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Introduction 

 

This thesis studies how the shift in American popular perception of the Japanese changed 

and shows how Japan’s relationship with the United States changed from that of an enemy to ally 

in the mid-1950s. The cause of this positive change in U.S.-Japan relations can be directly linked 

to that of the Occupation of Japan, particularly the American servicemen stationed in Japan for 

occupation duties. When these servicemen returned home, many with Japanese war brides, there 

was an initial negative perception of the Japanese women. However, this changed drastically in 

the mid-1950s.  After careful review of the change in American public opinion, it can be seen 

that the relationships formed between the American GIs and the Japanese caused the shift in 

American popular opinion and made an eventual alliance with Japan possible. 

This thesis is based off of research on primary resources from two archival institutes 

along with media publications such as newspapers and magazines. Not only does this thesis 

incorporate original military documents and journal publications from the archives at the U.S. 

Army Military History Institute but it also uses letters, diaries, manuscripts and occasional 

transcribed oral histories from the World War II and the Human Experience Institute. These 

resources were a bulk of the primary sources for this thesis; however, there is also an 

incorporation of original media in order to portray the social condition of American opinion of 

the Japanese. In this thesis each primary resource was considered for its bias and was treated 

accordingly.   

The first chapter of this thesis analyzes the development of anti-Japanese thought in 

American culture from 1854 to 1941. The first part of this chapter shows how international 

relations between Japan and the United States began in the late 19th century and early 20th 

century. By explaining the history of discrimination through immigration laws and the racial 
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fears of the Yellow Peril, one can understand the tense relations that Japan and the United States 

held. Furthermore, it aids understanding how during World War Two the anti-Japanese sentiment 

from earlier years became a racial hatred against the Japanese. This chapter shows how 

frequently film and literary works in America portrayed anti-Japanese thoughts and made 

discriminatory and racial remarks regarding the Japanese. 

The next chapter delves into the American servicemen’s dehumanization of the Japanese 

soldiers and population during World War Two. Using various sources on American servicemen 

during the war, I provide several examples of the derogatory practices of the military and its 

servicemen towards the American GIs. In addition, the widespread knowledge and acceptance of 

many American servicemen’s mutilation of the Japanese war dead. Furthermore, a comparison is 

made between the wartime image of the Japanese and the Germans in order to provide a better 

understanding of the racial hatred against the Japanese. 

The third chapter analyzes the American servicemen serving occupation duties in Japan 

and considers the condition of post-war Japan for Japanese civilians and the American 

servicemen. Next, there is an analysis of servicemen and their interactions with the Japanese 

during the Occupation of Japan. This is divided into two sections: those with combat experience 

and those without. Those with combat experience tended to have tentative interactions with the 

Japanese, but the surge of servicemen in Japan with little to no combat experience resulted in a 

large amount of fraternization. Next, I discuss the black military servicemen and their 

interactions with the Japanese civilians, noting any differences between the white and black 

servicemen’s interactions with the Japanese. The primary was that many Japanese adopted the 

American stance of white soldiers against the black servicemen, giving higher preference to the 
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white servicemen. I also discuss the surge of American families being brought to Japan and how 

the military hoped that families would be ambassadors for peace in Japan.  

After analyzing the positive interactions between the Japanese and the American 

servicemen, I discuss the violent American GI and Japanese exchanges that occurred during the 

Occupation of Japan. By reviewing the violent actions in Japan, I can show how the Occupation 

of Japan’s violence matched the Occupation of Germany’s violence levels, which is significant 

because during World War Two the Germans held a higher racial standing than the Japanese. 

Therefore, with the rates of violence being similar, the violence in Japan cannot be blamed on 

racial violence but on other issues. From here I make further comparisons between Occupation 

of Japan towards the Occupation of Germany, particularly on the issue of fraternization, which 

was a problem for both occupations.     

 The fourth chapter moves its view from Americans in Japan to Americans at home, 

analyzing the influx of American servicemen who return with Japanese war brides. I detail how 

the initially negative American opinion of the Japanese war brides shifted during the mid-1950s 

to consider the Japanese war brides as excellent mothers and nurturers. It argues that the change 

in portrayal resulted directly from the American servicemen who served occupation duties and 

diligently worked to return home with their Japanese war brides. Furthermore, it suggests that the 

American servicemen, by helping change the popular opinion of the Japanese, created a 

foundation for which an alliance between Japan and the United States could be made.  

 The conclusion argues that the American public opinion of the Japanese changed because 

of the Occupation of Japan, specifically the American servicemen. By humanizing the enemy 

during the Occupation of Japan, the American servicemen were able to have positive interactions 
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with the Japanese. These positive interactions for some resulted in marriage, and these marriages 

between servicemen and Japanese women soon changed to positive portrayals due to efforts 

made by the American servicemen to bring their wives home to America. Furthermore, 

impacting the change in American opinion was the Korean War and the positive overall opinion 

of the Occupation of Japan. Lastly, I argue that the change in American popular opinion made an 

alliance between former enemies possible.  
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Chapter 1: Portrayal of the Japanese (1854-1941) 

 

In 1854 in order to create trade between Japan and America, Commodore Matthew Perry 

of the United States Navy by threatening war pulled Japan out of isolation with the Convention 

of Kanagawa. Japan was forced to accept the selection of an American consul, and after seeing 

the effectiveness of threats, Townsend Harris, the first ambassador to Japan, would claim 

blatantly false information like France and England would send fleets to punish Japan if the 

Japanese were uncooperative.
1
 Harris showed little remorse in his use of such methods, claiming: 

“they do not know the value of a straightforward and truthful policy, at least they do not practice 

it. They never hesitate at uttering a falsehood even where the truth would serve the same 

purpose.”
2
  

During his time in Japan, Townsend Harris created the Treaty of Friendship, Commerce, 

and Navigation, which Harris had planned to last for ten years with Japan.
3
 However, a mishap 

in writing resulted in the final document making no changes in the treaty possible without 

consent from both countries, effectively trapping Japan in the unequal treaties until 1894, when 

Japan had built strong enough militarily to pose a significant threat in Asia.
4
 With such tactics at 

the very beginning of relations, the international relationship between America and Japan began 

with issues of racial inequality and superiority, which much later compounded into a devolution 

of peaceful relations between Japan and America.  

 By the late nineteenth century the fear of the Yellow Peril (or Yellow Terror) struck 

America. The Yellow Peril culminated from the fear that the influx in Chinese immigrants in 

                                                 
1
 David Abney, "Japan Bashing: A History of America's Anti-Japanese Acts, Attitudes and Laws" (PhD diss., 

Arizona State University, 1995), 57. 
2
 Mario Emilio Cosenza, The Complete Journals of Townsend Harris: First American Consul and Minister to 

Japan, 2nd ed. (Rutland, VT: Charles E. Tuttle, 1959), 505. 
3
 Abney, 59.  

4
 Ibid., 60. 
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America would end in low wages and a decreased standard of living. As a result new policies 

that limited the immigration of Chinese were enacted beginning with the Page Act of 1875 and 

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. These acts though initially aimed at the Chinese shifted by 

the early twentieth century to include the Japanese.
5
 For example, the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 

1907, though never ratified, was an informal agreement to stop the immigration of the Japanese 

to America. However, the Immigration Act of 1917 topped previous acts by creating the Asiatic 

Barred Zone, which prevented any citizen of the Asiatic Barred Zone from immigrating to the 

United States.   

 After being pulled out of isolation, Japan adopted modern technology from Western 

countries and began to incorporate the new weaponry into the military. By 1894 the Japanese 

military was modernized. Thus, when the First Sino-Japanese War broke out, Japan crushed 

Chinese forces, which were ill-trained and had not been modernized, and secured the Shantung 

peninsula in a mere eight months.
6
 This decisive military victory was of interest to many 

American minds, but the war that stunned the world was the Russo-Japanese War from 1904 to 

1905. From the beginning Russia was ill-equipped with a small task force and little leadership 

and was thus ill-prepared to fight a war, whereas Japan had been prepared. Within a few short 

months, Japan pushed Russia out of Korea and into Manchuria and seized Port Arthur. Facing 

Russia’s Baltic Sea Fleet, the Japanese naval forces captured or sunk all but six of the initial 

thirty Russian ships.
 7

 By 1905 Japanese and Russian forces came to an agreement. Russia had 

lost, and Japan gained Manchuria, Korea, Port Arthur and a portion of the Island Sakhalin.
8
  

                                                 
5
 Ibid., 35.  

6
 Ibid., 58. 

7
 Ibid., 107. 

8
 Ibid., 108. 
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With the defeat of a European power, the Japanese military showed its true strength and 

was considered a “threat to American interests in Asia.”
9
 In the aftermath of the Russo-Japanese 

War, Americans began to view Japan negatively. In the Zion’s Herald 1905 article “Defects of 

Japanese Civilization,” the author writes: “regarding the qualities of the Japanese, who seem to 

their distorted-imagination little demigods . . . . it is a matter of common comment that the great 

mass of the Japanese are licentious, self-seeking and conceited.” Furthermore, after considering 

the Russo-Japanese War, the author criticizes Japan and Russia: “Neither side is consciously and 

deliberately fighting for the good of mankind, but primarily for its own advantage.”
 10

   

Soon ideas that Japan “. . . intended to invade America whenever a favorable chance 

arose” began to appear in the media after the Russo-Japanese War.
11

 Stories of impending war 

with Japan spread across America in newspapers and magazines in 1907, 1909 and from 1912 to 

1914. For example, the Hearst Yellow-Peril hoax published in October of 1915 in Examiner, 

where the headlines stated: “Japan’s Plans to Invade and Conquer the United States Revealed by 

Its Own Bernhardi.”
12

 These stories were remarkable persistent in American culture, even with 

some authors attempting to debunk the myth. One notable example was Sidney L. Gulick’s Anti-

Japanese War-Scare Stories, which had listed and systematically debunked the stories as 

fabrication.
13

 

American literature surged with anti-Japanese fiction and nonfiction. The strongest and 

most influential anti-Japanese author was Homer Lea. Lea’s novel The Valor of Ignorance 

described an invasion of Japanese forces on the Philippines, Hawaii and Alaska and shortly after 

                                                 
9
 Abney, 112. 

10
 “Defects of Japanese Civilization,” Zion's Herald, August 2, 1905. 

11
 Abney, 114. 

12
 Sidney L. Gulick, Anti-Japanese War-scare Stories (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1942), 20-21. 

13
 Ibid. 
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the American West Coast.
14

 The Japanese defeat all American attempts at a counterattack which 

the American military plan, according to the author, “in the valor of their ignorance.”
15

 Another 

example was Ernest Hugh Fitzpatrick’s The Coming Conflict of Nations, or the Japanese-

American War, where the American forces need the help of the British Empire in order to defeat 

the Japanese forces.
16

  

Even the filmmakers joined the anti-Japanese frenzy, creating works like the 1909 The 

Japanese Invasion or The Engine of Death. For example, the film The Yellow Menace detailed a 

Japanese-Mexican plot to damage American industries throughout southwest America, and the 

1914 film The Wrath of Gods showed a Japanese father and daughter converted from their pagan 

religion by a Christian American sailor.
17

 When the recently converted Japanese father is stoned 

to death by the pagan Japanese, a typhoon comes and destroys the Japanese, which saves the 

Christian Japanese daughter and the sailor from certain death.
18

  

In 1914 World War I broke out amongst the nations. With Japan on the side of the Allies, 

the anti-Japanese media slowed, because it was seen as “unpatriotic to speak or act ill of an ally.” 

There was a pause on the new anti-Japanese laws, and few anti-Japanese books, films and such 

works produced.
19

 Japan successfully captured German occupied Shantung Peninsula and seized 

the German Micronesia colonies. In addition, at the end of the war Japan joined the League of 

Nations and signed the Kellogg-Briand Pact, which stated that the signers of the Pact would not 

go to war to resolve problems. Furthermore, during the meeting of the victors of World War Two 

                                                 
14

 Homer Lea, The Valor of Ignorance (New York: Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1909). 
15

 Ibid., 308. 
16

 Abney, 131. 
17

 Abney, 133. 
18

 Ibid., 134. 
19

 Abney, 146. 
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to discuss the terms for peace, known as the Paris Peace Conference, this lull in anti-Japanese 

sentiment ended with the production of Patria. 

During the Paris Peace Conference the fifteen chapter serial Patria financed and 

produced by William Hearst was released, which is known as “the most virulent and 

controversial American anti-Japanese motion picture of the silent film era.”
20

 With Walter Oland 

as the evil Japanese baron, who is later revealed as an agent of Japan’s secret service, and Irene 

Castle as the American heroine, production for Patria began in 1917.
21

 The film shows a series 

of “exploding munitions plants, derailed trains, [and] kidnapping” and “accuse[d] a friendly 

power of the Black Tom Explosion and the incitement of labor violence.”
22

 In the fourteenth 

installment, the Japanese military attack the United States from Mexico.
23

 Immensely successful 

in each city, the film was described to have “packed houses but gravely offend[ed]” the Japanese 

ambassador who immediately objected.
24

 

 Patria was released at the peak of the Versailles Conference’s discussions, including that 

of the “racial equality clause,” which was proposed by the Japanese in the Covenant of the 

League of Nations. Originally intended to provide racial equality for the Japanese, this proposal 

grew to have a more universal meaning of racial equality.
25

 Thus, in stark contrast, the release of 

the highly racist nature of the Patria was ill-timed. The racial qualities of the film resulted in 

President Woodrow Wilson writing to Hearst.
26

 President Wilson requested that Hearst withdraw 

                                                 
20

 Abney, 152. 
21

 Ibid., 152-3. 
22

 J.R. Mock and C. Larson, Words that Won the War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1939), 144. The Black 

Tom Explosion was an act of sabotage by German agents in Jersey City, New Jersey during World War I.  
23

 Abney, 153. 
24

 W.A. Swanberg, Citizen Hearst: A Biography of William Randolph Hearst (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1961), 296-7. 
25

 Naoko Shimazu, Japan, Race, and Equality: The Racial Equality Proposal of 1919 (London: Routledge, 1998), 

115. 
26

 Abney, 154. 
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Patria from distribution and then edit the film to be less anti-Japanese in nature. In response, 

Hearst decided to make the film “primarily anti-Mexican” by, for example, changing the names 

of the Japanese military men to Mexican names.
27

 However, the original film had been shown in 

numerous cities, and the slight changes did not make the original Patria any less anti-Japanese.   

Soon after Patria a flux of anti-Japanese films were produced. Starting in 1920 with a 

Western, Shadows of the West shows an American cowhand fighting against a Japanese agent 

trying to create a Japanese colony in America.
28

 After kidnapping women for malevolent reasons, 

the American Legion seizes the villain and hangs him.
29

 The film Shadows of the West was 

sponsored and released by the American Legion to support its movement towards harsher anti-

alien legislation in California, and when Japanese groups decided to establish protests against the 

film, members of the American Legion made the groups disperse.
30

  

Furthermore, during this time period Japanese-Americans in states like California 

struggled with the rising anti-Japanese sentiments. In September 1919 the United States Senator 

for California, James D. Phelan, published an article “The Japanese Evil in California,” accusing 

Japanese-Americans, who marry women from Japan and bring them to America, to be in 

“violation of the spirit of the [Gentlemen’s] Agreement, which was to restrict the increase of 

Japanese laborers.” Phelan further notes that “[Japanese women] work in the fields as laborers, 

side by side with the men; and being remarkably prolific, they bear many children to them to 

swell the increasing Japanese tide.”
31

  

                                                 
27

 Raymond William Stedman, The Serials: Suspense and Drama by Installment (Norman: University of Oklahoma 

Press, 1971), 41; Abney, 154. 
28

 Abney, 154. 
29

 Richard A. Oehling, “Hollywood and the Image of the Oriental: Part I,” Film and History (March 1977):36-39. 
30

 Raymond L. Buell, Japanese Immigration (Boston: World Peace Foundation, 1924), 71. 
31

 James D. Phelan, "The Japanese Evil in California," The North American Review, September 1919. 
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One of the first appearances of anti-Japanese sentiment in American non-fiction literature 

after World War I was in 1919, The Germany of Asia by Valentine McClatchy. McClatchy 

argues that the influx of Japanese immigrants in the United States would soon result in the 

creation of a Japanese province if immigration was not restricted as well as stated that the United 

States needed to strengthen its defenses against a likely attack from the Japanese.
32

 Additionally 

the release of the 1921 Must We Fight Japan? by Walter B. Pitkin offered a cautious study of 

relations between America and Japan but still concluded that the “chances of grave trouble with 

Japan in the near future are immensely greater than our chances of trouble with Germany were” 

before World War I.
33

 

 In addition to these non-fiction works, there were several publications of anti-Japanese 

novels that built on these Yellow Peril fears. For example, the 1921 Seed of the Sun by Wallace 

Irwin told the story of menacing Japanese immigrants who plot to seize control of the productive 

farms in California from the working American populace,
34

 and then 1921 Pride of Palomar’s 

plot showed a Japanese potato farmer diabolically planning to gain more land at the cost of his 

white neighbors.
35

 These works built upon the anti-Japanese fears and non-fiction publications 

and helped spread the image of the Japanese as villains.  

However, by the mid-1920s talking pictures, also known as “talkies,” appeared, and soon 

the usage of sound in film led to a decrease in films focusing on the Orient.
36

 In fact, these 

talkies, much like the American isolation at the time, kept their plotlines separated from 

                                                 
32

 Valentine Stuart McClarthy, The Germany of Asia: Japan’s Policy in the Far East (Sacramento: The Sacramento 

Bee, 1919).  
33

 Walter B. Pitkin, Must We Fight Japan? (New York: Century, 1921), 4. 
34

 Wallace Irwin, Seed of the Sun (New York: George H. Duran and Co., 1921). 
35

 Peter B. Kyne, Pride of Palomar (New York: Cosmopolitan Book Co., 1921). 
36

 Abney, 192. 
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international events.
37

 The only exception to the evasion of Asian plotlines was the detective 

films of the 1930s, most significantly being the films of Japanese detective Mr. Moto who 

starred in eight films of the 1930s.  

Despite the decrease of anti-Japanese films in the 1930s, this decade published a number 

of anti-Japanese works of literature. Victor Rine’s Machiavelli of Nippon: Japan’s Plan for 

World Conquest published in 1932 claimed that there was a secret Japanese plan, known as the 

“Tanaka Memorial,” to conquer Asia and then take over the world.  Despite the fact that many 

scholars consider this plan to be a forgery,
38

 the myth of the “Tanaka Memorial” lasted for 

decades and was used as proof of the Japanese militaristic tendencies.
39

 Two years later Harry 

Carr’s Riding the Tiger discussed the innocent nature of China struggling to emerge in the 

twentieth century while the Japanese were illogical and warned that Japan has started a war that 

the Japanese could never hope to finish.
40

 Also in 1934 Josef W. Hall, under the pen name Upton 

Close, published Behind the Face of Japan. Hall wrote that the Japanese would start a war 

because of their dangerous fanaticism and a misguided “messianic complex.”
41

 A classic of 1934 

is Taid O’Conroy’s The Menace of Japan in which O’Conroy writes that the Japanese were 

“ruthless, cruel, lustful and treacherous . . . corrupt and bestial.”
42

 By the very last sentence, 

O’Conroy declares: “I say that JAPAN WANTS WAR.”
43

 

In 1937 the hostilities in China between the Chinese and Japanese resulted in the Marco Polo 

Bridge Incident. Shots had been fired by both Chinese and Japanese when an unscheduled night 

                                                 
37

 Eugene Franklin Wong, On Visual Media Racism: Asians in the American Motion Pictures (New York: Arno 

Press, 1978), 133. 
38

 Iris Chang, The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II (New York: BasicBooks, 1997), 178. 
39

 Abney, 194. 
40

 Harry Carr, Riding the Tiger: An American Newspaper Man in the Orient (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1934), 

260. 
41

 Abney, 194. 
42

 Taid O’Conroy, The Menace of Japan (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1934), 282. 
43

 Ibid., 284. 
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maneuver by the Japanese surprised a nearby Chinese village. Attempts to prevent any further 

military actions between Japan and China were futile, and thus the Second Sino-Japanese War 

had begun.  

With the fighting in China, relations between Japan and America became stressed. 

America had been a long standing trade partner with China, and the expansion of the Japanese 

military into China increased the anti-Japanese sentiment in America. Furthering the anti-

Japanese thought, the Rape of Nanking received a high amount of publicity in American 

newspapers, which “created the savage reputation of the Japanese soldier.”
44

   

Most of the American literature based their works off of the Japanese war atrocities in 

China. A prime example would be Harold Temperly’s Japanese Terror in China, which provides 

detailed accounts of the Japanese war atrocities in China prior to 1938.
45

 Also in 1938 Willard 

Price wrote Children of the Rising Sun, which declared that the Japanese had “secret contempt 

for those who contemn him, and abiding faith in the ultimate supremacy of the seed of the 

Sun.”
46

 More so, after saying that “more than a million persons of the Japanese race live outside 

of the Japanese Empire,” Price suggests in his writing an almost inherent evil to the Japanese 

race, saying “there is something that persists in the Japanese heart. It has been there for more 

than two millenniums and it will not be stamped out in a few generations.”
47

 Such works only 

furthered the anti-Japanese sentiment in the United States 

Because of the American Neutrality Acts after the Panay incident American retaliation to the 

Japanese came in the form of economics. The United States in the 1930s supplied Japan with 

                                                 
44

 Peter Spry-Leverton and Peter Kornicki, Japan (New York: Facts on File Publications, 1987), 75-76 
45

 Harold J. Temperly, Japanese Terror in China  (New York: Modern Age Books, 1938). 
46

 William Price, Children of the Rising Sun (New York: National Travel Club, 1938), 279. 
47

 Price, 279; 280. 
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more than half of its steel, iron and oil, and beginning in 1938 Japanese products were often 

rejected in favor of Commonwealth products.
48

 The Japanese economy was in no way prepared 

for this action, and without adequate supplies the economy could not maintain the Japanese 

modernization. This was not the last act against Japanese militarism. In 1939 the 1911 

commercial treaty was rescinded, and thus by 1940 American embargoes against Japan were 

possible. Starting with the July of 1940 embargo on aviation fuel and then in September of 1940 

iron, steel and scrap metal were added to the embargo.  

As a result of these embargoes, Japan had to look elsewhere for materials. Thus, the 

Tripartite Pact between Italy, Germany and Japan was formed, and Japan began to encroach in 

on northern Indochina.
49

 By July of 1941 Japan had seized all of Indochina. In response all 

Japanese assets in America were frozen, and Japanese shipping could no longer pass through the 

Panama Canal. The biggest blow to the Japanese was the newly created embargo on oil, which 

was described “as the most severe blow to Japan possible short of actual war.”
50

  

These final economic setbacks made several Japanese leaders believe that in order to obtain 

the powerful Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere war with America was necessary, and on 

December 7
th

, 1941 the Japanese military attacked Pearl Harbor. Only three hours after the news 

of the attack reached the naval governor of Guam, the Japanese military forces attacked, and 

Guam was taken within six hours.
51

 In addition, two hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor, half 

the airplanes at Clark Field at the air base in the Philippines were destroyed, and within a few 

days American air defense was whittled away. Japanese forces were able to land forty-three 

                                                 
48

 Abney, 214. 
49

 Ibid., 215. 
50

 Ibid., 218. 
51

 Charles Beardsley, Guam Past and Present (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1964), 211. 



16 

 

thousand troops near Manila. By this time Japan had not only been able to capture Guam and 

Indochina but also a series of islands like Guadalcanal and Sumatra.
52

 

The media before Pearl Harbor cultivated an image of the Japanese as villains, restless, 

insatiable, conniving and untrustworthy. This image of the Japanese showed the stereotypes of 

the Yellow Peril and that of Japan’s military success against Russia and against China. 

Frequently used in American culture in books, films and even newspapers, these made a basis for 

the portrayal of the Japanese as animals during World War Two 

.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
52

 Abney, 227. 
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Chapter 2: Dehumanizing the Japanese (1941-1946) 

 

The anti-Japanese culture in America before Pearl Harbor fed the racial hatred of the 

Japanese during World War Two, and Japan’s actions in China and on Pearl Harbor had become 

the “proof of the inherent barbarity of the enemy” for many Americans.
53

 The press used varying 

terms to describe the Japanese such as “mad dogs,” “yellow vermin,” “termites” or “living, 

snarling rats,” and animals such as apes, monkeys, insects, reptiles and bats were used as 

representations of the Japanese. In fact, the Marine Corps used this as part of their recruitment 

strategy, as noted in the April 1, 1942 edition of the New York Times article: “the Marine Corps 

has declared ‘open season’ and unlimited shooting in a special ‘Japanese hunting license’ . . . . 

the holder to be entitled to ‘free ammunition and equipment.’”
54

 

Furthermore, after the attack on Pearl Harbor, fears that Japanese-Americans would help 

Japan by sabotaging the American war effort circulated across America. With anti-Japanese 

sentiments at extremes, there were 127,000 Japanese-Americans living in the United States.
55

 

Facing pressure from the public and newspapers, the government decided to remove the already 

unpopular Japanese-Americans from the populace in 1942. Any person of Japanese ancestry, 

disregarding their citizenship or loyalty was removed, stating that the Japanese, unlike those of 

Italian or German descent, were more prone to disloyalty.
56

 These Americans were sent into 

internment camps, but with guards, overcrowded rooms, shared bathrooms and meager food, the 

camps were more like prisons.
57

 

                                                 
53

 John W. Dower, War Without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1986), 12. 
54

 "Hunting License Issued by U.S. Marines," New York Times, April 1, 1942, 8 
55

 Abney, 263. 
56

 Ibid., 264. 
57

 Ibid., 265. 
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In response to the relocation of Japanese-Americans, there was little protest by the general 

American populace. A December of 1942 public opinion survey of California, Washington, 

Oregon, Nevada, and Arizona showed that ninety-seven percent of those questioned agreed with 

the relocation, with a small two percent against it. Furthermore, in response to allowing the 

Japanese-Americans to return to the Pacific coast at the end of the war, a mere twenty-nine 

percent were in favor. Thirty-one percent stated that Japanese-Americans should not return to the 

Pacific coast, and twenty-four percent would accept the return of those with American 

citizenship.
58

  

Soon the American GIs’ racial hatred resulted in a dehumanized view towards the enemy. A 

veteran of the Pacific war wrote that: “Marines did not consider that they were killing men. They 

were wiping out dirty animals.”
59

 Such feelings of hatred led to war atrocities, like mutilation of 

the dead for souvenirs. The practice of seizing ears, noses, skulls, and even the gold teeth from 

the Japanese dead, or dying, soldiers was not unusual. By 1944, due to how many American 

soldiers were seizing war trophies, the army rebutted American soldiers’ actions as against the 

laws of war, but also “repugnant to the sensibilities of all civilized peoples.”
60

 

In addition to the dehumanizing of the Japanese, American servicemen began to reason that 

“[the Japanese] isn’t afraid to die. In fact, he seems to like to die.” This thought, compounded 

with the Japanese “banzai charge” and the desperate suicides, resulted in the reasoning that 

killing the Japanese was almost a courtesy, because “they love to die.”
61

  One American GI, 

Walter Melnikoff, recalled: “we didn’t even mind shooting the wounded Japs, after they’d make 

                                                 
58

 Arthur N. Feraru, "Public Opinion Polls on Japan," Far Eastern Survey 19, no. 10 (May 17, 1950): 101. 
59

 James J. Weingartner, "Trophies of War: U.S. Troops and the Mutilation of Japanese War Dead, 1941-1945," The 

Pacific Historical Review 61, no. 1 (February 1992): 54. 
60

 Ibid., 56. 
61

 Dower, War Without Mercy, 89. 
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their Banzai charge.”
62

  Consequently, Japanese soldiers were rarely taken as prisoners. In fact, 

the most American POW camps held was 5,424 Japanese.
63

 Historian John W. Dower describes 

this racial hatred during the Pacific War as “an obsession with extermination on both sides – 

[resulting in] a war without mercy.”
 64

  

When comparing the European theatre to the Pacific theatre of World War Two, it shows a 

clear difference in treatment between the Germans and the Japanese. Unlike the propaganda 

against the Japanese, World War Two propaganda against Germany did not describe German 

atrocities as being inherent to the nature, behavior, or personality of Germans, but distinguished 

their actions as “Nazi crimes.”
65

 German atrocities were committed against ethnic groups such as 

eastern Europeans, the Slavs, and the Jews, which, in addition to Asians, were restricted from 

immigration.
66

 That is to say, most of Germany’s violent actions were towards ethnic groups that 

the United States did not associate strongly with and looked down upon racially.
67

  

Thus, in comparison, Germans as an ethnic group was more favorable and more relatable to 

Americans than the Japanese. In a 1943 poll, forty-six percent of Americans questioned felt that 

Germans did not desire war but had been led into it by their leaders.
68

 Thirty-two percent 

believed that Germans did not desire war but could become “good citizens of the world if they 

had the same chance as people in other countries.”
69

 Unlike with their perception of the Germans, 

Americans were often unwilling to separate the Japanese from their leaders. This is demonstrated 
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in opinion polls in 1943 and 1944, when sixty-two percent thought that Japan would “always 

want to go to war to make themselves as powerful as possible.”
70

 Therefore, in anti-Japanese 

propaganda there is no equivalent to the “good German” propaganda.
71

 In fact, the 1943 issue of 

Leatherneck, a Marine monthly, published a photograph of dead Japanese soldiers with a caption 

stressing that “GOOD JAPS are dead Japs.”
72

   

In 1944, General Douglas MacArthur arrived in Leyte and gained control over the 

Philippines by early 1945. Shortly afterwards, Iwo Jima was seized, and Guam was recovered. 

At the same time in late 1944, another public opinion survey in America asked, “What do you 

think we should do with Japanese as a country after the war?” The results showed a large thirty-

three percent of those questioned felt that the country of Japan should be removed or divided, 

and thirteen percent approved of “killing off” the Japanese.
73

 Of those questioned, around eighty-

eight percent felt that the Japanese military leadership should be punished.
74

   

On the 6
th

 of August 1945, the first uranium bomb (nicknamed “Little Boy”) fell on 

Hiroshima, Japan; three days later, a second bomb (nicknamed “Fat Boy”) was dropped on 

Nagasaki, Japan. In addition to the dropping of the second bomb, Soviet forces attacked 

Manchuria. In shambles, Japan unconditionally surrendered on August 14
th

 1945.
75
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Chapter 3: Humanizing the Enemy 

 

 After the Japanese surrender on August 14, 1945, President Harry Truman appointed 

General Douglas MacArthur to supervise the Occupation of Japan as Supreme Commander of 

the Allied Powers (SCAP). Starting on August 28, 1945 American troops poured into Japan, 

beginning the Occupation of Japan that would last until 1952. Many of those assigned 

occupation duties in Japan were veterans of World War Two, a majority of whom served in the 

Pacific Theater.   

The initial troops arriving in Japan were cautious of a potential Japanese uprising against 

the American GIs. Hostilities from the war made the Occupation of Japan a hotbed of racial 

tension and anger for both sides. Warren Tsuneishi, a Japanese-American working as a translator 

for the American military, wrote to his friend Don Keene: “They still had their guns, and no one 

knew how they would react, particularly towards us. They might even consider us ‘blood 

traitors.’”
76

 Despite the tension between Japanese citizens and the American troops, the 

population posed no serious opposition to their arrival. Nevertheless, the first task of these troops 

was to disarm the populace and gain control over the military bases. In fact, as GI John H. 

Moynahan explained there were other reasons for concern than the Japanese civilians: 

While the Japs are no problem, the ex-POWs are. When the surrender came, the Nips set 

their prisoners free . . . . By the time the evacuation team can find them, the POWs are 

often running wild . . . confiscating food and property, maltreating women, even killing 

sometimes to avenge themselves. It is hard to control them.
77

 

The arriving American GIs in Japan saw an image in stark contrast of “a screaming, 

unshaven, wizened fanatic, crouched low over his machine guns,” the Japanese were now men, 
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women, children, and elderly starving in a crumbling city with little to no shelter.
78

 The Japanese 

civilians had been living with food shortages as early as 1942, and by 1944 rationing became so 

strict that even a modest meal was not possible.
79

 American GI John Lyons noted: “Tokyo itself 

was intact, but the suburban areas were just a pile of ashes. . . . It was kind of cathartic.”
80

 The 

military’s summation for September to October in 1945 noted: “the food situation for the urban 

population may become critical within six months.”
81

 Even worse with a severe drop in wages 

and galloping inflation, Japanese civilians took to trading their possessions and to hunting for 

food in the countryside.
82

 Thus, there were many black markets. Industrial plants were run down, 

and there was a large drain on raw materials. Transportation needed repair and suffered further 

from a low supply of coal.
83

 War industries were given the opportunity to convert into a 

production plant that could provide “industrial, agricultural, and fisheries products and 

commodities essential to the production of such essential goods.”
84

 Roughly forty percent of 

urban areas in major cities were destroyed, and a near 30 percent of the population left 

homeless.
85

 By the beginning of the Occupation of Japan, there were an estimated nine million 

people homeless in Japan.
86

  

The introduction of a starving, helpless Japanese citizen eased many of the American GIs’ 

perspective of the Japanese as the enemy. Though this did not erase crimes committed by the 
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Japanese military, or make the racial hatred towards the Japanese disappear, it gave the 

American GIs an opportunity to see the Japanese as human beings and not enemy soldiers. In 

fact, when the arriving American GIs saw the starving Japanese population, Edward H. Lahti, a 

member of the 511
th

 Parachute Infantry Regiment, wrote: “[the men] took special pleasure in 

locating Japanese Army food storage and distributing the food to the hungry civilians.”
87

  

Furthermore, even when the Japanese government issued a non-fraternization order, the 

American GIs and the Japanese ignored it. In a letter to his friend Don Keene, Hisashi Kubota 

wrote: “So far the greater part of our rations have been going to the kids in this neighborhood. . . . 

The police cannot prevent children from accepting our food, because there are so few policemen 

and so many children and marines. . . . Anyways, it gives our morale a boost to play such a 

benevolent role around here.”
88

  

During the post-war period, the Japanese economy was in shambles. With an estimated 

1.74 million deaths for the Japanese military, there was an abundance of women trying to find a 

job in a collapsing economy.
89

 Of the limited jobs available, few paid as well as prostitution 

did.
90

 Thus, many women—from bus girls to office workers—turned to selling sex out of 

desperation.
91

   

There was a clear distinction on how the relationships developed between the American 

GIs and the Japanese depending on the combat experience of the Americans GIs.  The first 

introduction to the Japanese for the American GIs who had no combat experience was that of a 
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starving civilian population, whereas those who faced combat in the Pacific were less willing to 

form relationships. Combat veterans of the Pacific had grown accustomed to viewing the 

Japanese as an enemy to be destroyed. Thus, for some GIs the memories of war kept them from 

developing relationships with the Japanese, but some of the American GIs were able to 

overcome these past experiences and had positive interactions with the Japanese population. In 

light of this peculiarity, American GI Moynahan wrote: “it is easy to say it is their own fault, and 

far be it from me to defend them or justify their actions. But if we call ourselves Christians . . . or, 

better still, humanists, we must be just –even forgiving, enough to help them to live and be free 

from oppression.”
92

 

Of the initial forces to arrive in Japan, most were American GIs with combat experience 

in the Pacific. Of all the arriving troops, it would be most expected for these GIs to hold many 

grievances against the Japanese. However, for a majority of these servicemen, their arrival in 

Japan did not result in violent actions against the Japanese. In fact, interactions with the Japanese 

population were amiable, as Lahti commented: “it was impressive to see with how much 

friendliness and feelings of trust had been developed between the occupying troops and the once 

hardened enemy in such a short period of time.”
93

 Furthermore, Lahti’s most memorable 

experience during the occupation was when a trooper endangered his own life to save a 

drowning boy from a local village.
94

  

One of those American GIs was Lawrence E. Vaughn who, while serving his occupation 

duties, described meeting a former Japanese bomber whose brother had been shot and killed by 
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American soldiers. Vaughn wrote to his wife Ruth: “That sort of got me for a second. I had 

forgotten why my friends had to shoot; but even if I hadn’t have forgotten I wouldn’t have 

argued the right and wrong of war with a man whose brother was killed in it, and by our side.”
95

 

Major General Herbert G. Sparrow wrote:  “as I question the old man [a Japanese soldier], I 

could not help thinking what it would feel like if I were in his shoes, perhaps turning over Bragg 

or Benning, Sill or even West Point to some expressionless, arrogant young foreign 

officer . . . .”
96

  

However, a majority of these encounters did not develop into friendships or relationships. 

The interactions between the Japanese and these servicemen could be described in a general 

overview as distant but pleasant.  Whether this can be contributed to past experience from the 

war or because of the points system, which replaced servicemen who accrued more than eighty-

five points (which were awarded by decorations, number of dependents, and time served 

overseas) with servicemen who had no combat experience, is uncertain.
97

 However, the 

interactions with the Japanese remained limited and often considered amiable.   

Most American GIs who faced no combat during World War Two had a more positive 

experience with the Japanese civilians. Having little to no experience with the Japanese from the 

war gave these American GIs’ a unique perspective, because unlike American GIs who fought 

the Japanese, they lacked a foundation for a racial hatred against the Japanese from wartime 

experience. That is not to say that the American GIs thought of the Japanese without any racial 
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prejudices but more so that for these GIs’ their first interaction with the Japanese was with 

victims of bombings, starvation and economic hardship.  

A majority of the second wave of soldiers serving occupation duty in Japan were soldiers 

with no combat experience. American servicemen Lauren H. Smith noted: “Japan to us . . . you 

know, all the horror stories that we had heard and the propaganda that they gave us . . . . [but] 

they were very nice to us.”
98

 Robert V. Vaughn, a non-combat American GI, recalled being 

excited to experience Japanese culture when first deployed to Japan, and while serving in the 

Occupation of Japan, Vaughn developed a friendship with the Tsugumo family and has kept in 

contact with the family.
99

 Thinking back to Occupation duty, American GI Forrest Blodgett 

commented: “I’m sure they expected us to come in there and rape their women and shoot things 

up. We didn’t do that, of course. I’m not saying none of it happened, but for the most part there 

was very, very little of it.” Blodgett further mused how the Japanese went “. . .  from this really 

excellent military force just almost overnight to this gracious acceptance – for the most part – of 

the occupation was incomprehensible to me.”
100

 

The black military soldiers who served in the Occupation of Japan also had a unique 

developing opinion towards the Japanese. Before the war, as a racially oppressed and 

discriminated against country, according to Historian Yasuhiro Okada, many blacks saw the 

Japanese as their racial ally.
101

 After the attack on Pearl Harbor, however, the attitude shifted. 

                                                 
98

 Lauren H. Smith, interviewed by Steve Brewer, transcript 21 November 2002, telephone interview, Institute on 

World War II and the Human Experience, Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL. 
99

 Robert V. Vaughn, In the Shadow of Trinity: An American Airman in Occupied Japan (Manhattan, KS: Sunflower 

University Press, 1991),168. 
100

 Forrest Blodgett, interview by Richard Greaves, transcript 8 June 1998, Coll. #476, Reichelt Program for Oral 

History, Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL. A copy was provided by the Institute on World War II and the 

Human Experience, Florida State University, Tallahassee, Fl. 

101
 Okada, Yasuhiro. "Race, Masculinity, and Military Occupation: African American Soldiers’ Encounters with the 

Japanese at Camp Gifu, 1947-1951." Journal Of African American History 96.2 (2011): 180 



27 

 

The usual anti-Japanese image was pressed upon the black military soldiers strongly, just like the 

white military soldiers, and black military soldiers were encouraged to develop racial prejudices 

against the Japanese.
102

 Servicemen Walter Melnikoff recalled that: “coloreds weren’t allowed to 

fight in the Pacific. But they used to love to kill themselves a Jap every once in a while.”
103

  

The issue of racial superiority became complex between the Japanese civilians and the 

black soldiers. For example, black units were all black except for the company commander who 

was white. Furthermore, black servicemen were restricted from certain location because of race, 

such as the officers’ club and other service clubs.
104

 After witnessing the “American way of 

racism” against the black soldiers by the white GIs, the Japanese civilians learned to give 

precedence to the white soldier over the black.
105

 In fact, rumors that black servicemen had tails 

circulated by the white GIs so frequently that in order to prove that they did not have a tail, some 

soldiers would remove their pants.
106

 When questioned why black soldiers would take Japanese 

dates out onto town for a night but would refuse to enter Japanese households, one serviceman 

explained that he and others: “were just [of] a different class level [than the Japanese].”
107

 

Despite the odds, some black servicemen and Japanese civilians were still able to form 

friendships. For example, one Japanese woman recalled chasing away a black soldier from her 

store but later befriended him by actively using her broken English to communicate, becoming 

known as “Mama-san.”
108
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Upon arriving many of the American GIs experienced an elevated lifestyle due to the 

extreme economic imbalance in Japan, and the advancement in lifestyle was for many black 

soldiers’ reason enough to reenlist.
109

 American GI Ira Neal declared: “In Yokohama, [a] black 

man was king. Down there in the city we had all the clubs, all the women, all the whatever we 

wanted.”
110

 Thus, many black units in Japan during the occupation chose to re-sign to serve 

duties in Japan again, creating low discharge rates.
111

   

During this time period many American GIs were able to send for their families to join 

them in Japan whilst serving their occupation duties. Military planners had believed that by 

allowing American families to stay in Japan, the morale of the occupation personnel would 

improve. Historian Donna Alvah noted that by bringing American families overseas, military 

planners also hoped it would create better relations with Japan.
112

 An Army facilitator told 

American families arriving in Germany that “a thoughtless, careless, selfish, or insolent attitude 

can make an enemy,” but nonetheless “every American man, woman, and child  . . . has the 

power to do either good or harm to our foreign relations.”
113

 Bernadine V. Lee, along with her 

three children, was one of the American wives who decided to go overseas to Japan during the 

occupation period. In the article “Army Wife in Tokyo,” published in December of 1946 by the 

Army Information Digest, Lee stated: “To those folks back home, however, who dreaded to come 

over and live among the Japanese, I’d like to say, ‘You have nothing to fear.’” Furthermore, after 

stating at the beginning of the article her initial distaste of the Japanese and decision to never let 

a Japanese person hold her children, she wrote this: “When I found how competently the 
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nursemaid took care of Cecil Jr. and the immediate affection he showed her, I changed my mind 

about giving him into her hands. Japanese women are wonderful with children.”
114

 Another 

American servicemen’s wife, Margaret Heiland, recalled how her mother responded when she 

decided to go to Japan: “she really got upset about that because . . . they’d all been taught so 

many things about the Japanese and how terrible they were and all that. Of course, when we got 

there . . . they weren’t any different than anybody else.”
115

    

American GIs were prohibited from enacting racial violence towards the Japanese 

civilians, but racial tensions against the Japanese remained. In fact, many GIs acted violently 

against the Japanese. American GI Walter Melnikoff recalled: “You see, we’re allowed to shoot 

them if they hit us, you know, or arrest him.”
116

 Servicemen Moynahan described the Japanese as 

“idle, disorganized, homeless, starving, disillusioned, fearful of the future, and be-set with 

vengeful groups to whom they themselves had taught barbarism.”
117

 Another GI, William 

Cerveny, wrote: “After what they [the Japanese] did to us they want us to treat them like kings. 

They almost get better treatment than we do. We have to conform to the lack of space 

everywhere. WE cannot use their toilets or wash lines. They were filthy things at best.”
118

 Trying 
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to combat the mindset of the soldiers, the military began to bring over films that would promote 

the aims of the occupation.
119

  

However, not all servicemen refrained from acting violent against the Japanese. There 

were problems “of malicious beatings . . . of breaking into homes and taking . . . money from 

needy natives, of destruction of furniture and windows . . . and, in addition, many indications of 

deliberate, arrogant, bullying attitudes on the part of some of our soldiers.”
120

 Reports of rape 

occurred nearly every day at the beginning of the Occupation, and from August 1945 to January 

1946, the Kanagawa prefecture showed that out of 1,900 crimes, fifty-eight rapes were 

committed by American servicemen. Some rapists took extra care to humiliate the victims and 

their families; for example, in Yokohama it was reported that in front of an eleven-year-old boy, 

U.S. marines gang-raped a twenty-six-year-old woman and then took a picture of her vagina.
121

 

Some of these rapists were reported to have offered compensation of “money or material goods” 

to their victims.
122

 According to Historian Sarah Kovner’s work Occupying Power, reports of 

rape in Japan followed a pattern. At the first arrival of troops, there were high incidents of rape 

reported, but reports lowered in the following month. For example, there were eleven rapes 

reported with the arrival of the Eighth Army in Hokkaido and northern Honshu in September of 

1945, which dropped slightly each month to five reports in December. In addition, this pattern 

also appears whilst American troops occupied Germany. However, the violence against the 

Japanese was highly reprimanded. In response to the violence against Japanese by the American 
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troops, the Eighth Army Lieutenant General Robert L. Eichelberger stated: “This condition . . . is 

endangering the mission of the occupation, and it must be stopped at once.”
123

   

When comparing the Occupation of Japan to the Occupation of Germany, both 

occupations had strict rules against fraternization with the populace. However, in both cases the 

rules against fraternization were frequently broken by the servicemen and civilian population.
124

 

Though in Japan fraternization was feared for many reasons, one being a potential for 

servicemen acting violently against the populace, the reason that personnel were not allowed to 

fraternize with Germans was because military leaders had felt a strict fraternization ban would 

punish the Germans, pressing a “message of collective guilt” onto the populace.
125

 Furthermore, 

both occupations faced a population in shambles from the war and sought peace with the 

servicemen.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
123

 "Japan: Weighing the Year of Atonement," Newsweek, August 12, 1946. 
124

 John F. Foltz, "A Nation Reborn from Ashes: The GI Occupation of Japan," Veterans of Foreign Wars 79, no. 3 

(November 1991): 57. 
125

 Goedde, 43. 



32 

 

Chapter 4: Japanese War Brides and the Shifting American Opinion 

 

In contrast to the often ignored Japanese American GIs, Japanese war brides received a 

large amount of press coverage from the beginning of American Occupation of Japan. In 1947 

General Douglas MacArthur and his staff promoted press coverage of Japan in order to offset 

mounting criticism against MacArthur’s first year in charge of the Occupation of Japan. The first 

articles focused on the relationship between America and Japan where the white servicemen 

were shown aiding Japanese women who were facing oppression and seeking emancipation.  

Most likely this was because MacArthur pressed the creation of positive articles regarding the 

Occupation of Japan, and the fact that the military’s existence in Japan was giving Japanese 

women the ability vote was a good deed that could be easily capitalized on. However, this image 

of a cooperative friendship between Japanese women and American GIs quickly turned from a 

metaphorical symbol of American good will in Japan to actual interracial relationships between 

GIs and Japanese women.
126

  

These interracial relationships became the topic of popular mass-market novels of the 

1940s and 1950s. The storyline typically described a GI drawn into a sexual relationship with an 

exotic Asian woman, and by the novel’s end, the Asian woman dies, disappears or in some way 

becomes unattainable.
127

 These novels promoted Asian women as highly sexualized temptresses 

of American GIs, and the best-selling of these novels was Sayonara.
128

 Sayonara, published in 

1953, was written by James A. Michener in an effort to prevent servicemen from marrying their 

Japanese girlfriends.
129

 Sayonara portrayed the Japanese and GI relationship as “a gloomy 
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conflict-ridden intermarriage” where the white GI decides to marry his white fiancé and leave his 

Japanese lover behind in Japan.
130

 These mass-market novels created an image of Asian women 

that was not acceptable in American culture.
131

      

Most influential on the American perception of Japanese war brides was the 1904 opera 

Madama Butterfly, adapted from the magazine short story Madame Butterfly published in 

1898.
132

 The 1904 Madama Butterfly opera instantly became very popular and played in several 

different countries, becoming one of the longest performed operas.
133

 The story revolves around 

a bored U.S. naval officer, Pinkerton, who decides to marry a local Japanese prostitute, Cho-

Cho-san but secretly plans to divorce her. After Pinkerton departs from his post in Japan, Cho-

Cho-san gives birth to his child. After many years Pinkerton returns to Japan. However, 

Pinkerton returns with a new American wife and has only come to claim his child not Cho-Cho-

san. In response, Cho-Cho-san commits suicide.
134

 Madama Butterfly molded the American 

perception of Japanese war brides in the likeness of Cho-Cho-san, and soon Japanese war brides 

became synonymous with prostitutes.
135

 Madama Butterfly did not only effect perceptions in 

America; Japanese parents began to associate the U.S. naval officer Pinkerton from the story 

with the American servicemen after World War Two. In fact, parents who tried to prevent their 

daughters from marrying often referred to Cho-Cho-san and the tragic ending of Madama 

Butterfly.
136
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Madama Butterfly’s effect on popular opinion can be easily seen in the January 19, 1952 

edition of Saturday Evening Post. Janet Wentworth Smith and William Worden labeled the 

Japanese war brides as “little Madame Butterflys” who “mix unbelievable hues in their outer 

wear and have no idea of what to do with a girdle, though they buy them . . . perhaps to hang on 

the wall of her home as a decoration.”
137

 In “They’re Bringing Home Japanese Wives,” the 

authors portrayed Japanese war brides as “victims doomed by their own desperate attempts to 

qualify for a middle-class American future.”
138

 Furthermore, the authors claimed that the 

Japanese war brides were “all sorts of people,”
139

 but amongst them there was a “conspicuous 

lack,” as the authors called it, of education. Smith and Worden wrote that “there are very few 

highly educated women and virtually no representation of important Japanese families. With few 

exceptions, the educated prefer to remain in Japan.”
140

 Overall, the article “They’re Bringing 

Homes Japanese Wives” signified to the nation that Japanese war brides, with dubious 

backgrounds and questionable origins, were unacceptable immigrants to middle-class 

America.
141

 

In Japan war brides were often young women who had been “forced to go out to seek a 

livelihood” to help feed their families during the economic crisis. During the Occupation of 

Japan, often the only available jobs were those that put Japanese war brides in direct contact with 

American GIs.
142

 Such close relations with American servicemen, along with the distinct 

shortage of men in Japan, resulted in many Japanese women dating U.S. servicemen, despite the 
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fraternization ban. However, marrying an American serviceman was not an easy task for a 

Japanese woman. Those Japanese parents who did give consent for such unions disavowed their 

parental responsibilities.
143

 But not all Japanese parents gave consent; most families disowned 

their daughters.
144

 One war bride recounts: “My parents said, ‘You made your own decision. If 

your husband leaves you, don’t come back. Just slit your throat.”
145

 Many of the women who 

chose to marry were considered traitors by the Japanese.
146

 Furthermore, many American 

families were just as opposed to a union between a Japanese women and a GI.  

Japanese war brides not only dealt with opposition from their families but also with 

military opposition. The military process for marriage included complicated paperwork and 

forms that meant to dissuade servicemen from marrying their Japanese girlfriends.
147

 One 

serviceman saw that the process “was deliberately long and tedious in the hopes that the young 

men would give up. That was to protect us the guys who didn’t know what they were doing. . . . 

but that was the way it was—the paperwork.”
148

 On the marriage process the authors of Japanese 

War Brides in America wrote:  

There were numerous forms to complete; Japanese documents had to be translated into 

English at the couple’s expense; there was a thorough medical examination for the 

woman; and there was an investigation of the woman’s family, which involved checking 

for Communism, venereal diseases, tuberculosis, or anything that would label her as 

undesirable. . . . They would have to endure an interview by the military’s chaplain, who 

was to persuade the couple that their marriage would be a mistake. Numerous signatures 

were required for the paperwork as it progressed through the proper channels. At any 

point, the paperwork could be delayed or denied.
149
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 In addition to the tedious military process, these interracial couples faced restrictive 

immigration laws. The first was the Immigration Exclusion Act of 1924, which in the later 1940s 

had prevented the first wave of Japanese war brides from immigrating to the States.
150

 In 

response to the growing number of abandoned Japanese women by servicemen resulting from 

the legal barriers of immigration, President Truman signed the Public Law 213 (also known as 

the Alien Wife Bill) into law to aid immigration of Japanese war brides in 1947. Public Law 213 

gave a thirty day window for spouses of American GIs, beginning on July 22, 1947, to be 

eligible for immigration to the United States. However, the thirty day time period proved so short 

compared to the long paperwork-heavy process of marriage that many could not meet the 

deadline. In fact, only fourteen women were able to immigrate in 1947, and in 1948 a small 298 

immigrated.
151

  

For the servicemen who had already returned to the U.S., the only solution became 

petitioning their congressmen. This resulted in around 200 private bills being passed in the 81
st
 

Congress (1949-1951). But it was not until Public Law 717 became law in 1950 that immigration 

for Japanese war brides became more feasible. Like Public Law 213 there was a time restriction, 

and couples needed to gain permission by February 1951, which was later moved to March 

1952.
152

  

On June 27, 1952 the Immigration and Nationality Act was passed, which repealed the 

Immigration Exclusion Act of 1924. Before the Immigration and Nationality, only 819 Japanese 

war brides were able to immigrate due to the previous restrictions, but in 1952 alone an 

estimated 4,220 war brides came to America. But it was not until 1965, when the quota system 
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based on race was abolished, that Asian immigration reached a level comparable to other 

immigrants.
153 

These legal barriers caused an estimated 100,000 Japanese
 
women to be left 

stranded.
154

 
 

 Many war brides faced discrimination because of their race after immigrating to America. 

Japanese war bride Fumiko Ward remembered “name calling and rock throwing that occurred 

when they went into town. Some adults would turn their heads in disgust.”
155

 Another couple, the 

Pfiefers, recalled when they first moved into an apartment together in America. Women from the 

building gathered outside their apartment “talking loudly about ‘that dirty Jap.’”
156

 Soon, the 

Pfiefers faced eviction and found threats to “get out or face trouble” in their mailbox.
157

 But not 

all war brides faced discrimination. War bride Janet Martin, when interviewed on her 

experiences with racism against the Japanese, stated matter-of-factly that “[her] husband was 

very protective. . . .” and “never had any direct experience with anti-Japanese” sentiments.
158

  

 For many war brides adapting to American culture proved a challenge. After leaving 

behind family and friends in Japan, many felt isolated in America.
159

 Some war brides had been 

completely cut off from their families, and others who were given consent but not parental 

support dealt with an increased sense of isolation.
160

 Because of this war brides in America were 

left without a support network from their families as these women learned how to speak English 

and carry out normal life in America.
161
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Some war brides tried to overcome the isolation by joining communities and creating 

social connections.
162

 One war bride recounted, after trying to become involved in Japanese-

American community: “I sensed frictions in the Japanese-American community. I learned that 

Japanese war brides were not respected in the Japanese-American community. . . [They] were 

discouraged from getting involved in community activities.”
163

 These frictions resulted in some 

war brides avoiding becoming part of Japanese-American communities
164

 and instead sought out 

other institutions.
165

 War brides that became active in Japanese-American communities 

experienced a better transition into American life than other war brides.
166

  

 In contrast to the popular opinion and perception of the Japanese, the perception and 

portrayal of the Japanese war brides changed drastically in the mid-1950s. Press coverage and 

articles of war brides changed to acceptance and praise of Japanese war brides.
167

 One such 

article was “Pursuit of Happiness by a GI and a Japanese” published by Life magazine in 1955. 

This article focused on the life of the Pfieffer couple. The author of this article, James Michener, 

was also the author of the novel Sayonara. Michener wrote that only with the editor’s request did 

he go to meet the Pfieffer family and found “firsthand the workings of one such family in the 

U.S.”
168

 Michener portrayed the Pfieffer couple as the model American family that was not 

impeded by the racial discrimination they faced.
169

 This portrayal radically differed than the 
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1952 Saturday Evening Post article that underhandedly suggested that war brides were “little 

Madame Butterflys.”
170

  

This change in perception can be seen even more so in the 1957 Sayonara film. Like 

Sayonara the novel, the film version shows the relationship between the two lovers, but there is a 

dramatic change in the ending. At the end of the film Sayonara, the GI decides to stay with his 

Japanese lover and “openly imagine a happy domestic life in America.” Actor Marlon Brando, 

playing the GI Gruver, “seems almost menacing in his rejection of racial mores” author Caroline 

Simpson writes.
171

 The film adaptation of the novel Sayonara was not an isolated event. There 

were featured stories in popular magazines by the mid-1950s that portrayed the Japanese war 

bride as a respectable American housewife.
172

     

This shift in portrayal during the late 1950s showed Japanese war brides as mothers and 

housewives of middle-class America whereas a few years earlier the Japanese as a race were 

considered inhuman. This change in perception resulted from the interactions between American 

GIs and Japanese civilians during the Occupation of Japan. After over 10,000 marriages and 

numerous relationships between Japanese women and American GIs, the friendly, cooperative 

relationships that formed between these former enemies affected how many American 

servicemen perceived the Japanese.
173

 Soon, the image of “a screaming, unshaven, wizened 

fanatic, crouched low over his machine guns” was replaced by the humanized Japanese 

populace.
174
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Conclusion 

 

Though the U.S. military had promoted the development of peaceful cooperation between 

the American servicemen and the Japanese, the Occupation of Japan had unforeseen results. A 

majority of American GIs had peaceful relations with the Japanese population, and many, at least 

in the case of African-American GIs, chose to reenlist to serve in Japan longer. However, the 

notable change in perception lies on the American GIs who married local Japanese women and 

worked against discriminatory immigration laws in America in order to bring their brides home. 

These American GIs’ work resulted in a shift of the popular American perception towards the 

Japanese in the mid-1950s. 

After the dehumanizing of Japanese into animals during World War Two, the Occupation 

of Japan pressed American servicemen into frequent friendly encounters with the Japanese. By 

seeing a starving and largely homeless Japanese population, many American GIs began to re-

humanize the enemy. Some even developed lifelong friendships and relationships. Because of 

the lack of postwar hostilities between the Japanese and Americans and the re-creation of a 

strong economy in Japan, the Occupation of Japan has largely been considered a success.  

By as early as 1949 MacArthur returned most control back to the Japanese government. 

When polled regarding how well the Occupation of Japan had been handled in 1949, eighty-one 

percent of those polled approved of the occupation. In addition, thirty-four percent of Americans 

felt that relations towards Japanese people were “friendly,” while thirty percent felt “neutral” and 

twenty-nine percent felt “unfriendly.”
175

 Finally, thirty-eight percent felt that if there was another 
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war, Japan would ally with the United States, while thirty-six believed that Japan would fight 

against.
176

  

Meanwhile during the Korean War Japan became an important base for the American 

military by providing medical attention for the wounded and a base for the troops heading for 

Korea.
177

 The Korean War helped stabilized American opinion towards Japan. Life magazine’s 

article “Japan: Bulwark in the Far East” described Japan as “a friendly homeland for American 

planes” as well as “a strategic base of incalculable importance.” The article calls to consider 

whether Americans should rearm Japan or not.
178

 The rearmament of Japan, according to 

Newsweek in 1951, had a “rare unanimity [in] American opinion.”
179

 In fact, in the 1953 

Newsweek article “Fallen Hopes Engulf the Land of the Rising Sun,” the author states: “those 

who fought the Japanese are often in the forefront of those who look to a new Japanese Army to 

take over some of the burdens of the GI in the Far East.”
180

 

As American popular opinion became more receptive to the Japanese, more positive 

accounts of the interracial relationships of GIs and Japanese women appeared. By the mid-1950s, 

these interracial relationships, though initially received with negative press, were welcomed into 

American society. This is because popular portrayal and knowledge of the Japanese became 

more positive. This positive portrayal of the Japanese, which then changed the general American 

population, was the result of the American GIs who served occupation duty. Because though the 

Japanese during the Occupation of Japan adapted several parts of American culture, language 
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and notions into Japanese culture, those Americans returning from Japan did the same by 

returning with knowledge of Japanese foods, language and even customs.
181

   

Furthermore, the initial international relationship between America and Japan began with 

a usage of threats and misrepresentations and was based upon issues of racial inequality and 

superiority. After these issues compounded into devolution of peaceful relations between Japan 

and America, it is easy to conclude that, because of the drastic change in American general 

opinion towards the Japanese, the creation of a peaceful alliance between Japan and America 

was possible and highly successful.   
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