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Conflict as Occasion for Uncovering 
Assumptions: What Incarcerating Japanese 
Persons Reveals About United States Habits of 
Domination Toward Those Deemed “Other”
PETER SMITH AND ARIEL SWAN

Human conflict is not always thought of as an opportunity. Indeed, many find 
the other party in a conflict threatening or, even, conflict itself as threatening. 
Without dismissing the element of threat and danger that often accompanies 
experiences of conflict, there is much promise in viewing conflict as an oppor-
tunity. In particular, conflict invites a critical examination of the assumptions 
that are held by the parties. After all, without honest examination, assump-
tions influence in hidden ways that can be destructive. Thus, any given con-
flict becomes an occasion for exposing assumptions, deepening learning, and, 
possibly, taking corrective action. Most conceptions of conflict involve some 
kind of triggering event that makes explicit the opposition of the parties. As a 
conflict evolves, the parties involved narrate the situation and their histories as 
part of their engagement in conflict. Such narration always entails subtle, yet 
powerful, assumptions that drive the ways that the other is viewed and treated. 
In the scope of this essay, we seek to seize an opportunity in U.S. socio-cultural 
conflicts to highlight important assumptions that frequently persist, using Japa-
nese Internment during World War II as a representative case and occasion for 
understanding present-day realities.

Following a brief review of the case of Japanese descendants residing in the 
United States during WWII, we examine latent assumptions—around hierar-
chies, control, and threat—that are pervasive in the racialized, colonial world-
view that animated particular responses in this time of conflict. Then, we ex-
plore assumptions and impacts around this socio-cultural conflict with respect 
to the Japanese experience as a dominated group, questioned in loyalty and 
navigating exclusion. Finally, the essay demonstrates the continuing presence 
of domination-infused assumptions—as they manifest with fresh expressions 
of enemy creation and mass incarceration along the southern U.S. border—
with hopes that it is never too late to learn new habits when conflict is under-
stood as an opportunity.
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A Representative Case 
The well-documented events during WWII that involved the forced rounding 

up and holding of persons of Japanese descent living on the U.S. West Coast 
has been called by different names: internment, detention, imprisonment, etc. 
Mira Shimabukuro argues persuasively that “mass incarceration” is the best 
terminology for what happened to 120,000 Japanese descendants in the U.S.1 

Following the December, 1941, military attack on Pearl Harbor—which many 
would identify as the triggering event for an escalation of animosity between 
Japan and the United States—President Roosevelt’s Executive Order 9066 
was issued in February, 1942. The order did not specifically name Japanese 
people in its authorization to establish exclusion zones, curfews, and asset sei-
zures as civilian control mechanisms. Nonetheless, the intent was clear and, in 
March 1942, the War Relocation Authority was created to operationalize the 
custody and relocation of persons of Japanese descent who lived in the exclu-
sion zones of the U.S. West Coast. This action claimed “military necessity” 
as its justification for mass incarceration of this segment of the population.2 
Japanese persons, many of whom were U.S. citizens, reported to local govern-
ment venues for registration and then were relocated to destinations unknown 
to them.3 They were detained at temporary assembly centers, like stadiums and 
racetracks, for several weeks before being moved by train to ten concentration 
camps in remote areas scattered across mostly non-coastal states. The milita-
rized mass incarceration of persons of Japanese descent in the camps lasted 
from 1942 until 1945.

Assumptions and Context of a Dominating Community
A significant factor that orients and informs the assumptions of those in con-

flict has to do with worldview. The category of “worldview” points toward that 
which is perceived as normative or common sense, the logics by which people 
learn to operate, and functions as both somewhat visible and hidden simultane-
ously.4  Though not monolithic, worldviews have a shape to them, a history, 
and staying power of significant influence. Many assumptions grow in the soil 
of a worldview. For example, persons raised in a Japanese worldview, charac-
terized by strong tones of honor/shame, would likely have assumptions that 
look like this: if one behaves honorably (morally, loyally, hard-working) then 
one can expect to be treated with honor. With some empathy, one can begin to 
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imagine the bewildering experience of shame (dishonor) for Japanese descen-
dants to be explicitly identified as suspicious/threatening persons who needed 
to be incarcerated in a concentration camp, without any formal charges of their 
acting criminally or dishonorably. Not only were their assumptions radically 
unmet, the worldview that nourished those assumptions came under assault 
by another worldview that wielded the military and social power to enforce its 
pre-eminence.

While the dominant worldview in the U.S. during WWII was not mono-
lithic—nor is it today—there are significant patterns to trace that have been 
and continue to be stubbornly persistent. The worldview that is predominantly 
influential in the U.S. has been shaped historically by racialization and coloni-
zation and it is this “settler-colonial worldview” that undergirded key assump-
tions that surfaced in relation to the mass incarceration of Japanese descendants 
during WWII.5  We seek to explicate key linkages between assumptions about 
“a threatening other” and the settler-colonial worldview that makes those as-
sumptions tenable. Such a worldview nurtures assumptions regarding hierar-
chies, control, and perceived threat that surface in the turmoil of explicit socio-
cultural conflict. 

Hierarchies
Racialization is interwoven with the drive to categorize and dominate, wheth-

er it be identifying genus and species or, more sinisterly, assigning fundamental 
categories like who is human or less human. The Christendom consensus, as 
Europeans set out to “discover” and conquer new territories in the late Middle 
Ages, was that the people groups they were encountering on foreign shores 
were other and infidels, therefore, they were sub-human.6  This consensus de-
veloped in conjunction with scientific categorization to describe and reify a 
great hierarchy of life on the planet, with Europeans at its apex.7  And, since 
exploration was not undertaken neutrally, but with financial motivations in 
play, the drive to exploit natural resources found in foreign lands could be most 
expeditiously carried out if the Europeans need not respect the rights of nor 
negotiate with fellow humans in those foreign lands. Instead, if the other could 
be classified as “savage,” “primitive,” or “less-developed,” then a relationship 
of superior to inferior could justify the dispossession of those living on the land 
and drawing of boundaries for their exclusion from the moral community.8  

Conflict as Occasion for Uncovering Assumptions
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Within this emerging, racialized, colonial way of structuring the world, Eu-
ropeans encountered the people of Japan in the mid-16th century. The impor-
tant thing to highlight, here, is the European racialized quest to fit the Japanese 
into a hierarchy of life. It was difficult to apply terms like “savage” or “primi-
tive” to this highly complex island culture, yet there were distinct differences 
that needed to be named and ordered, according to the European worldview—
which was committed to Europeans as superior.9  Morgan Brigg offers helpful 
insight into ways that European modes of knowledge tended to cast differences 
solely in substantialist terms: “Difference can be known as a thing, and this is a 
basis for judging it.”10  When difference is reified into substantialist terms alone 
(without reference to relational terms), it places the sovereign knower (Euro-
peans) as above and hubristically superior to what/whom is being categorized. 

Transposing this insight into 20th century U.S.A., the inherited, settler-
colonial worldview structured how the predominantly European-descended 
population interacted with Japanese immigrants. For instance, prior to Execu-
tive Order 9066, Japanese descendants were regularly discriminated against 
in immigration policy,11  in land ownership,12  and in valuation as trustworthy 
citizens.13  The hierarchy of being and substantialist orientation to difference 
infused in his worldview would lead General DeWitt—military commander of 
the western U.S.—to explicitly manifest derogatory, settler-colonial assump-
tions in exclamations like: “A J** is a J**!”14  Thus, the narrative DeWitt in-
voked was one whereby cultural origins became fixed coordinates, where Japa-
nese descendants fit into the hierarchy of life, and this substantialist orientation 
of difference dictated expectations and treatment of such (purportedly) lesser 
beings.15   

Control
Racialized assumptions—including an outsized need for control of the infe-

rior “other”—permeate the settler-colonial worldview under examination. Kel-
ly Brown Douglas has explicated the twisted logic of white supremacy laced 
into the European colonial project when it comes to the persistent treatment of 
black bodies as threatening and needing to be controlled.16  Though Japanese 
descendants on the U.S. West Coast were never defined as “black”, there are 
strong parallels when it comes to identifying the dominant culture disposition 
to control a population deemed as alien and other. Indeed, the fact that Japa-
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nese descendants were targeted for control when no parallel order was given 
to “keep tabs on Americans of German or Italian ancestry during this period”17  
reveals, in part, an outworking of racialization logic.18  Despite protestations by 
Japanese Americans that they were loyal and committed to the U.S.A., and in 
the face of explicit investigations by the federal government to assess the Japa-
nese domestic threat (and find it nonexistent), the need for control of a potential 
enemy was justified in the language of “military necessity”.19  Thus, Japanese 
descendants were identified, ordered to report for detainment, and imprisoned 
in remote concentration camps: all mechanisms of social control. 

Notably, the mass incarceration of Japanese descendants was not a police ac-
tion. It was a military action, undertaken by the War Relocation Authority and 
carried out by U.S. soldiers. Thus, the assumption that surfaces is not control as 
some kind of benign limitation of wayward community members but control as 
conquering domination, which requires objectification of the enemy—includ-
ing thousands of U.S. citizens! Thus, a rationality in this socio-cultural conflict 
was at work, but not one that relied on critical logic, so unexamined assump-
tions drove behavior. “After the tide of war turned with the American victory at 
Midway in June 1942, the possibility of serious Japanese attack was no longer 
credible; detention and exclusion became increasingly difficult to defend. Total 
control of these civilians [Japanese descendants on the west coast] in the pre-
sumed interest of state security was rapidly becoming the accepted norm.”20  
The norm of relating to the other in conflict as an object to be controlled was 
on full display as an expression of the dominant, settler-colonial worldview.

Perceived threat
A final, albeit complicated, assumption embedded in the settler-colonial 

worldview that surfaces in the mass incarceration of Japanese descendants dur-
ing WWII, has to do with the perception of threat and its curious inversion. The 
settler-colonial worldview is steeped in fear, superiority, and self-righteous-
ness, so the approach to the other is one that assumes the other as a threat to 
be quashed. This worldview propelled the forcible dispossession of indigenous 
peoples throughout North America. The dissonant mix of fearfulness and su-
periority tends toward creating a victim status for the colonizer coupled with 
the colonizer’s military might (and God-blessed mission?) to wage preemptive 
warfare on any threatening other. While it is observable that the sheer numbers 
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of indigenous peoples in North America would have been a source of fear and 
threat for fledgling, European, settler-colonial communities, this could validate 
a colonizer narrative of being threatened early on. However, the victim men-
tality and narration of threatening others seems to have never departed, even 
when settler-colonizers came to numerically and militarily dominate much of 
the U.S.A. This is where the curious inversion of threat comes into view be-
cause of the misperception and misrepresentation of the minority other as a 
potentially fatal threat when, in fact, it is the domination of settler-colonialism 
that represented the more pressing existential threat to Japanese descendants in 
WWII U.S.A. 

Externally, Japanese imperialism in Asia was of notable concern for the 
U.S.A. and many east Asian countries in the early decades of the 20th cen-
tury.21  Undoubtedly, Japanese imperial expansion into Russia, China, Korea, 
and other territories factored into the sense of threat the U.S. attached to Japan. 
Yet, was it realistic that such a small percentage of the population on the U.S. 
west coast could become such a formidable, internal threat to the body politic 
that Japanese immigrants, mostly U.S. citizens, required mass incarceration? 
Speaking to this distorted perception, basic conflict theory reminds us that 
when parties are involved in disputes, their perceptions of threat and power 
are almost always skewed—each party feels weaker than the other.22  Most 
notable, here, is how the perception of threat was deeply influenced by the 
racialized thinking embedded in settler-colonialism: 

Adapting and distorting the work of Charles Darwin and his followers, 
some social scientists asserted that human life was governed by the evo-
lutionary competition for resources between opposing “races” and that 
therefore the Japanese were innately hostile to people of European de-
scent. Prominent Americans, drawing on elements from all these sourc-
es, warned that Japanese expansionism represented a “yellow peril,” an 
Asian challenge to “Anglo-Saxon” and Christian civilization.23

The imagined hostility of Japanese descendants living on the U.S. west coast 
was predicated upon a significant racialized assumption held by the dominant 
culture. Laying the blame for perceived threat on persons of Japanese descent—
ostensibly because they would not/could not assimilate satisfactorily—was a 
way to obfuscate the injustices that settler-colonialism had inflicted historically 
upon Japanese immigrants. As noted above, the federal government and local 
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citizens had actively worked to prevent Japanese from immigrating, buying 
land, and enjoying full rights in the U.S.A., often in the name of economic 
protectionism and under threat of “racial dilution.”24  Tellingly, the attitudes 
and injustices toward Japanese immigrants were not unique to the U.S.A.; 
they manifest in other settler-colonial societies.25  Indeed, Day argues that the 
WWII government actions—in settler-colonial societies—of mass incarcera-
tion “and dispossession involved merely an intensifying of a trajectory already 
in place.”26  The habits of domination that have come to light in this examina-
tion of settler-colonial assumptions so far have corresponding resonances in the 
experiences of the dominated community. 

Assumptions and Context of a Dominated Community
The triggering event of military warfare (the apex of destructive human 

conflict) brings to the surface latent hostilities between communities. While 
relationships between European descendants and Japanese descendants in the 
U.S.A. were strained prior to the outbreak of war, assumptions of the dominant 
community (traced above) increasingly impacted the daily life of the domi-
nated once war commenced. We turn our attention to the manifestations of 
assumptions for Japanese descendants in the U.S., in part, to de-objectify those 
whom the settler-colonial worldview so easily dehumanized.

Loyalty
Arguably, a fairly simplistic moral calculus was operating in 1942 in war-

time U.S.A.: when I look at you, can you be trusted or assumed to be “on 
my side”? Essentially, the question had to do with loyalty. Assumptions were 
made by the U.S. government (and wide swaths of the European-descended 
public) that ethnicity of a certain kind determines loyalty (so, persons of Japa-
nese descent can only, truly be loyal to Japan) and that persons of Japanese 
descent cannot help but be disposed to engage in sabotage of the U.S. war ef-
forts against Japan.27 

For their part, Japanese descendants—particularly U.S. citizens by birth-
right, the Nisei—assumed both before and after Pearl Harbor that they were 
some of the most loyal citizens in U.S. society. 

In spite of the complete blending of Japanese qualities and values into our 
lives, neither my sister nor I, as children, ever considered ourselves anything 
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other than Americans. At school we saluted the American flag and learned to 
become good citizens. All our teachers were white, as were many of our friends. 
Everything we read was in English, which was, of course, our native tongue. 
We tried to go on living as normally as possible, behaving as other American 
citizens. Most Nisei had never been to Japan. The United States of America 
was our only country and we were totally loyal to it. Wondering how we could 
make other Americans understand this, we bought defense bonds, signed up for 
civilian defense, and cooperated fully with every wartime regulation. Still the 
doubts existed.28 

Bound up with assumptions regarding loyalty, parties in conflict make as-
sumptions regarding the moral standing of the other, leading to stances of in-
clusion and exclusion. Those who are excluded from one’s moral community 
do not deserve justice to the same extent that those “on the inside” do. A typical 
assumption in times of explicit conflict is that “my side” or “my people” de-
serve respectful treatment and those on the other side, the enemy, deserve very 
little consideration in how they are treated because their loyalty is questionable. 

Negative racial stereotypes portraying the Japanese as subhuman, untrust-
worthy, and inferior to Caucasian Americans existed from before the war but 
became exaggerated after Pearl Harbor. Differences between Japanese Ameri-
cans and Caucasian Americans overrode any commonality of citizenship, and 
Caucasian Americans saw little reason to include Japanese Americans within 
their social or moral communities.29 

Experience of Exclusion
Making assumptions regarding the disloyalty of Japanese descendants justi-

fied their harsh treatment as persons outside the bounds of the moral commu-
nity. It is one thing to describe, from the safety of historical distance, exclusion 
from the dominant moral community of the U.S. However, the anguish of such 
exclusion—the weight pressing down from assumptions made about Japanese 
persons—comes through most powerfully in their own narrative of lived ex-
perience. 

Executive Order 9066 confirmed our worst fears. The psychological impact 
of the forced evacuation and detention was deep and devastating. For the hon-
or-conscious Issei [first-generation immigrants], it was the repudiation of many 
years of effort and hard work in this country. For the Nisei [second-generation 
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immigrants], it was a rejection by the nation we loved, the nation to which we 
had pledged our allegiance. As one Nisei who was fifteen at the time he went 
to Manzanar stated, ‘Suddenly, I became an explicit J**, a beast, a lecher-
ous threat to white womanhood, a person without ethics, totally devious and 
sneaky, ugly and hated…. It was J**, J**, J**, and it permeated popular radio 
shows, newspapers, government pronouncements…. 30 

Lurking under the surface in decisions about whom to include and exclude 
in the social/moral community is the operation of power to both define and 
enforce those moral judgments. “Power determines not only the boundaries of 
the moral community but also the range of responses that will be tolerated.”31  
Thus, the Japanese community’s sense of not being fully included and living 
under domination on the U.S. west coast became more pronounced in the con-
text of explicit socio-cultural conflict during WWII.

The enduring settler-colonial worldview that has been surfaced here—reach-
ing back to earliest colonial days and nurturing racialized assumptions about 
the “other”, as seen in the mass incarceration of Japanese descendants during 
WWII—continues to animate assumptions in contemporary instances of socio-
cultural conflict. This is the case for both those sharing the worldview from a 
dominant position and those who tend to occupy dominated status. It is to more 
current manifestations of assumptions in socio-cultural conflict that we now 
turn.

Domination Patterns in a Contemporary Context
When highlighting various conflict assumptions that occur while construct-

ing an “other” through the lens of Japanese mass incarceration during WWII, 
there is potential for connections to be made on a contemporary scale.32 While 
some would like to think that the manner in which Japanese descendants were 
treated during WWII was an anomaly or could never happen again, the exami-
nation of this case study, in terms of the assumptions and worldview that reside 
in the dominant culture vis a vis socio-cultural conflict, invites a more sober 
assessment. Indeed, it is troubling that the encounter of conflict associated with 
migrants coming to the U.S. southern border brings to light many of the same 
assumptions traced above. A significant difference that may be noted between 
the two groups is the fact that the response to the Japanese American citizens 
was due to a war, while current refugees and migrants are seeking citizenship.33  

Conflict as Occasion for Uncovering Assumptions
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Thus, while the contexts have important differences, parallels of constructing 
the “other” can be found. The habits of domination are deeply ingrained in the 
settler-colonial worldview. 

Constructing the Enemy
Currently, the U.S. immigration policies and detainment systems in place 

have entered into a national conversation about the ethics and accountability of 
institutions such as the Immigrations and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and bor-
der patrol agents.34  Officially, border patrol agents are not permitted to detain 
anyone “without a reasonable doubt.”35  It leaves one to wonder, then, how over 
850,000 migrants36  were detained at the U.S.-Mexico border in the fiscal year 
of 2019; over 500,000 of these were families fleeing as refugees, and 76,000 of 
this number were unaccompanied children.37  What, then, justifies such detain-
ment? 

Just as the perceived threat by Japanese descendants in the U.S. created jus-
tification for mass incarceration, there can be parallels drawn to the perceived 
threats built around southern border migrant refugees as they become care-
lessly stereotyped by some as a group as criminals. A narrative proffered is that 
migrants are criminals when they cross borders (a misdemeanor offense in U.S. 
law) and will introduce more criminality into U.S. society. However, studies 
have shown that in a ten-year data pool, crimes have not increased alongside 
the increase of migrant refugees entering the U.S.A.; not even a slight correla-
tion.38  Thus, it is through the construction of the migrant refugee community as 
the “threatening other” that mass incarceration along the border becomes justi-
fied for those deemed “potentially criminal”, not just for convicted criminals. 
(Note a similarity to the Japanese immigrant experience: being identified as po-
tentially dangerous was enough to justify mass incarceration.) Politically, uti-
lizing some communities’ fears in order to receive votes seems to be an effec-
tive strategy for many leaders. In the early 2000s, “Rising concern about crime 
was manifested in policies requiring deportation of most foreigners convicted 
of even relatively minor offenses.”39  Wilsher explains that these legislative 
norms evolved to be increasingly more broad and absolutist to the point where 
deportees were officially allowed to be indefinitely detained until their case 
allowed them to stay or be deported. The perceived threat of migrants as crimi-
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nals and perceived unfair economic advantages given to these migrant refugees 
creates an enemy that the U.S. seeks to control, with military support.40  

With the fear of the constructed enemy in place, the dominant culture then 
feels justified to treat the migrant refugee community (categorized as minority 
and inferior) in unjust ways, using rhetoric and actions that victimize and harm 
this group. Japanese descendants were routinely jeered at or harassed in public, 
and there are contemporary reports of comparable behavior in the dominant 
(white) culture’s treatment of the migrant refugee community. Hispanic mi-
grants, regardless of their legal status, have experienced similar victimization 
that includes slurs, being spat upon, or exploitation.41 

The Persistence of a Settler-Colonial Worldview
From World War Two, the attitude of “If I look at you, I can tell immediately 

if I can trust you” continues to manifest from within the settler-colonial world-
view today in terms of the migrant refugee detainment. Amidst the common-
place racism toward refugees living within the United States,42  the perceived 
enemy of a people group with Central and Southern-American heritage has 
been constructed as the other. In the discourse about deporting migrants, the 
language dehumanizes in order to increase the perceived need for institutional 
control.43  Wong explains that the more refugees are seen as “objects of con-
trol,” they do not need to be viewed as “subjects of rights.” Or, in terminol-
ogy utilized above, migrant refugees are seen as outside the moral community 
and their welfare need not be of much concern to those enforcing the social 
hierarchy, with its racialized privileges and exclusions. Thus, the trajectory of 
fear, constructing the enemy, and continued dehumanization leads to a place 
where many migrants are seen as the enemy, including 500,000 family units 
and 76,000 children, who must be preemptively incarcerated, much like Japa-
nese descendants during WWII.

Conclusion
It is important to note that the disturbing pattern of assumptions connected 

to worldview that has been traced here with respect to the “other” in a socio-
cultural conflict—whether historical or current—cannot be reduced to a mala-
dy of the non-progressive or uneducated. This is often tempting to do when a 
more liberal critique of history and current practice are brought to bear. Indeed, 
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it is instructive to be reminded that “New Deal liberals were the architects 
and proponents of the [WWII mass incarceration] camps.”44  Simply having 
a more left-leaning political orientation does not automatically free one from 
settler-colonial worldview assumptions about the “other”. Indeed, just as cur-
rent government policies and practices toward refugees at the U.S. southern 
border make claims of being justified and reasonable, the same rationale was 
operating in the mass incarceration of Japanese descendants during WWII.45  

Nonetheless, for those under the sway of settler-colonialism, there is still 
opportunity today for learning more constructive conflict engagement with the 
“other”. Further research on the difference between racism, non-racism, and 
anti-racism may be a good foundation to build for those who are willing to 
introspectively address how the settler-colonial worldview shapes assumptions 
when one encounters socio-cultural conflicts. As the patterns throughout U.S. 
history and contemporary events have shown, it will take more than passive 
patience or personal disagreement to dismantle harmful, habitual assumptions 
about any community that has been designated as a “threatening other”. Under-
standing these assumptions that recur and how they contribute to social conflict 
can be a helpful step as communities and individuals address the ways that 
harmful assumptions need to be named and then re-oriented away from domi-
nation and toward humanization of the other. 
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