
Japanese American Resistance to Wartime
Incarceration: A Legacy of Strength and
Resilience
The forced removal and incarceration of Japanese Americans during World
War II stands as a dark chapter in American history. In the wake of the
Pearl Harbor attack, over 120,000 Japanese Americans, including both
citizens and non-citizens, were forcibly removed from their homes and
incarcerated in detention camps scattered across the country.
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Despite the unimaginable hardships and discrimination they faced,
Japanese Americans remained resilient and fought back against injustice.
Their resistance took many forms, from legal challenges to grassroots
activism. This article explores the various ways in which Japanese
Americans resisted wartime incarceration, highlighting their strength,
courage, and determination.

Legal Challenges
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One of the most important forms of resistance was through legal
challenges. Japanese Americans challenged the constitutionality of their
incarceration in a series of court cases. The most famous of these cases
was Korematsu v. United States, which reached the Supreme Court in
1944. The Court ruled against Korematsu, upholding the government's
authority to detain Japanese Americans without due process.

However, the legal challenges continued, and in 1988, the Civil Liberties
Act of 1988 was passed. This law apologized for the wartime incarceration
and provided reparations to survivors. It also established the Commission
on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, which documented the
history of Japanese American incarceration.

Grassroots Activism

In addition to legal challenges, Japanese Americans also engaged in
grassroots activism to resist their incarceration. They formed organizations
such as the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) and the American
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to fight for their rights. They also organized
protests, demonstrations, and boycotts to raise awareness of their plight.

One of the most effective forms of grassroots activism was the "Fair Play"
campaign. This campaign, led by JACL, aimed to change public opinion
about Japanese Americans and to pressure the government to end the
incarceration. The campaign used a variety of tactics, including media
outreach, letter-writing campaigns, and public speaking events.

Resistance in the Camps

Even within the confines of the detention camps, Japanese Americans
continued to resist. They organized cultural events, educational programs,



and self-governance councils. They also created newspapers and other
publications to share their stories and to keep their spirits up.

One of the most famous examples of resistance in the camps was the
Manzanar strike. In 1942, the War Relocation Authority (WRA) ordered the
residents of the Manzanar camp to sign loyalty oaths. Many Japanese
Americans refused, and the camp erupted in a strike that lasted for weeks.
The strike was eventually broken, but it showed the WRA that Japanese
Americans were not willing to give up their rights without a fight.

Legacy of Resistance

The resistance of Japanese Americans during wartime incarceration is a
legacy of strength and resilience. Despite the hardships they faced, they
remained determined to fight for their rights and to preserve their culture.
Their resistance helped to shape the course of American history and to
ensure that such a tragedy never happens again.

The legacy of Japanese American resistance is still felt today. The Civil
Liberties Act of 1988 and the Commission on Wartime Relocation and
Internment of Civilians are both reminders of the importance of fighting for
justice and protecting civil liberties. And the Japanese American community
continues to be a vibrant and active force in American society, working to
promote understanding and tolerance.

The Japanese American resistance to wartime incarceration is a story of
courage, resilience, and determination. Despite the unimaginable hardships
they faced, Japanese Americans fought back against injustice and helped
to shape the course of American history. Their legacy is a reminder of the
importance of fighting for what is right, even in the face of adversity.
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