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Soldiers of a forgotten empire:
American memory and the battle for
Filipino veterans’ benefits
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More than a quarter million Filipino soldiers fought under American com-
mand during the Second World War, but the US Congress declared in
1946 that the vast majority would be ineligible to receive benefits under
the Gl Bill, a landmark piece of social legislation that provided financial
and educational assistance to most veterans of the war. This article exam-
ines the contested politics of denying these benefits to veterans of the
Philippine Commonwealth Army. It demonstrates how the US Federal
Government’s efforts to suppress its imperial past shaped military welfare
policy in the post-war era.
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Introduction

On 26 July 1941, fearing the imminent Japanese invasion of the Philippines,
President Franklin Roosevelt issued an executive order that transferred the
Philippine armed forces to the command of US General Douglas MacArthur. This
new army, the United States Armed Forces of the Far East (USAFFE), was created
by merging a smaller US colonial force called the Philippine Scouts with the full
army of the Commonwealth of the Philippines." Over the course of the
war, USAFFE soldiers fought vicious battles and were forced to endure unspeakable
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horrors, including the Bataan Death March in April 1942 after the successful
Japanese invasion of the Philippine archipelago.*

When Japan surrendered on 15 August 1945, the status of these soldiers — more
than a quarter million in total — remained in doubt. The end of the Second World
War also meant that, after nearly fifty years of American colonial rule, the
Philippines was to become a sovereign nation. As we will see, the US military and
the Veterans Administration (VA) led Filipino soldiers to believe at the time that,
because they were members of the US Armed Forces, they would qualify for
American veterans’ benefits, including the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 —
better known as the GI Bill — a generous package of medical, housing, and education
benefits.> Yet in 1946, to the surprise of President Harry Truman himself, the US
Congress passed the Rescission Acts, a pair of laws that declared most Filipino veter-
ans ineligible.* In an instant, they became ‘impossible subjects:” colonial soldiers
who fought under US command, but were denied the same rewards.> Over the next
six decades, a meagre share of the benefits that were once promised for service and
sacrifice were reluctantly doled out by Washington to maintain Manila’s Cold War
allegiance and, later, because of domestic pressure from the growing political power
of Filipino-Americans.

To be sure, Filipinos were not the only minority or ethnic group that was denied
or discouraged from seeking the same rights and benefits afforded to white
American veterans. Regimes in the Jim Crow South and some veterans’ organisa-
tions also created administrative barriers that prevented many Black veterans and
women from accessing the program.® Gay veterans were explicitly barred from the
GI Bill under a direct order from the VA that made any veteran discharged ‘because
of homosexual acts or tendencies’ ineligible.” Despite these obstacles, many veter-
ans from marginalised communities were able to use their GI Bill benefits to gain
the training and financial stability to emerge as activists, professionals, and politi-
cians in the post-war era.®
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The near-universal eligibility of male veterans for these benefits (if only on paper)
makes the exclusion of Filipinos even more notable. Why were these veterans, fre-
quently lauded for their bravery, excluded from the generous welfare benefits given
to other veterans? The answer is that Filipinos were subject to colonial laws that
were designed to enforce racial hierarchies and delimit the core of the United States
from its periphery.” These institutions were notable, in the words of legal historian
Sam Erman, for their ‘ambivalence, ambiguity, evasion, and inconsistency’."®
Consequently, Filipino veterans faced different challenges from other veterans of
colour who were officially acknowledged as eligible. Over time, as the memory of
American colonisation of the Philippines faded, Filipinos encountered policymakers
who refused to understand why ‘foreign’ veterans would be eligible for US benefits.

In this article, I follow a call from Robert Gerwarth and Erez Manela to highlight
the role of imperial subjects pressed into service for the defence of imperial govern-
ments.'" In a landmark work on Algerian veterans of the French military, Dénal
Hassett describes the ‘post-war renegotiation of the social contract between the
colonial state and those citizens and subjects who had fought to defend it’ as a pro-
cess of ‘mobilizing memory’."* Veterans of the USAFFE had to mobilise memory,
too. Caught between colony and metropole, Filipinos not only had to serve the
imperial state, but had to remind that state continually of their service over the next
sixty years."? Scholarship on US veterans and the welfare state rarely mentions the
experience of colonial veterans, yet an examination of Filipino veterans of the
USAFFE offers an opportunity to examine how America’s denial of its imperial
past affected the political efforts of Filipino veterans in demanding greater access to
promised benefits."#

If Filipino veterans sought to mobilise memory, then key parts of the American
state, such as leading members of Congress and the VA, actively worked to forget
America’s colonial past and the men who once served in its army. The ambiguous
status of colonial veterans allowed metropolitan officials to offer an evasive and
inconsistent set of reasons for why they could not pay. As the coming sections will
show, these ran from their ‘concern’ for the Philippine economy to a fear that the
archipelago’s lower cost of living would provide Filipinos with a higher rate of com-
pensation than Americans. These responses took advantage of legal ambiguity and
the lack of domestic political pressure for the US to make good on its promises. To
the extent that benefits were provided, they were through means-tested
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programmes that required individual veterans to provide proof of injury or loss.*’
For their part, Filipino veterans argued they were due GI Bill benefits as soldiers
who served under American command. Their benefits were earned as soldiers and
could not be satisfied through foreign aid to the independent Republic of the
Philippines.

I begin with a review of the politics of the Rescission Acts and Congress’
intent in passing these laws. The second section considers the role of Cold
War politics in structuring challenges to the Rescission Acts, and the third sec-
tion explores how the fight was again reframed as a domestic battle over civil
rights as Filipino immigrants gained greater political power. I conclude with
some thoughts on what this case study reveals about the social welfare conse-
quences of American exceptionalism, a narrative that denies the imperial past
of the United States.™®

The Rescission Acts and the denial of veterans’ benefits

At the end of the Second World War, the political status of the Philippines was in
flux. The passage of the Tydings-McDuffie Act in 1934 put the American colony
on a ten-year path to full sovereignty, but this process was violently interrupted by
the Japanese invasion in December 1941. Adding to this complexity was the fact
that, just prior to the invasion, General MacArthur had committed to equalise the
pay of Filipino and American soldiers, but he did so without the approval of the
War Department or Congress. When MacArthur arrived to liberate the Philippines
in 1945, he again ordered the equalisation of pay and benefits, but Congress, which
was eager to end its responsibility for the Philippines, refused to appropriate these
funds."”

Nevertheless, by the end of the war in 1945, veterans of the USAFFE had reason-
able grounds for expecting to receive GI Bill benefits. The head of the VA had
declared in May of 1942 that ‘personnel of the organized military forces of the
Government of the Commonwealth of the Philippines ordered into “the service of
the armed forces of the United States” | ... | are to be considered in the “active serv-
ice” within the meaning of the term’.’® If Filipinos were considered active
American military personnel, they would be due the same benefits as other US sol-
diers. Yet the decision to treat USAFFE veterans like other American veterans was
an administrative ruling that was never approved by Congress.

The trouble in Congress began on 27 August 1945, less than two weeks after
Japan’s surrender, when Arizona Senator Carl Hayden requested a report on the
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costs to fund the programme for Filipinos fully."® Hayden, a member of the Senate
Appropriations Committee and a master of Senate dealmaking, was widely consid-
ered to be among the most powerful Democrats in Washington. Although it is
unclear why Hayden took particular interest in this matter, his concerns may have
stemmed from his effort to direct post-war appropriations to massive water reclam-
ation and transportation projects in the southwest.*®

The VA’s new Administrator, General Omar Bradley, estimated if veterans of the
USAFFE were included that would add 190,000 more soldiers to the ranks of US
veterans who were already eligible, and might cost $US3 billion over a period of
seventy-five years, which was a comparatively small share of the $US200 billion he
thought was needed to fund benefits for all American veterans.** This estimate led
Hayden to reframe the issue as a debate over potential economic development aid
to the soon-to-be sovereign Philippines, rather than one about benefits due to indi-
vidual Filipino veterans. “Three billion dollars is a substantial sum of money’, he
noted, ‘and if Filipinos were eligible to receive it there would be good reason to
reduce or eliminate other proposed expenditures by the United States for their bene-
fit’.** Whatever ambiguity remained about the intent of Congress was quickly
cleared up with the passage of the Rescission Acts in February of 1946.

In exchange for an appropriation of $US200 million to support the independent
armed forces of the Philippines, Congress added a rider to the bill making veterans
of the Philippine Commonwealth Army and guerrilla fighters ineligible for US vet-
erans’ benefits. More broadly, the bill declared that any service ‘shall not be deemed
to have been active military, naval, or air service for the purposes of any law of the
United States conferring rights, privileges, or benefits upon any person by reason of
the service of such person or the service of any other person in the Armed
Forces’.*? Although wounded veterans were granted pensions for service-connected
disabilities, these were to be paid in pesos, rather than dollars, providing Filipinos
with half of what their American comrades received.**

What might have once been an obligation of the United States to provide prom-
ised benefits to veterans became an aid package to a foreign nation. Furthermore,
in what would become a recurring theme, Hayden argued that such financial sup-
port would harm the Philippine economy and lead to a culture of dependency.
“What the Filipino veteran needs’, he asserted, is steady employment rather than to

depend for his living upon a monthly payment sent from the United States’.*’
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In other words, benefits for individual Filipinos were less helpful than economic
development projects funded through American aid dollars. Although Hayden was
the most vocal proponent of the Acts, he had the full support of his colleagues. The
bills passed both houses of Congress on a voice vote with little debate.>®
no appetite among members of Congress to spend money on Filipino veterans who
would soon become citizens of a foreign nation.

Harry Truman, who had long been an active member of the American Legion,
objected to Congress’ actions. The President vetoed the first set of Rescission bills
due to an issue unrelated to Filipino veterans, and Paul McNutt, the US
Ambassador to the Philippines and a former national commander of the Legion,
urged him to veto the revised acts based on his fear that they would hinder future
diplomatic relations with Manila.*” Yet even as Truman noted the ‘moral obliga-
tion of the United States to look after the welfare of Philippine Army veterans’, he
signed them into law on 20 February 1946.*® Truman likely realised that he could
not counter congressional opposition, and the ad hoc committee he appointed to
find a solution was never able to propose a compromise that Congress would
support.*®

When the Philippines gained full independence just a few months later on 4 July
1946, the Rescission Acts presented an immediate political crisis for Philippine
President Sergio Osmena, who argued that $US200 million was ‘evidently inad-
equate’ to cover pensions and other benefits due to Filipino veterans, which he cal-
culated at more than $USz billion.?® Carlos Romulo, a former aide to MacArthur
who was now the resident commissioner of the Philippines in Washington, offered
another objection to this compromise, claiming that it gave ‘officials in Washington
the opportunity to say that they have discharged their obligations to the Filipino
veterans while in fact many major discriminations [...] remain’.?* The result,
Romulo argued, would be to slap Filipino veterans with a ‘badge of inferiority’.>*

Philippine officials, who were under intense domestic political pressure from vet-
erans, continued to press the matter with little success. In 1948, the Mayor of
Manila led a protest of USAFFE veterans to Malacanang Palace to urge the presi-
dent to pressure Washington to give ‘more privileges and rights to active and demo-
bilized members of the force’.>> Yet what was ultimately approved in July 1948
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was modest. Congress appropriated $US39 million to provide wounded veterans
with hospitalisation benefits at a planned VA facility in Manila.?*

Critical press accounts of scandal and corruption in Manila may have contrib-
uted to Truman’s reluctance to press Congress on the issue. In 1949, twenty-one
employees of the Philippine government were accused of stealing VA cheques sent
to Filipino veterans.>> One year later, the New York Times reported that the
Philippine president was ‘charged with corruption and mismanagement’, and, in a
story published two months later, explained how ‘the prevalence of corruption in
the Government’ was leading ‘to a breakdown of morality among the people’.>®

More damaging, perhaps, was when Drew Pearson — a muckraking journalist
whose syndicated column was carried by more than 6oo newspapers — accused the
VA of spending millions ‘to finance immorality in the Philippine Islands’. 37
Resurrecting an old narrative about welfare dependency, he claimed that Filipino
widows were living with married men and ‘splitting their pensions with the men’s
wives’.>® These pensions, Pearson argued, had created a system of taxpayer-
financed moral corruption. He also noted, incorrectly, that ‘all Filipino veterans
automatically get the same benefits as U.S. veterans’.?®

But not everyone was unsupportive. USAFFE veterans did receive help from the
American Legion, the powerful veterans’ service organisation, many of whose mem-
bers had deep-rooted memories of serving alongside Filipinos. In 1946, the Legion
invited Philippine Resident Commissioner Carlos Romulo to its national convention
in San Francisco where he spoke passionately about the Filipino veterans’ plea for
‘plain and simple justice, not mercenary reward for services rendered’.*° Although
the Legion did not take immediate action, it endorsed full veterans’ benefits in 1950,
and it granted equal membership to USAFFE veterans in 1955 once some technical-
ities were worked out regarding the citizenship of members.**
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Despite this endorsement, Washington continued to deny most benefits that had
once been promised. When he took office in December 1953, Philippine President
Ramon Magsaysay, who built his political reputation as a vigorous advocate for
USAFFE veterans, continued to pressure American officials to provide the promised
benefits.** In 1954 a joint resolution from the Congress of the Philippines
demanded ‘Restoration to Filipino veterans of their rights under the GI Bill>.#?

These demands largely fell on deaf ears in Washington. Congress had crafted
legislation that increasingly treated the Philippines as a foreign nation in need of
aid, as opposed to a former US colony that had been under American rule for half
of the twentieth century. Indeed, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, responding
to a reporter’s question about Philippine foreign aid in 1956, made a point of not-
ing that US expenditures should include not just direct economic aid, but spending
on military and veterans’ support.**

The Vietham War and veterans’ benefits

The beginning of the Cold War reshaped diplomatic relations between Washington
and Manila, and it also provided new opportunities to renegotiate the benefits
owed to USAFFE veterans. The US national security establishment, which had long
been concerned about the detrimental effects of the Rescission Acts on American-
Philippine relations, soon emerged as an unlikely ally. One of Washington’s most
immediate concerns was the Hukbalahap rebellion in the Philippines, a peasant
revolt that began in Central Luzon and grew so widespread by 1949 that American
and Filipino officials feared it might develop into a communist insurgency.*’
Another key issue was continued access to military bases in the Philippines, a bul-
wark against communist forces in Asia for the US Navy and Air Force. The 1947
Military Bases Agreement, hammered out just a year after the Philippines gained
independence, gave the US military a ninety-nine-year lease on Clark Air Base and
the US Naval Base at Subic Bay.**

When Ferdinand Marcos became president of the Philippines in 1965, the United
States redoubled its efforts to secure the allegiance of its former colony. Marcos’
anti-Communist politics made him a natural partner as the US looked for allies in
Asia to support South Vietnam as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s ‘More Flags’
initiative.*” For President Johnson, Marcos’ support would signal wider Asian
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backing for the war in Vietnam and could also allay fears in Congress that
the nation was being stretched too thin.*® Marcos, who had earlier opposed
plans to aid the US, quickly changed his mind when he entered office. He soon
agreed to send 2,000 combat engineers and security troops. This decision was
due in no small part to relentless pressure from Washington, which included five
diplomatic missions and a private meeting with Vice President Hubert
Humphrey.*®

For his part, Marcos hoped to leverage US national security needs for increased
military aid and private contracts to support the war efforts.’® But the issue of
USAFFE benefits continued to be a sticking point in American-Philippine relations.
Marcos was keen to maintain strong ties with the veterans’ community who formed
a robust base of political support, and Johnson was well aware of the intense
domestic pressure on the new Philippine president to deliver tangible benefits in
exchange for support in Vietnam.’® ‘Marcos is strongly pro-American’, the
President’s National Security Advisor wrote ahead of Marcos’ visit to Washington
in 1966. ‘But he is also fiercely pro-Philippines. He has backed our position in Viet-
Nam at considerable political risk. [...] He has been under the gun from domestic
critics.”>*

To provide additional support for Marcos, President Johnson launched a com-
mission with American and Filipino legislators, diplomats, and senior officials to
meet in Manila and Washington in 1966. One major point of contention was the
fifty per cent level of compensation for Filipinos with service-connected injuries, an
issue that became more acute as the Philippine peso lost value relative to the dollar.
That had caused a dramatic drop in the value of veterans’ disability pensions, creat-
ing a political problem for Marcos.’> The Philippine delegation pressed hard to
revisit the broader issue of GI Bill benefits, noting that the Rescission Acts were
‘discriminatory, unconstitutional, and contrary to the elemental principles of fair
play, equity and justice’.’* Although the US delegation was willing to mitigate this
inequity by adjusting the compensation levels to correct for the peso’s reduced
value, it refused to consider a broader package of benefits.>>

8

IS

Jonathan Colman and ].J. Widén, ‘The Johnson Administration and the Recruitment of Allies in

Vietnam, 1964-1968,” History 94 (2009), 489.

49 Capozzola, 258.

3¢ Man, 104.

5t Albert F. Celoza, Ferdinand Marcos and the Philippines: The Political Economy of Authoritarianism
(Westport: Praeger, 1997), 23.

52 Memorandum from the President’s Special Assistant to President Johnson, 14 September 1966, Foreign

Relations of The United States, 1964-1968, Volume XXVI: Indonesia; Malaysia-Singapore; Philippines

(Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 2000), 732; Memorandum from the President’s

Special Assistant to President Johnson, 27 June 1966, Foreign Relations of The United States, 1964—

1968, 753.

Satoshi Nakano, ‘The Filipino World War II Veterans Equity Movement and the Filipino American

Community’ (paper presented at the Seventh Annual International Philippine Studies Conference,

Leiden, The Netherlands, 16-19 June 2004).

54 Report of the Washington Conference, Joint RP-US Commission for the Study of Philippine Veterans

Problems, Washington, DC, August 1966, 89.

Report of the Washington Conference, 95.

=

N

@

5

)



SOLDIERS OF A FORGOTTEN EMPIRE 375

In the end, Marcos got much of what he wanted. Addressing a joint session of
the US Congress, Marcos declared that ‘Asia cringed in anxiety’ until the United
States began military operations in Vietnam.’® Days later, the White House
announced sixty-five million dollars in new aid for agricultural and construction
projects in the Philippines. 7 More important for veterans was the agreement to
pay pensions for wounded veterans in dollars instead of pesos.’® But according to
American officials, this was foreign aid, not a renegotiation of the lost GI Bill bene-
fits, and most of these payments were made to the Philippine government, not to
veterans.>’

The modest gains that Filipino veterans experienced from the 1950s to the
1960s — the continuation of medical benefits for wounded soldiers and the pay-
ment of pensions in dollars instead of pesos — were due primarily to the exigencies
of Cold War power politics. The need to demonstrate that there was international
support for the war in Vietnam took precedence over whatever moral obligation
the United States had to its former colony. Presenting these benefits as foreign aid,
rather than benefit payments to former American soldiers, allowed Washington to
maintain Manila’s allegiance without drawing attention to its imperial past.

Domestic pressure and a partial resolution

The end of the Vietnam War and the economic stagflation of the 1970s led to new
questions in Congress about the relative generosity of benefits received by wounded
Filipino veterans. In 1973, an auditor’s report criticised the level of foreign aid in
the Philippines and noted that US investment amounted to $US388 million when
military aid, veterans’ pensions, and health care were added to the more modest
$US68 million in direct economic aid.®® Several years later, Senator William
Proxmire of Wisconsin charged that the ‘Philippine veteran literally gets 10 times as
much in relation to the other citizens of his country as the American veteran gets.
What he gets, he gets from the American citizen’." As the New York Times
explained about the hearing, ‘Congress was told today that thousands of Filipinos
who served in or with United States armed forces lived a life of luxury in the
Philippines on Veterans Administration benefits’.°* The Detroit Free Press went
one step further, reporting that ‘collecting US veterans benefits’ is ‘one of the most
lucrative’ ways to earn an income in the Philippines.©?
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These investigations did not lead to any concrete changes in policy, but they
invited greater scrutiny of an existing medical programme to care for Filipino veter-
ans with service-connected injuries. °* Although these benefits were not terminated,
Congress amended a new veterans’ health care bill ‘to make it explicitly clear that it
is the position of the United States that the primary responsibility for providing
medical care and treatment for Commonwealth Army veterans and New
Philippines Scouts rests with the Republic of the Philippines’.®> Even as these
debates were taking place, Filipino veterans whose service-connected injuries quali-
fied them for medical and pensions benefits were often unable to receive them. In
some cases, veterans missed out on decades of payments because they were
unaware of the programmes. In other cases, they were confronted with impossible
demands from the VA to provide paperwork that would prove they had served in
approved guerrilla units during the war.®®

By the 1990s, however, the political situation in Washington was slowly becom-
ing more favourable to Filipino veterans. A bipartisan coalition led by Hawai‘i
Senator Daniel Inouye, a decorated Second World War veteran, emerged as a key
figure.®” The number of Filipinos in the United States — particularly in Hawai‘i and
California — had increased dramatically since US immigration restrictions were lib-
eralised in 1965, making them a potent political force.®®

Inouye inserted a special provision into the 1990 Immigration Act that provided
a brief, two-year window for USAFFE veterans to seek naturalisation conditional
on their resettlement in the United States. The bill received enthusiastic backing
from the Philippine Embassy, which coordinated a campaign among prominent
Filipino-Americans to support this proposal.®® The bill’s success can be partially
explained by the expectation that few Filipino veterans, many of whom were in
their seventies, would leave their homes to do so0.”® In addition, it was made clear
that these veterans, although eligible for naturalisation, would not be provided
with past veterans’ benefits.”" In 1993, Inouye launched a further effort to restore
benefits to some Filipino veterans, although he knew that congressional approval
of retroactive payments was extremely unlikely.”*

Despite predictions to the contrary, by 1998 nearly forty per cent of the 70,000
eligible veterans of the Commonwealth Army had become naturalised American

¢4 US Congress, Senate, Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearings on the Veterans’ Program Extension
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citizens. Many moved to the United States to provide a way for their own children
to immigrate.”> This, in turn, increased pressure on influential members of
Congress from California and Hawai‘i, the states where most veterans chose to set-
tle, to champion relief bills.

Activist groups led by a younger generation of Filipino-Americans revived the
memory of USAFFE veterans, too. Coupled with the lobbying campaigns were
community-based protests under the umbrella of the Filipino Veterans Equity
Movement. The most dramatic display came on 12 July 1997 when elderly veterans
marched outside the White House chanting “‘WE WANT JUSTICE!” ‘EQUITY
NOW! Some were later arrested with a California Congressman after chaining
themselves to the White House fence.”* Unlike in decades past, this protest gener-
ated sympathetic editorials, likely due to the increased political power of Filipinos
in the United States and the activism of second-generation Filipino-Americans.”’
The Washington Post called it ‘demeaning to Americans as well as to Filipinos for
the United States to continue denying benefits that were pledged at the highest level,
then abundantly earned on the battlefield, then denied, then withheld through deca-
des of Filipino entreaty’.”® Or, as the Los Angeles Times simply concluded, ‘The
nation broke its promises. It is time to make amends’.””

Congress began a full review of these benefits in 1998. Yet not all members were
interested in revisiting the Rescission Acts. Bob Stump, Chairman of the House
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, took to the pages of The Washington Post to
express his opposition to the bill. “While Filipino forces certainly aided the US war
effort’, Stump wrote, ‘in the end they fought for their own, soon-to-be independent
Philippine nation’.”® Others, however, were more sympathetic. As Hawai‘i
Representative Patsy Mink noted, ‘All they want is equal status, whatever all the
other veterans are entitled because of their service in World War II’.7°

The VA, which had long been unhelpful, opposed the extension of benefits. In a
report to the White House, it claimed that the cost would be prohibitive and that
granting these benefits ‘would run counter to Congressional intent from 1946 to
present’. The VA also included a veiled threat, warning that if ‘new fenced funding
is not provided to the VA, US veterans will oppose this option’.*® The VA, in other
words, was demanding special, dedicated funding to support any extension of bene-
fits. This claim is hard to understand given that the American Legion and the
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Veterans of Foreign Wars, the two largest US veterans’ organisations, both testified
in support of the legislation, in part because Filipino members pressured the
national Legion to support the bill.®*

The veterans did get some support from the Clinton Administration, which was
anxious to court voters in the growing Filipino-American community.** As one
senior adviser wrote, “The US drafted these Filipinos with a commitment to treat
these veterans as US veterans, these Fil Vets served heroically during the Second
World War and then Congress rescinded that commitment’.®> But what was ultim-
ately granted by Washington was disappointing. Congress refused to revisit the
Rescission Acts and opted instead to approve a series of bills that provided minor
increases to the pensions of old and disabled veterans living in the Philippines. It
also allowed naturalised veterans the option to return to the Philippines where they
could collect a portion of their Social Security benefits.®* This small concession
came in response to reports that old and impoverished Filipino veterans were living
in squalid conditions in American cities where they had no family to care for
them.®s

In 2008 the Democratic Party inserted a promise into its national political plat-
form to continue to provide benefits and an easier path to naturalisation for
Filipino veterans.®® Yet by this point, many veterans, now old and in poor health,
had lost faith. Filipino-American journalist Rene Ciria-Cruz put the matter plainly
in a retrospective on the fight: ‘Our old soldiers’ demand for the restoration of their
status as US veterans is not a plea for “welfare assistance” or charity or the restor-
ation of an old friendship. It is a demand for legitimate compensation for wartime
services rendered. There is no mincing words about it: Deadbeats must pay.”®”

After waiting for more than sixty years, Filipino veterans finally received official
recognition and limited compensation for their war service in 2009. During the
debate over the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, language was inserted
to provide a one-time payment of $USr 5,000 to Filipino veterans who were citizens
and $US9ooo to noncitizens.*® Although this compensation was celebrated by
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some in Congress as a victory, it was modest recompense for their treatment.® For
many Filipinos, it was too little, too late. As one veteran remarked, ‘There is no
anger. There is only pain. We are wounded in our hearts’.”°

Conclusion

Few pieces of legislation are as celebrated as the 1944 GI Bill. The education and
financial support it provided to US veterans of the Second World War contributed
to post-war American prosperity and political stability.”" But not all veterans were
treated equally. As this article has shown, veterans of the USAFFE were forced to
renegotiate their social contract with a metropolitan state that had no interest in
remembering their sacrifices.

Military service has often provided a way for immigrants and other marginalised
people to gain rights and recognition by the United States.”* Yet Filipino veterans,
who were citizens of the largest US colony and served in the American armed
forces, were denied access to GI Bill benefits that were promised during the war.
Even after decades of protest, the benefits for Filipino veterans remained part of the
convoluted eligibility system developed in 1946.

To be sure, the United States was not the only imperial nation that refused to pro-
vide equal veterans’ benefits to colonial subjects who served in the Second World
War. It was not until 2018 that the United Kingdom announced a modest program
to provide aide for impoverished Indian soldiers who fought for Britain during the
war.?> The approximately 120,000 colonial soldiers who served with the French
military were given smaller pensions than those provided to veterans in France.**
Like other imperial powers, the United States has distanced itself from colonial vet-
erans who fought with distinction under imperial command.

Memory can be mobilised, but as the experience of Filipino veterans has shown,
it cannot match the metropolitan state’s ability to forget. The deliberate repression
of this memory of empire allowed Congress to treat Filipino veterans as supplicants
forced to petition for what they were once promised. If, in the words of Ann Laura
Stoler, the United States is ‘haunted by empire’, it is not for any lack of official
effort to exorcise its imperial ghosts.”’
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