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I.

Introduction
Asked to specify a time when the government created an apparatus to judge the loyalty of large numbers of American citizens, most people would probably name the time commonly referred to as "the Second Red Scare."  By this they would mean the time at the height of the Cold War when an executive order of President Harry S. Truman subjected all executive branch employees and job applicants to FBI investigation to determine whether there were "reasonable grounds" to believe that they were "disloyal to the Government of the United States."
  This program, which covered over two million federal jobs
 and gave birth to "loyalty boards" in all federal agencies, was certainly the most expansive government program to assess the loyalty of its citizens that the country has known.

But it was neither the first such program, nor the most burdensome, nor the most suspicious of the loyalty of American citizens.  Those dubious honors go to a system that preceded the Red Scare by five to ten years:  the apparatus that ruled upon the loyalty of American citizens of Japanese ancestry during World War II.  While the number of investigations in the Truman years was huge—four million by the end of 1952
--the number of adverse findings was tiny.
  The program for Japanese Americans, by contrast, produced adverse findings in over 12,000 of the 40,000 cases reviewed.  More than one out of every four Americans who was investigated was condemned.  And the consequences for Japanese Americans were more severe:  a finding of disloyalty could lead not just to lost job opportunities, but to indefinite incarceration.

This study examines the apparatus that the federal government created to judge the loyalty of tens of thousands of American citizens of Japanese ancestry during World War II.  This story is not well known, even in the sizeable literature on the Japanese American internment.  That literature has focused, understandably, on the demoralizing effects of the insultingly worded loyalty questionnaire that the government required all internees to fill out while behind the barbed wire of the so-called "relocation centers" in early 1943.
  What the literature has largely not done,
 however, is to follow those completed questionnaires into the bowels of the wartime bureaucracy, where government officials actually used them to pass judgment on the loyalty of the incarcerated Americans who had filled them out.  That is what this study does.

At the center of the story is an organization called the Japanese American Joint Board ("JAJB" or "the Board"), an inter-departmental council that made loyalty findings in cases of Japanese Americans between March of 1943 and May of 1944.  But the Board's brief life is itself chiefly the story of the conflict between the primary civilian and military powers that were represented on it:  the civilian War Relocation Authority ("WRA"), which ran the Japanese American internment camps, and the Army's Provost Marshal General's Office ("PMGO"), which was responsible for military policing and industrial security.  

These two agencies, each of which had certain responsibilities for regulating Japanese Americans' freedom and employment, were supposed to have joined their efforts under the auspices of the JAJB, avoiding duplicative work and developing a coherent standard for judging the loyalty of Japanese Americans.  But the cooperative venture was doomed from the start, and the sought-after agreement on loyalty never materialized.  By 1943, the WRA and the PMGO each had such vastly different missions and motivations, and such vastly different experiences with Japanese Americans, that consensus was impossible.  Each agency did its best to maintain an illusion of JAJB authority, but each quietly made and implemented its own decisions about Japanese American loyalty in those contexts where it could claim final authority.  

At times these rival judgments conflicted with each other in embarrassing ways.  But the real problem ran deeper than embarrassing inter-agency conflict; it resided in each agency standing alone.  In truth, neither the War Relocation Authority nor the Provost Marshal General's Office ever managed to settle on a coherent definition of loyalty even for itself.  Japanese American disloyalty became a chimera for each of these agencies, a wall on which each agency projected a constantly shifting show of its own motivations, needs, and experiences.  The WRA's show was ultimately a good deal more charitable toward Japanese Americans than was the PMGO's, which invariably projected the most paranoid possible image of Japanese American disloyalty.  The important point, though, is that nothing in the actual allegiances of the observed people themselves produced the different characterizations.  The government agencies produced them on their own.  Each agency's conclusions about Japanese American loyalty ultimately reflected much more about the agency and the context in which it operated than about the loyalties of Japanese Americans. 

Consideration of a sixty-year-old government apparatus for gauging the loyalty of American citizens is, regrettably, not a matter of interest just to students of World War II and the Japanese American experience.  The sorts of mechanisms cropped up just a few years later in the loyalty investigations of the Second Red Scare.
  And now, attacked by terrorists and beset by internal controversy over an unpopular war, the United States again finds itself at a moment when the loyalties of some American citizens are coming under suspicion.  The September 11 attackers were all aliens, but in the wake of the attack, American citizens—most of them Muslims of Arab ancestry—have been convicted of providing support to terrorist organizations and of conspiring to levy war against the United States.
  This is a worrisome contrast with World War II, when no American citizen of Japanese ancestry was ever convicted of pro-Axis spying or sabotage.
  Furthermore, the airwaves and bookstore shelves have been full of loose accusations of disloyalty and even treason against those who oppose government policy, especially military policy.
  To be sure, we have not yet heard calls for mass loyalty screening of citizens.  But there is no telling what the future holds.  Renewed terrorist attacks on the United States would surely raise our national anxiety level.  Concerns about loyalty would be expected to rise with it, especially if, as in the London transit bombings of July 2005, the attackers were revealed to be citizens.  

The basic lesson of the government's program of judging the loyalty of tens of thousands of Japanese Americans in World War II is that the program never reached anything like a satisfactory definition of loyalty.  The agencies responsible for making the judgments went looking for the line between loyalty and disloyalty and instead mostly found their own agendas and preconceptions.  In an era of renewed worries about the loyalties of American citizens, that is a valuable and timely lesson.
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