
America Gears Up 

for War
SOCIAL EFFECTS OF MOBILIZATION



Americans Join the War Effort

 The Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor 
with the expectation that once Americans 
had experienced Japan’s power, they would 
shrink from further conflict. 

 The day after the raid, the Japan Times 
boasted that the United States, now reduced 
to a third-rate power, was “trembling in her 
shoes.” 

 But if Americans were trembling, it was with 
rage, not fear. 

 Uniting under the battle cry “Remember Pearl 
Harbor!” they set out to prove Japan wrong.



SELECTIVE SERVICE AND THE GI 

 The initials GI originally stood for 
“galvanized iron” but were later 
reinterpreted as “government issue,” 
meaning uniforms and supplies. 

 In time, the abbreviation came to stand 
for American soldiers.

 After Pearl Harbor, eager young 
Americans jammed recruiting offices. 

 “I wanted to be a hero, let’s face it,” 
admitted Roger Tuttrup. “I was havin’ 
trouble in school. . . . The war’d been 
goin’ on for two years. I didn’t wanna
miss it. . . . I was an American. I was 
seventeen.”



The Need for Americans in Uniform

 Even the 5 million who volunteered for 

military service were not enough to face 

the challenge of an all-out war on two 

global fronts—Europe and the Pacific. 

 The Selective Service System expanded 

the draft and eventually provided 

another 10 million soldiers to meet the 

armed forces’ needs.



Ronald Reagan WW II Training Film



EXPANDING THE MILITARY- WOMEN IN THE 
MILITARY

 The military’s work force needs were so 
great that Army Chief of Staff General 
George Marshall pushed for the 
formation of a Women’s Auxiliary Army 
Corps (WAAC).

 “There are innumerable duties now 
being performed by soldiers that can be 
done better by women,” Marshall said in 
support of a bill to establish the Women’s 
Auxiliary Army Corps. 

 Under this bill, women volunteers would 
serve in noncombat positions.



RECRUITING AND DISCRIMINATION 

 Many minority groups—especially African Americans, 
Native Americans, Mexican Americans, and Asian 
Americans were restricted to racially segregated 
neighborhoods and reservations and denied basic 
citizenship rights.

 Some members of these groups questioned whether 
this was their war to fight. 

 “Why die for democracy for some foreign country 
when we don’t even have it here?” asked an editorial 
in an African-American newspaper. 

 On receiving his draft notice, an African American 
responded unhappily, “Just carve on my tombstone, 
‘Here lies a black man killed fighting a yellow man for 
the protection of a white man.’”





DRAMATIC 

CONTRIBUTIONS
 Despite discrimination in the military, more than 

300,000 Mexican Americans joined the armed 
forces.

 Mexican Americans in Los Angeles made up only a 
tenth of the city’s population, they suffered a fifth 
of the city’s wartime casualties.

 About one million African Americans also served in 
the military. 

 African-American soldiers lived and worked in 
segregated units and were limited mostly to 
noncombat roles. 

 After much protest, African Americans did finally 
see combat beginning in April 1943.

 Asian Americans took part in the struggle as well. 

 More than 13,000 Chinese Americans, or about one 
of every five adult males, joined the armed forces. 
In addition, 33,000 Japanese Americans put on 
uniforms. 



Discrimination 

and Reaction
 Despite the opportunities that opened for 

women and minorities during the war, old 
prejudices and policies persisted in the military 
and at home. 

 During the war, thousands of African Americans 
left the South. 

 The majority moved to the Midwest, where better 
jobs could be found. 

 Between 1940 and 1944, the percentage of 
African Americans working in skilled or semiskilled 
jobs rose from 16 to 30 percent.

 Wherever African Americans moved, 
discrimination followed.

 African-American migrants moved into already 
overcrowded cities, tensions rose. 

 In 1943, a tidal wave of racial violence swept 
across the country.



TENSION IN LOS ANGELES
 Mexican Americans also experienced prejudice during the 

war years. 

 In the violent summer of 1943, Los Angeles exploded in anti-
Mexican “zoot-suit” riots. 

 The zoot suit was a style of dress adopted by Mexican-
American youths as a symbol of their rebellion against 
tradition.

 It consisted of a long jacket and pleated pants. Broad-
brimmed hats were often worn with the suits.

 The riots began when 11 sailors in Los Angeles reported being 
attacked by zoot-suit-wearing Mexican Americans. 

 This triggered violence involving thousands of servicemen and 
civilians.

 Mobs poured into Mexican neighborhoods, grabbed any 
zoot-suiters they could find and beat them senseless. 

 The riots lasted a week, resulting in the beating of hundreds of 
Mexican-American youth and other minorities.



Internment of Japanese Americans

 Japanese Americans struggled with racial tension 
after Pearl Harbor.

 When the war began, 120,000 Japanese Americans 
lived in the United States, with most of them living on 
the West Coast. 

 After the bombing, panic-stricken citizens feared 
that the Japanese would soon attack the United 
States.

 Frightened people believed false rumors that 
Japanese Americans were committing sabotage by 
mining coastal harbors and poisoning vegetables.

 This sense of fear and uncertainty caused a wave of 
prejudice against Japanese Americans. 

 On February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt signed an 
order requiring the removal of people of Japanese 
ancestry from California and parts of Washington, 
Oregon, Arizona and Hawaii. 





 No specific charges were ever filed against Japanese 
Americans, and no evidence of subversion was ever found. 

 Faced with expulsion, terrified families were forced to sell their 
homes, businesses, and all their belongings for less than their 
true value. 

 Japanese Americans fought for justice, both in the courts and 
in Congress.

 In 1944, the Supreme Court decided, in Korematsu v. United 
States, that the government’s policy of evacuating Japanese 
Americans to camps was justified based on “military 
necessity.” 

 After the war the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) 
pushed the government to compensate those sent to the 
camps for their lost property.

 In 1965, Congress authorized the spending of $38 million for 
that purpose—less than a tenth of Japanese Americans’ 
actual losses.



In the end, the internment of Japanese 

Americans became a national 

embarrassment. 



A Production Miracle

 February 1942, American newspapers 
reported the end of automobile 
production for private use. 

 Within weeks of the shutdown in 
production, the nation’s automobile 
plants had been retooled to produce 
tanks, planes, boats, and command 
cars. And

 Across the nation, factories were 
quickly converted to war production.

 A maker of mechanical pencils turned 
out bomb parts; a bedspread 
manufacturer made mosquito netting;  
A soft-drink company converted from 
filling bottles with liquid to filling shells 
with explosives.



The Federal Government Takes 
Control

 As war production increased, fewer consumer products 
available for purchase. Much factory production was 
earmarked for the war. With demand increasing and 
supplies dropping, prices seemed likely to shoot upwards.

 Roosevelt responded to this threat by creating the Office 
of Price Administration (OPA). The OPA fought inflation by 
freezing prices on most goods. 

 Congress also raised income tax rates and extended 
income tax to millions of people who had never paid it 
before. 

 The higher taxes reduced consumer demand on scarce 
goods by leaving workers with less to spend. The 
government encouraged Americans to use their extra 
cash to buy war bonds.







ECONOMIC 

CONTROLS
 The government needed to ensure that the armed forces and 

war industries received the resources they needed to win the 
war. 

 The War Production Board (WPB) assumed that responsibility. 
The WPB decided which companies would convert from 
peacetime to wartime production and allocated raw materials 
to key industries.

 The WPB also organized drives to collect scrap iron, tin cans, 
paper, rags, and cooking fat for recycling into war goods.

 Across America, children scoured attics, cellars, garages, 
vacant lots, and back alleys, looking for useful junk.

 During one five-month-long paper drive in Chicago, 
schoolchildren collected 36 million pounds of old paper—
about 65 pounds per child.

 Children of all ages helped with wartime recycling. This 5-year-
old boy pounded the pavement in New York City collecting 
aluminum.



RATIONING

 The OPA set up a system for rationing or establishing fixed 

allotments of goods deemed essential for the military. 

 Under this system, households received ration books with 

coupons to be used for buying such scarce goods as 

meat, shoes, sugar, coffee, and gasoline. 

 Most Americans accepted rationing as a personal 

contribution to the war effort. 

 Workers carpooled or rode bicycles. Families coped with 

shortages of everything from tires to toys. 




