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Among the many provisions of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009
was one that authorized one-time payments to certain groups of Filipino World War II veterans
whose eligibility for naturalization and veterans benefits had been rescinded by the U.S.
Congress in 1946. The national press hailed this legislative achievement as an important—but
long overdue—recognition of the military service of a generation soon to pass into the history
books. But to many veterans and their advocates, the reward was too little, too late. In a nation
that has long linked citizenship and military service, in a contemporary political culture that has
romanticized and generously rewarded the sacrifices of the so-called “greatest generation,” longterm exclusion of Filipino veterans seems extraordinary. Equally puzzling is the insistence of the
U.S. Department of State that these veterans’ claims had already been rewarded. Simply put:
what took so long?

The question cannot be answered from either the United States or the Philippines. Rather,
this paper situates the Filipino veterans equity movement in a transnational context, as veterans
pursued a politics of memory not only within a social movement that spanned the Pacific but also
in dialogue with the memory politics of two states. Based on archival and oral history sources in
the US and the Philippines, and drawing from my recently published book, Bound by War: How
the United States and the Philippines Built America’s First Pacific Century (Basic, 2020), the
paper traces specific changes in the post-Cold War period—cultural, demographic, and
diplomatic shifts—that accelerated veterans’ long-overdue victory. It thus contributes to the
conference inquiry into veteran politics and memory by suggesting the possbility of braiding
military history together with the histories of empire and migration.

