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Introduction
Settler Militarism, Racial Liberal Biopolitics, 

and Social Reproduction

Two wartime photographs publicized key US imperatives of martial law 
during World War II in Hawaiʻi. The first, published in the Honolulu Star-
Bulletin in April 1942, depicts a high school student in O‘ahu, Susan Kang, 
receiving a vaccination from US Army captain H. R. Meiz, supervised by 
Colonel Edgar King, a surgeon, and M. F. Haralson, the commissioner 
for the Territorial Board of Health (figure I.1).1 The caption reads, “Susan 
Kang . . . ​answers the citywide ‘call to arms’ and is immunized against 
typhoid,” thus linking this vaccination to patriotic military defense under 
martial law in Hawai‘i during World War II. In fact, Kang was one of 
363,000 civilians who were subject to mandatory vaccinations by mili-
tary order in the islands. Kang is standing facing away from the supervis-
ing white male officials, who, instead of looking at her face, are focusing 
intently on the sight of the injection, with the number of personnel far 
exceeding the need for the proper execution of the procedure. Meiz’s firm 
grip on Kang’s arm implies that she is being subjected involuntarily, and 
he looks down and leans slightly away from her—as though he is holding 
an animal, not a human being. This dehumanizing portrayal suggests a 
racial and gendered difference between these individuals that paradoxi-
cally otherizes this young girl while also portraying her as a model for 
wartime patriotism and assimilation.

Another photograph, thought to have been taken by the US Navy, de-
picts four women defense laborers, Isabel Nascimento, Catherine Ohu-
mukini, Harriet Garcia, and Sally Young, smiling as they move pallets at a 
storehouse (figure I.2). The happy faces of the four women pictured here 
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belie the reality of the acute labor shortage during this period, in which the 
US Army unilaterally froze employment and wages, required many laborers 
to work seventy hours per week, and criminalized absenteeism.2 As Samuel 
Kamaka Jr. remembers, when the war started, “We were frozen to our jobs, 
so we couldn’t leave or run away and go away to school, so everything was 
in confusion. . . . ​We had twelve-hour shifts. . . . ​We worked six, six days 
a week and we had a lot of overtime, of course. . . . ​I think it was sixty-five 
cents an hour.”3 The US military government employed workers, in conjunc-
tion with an unprecedented acquisition of Hawaiian land, to clear and indus-
trialize landscapes for use as bases, training grounds, ammunitions storage, 
and other military installations.

Taken together, these two photographs demonstrate how the patriotic 
necessity of the health of all people in Hawai‘i was fundamental to extreme 
wartime requirements for total labor mobilization in the service of war. That 
is, after a settler colonial history in which disease itself had been complicit 
in the deaths of many Kanaka Maoli (the Indigenous people of Hawai‘i), 
the pressures of wartime mobilization led the military government to tar-
get the optimal health of all lives—white, Asian, and Hawaiian—even as it 
perpetuated militarized racial logics that demonized Japanese immigrants 
and settler colonial structures that naturalized white possession and denied 
Native sovereignty.4 Thus, these photographs illuminate select components 
of the social reproduction of US settler militarism: in these unsettling racial-
ized, gendered, and biopolitical scenes, we can see the imprint of a martial 
law government working to reconcile its wartime capitalist dependence on 
nonwhite life and labor with its colonial and military desires to otherize, 
dispossess, and deplete the vitality of those same lives. Significantly, man-
datory vaccination and labor were only a part of this biopolitical, capitalist 
project that sought to cultivate and purportedly “improve” people and land 
in Hawai‘i, specifically to intensify the racialized and colonial expropriation 
of life and land as a wartime resource.

Throughout this period the US military unilaterally acquired Hawaiian 
land at an unprecedented rate, conscripting spaces to fortify militarized 
biopolitical projects that socially reproduced the uneven racialized, gen-
dered, and colonial relations of this imperial war. Further, just as mandatory 
immunization cultivated health to boost labor productivity, so too did blood 
banks collect biological resources from this “healthy” population, reporting 
donation statistics via a racial hierarchy of patriotic service. Homemaking 
campaigns targeted immigrant families as a central unit of wartime social 
reproduction, promoted assimilation to American nutritional standards and 
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figure I .1  ·   The caption of this photograph in the Honolulu Star-Bulletin is “answer 

‘call to arms’: Susan Kang, student at Farrington high school, answers the citywide 

‘call to arms’ and is immunized against typhoid by Capt. H. R. Meiz of the army. Looking 

on (left to right) are Col. Edgar King, Hawaiian department surgeon, and M. F. Haralson, 

territorial health commissioner and administrator of the emergency medical service of 

the office of civilian defense.” Honolulu Star-Bulletin, April 8, 1942. Hawaii War Records 

Depository hwrd 0738, uhm Library Digital Image Collections.

domestic customs, and masked the persistence of Native Hawaiian food 
cultures and land-based epistemologies of health. In wartime schools, 
teachers cultivated “proper” Americanized language, speech, and citi-
zenship in the classroom while training students of all races in gendered 
wartime vocational skills. Beyond these biopolitical projects that both in-
corporated and differentiated diverse peoples in Hawai‘i, the US military 
government interned Japanese settlers it deemed “disloyal” or “unassimi-
lable” in military camps across the United States, Hawai‘i, and the Pacific 
Islands.5

The World War II period in Hawai‘i remains surprisingly understudied, 
despite its significance as the site of the longest imposition of martial law 
in US history (1941–44). The declaration of a state of emergency after the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor validated the defense of the United States by any 
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means necessary: a democratic state at war can monopolize instruments of 
violence, intern populations, place an entire territory under martial law, and 
subjugate citizens and others with impunity. The extended period of mar-
tial law that followed transformed the wartime “state of emergency” into a 
technique of governance, through which the military state’s suspension of 
constitutional rights permitted and innovated means for the administration 
of daily life. The mechanisms of martial law transformed not only landscapes 
and security measures but also standards for health and well-being, access 
to geographic mobility, language and cultural production, responsibilities of 
citizenship, and the economics of the home and family—all in the name of 
military defense and mobilization.

At 3:30 p.m. on December 7, 1941, the afternoon of the Japanese bomb-
ing of Pearl Harbor, Territorial Governor Joseph B. Poindexter declared mar-
tial law in Hawai‘i.6 This measure, enacted in consultation with President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, authorized Walter C. Short as the military governor 

figure I .2  ·   From back of print: “Isabel Nascimento (back left), Catherine Ohumukini 

(right), Harriet Garcia (front left), and Sally Young working on pallets. (Scene at store

house).” United States Navy ?, undated. Hawaii War Records Depository hwrd 2164,  

uhm Library Digital Image Collections.
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of Hawai‘i and suspended the power of the territorial government.7 General 
Delos C. Emmons, who replaced Short as military governor on December 17, 
announced via the New York Times that “martial law in Hawaii has been pur-
posely designed to meet war conditions of military and vital necessity which 
were forced upon these islands by a new type of fast long-range invasion war-
fare.” The military government in Hawai‘i justified the enactment of mar-
tial law to the US government and the American public with its assertion 
of the “constant threat of repetition” of an aerial attack and because of the 
supposed threat of local Japanese informants living within Hawai‘i itself.8 
The US War Department originally planned to evacuate all Japanese, who 
constituted more than a third of Hawai‘i’s population, but concerns about a 
labor shortage and its possible effects on wartime productivity led Emmons 
to eventually abort this plan. Emmons also reasoned that Nisei in Hawai‘i 
could possibly serve as useful translators and soldiers during the war.9 As 
in other instances of US martial law in colonial contexts, the US military en-
acted measures in Hawai‘i to restrict and surveil civilian activity, including 
the immediate apprehension of “prime suspects,” the fingerprinting and 
photographing of all civilians age six and older, and nightly blackouts and 
curfews.10 The military also authorized orders to surveil and censor other do-
mains of civilian life, such as news media, personal correspondence, radio 
signals, women’s occupational statuses, noncitizens’ home addresses, edu-
cational curriculum, foreign language instruction, and public health and 
sanitation.11

Hawai‘i took on dual functions as both “home front” and “war front” 
during World War II: Hawai‘i’s location at the intersection of these spaces 
is illustrative of how the islands constituted both a US settler colony that 
was “included” in the US nation-state and a vital military outpost that con-
nected the United States to the rest of the Pacific Theater. For these reasons, 
the martial law period in Hawai‘i is an important era in which to analyze the 
convergence of these two settler and military regimes. I use the term set-
tler militarism to refer to the dynamics through which settler colonialism 
and militarization simultaneously perpetuated, legitimated, and concealed 
one another during World War II.12 Settler colonialism is a colonial proj
ect that—in contrast to franchise colonialism, which primarily uses Native 
peoples as a source of labor and capital—is predicated on land acquisition 
and the replacement, or elimination, of Indigenous peoples. Haunani-Kay 
Trask’s work has been foundational to the study of settler colonialism in 
Hawai‘i, as have the other contributors to Asian Settler Colonialism: From Local 
Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in Hawai‘i, edited by Candace Fujikane 
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and Jonathan Okamura.13 Militarization is the process by which military logics, 
force, occupation, and expansion come to be accepted as a solution or logical 
inevitability by the government and the general public.14 Both projects are 
not merely political but are also cultural, social, economic, racialized, and 
gendered regimes that continually rearticulate themselves into everyday life 
in both hyper-visible and ostensibly invisible forms.

Settler militarism is thus a transnational and imperial dynamic through 
which structures of settler colonialism and militarization share mutual in-
vestments in land acquisition and the continued dispossession of Indigenous 
peoples. In Hawai‘i and the Pacific Islands, settler militarism—though always 
complex, varying, and contested—emerged in the late nineteenth century, 
intensified during the World War II period, and continues to be elaborated 
in new, perverse forms today. Significantly, although settler militarism 
has operated across various locations throughout US history, it was never 
inevitable, is always unfinished, and is fundamentally reactive in nature: 
it is always responding to the continuing vitality of Native life and claims 
to sovereignty.15 Settler colonialism is by definition incomplete: even as it 
desires totality via the social reproduction of the racial, gendered, and eco-
nomic conditions that fortify it, it by necessity can never be total.16 As Dean 
Itsuji Saranillio argues, conceiving of white supremacist structures such as 
settler colonialism in Hawai‘i as “emerging from positions of weakness, not 
strength,” more precisely illuminates both the desires and the inherent flaws 
of these regimes.17 That is, every history of conquest, dispossession, and ex-
ploitation has produced its own contradictions as well as the conditions of 
its own challenge and demise.

Furthermore, an examination of the history of US settler militarism 
challenges dominant exceptionalist narratives of the World War II period 
in Hawai‘i, which depict violent carceral projects such as internment, mili-
tarized land acquisition, and martial law as necessary aberrations during 
an otherwise “good war” fought in the name of liberal democracy.18 That is, 
the period of martial law in Hawai‘i was certainly unprecedented in many 
ways, but US military governance also built upon long-standing colonial, 
racial, and gendered dynamics in the islands that would continue to evolve 
and proliferate even after martial law was lifted in 1944. Scholars in Hawai-
ian studies such as Haunani-Kay Trask, Noenoe K. Silva, and Saranillio have 
already traced how the US military has played an integral role in securing 
settler claims to land in Hawai‘i throughout history.19 Trask and Silva dis-
cuss the involvement of the US military both in King Kalākaua’s forced sign-
ing of the 1887 Bayonet Constitution and in the 1893 overthrow of Queen 
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Lili‘uokalani. Trask further observes that the 1876 Reciprocity Treaty, which 
allowed for the duty-free trade of sugar between the islands and the US con-
tinent, also ceded Pu‘uloa (now Pearl Harbor) to the United States for use as 
a military base upon its renewal in 1887.20 This led to the illegal annexation 
of Hawai‘i through the 1898 Newlands Resolution, which was a domestic US 
Congress resolution not recognized by international law that included the 
seizure of 1.8 million acres of Hawaiian Kingdom Crown Lands and Govern-
ment Lands.21 Significantly, Silva notes that Congress passed this resolution 
in order to secure the use of Hawai‘i as a coaling station during the Spanish-
American War.22 Kanaka Maoli widely protested against this resolution and 
US annexation in 1898 through petitions that were signed by more than 
38,000 of the population of 40,000.23 In Hawai‘i, the ever-changing struc-
ture of settler colonialism has always been intertwined with US military ex-
pansion. Yet despite these shared investments, settler and military relations 
have not always been smooth and sometimes were even extremely tense. For 
example, as Saranillio notes, there have often been frictions between the fed-
eral government and the Big Five sugar corporations, which monopolized 
the plantation economy, the territorial government, and affiliated legal and 
cultural institutions.24 One period when these tensions came to a head was 
during the 1931 Massie case, which ended in the mistrial of five Hawaiian, 
Japanese, and Chinese men accused of beating and raping Thalia Massie, the 
wife of a naval officer. In the aftermath a US admiral incited the lynching 
of the accused, resulting in the death of Joseph Kahahawai. Unhappy with 
the supposed inability of the Big Five to govern and “control” the multiracial 
population in Hawai‘i, US congressmen attempted unsuccessfully to place 
Hawai‘i under a military commission.25

The specific collaboration of settler and military projects in the islands—
while indeed sometimes fraught—laid the groundwork for their escalation 
during World War II and beyond. For example, on December 7, 1941, Gover-
nor Poindexter’s power to declare martial law was derived from US settler 
colonial legislation: Section 67 of the 1900 Hawaiian Organic Act granted the 
territorial governor the power to “suspend the privilege of the writ of ha-
beas corpus or place the territory or any part thereof under martial law.”26 In 
the wake of the bombing of Pearl Harbor, discourses of “military necessity” 
against the Japanese enemy rationalized the US military presence and ac-
celerated its acquisition of land. Over the course of the war, the US military 
occupied an all-time high of 648,666 acres of land in Hawai‘i, which was more 
than eighteen times the 35,750 acres that it had used in 1940.27 Vernadette 
Vicuña Gonzalez observes that the US government constructed the bombing 
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of Pearl Harbor as the principal violent event that led to Hawai‘i’s supposed 
“inclusion” in the United States. That is, militarized, patriotic tropes of col-
lective injury and sacrifice have masked past and present US settler colonial-
ism, including the 1893 overthrow, the 1898 unlawful annexation, and Hawai‘i 
statehood in 1959.28 Furthermore, as Fujikane, Okamura, and Saranillio have 
illustrated, in Hawai‘i the patriotic and militarized narrative of the “World 
War II Nisei soldier” created the conditions for Asian settlers, and partic-
ularly Japanese settlers, to benefit from postwar movements for American 
citizenship, Hawaiian statehood, and civil rights—over and against Native 
Hawaiian resistance to these movements.29

Building on and indebted to this previous work in Hawaiian studies, the 
concept of settler militarism necessitates that we consider the regimes of set-
tler colonialism and militarization in the Pacific Islands and Asia—as well 
as the racial triangulation of Indigenous peoples, Asian settlers, and white 
settlers—as intertwined. At the same time, we must recognize the dangers of 
combining these histories and structures uncritically via inclusionary rather 
than relational analyses. Although US wars have informed the experiences 
of Asian and Pacific Islander communities and their diaspora throughout 
history, we must acknowledge that the terms Asia/Pacific and transpacific 
are necessarily militarized and colonial categories.30 The use of these terms 
without attending to these violent histories, as well as to the specificities of 
Pacific Indigenous peoples, histories, and strugg les, simply rehearses settler, 
military, and colonial logics.31 In this book I interrogate the settler military 
epistemologies that have engendered these categorizations, understand-
ing that it is the history of US and Japanese colonialism, settler migration, 
militarization, and empire—not any inherent similarity between these 
areas or between Pacific Islander and Asian peoples—that has led Asia and 
the Pacific Islands to be considered by some to be one region. With this dy-
namic tension in mind, this book draws from Pacific Indigenous studies and 
Asian American studies and works to bring these fields into productive and 
closer conversation. As a mixed-race Asian American settler whose maternal 
grandparents and their siblings crossed the Pacific in the 1940s fleeing the 
Japanese bombings of China, my family history’s imbrication with settler co-
lonial wartime migration animates my responsibility to research settler mili-
tary histories and the violent structures they have engendered. This book is 
written with the intention that understanding the historical entanglements 
of settler colonialism, capitalism, and military empire—which continue to 
structure our present—is integral to envisioning and strengthening solidari-
ties across racialized and settler colonial contexts. I offer this book with the 
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hope that this relational research can contribute to further work that moves 
us closer to a reimagined future.

Accordingly, Settler Militarism builds upon recent work in American stud-
ies that elaborates settler colonialism as a relational analytic that is “consti-
tutively entangled” with other formations such as white supremacy, racial 
capitalism, incarceration, immigration control, militarism, and overseas 
empire.32 I argue that Hawai‘i during World War II exemplifies a specific 
convergence of settler colonialism and militarization, but history is replete 
with examples of settler militarism in other arrangements and geographic 
contexts. For example, nineteenth-century US westward expansion was in-
extricably tied to and bolstered by the utilization of US military power, and 
today every US military base and former internment camp in the continental 
United States sits on Indigenous land.33 Further, we cannot consider US over-
seas military basing without interrogating the history of settler colonialism 
that underlies and supports it. For example, although US military buildup in 
South Korea does not require the replacement of Korean sovereignty with 
US sovereignty, US military expansion during and after the Korean War was 
predicated on the use of military bases located in US settler colonies such as 
Hawai‘i and Guam. The US military presence in South Korea endures today 
because of the maintenance of this network of settler military bases. More-
over, although the US occupation of Okinawa technically ended in 1972, US 
militarization in Okinawa has historically bolstered and masked Japanese 
settler colonialism in the island, and this continues even today: almost 
75 percent of the US military installations in Japan are located in Okinawa, 
and US military installations cover 20 percent of the island, yet Okinawa 
does not even make up 1 percent of the total land area of Japan.34 Thus, al-
though it is outside the scope of this study, the dynamic of settler militarism 
surely permeates contexts beyond the World War II period in Hawai‘i.

Racial Liberal Biopolitics

In addition, Hawai‘i was a principally biopolitical space under martial law: 
in this book I examine settler militarism in ways that animate and compli-
cate Michel Foucault’s theory of biopolitics and its technologies of rule that 
“ ‘make’ live and ‘let’ die.”35 That is, biopower helps us to analyze the kinds of 
power that life-cultivating institutions can wield, but there are specificities—
such as those that govern colonial, racialized, and capitalist contexts—that 
Foucault’s writings do not fully explain. Because Foucault considers power as 
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amorphous and nonspecific, strictly Foucauldian interpretations of biopower 
cannot imagine power working differentially or there being differential lev-
els of acquiescence to these projects.36 For example, Silvia Federici argues 
that Foucauldian notions of biopower cannot account for how its “make live” 
imperative to reproduce the population targets men and women’s bodies and 
livelihoods in highly differentiated ways. Likewise, I argue that biopower is 
not amorphous or undifferentiated: rather, the textures of its techniques 
seek to produce and order life according to the specific and varying racial-
ized, gendered, and colonial desires of settler militarism, capitalism, and US 
empire.

During World War II, these asymmetrical dynamics were complex and 
rapidly changing. Over the course of the war, Hawai‘i’s population grew from 
approximately 423,000 to 500,000 as large numbers of soldiers and defense 
workers arrived from the continent to aid in military mobilization. Addition-
ally, many civilians moved from the neighbor islands to O‘ahu, hoping to be 
employed in defense work.37 In 1940 women accounted for only 42 percent 
of the population in the islands, and after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the 
influx of servicemen and defense laborers, coupled with the evacuation of 
many (mostly white) women to the US continent, led men to far outnum-
ber women in the territory. Thus, gender dynamics in Hawai‘i were diff er
ent from those in the continental United States, where women outnumbered 
men during the World War II period.38 In 1940 Asian settlers made up at least 
56 percent of the population in the islands, whereas white settlers made up 
25 percent, and Native Hawaiians made up 15 percent. Japanese alone ac-
counted for 37 percent of the total population, numbering at over 157,000. 
For comparison, this is more than the total number of Japanese Americans 
who were interned in the entire US continent during World War II.39 Eighty 
percent of the population in Hawai‘i were US citizens at this time.40 All of 
this created a very specific wartime regime designed particularly for civilians 
living in Hawai‘i that was characterized by a series of martial law policies that 
used logics of race, gender, and indigeneity as a means to regulate Hawai‘i’s 
racially diverse population during wartime. Furthermore, Hawai‘i, which has 
throughout history been depicted as a “multiracial paradise,” played a par
ticular role at the intersection of US and Japanese empires, both of which 
used antiracism as an empire-building discourse. Just as the United States 
portrayed itself as an antiracist liberal power over and against Japan and 
other Axis enemies such as Germany, Japan portrayed its Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity Sphere as an antiracist alternative to Western imperialism and 
white supremacy, including US empire.41 Thus, although it is significant that 
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martial law projects incorporated individuals of all racial groups during the 
war in a way that US wartime projects in the continent did not, there were 
domestic and transnational reasons why inclusionary racial logics were fos-
tered selectively in some spaces but not in others.

Scholars such as Jodi Melamed or Mary Dudziak generally consider the 
racial liberal transition to have taken place in the United States during 
the postwar or Cold War period, but in Hawai‘i discourses of antiracism, tol-
erance, and inclusion proliferated during World War II, even alongside mili-
tarized racist rhetoric that demonized the “Japanese enemy.”42 In Foucault’s 
theorization of biopolitical governmentality and its “apparatus of security,” 
he states that “instead of a binary division between the permitted and the 
prohibited, one establishes an average considered as optimal on the one 
hand, and, on the other, a bandwidth of the acceptable that must not be ex-
ceeded.”43 Wendy Brown articulates “tolerance” as a specific element of this 
biopower: “It is a singular form of such management insofar as it involves the 
simultaneous incorporation and maintenance of the otherness of the toler-
ated element.”44 In Hawai‘i a biopolitical logic of “tolerance” preserved asym-
metrical dynamics of racial otherness within a liberal democratic rhetoric of 
inclusion—that is, via “racial liberalism.” Likewise, martial law projects in 
Hawai‘i did not exclude nonwhite others outright via racist policies; rather, 
the US military government “tolerated” the racial difference of diverse 
peoples out of a military necessity for total labor mobilization in the islands 
and created a “bandwidth of the acceptable” for wartime behavior on the part 
of these peoples. Furthermore, military documents of the period professed 
triumphantly that during World War II, Hawai‘i “became a laboratory for the 
study of martial law,” connoting imagery of the islands as controlled environ-
ments in which experiments were conducted upon bodies, populations, and 
landscapes in order to boost military strength and productivity.45 Describ-
ing Hawai‘i as a “laboratory” suggests that this “experiment” concerned the 
extent to which these protracted conditions of biopolitical control and ra-
cial liberalism in Hawai‘i could serve as a successful model for other current 
and future US military occupations in the Pacific Islands, Asia, or, indeed, 
throughout the world.

As this wartime regime of racial liberalism included all racial groups in 
the biopolitical administration, it simultaneously continued to intensify the 
classification of these racially differentiated peoples while denying Hawaiian 
indigeneity. For example, as I explain in chapter 2, the Honolulu Blood Bank 
accepted donations from those of any race throughout the war—which was 
not always the case in the US continent. Yet the military government also 
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published monthly statistics of which racial group was donating the most 
blood, which “included” Hawaiians as a so-called racial group rather than 
acknowledging Hawaiian indigeneity and sovereign rights to land. As Jodi 
Melamed argues, official antiracism does not eliminate racial difference but 
rather accentuates a hierarchy of differential racialization through veiled 
racial codes of privilege and stigma, thus fortifying the conditions for legiti-
mate state violence.46 Racial liberal programs in Hawai‘i, from blood donation 
to English-only education, compelled broad wartime participation without 
accounting for structural inequalities created by past and present racial and 
colonial violence. In fact, pressures to demonstrate patriotism via partici-
pation and labor were most acute for racialized peoples and noncitizens—
particularly those who were suspected of disloyalty—as well as for Kanaka 
Maoli, who were granted citizenship under the 1900 Hawaiian Organic Act, 
which designated Hawai‘i as a US territory.47 Overall, racial liberal inclusion 
contributed to a biopolitical regime of social ordering and reproduction dur-
ing the war in Hawai‘i: I use the term racial liberal biopolitics to refer to this 
dynamic. Yet, in actuality, the US military government’s biopolitical regime 
of racial inclusion was far from “inclusive,” and furthermore it was reliant 
upon spaces of racial exclusion and incarceration: as chapter 5 explores, the 
US military imprisoned Asian settlers and Indigenous peoples in internment 
and prisoner-of-war camps across Hawai‘i, the Marshall Islands, and the 
Northern Mariana Islands during this period.

Furthermore, racial liberal biopolitics in wartime Hawai‘i was specifi-
cally a means through which the military government denied Hawaiian sov-
ereignty and naturalized Hawaiian dispossession for the purposes of settler 
military buildup and expansion. Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s work illustrates 
how settler colonial logics of white possession operate “through the racial-
ized application of disciplinary knowledges and regulatory mechanisms 
[i.e., biopower], which function together to preclude recognition of Indig-
enous sovereignty.”48 In Hawai‘i the US military government’s racial liberal 
biopolitical projects worked against Hawaiian sovereignty by seeking to re-
produce the conditions of settler militarism: that is, by intensifying racial 
differentiation, masking indigeneity, and rationalizing militarized land ac-
quisition. Racial liberalism thus not only incorporated to differentiate, but 
it also foreclosed a critical analysis of indigeneity and settler colonialism. A 
principal example of this dynamic at work is the US military government’s 
argument—ostensibly made in the spirit of racial “tolerance”—that “the Chi-
nese, Filipino, Hawaiian, and various Caucasian people caused no concern 
because it was known where their sympathies lay. The big question mark 
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were the Japanese with their quaint oriental customs, poorly assimilated into 
our western civilization.”49 The hyper-visibility of both racial differentiation 
and anti-Japanese racism within racial liberal statements such as this created 
a boundary for acceptable loyal behavior on the part of so-called good ra-
cialized peoples. The continual inclusion of Hawaiians as a “racial group” in 
Hawai‘i also placed Native Hawaiians alongside immigrants as “assimilable,” 
and it classified them as a racial group rather than an Indigenous people with 
land and sovereignty rights amounting to a national claim. Further, the mili-
tarized caricature of the “Japanese enemy” rationalized the project of martial 
law as a necessary wartime aberration and obfuscated the ongoing history 
of settler colonialism and unlawful occupation that formed its conditions 
of possibility in Hawai‘i.50 This critique of race and indigeneity as distinct 
yet interrelated categories is essential to halting the reproduction of racial 
discourse and classifications that are predicated on an a priori assumption 
of the US nation-state as a white possession—such as that expressed above 
in the military government’s statement.51 Overall, under martial law, racial 
liberal biopower simultaneously intensified the codes of gendered white 
patriotism as a regulatory power, perpetuated the differentiation of racial-
ized peoples, precluded a recognition of indigeneity, and elided the ongoing 
history of settler colonialism—and thus was always also gendered, colonial, 
and militarized as it stretched to absolve the contradictions embedded in the 
regime of settler militarism. Yet at the same time, this project and its ratio-
nalizations were always unfinished, always unstable, and always failing.52

Capitalism and the Social Reproduction  
of Settler Militarism

During World War II, settler militarism and racial liberal biopolitics oper-
ated together in the service of capitalism; collectively, the social reproduc-
tion of these structures created the conditions for the late twentieth-century 
expansion of US military empire. In discussing capitalism and social re-
production in this way, I draw from Cedric Robinson and scholars of racial 
capitalism, Native American and Indigenous studies, and Marxist, transna-
tional, and Black feminisms: scholars across these fields invoke histories of 
transatlantic slavery, colonial conquest, and the enclosure of the European 
commons in order to analyze race, gender, and indigeneity as material rela-
tions of capitalism.53 Building upon these conversations, we can understand 
how the era of so-called primitive accumulation—that is, the plundering 
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of racialized unpaid labor and Indigenous lands as well as the rupture of non-
capitalist social forms such as reciprocal relations between humans and the 
natural world—never ended, as Marx originally formulated, but continues 
to sustain capitalist modes of production.54 This understanding of primi-
tive accumulation further affects how we interpret Marx’s theories of 
abstraction—that is, the equation of objects and labor that are unequal, and 
the denial of their incommensurability.55 Marx theorized in the Grundrisse 
that capitalist modernity desires abstraction, arguing that the United States 
had “truly realized” labor abstraction through its indifferent aggregation of 
differing types of labor.56 Yet in spite of this, we know that capitalism has 
not only abstracted and denied but also has continually profited from the spe-
cific inequalities and differences produced by histories of race, slavery, and 
colonialism. In this way, capitalism produces the myth that it accumulates 
indifferently and homogeneously while profiting materially from the racial, 
gendered, and colonial differentiation of life: as Federici argues, beyond the 
appropriation of uncompensated labor and land, primitive accumulation is 
also the accumulation of these differences that are constitutive of capitalist 
production and reproduction.57

Racial liberal biopower thus aids and abets capitalism’s violent dynamic 
of abstraction via the social reproduction and ordering of peoples, land-
scapes, and relationships such that relations of capital and property seem 
rational and inevitable rather than failing, incomplete, and contradictory.58 
For example, both settler militarism and capitalism are dependent upon the 
accumulation of life, labor, and land to reproduce themselves, yet they are 
also continually producing their own conditions of austerity through violent 
and extractive projects that are life and land destroying.59 Further, this reper-
toire of settler military, capitalist, and racialized biopolitical mechanisms for 
dispossession built upon and aligned with colonial discourses of “improve-
ment” and modernity that underlie liberal Lockean theories of property. For 
example, John Locke’s assertion in The Second Treatise of Government that it 
is only improvement via rational labor that can produce valued property is 
a racial liberal biopolitical logic that devalues and marginalizes Indigenous 
noncapitalist relations to land while presenting predatory capitalist projects 
as modern, life-cultivating, and in the service of “public good.”60 We can see 
this logic of improvement operate across settler military regimes of land ac-
quisition, public health, domestic science, and education.

Further, as capitalism produces unsustainable dynamics of inequality 
and scarcity that eventually hinder its reproduction, it seeks to remedy 
its own insufficiencies through military expansion, war, and the colonial 
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appropriation of additional markets, labor, land, and natural resources, as 
well as through the reiteration of these forms of expropriation within.61 
Thus, as we can see in the case of martial law in Hawai‘i and in subsequent 
US military occupations elsewhere, twentieth-century US empire continu-
ally rearticulated and elaborated the primitive accumulation of life, land, 
and labor as it expanded across the Pacific Islands toward Asia—even as this 
project was often cloaked within liberal tropes of rescue and rehabilitation, 
liberation and human rights, or free-market inclusion.

That is, racial liberal biopolitics works to socially reproduce the racial, 
gendered, cultural, and economic conditions that fortify settler militarism 
and capitalism. Yet during World War II, these regimes did not have enough 
willing, healthy laborers to reproduce and expand themselves.62 At the start 
of the war, this acute shortage led the US army to unilaterally control labor 
standards, including wages, working conditions, and the proportion of la-
borers allocated per wartime industry. Over the course of the war, the US 
military required workers in public utilities, local and federal government, 
and government contractors and subcontractors to remain in their positions, 
while criminalizing absenteeism. Often, laborers were required to work up 
to seventy-hour weeks. The provost court gave those who disobeyed these 
regulations punishments ranging from a $150 to a $1,000 fine to jail sentences 
of up to one year.63 The military government and the plantations collabo-
rated via a “labor-loan” program, in which plantations forcibly loaned work-
ers to the above industries while continuing to pay them plantation wages 
and pocketing the surplus from the higher defense wages.64 This repertoire 
of labor-control projects increased the number of laborers employed by the 
federal government eight-fold during the war.65 These figures speak both to 
the scale of forced wartime labor and to the immense collective profit that 
the US military and plantations accumulated during this period. All of these 
measures—and in particular, the sugar plantations’ “labor-loan” program—
were examples of the primitive accumulation of labor and, because of the 
nature of the work, contributed to the primitive accumulation of land. Fur-
thermore, these coercive and punitive responses to labor scarcity are an 
expression of settler militarism reacting to its internally produced crisis. 
They reveal the military government and settler military regime’s reliance 
on labor, as well as its fear of the labor unrest that would have occurred had 
martial law not been declared.

The US military and business leaders sought to rationalize and mask the 
reality of this inhumane, extractive project: labor-control discourses dove-
tailed with wartime patriotism and racial dynamics. For example, workers 
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who participated in labor unrest, were frequently absent, or showed a lack of 
morale were labeled as subversive to the war effort. Many unions were anti-
Japanese, and some even explicitly colluded with the military government: for 
example, the Stevedores Union agreed to surveil its multiracial workforce—
many of whom were Japanese, Filipino, Chinese, and Hawaiian—for “secu-
rity and efficiency on the warfront.” In 1943 Military Governor Richardson 
argued that Japanese labor unrest necessitated the continuation of martial 
law and blamed the high absentee rate in waterfront work on the alleged 
“traditional laxity here of the work habits of the Filipinos.”66 Richardson’s 
racialized explanation sought to mask the contradictions of this martial law 
labor regime built upon a de facto convict labor system. Further, the US mil-
itary’s constant focus on public health not only sought to increase worker 
productivity but also performed the ruse that the US military government 
valued life in Hawai‘i. Yet labor control would not have been necessary if this 
wartime project were truly benevolent or life cultivating, rather than extrac-
tive, racially exploitative, and colonial.

Beyond the defense industries that the US military government explicitly 
controlled and surveilled, this book primarily considers the additional forms 
of racialized and gendered labor required for the social reproduction of set-
tler militarism and capitalism. Social reproduction comprises the myriad 
biological, physical, and affective labors necessary to reproduce the living 
worker as well as to reproduce the social, structural, political, and economic 
relations of production.67 For example, martial law centralized gendered 
forms of white patriotism as dominant models for assimilation and loyalty 
in order to optimize and reproduce the population for war. Just as US martial 
law harnessed logics of militarized masculinity in the making of patriotic 
servicemen, defense workers, and blood donors, so too did it necessitate 
militarized femininity: wartime mobilization depended upon the feminized, 
affective labors of domesticity and care in its reproduction and maintenance 
of a multiracial population ready and supposedly willing to serve the war ef-
fort. The military government enlisted women of all races—for example, as 
nurses, mothers, and teachers—in this reproductive labor and in many cases 
subjected them to increased military scrutiny. Nurses and teachers consti-
tuted the principal executors of the wartime registration, fingerprinting, 
and vaccination of civilians in the islands. Hawaiian, immigrant, and white 
mothers faced pressure to abide by wartime rationing and nutritional regula-
tions, manage efficient homes, and raise healthy, patriotic children. Teachers 
were instructed that in the classroom, “All prejudices must be submerged,” 
in order to help cultivate feelings of patriotism and loyalty among their 
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multiracial students.68 Because of the specific race, gender, and class dynam-
ics of Hawai‘i, it was in many cases Indigenous and immigrant people of 
color who were enlisted to carry out this gendered labor.

Social reproduction thus recapitulated the uneven and hierarchical con-
ditions of settler militarism and capitalism, which included the contradic-
tory project of cultivating life and labor within a wartime context marked by 
death, displacement, and dispossession. Reproductive labors, in this sense, 
not only sought to reproduce the worker in the service of total wartime mo-
bilization but were also tasked with absolving the contradictions of settler 
militarism and capitalism while reproducing these structures’ asymmetri-
cal conditions of emergence, including the differentiated dynamics of race, 
gender, and colonialism for primitive accumulation in its various forms.69 
For example, chapter 1 examines the federal government’s acquisition of land 
for military purposes via eminent domain cases in the US district court and 
via leases, licenses, and permits from the territorial government and private 
landowners. Legal regimes of eminent domain and land leasing employed 
capitalist logics of property and fair exchange to conceal the reiteration of 
primitive accumulation and render the US military’s unilateral environmen-
tal desecration of Hawaiian land as “just.” As I discuss in chapters 2, 3, and 
4, affective, biopolitical labors of nursing, mothering, and teaching sought 
to cultivate biological life and produce feelings such as safety, patriotism, or 
well-being, even as they also fortified settler military conditions of gendered 
racialization, violence, and extraction. Chapter 2 focuses on how wartime 
public health projects targeted health and hygiene practices as a means to 
aid military surveillance, territorial organization, and labor productivity: 
the mandatory immunization program vaccinated individuals to maintain 
an uncontaminated military base in Hawai‘i and reproduce healthy citizens 
who could contribute to the defense industry, and the Honolulu Blood Bank 
stored donations from these healthy citizens for use in the case of another 
emergency. Chapter 3 examines the US military government’s focus on home 
economics, nutrition, mothering, and child care: these domestic projects in-
cluded families of all races, while also constructing the “secure” American 
family home over and against Asian immigrant family practices that did 
not meet these standards, and masking the persistence of Native Hawaiian 
food cultures and land-based epistemologies of health. Chapter 4 analyzes 
wartime education and language projects for civilians in Hawai‘i—including 
primary, secondary, and university education; foreign language schools; 
the Speak American Campaign; and the recruitment of Hawai‘i Nisei to the 
Military Intelligence Service Language School. These wartime pedagogies 
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were more than simply an effort to educate children about language and citi-
zenship; they constituted a repertoire for the social reproduction of settler 
militarism.

As Hawai‘i became a biopolitical center of the Pacific War, the coercive 
conditions of martial law, settler militarism, and racial capitalism compelled 
all people in Hawai‘i to cultivate biological health, even as these conditions 
divided the inhabitants according to invented classifications. This project 
brought Indigenous and immigrant peoples into its administration of life on 
the condition that they labored in the service of the US war effort, exhibited 
patriotism and loyalty, affirmed their position in the settler colonial racial 
hierarchy, and did not make alternative claims to sovereignty over occupied 
lands. Furthermore, the productive and reproductive labor of predominantly 
nonwhite settler and Indigenous peoples fortified a military state that not 
only did not “include” many of them as full citizens in the liberal sense but 
that also actively worked to dispossess and incarcerate them—even as it pur-
ported to be invested in their health and livelihood beyond the extraction of 
labor and biological resources.70 In this way the military state cultivated the 
health and extracted the labor of those living in Hawai‘i for the express pur-
pose of reproducing the security and vitality of other lives in the US military, 
continent, and empire. That is, the military state used the collective product 
of this wartime labor—the infrastructure of settler militarism—to violently 
invade and occupy others’ lands, often interning them, all under the guise 
of liberation.71 Chapter 5 focuses on the wartime internment of Japanese 
immigrants, Indigenous peoples, and prisoners of war across Hawai‘i and 
Micronesia—and furthermore the circulation of prisoners between these 
camps and those in the US continent. Decentering the focus on internment 
as a domestic project of racialized exclusion that took place only in the conti-
nental United States, this chapter analyzes how this transnational network of 
camps used varying logics of racialized military detention, Indigenous dis-
placement, and racial liberal biopolitics as it evacuated and interned Asian 
and Indigenous peoples across lands acquired for US military projects. This 
is one example of how techniques of settler militarism were replicated and 
transformed across the Pacific Islands and Asia, laying the foundation for US 
military empire in the late twentieth century and today.

Settler militarism is contradictory: as it allegedly prioritized life in 
Hawai‘i, it also elaborated the conditions for violence and death in milita-
rized spaces. Yet, given the long and continuing history of US colonialism 
and capitalism, it should not surprise us that the “make live” imperative 
of racial liberal biopower became a tool in the death-dealing context of 



Introduction	 19

war: it fortified the burgeoning US military empire and its ambitions to gov-
ern which lives it valued, which it extracted, and which it considered dispos-
able. However, this project has never been sustainable, and settler militarism 
and capitalism sought to mitigate this unsustainability via imperial expan-
sion toward additional sources of labor, markets, and natural resources. 
Thus, as settler militarism claimed to protect and fortify those lives that it 
was continually depleting, it was banking on its future absolution and re-
generation via imperial war and the plundering of others’ lands and liveli-
hoods. Settler militarism—which is necessarily entangled with the relations 
of capitalism—operates in contradiction to the lives and communities it pur-
ports to govern.

As US empire and capitalism tend toward crisis, settler militarism is one 
imperfect “solution” to this crisis that is always on the brink of collapsing 
beneath the weight of its own asymmetry. It is also continually faced with 
opposition and resistance. Significantly, this understanding warns us of the 
violent lengths that are necessary to mask settler militarism’s contradictions. 
World War II was such a period when many of the structures that intersect 
with that of settler militarism reached the apex of their contradictory forma-
tions: including militarized regimes of security and demands for patriotism, 
liberal modes of racial capitalism, legal means of property accumulation 
by Indigenous dispossession, and biopolitical governance and regulation. 
However, we should not understand this wartime peak in colonial violence 
and military surveillance as indicative of settler militarism’s strength, total-
ization, or so-called success. Rather, this illustrates the extent to which its 
mechanisms needed to stretch in order to maintain its ruse of liberal demo
cratic rationality: that is, the myth that settler militarism and this war were 
just, desired, inevitable, and in the interest of all.
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building and empire building. For example, whereas Giovanni Arrighi differ-
entiates between “territorialist” and “capitalist” logics of power, he argues that 
within settler colonial contexts like that of the United States, capitalism and 
territorialism are “indistinguishable from one other” and, further, form the 
conditions of possibility for the existence of the settler state. Thus, throughout 
history the continental and overseas territorial expansion of the United States 
has been an expression of both capitalist accumulation and settler colonial state 
and empire building. Arrighi, Long Twentieth Century, 59–60. As Alyosha Goldstein 
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notes, “Colonialism in this context is not or not only a process of expansion and 
incorporation, but is a primary social, economic, and political feature of the 
United States itself.” Goldstein, “ ‘In the Constant Flux,’ ” 67. See also Nichols, 
Theft Is Property!, 67–68; and Kosher, Cacho, Byrd, and Jefferson, “Introduction.” 
Writing specifically about Hawai‘i, Saranillio analyzes “unsustainable empire” 
in Hawai‘i through the dynamic of “settler accumulation by Native disposses-
sion,” which figures as continual the process by which capitalism “fails forward” 
toward an aspirational settler future via the continuation of primitive accu-
mulation and its appropriation of Indigenous lands and means of subsistence. 
Saranillio, Unsustainable Empire, 22. On how we cannot separate neoliberal 
financialization from the ongoing and historical process of colonialism, see Byrd, 
Goldstein, Melamed, and Reddy, “Predatory Value,” 7. Nikhil Pal Singh analyzes 
the reiterative nature of primitive accumulation and its role in territorial expan-
sion through the dynamic of war capitalism, which creates “exceptional zones 
of armed appropriation,” which are “not only domains for enacting ‘plunder’—
that is, primitive accumulation (or accumulation by dispossession)—but also 
for developing cutting-edge procedures, calculations, and fungible systems of 
commercial and military infrastructure . . . ​that are able to proceed insofar 
as they are unfettered by legally protected human beings, thus advancing new 
prejudices that build upon the old.” Singh, “On Race, Violence,” 55.

	 62	 Fujitani discusses the US state’s biopolitical impulse during World War II amid 
labor scarcity in Fujitani, “Right to Kill.” On the extreme labor requirements for 
the US military empire, see Bender and Lipman, Making the Empire Work; and 
Friedman, “US Empire.”

	 63	 Scheiber and Scheiber, Bayonets in Paradise, 80, 81–83, 84.
	 64	 “The hspa reported at the war’s end that, from December 1941 to the end of 1944, 

Hawaii’s sugar and pineapple plantations had loaned out 514,130 person-days of 
labor to the military.” Jung, Reworking Race, 134.

	 65	 Scheiber and Scheiber, Bayonets in Paradise, 82.
	 66	 Scheiber and Scheiber, Bayonets in Paradise, 87, 84.
	 67	 Evelyn Nakano Glenn defines reproductive labor as “activities that recreate the 

labor force: the physical and emotional maintenance of current workers and the 
nurturing and socializing of future workers. In other words, people as well as 
things have to be produced.” Nakano Glenn, “Racial Ethnic Women’s Labor,” 104. 
Both Nakano Glenn and Rhacel Salazar Parreñas further analyze an international 
and racialized division of reproductive labor in which “class-privileged women 
free themselves of the ‘mental, emotional, and manual labor’ needed for the ‘cre-
ation and recreation of people as cultural and social, as well as physical beings’ 
by hiring low-paid women of color,” and immigrant women’s domestic labor 
“connects systems of gender inequality in both sending and receiving nations to 
global capitalism.” Parreñas, “Migrant Filipina,” 562. Here, Parreñas draws from 
Nakano Glenn, “From Servitude to Service Work.” Following Michael Hardt, 
we might also consider affective labor—e.g., care labor, health care, teaching, 
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mothering—as the labor of biopower. He writes that “its products are intan-
gible: a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement, passion—even a 
sense of connectedness or community.” Hardt, “Affective Labor,” 96. Yet as Silvia 
Federici reminds us, affective and reproductive labor should be considered both 
immaterial and material in order to avoid making an artificial distinction that 
privileges the waged productive laborer as revolutionary subject and reproduces 
the sexual and colonial division of labor that devalues racialized and gendered 
work. Federici, “Silvia Federici,” 157. Kalindi Vora analyzes how this dynamic 
has continued to structure the context of contemporary global capitalism: “In 
transmitting vital energy to US residents, they enter into a history of US capital
ist accumulation in relation to conquest, racial slavery, and immigration, where 
the reproductive labor of working-class women of color continues to support the 
value of whiteness and class privilege that does not include them.” Vora, “Limits 
of ‘Labor,’ ” 698. Recent Marxist feminist work has contributed understandings 
of “social reproduction theory”: Bhattacharya theorizes that social reproduction 
encompasses the “ ‘production of goods and services and the production of life 
[as] part of one integrated process.’ ” Bhattacharya, Social Reproduction Theory, 3.

	 68	 Oren E. Long, “War Records Project,” Department of Public Instruction, Terri-
tory of Hawaii, December 1944, 24.01 Department of Public Instruction, hwrd, 
4, emphasis in original.

	 69	 Federici argues that “state control over every aspect of [social] reproduction,  
became the cornerstones of primitive accumulation.” Federici, Caliban and the 
Witch, 22.

	 70	 We can consider this a part of the longer history in which certain bodies and 
lands—in this case, multiracial plantation workers and Indigenous lives and 
landscapes—have historically been more available and disposable, and in which 
race and colonialism make primitive accumulation invisible. As Vora states, “the 
legacies of imperialism continue to affect the hyperavailability of racialized and 
gendered bodies” (694). Vora, “Limits of ‘Labor,’ ” 694–97.

	 71	 As Vora writes of contemporary regimes of biocapital and labor outsourcing, 
“Labor, like human vital organs, can be understood as a specific portion of a 
person’s body and life that can be made free to travel.” Vora, Life Support, 2.

chapter 1. “national defense is based on land”:  
landscapes of settler militarism in hawai‘i

Epigraph: Norman Littell, quoted in “U.S. Acquires 757 Tracts in Year,” August 14, 
1941, Honolulu Star-Bulletin, microfilm, Newspapers in Hawai‘i, Hamilton Library, 
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa (hnm).

	 1	 “U.S. Acquires 757 Tracts in Year.”
	 2	 In these cases the United States transferred lands from territorial to fed-

eral possession via presidential executive order. McKinley, “Proclamation 




