Hawaiian Japanese American Soldiers together, before they went to Europe to
fight alongside each other, was the visitation of a relocation center by the Hawaiians.”® The Hawaiians learned for the first
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time of the ill treatment mainland Japanese Americans were facing.*® It was at this point that all Soldiers of Japanese
descent, whether mainlanders or Hawaiians, knew that they were fighting for more than just their country.” They were
fighting to prove they were true Americans who deserved to be treated as Americans.

While Asahina is critical of several individuals for their role in the relocation process, including Secretary of War Henry
Stimson and Lieutenant General John L. DeWitt, head of the Western Defense Command,? he primarily places the onus of
responsibility squarely on the shoulders of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.?® The author argues that in February 1942, there
seemed to be a consensus among civilian and military leaders against relocating Japanese Americans.*® Asahina then
contends that “[n]onetheless, on February 11, Roosevelt prevailed over the doubts of his advisors. Or rather the [P]resident
washed his hands of the matter in what amounted to a stunning denial of responsibility.”* On another occasion, Asahina
asserts that “[e]xercising power without responsibility, authority without leadership, Roosevelt had tried to keep his hands
clean by passing the matter to the War Department in the first place . . . .”*

Asahina describes the relocation and internment of Japanese Americans as Roosevelt’s “grotesque experiment in social
engineering” and as being politically motivated in an effort to alleviate the fears and appease the prejudice of his nationwide
supporters.®®* In support of this proposition, Asahina notes that even when the decision was finally made to release the
Japanese Americans from the relocation centers (during the 1944 election season), Roosevelt seemed to be more concerned
about what effect the reintegration of the “relocated” Japanese Americans would have on the “internal quiet” of various
communities rather than the propriety of “releasing” the internees.** Therefore, this political concern delayed the release of
the Japanese Americans for several weeks.®

Throughout the entire book, this harsh criticism of President Roosevelt, perhaps warranted, began to detract from the
overarching theme of the heroic efforts of the men who overcame their lack of support to accomplish incredible feats of
bravery and courage. While the author certainly wanted to contrast the courage of Japanese Americans with the perceived
lack of moral courage on the part of President Roosevelt, Asahina took it too far. In his overzealous attempt to paint
President Roosevelt as a two-faced, insincere figure, Asahina began to lose some credibility. In an Oliver Stone-like
conspiracy theory, Asahina posits that Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter leaked the results of two Supreme Court cases
challenging the “detention camps” to Roosevelt well before their formal release, so “the administration could announce the
closing of the camps without appearing to have had its hand forced by the Supreme Court.”*® This theory is flawed for a
number of reasons. The key flaw is that the two Supreme Court cases, namely Korematsu®’ and Endo,*® essentially upheld
the government’s authority to detain the Japanese Americans.* Asahina should not have posited this conspiracy theory. It
was unnecessary and internally inconsistent, especially since he later condemns the results of the decisions.”’ In addition, it
challenged the author’s entire credibility in raising unsubstantiated attacks against President Roosevelt.

On another occasion, Asahina stated that “prejudice can be found in all corners of America. Not just in the boondocks of
East Texas but in the White House . . ., [t]he one that was occupied in World War 11 by a revered president whose face is
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atop Mount Rushmore . . . .”* As most of us learned in elementary school, President Teddy Roosevelt’s face is on Mount
Rushmore, not President Franklin Roosevelt’s. An obvious inaccuracy like this certainly undermined the credibility of the
argument, in addition to calling the validity of Asahina’s “facts” into question.

This inaccuracy was very disappointing, for throughout the rest of the book, Asahina meticulously drew his research
materials from a variety of sources that included archives from federal, state, and foreigh governments. He also conducted an
extensive series of interviews with survivors of the 442d Regimental Combat Team and military personnel from other units
that had served with them.** These firsthand accounts, coupled with documentary primary source material, maps, and photos,
added an authenticity that brought the book to life, especially from a military perspective. In addition, despite the fact that
Asahina chronicled several battles in great detail, readers were not required to have an in-depth knowledge of military history
or tactics in order to fully appreciate the military challenges the Japanese Americans overcame, which made the book
fascinating to read.

Just Americans attempted to demonstrate the human nature of war through the eyes of Japanese American Soldiers
fighting for their country and the honor of their families at home. Unfortunately, in an attempt to make individual Soldiers
come to life, Asahina tended to bounce back and forth between the horrors of war and the reality of life before, during, and
following the internment periods. Asahina introduced many Soldiers from the 442d early on, and then the reader would not
hear about them again until many pages or chapters later. By that time, the reader had forgotten the background of the
individual soldier, especially in the middle of fascinating details of the military campaigns. The author apparently recognized
this issue and in certain places attempted to provide the reader with a short sentence reminding the reader of the background
of the individual fighting soldier. This “fix,” however, still made connectivity among the sections of the book very difficult.

Furthermore, many chapters did not seem to have a logical flow. For example, at the end of the book, the author created
an afterword, an epilogue, and an appendix that each contained various topics with no sense of unity. In short, without an
index, the reader would have extreme difficulty trying to find passages on a particular topic, as the author continuously
bounced around from topic to topic.

On the whole, feedback concerning Just Americans has been very positive.”* One notable exception occurred when
Stephen Fox, a noted author on the plight of German and Italian Americans during World War 11,** commented on Jonathan
Mahler’s review of the book.” Fox disagreed with Mahler’s comment (and thus part of Asahina’s thesis) that other ethnic
groups did not face the same fate as that of Japanese Americans.”® While it is unknown whether Fox ever actually read Just
Americans, or just Mahler’s review, this criticism does have some merit. On several occasions throughout Just Americans,
Asahina mentions that other ethnic groups, mainly Germans and Italians, were subject to some scrutiny.*” However, he fails
to mention that many German and Italian Americans were rounded up and interned for significant periods of time (although
perhaps not to the same extent as Japanese Americans), as Fox details in two lengthy books.*® While Asahina’s book was
certainly written to discuss the plight of Japanese Americans and their heroic efforts during World War 11, he could have
provided a more accurate description of the plight of the various ethnic groups without detracting from the overall purpose of
his book.
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The book’s usefulness in bringing the story of these brave Japanese Americans to the public eye can not be
underestimated. Not many of the original members of the 442d are still alive, and it was extremely important to read their
firsthand accounts of the relocation and of their wartime experiences. In addition, Asahina attempted to draw some
comparison between the aftermath of Pearl Harbor and the aftermath of 9/11.*° While this issue could have been more fully
developed, perhaps even in a separate book, it serves as a constant reminder that we must learn lessons from the past and be
willing to do what is right, despite the initial emotional response to a devastating tragedy.

Asahina accomplished his purpose of bringing the story of these brave Japanese Americans to light. He clearly
demonstrated that true courage, leadership, and patriotism are not necessarily found at the highest levels of government, but
can be found in those individuals who have been mistreated. These Soldiers should serve as an example to all of us both in
the military profession and in the civilian arena. In sum, Asahina’s book serves as a tribute to Japanese Americans who
deserve the right to be called just “Americans.”
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