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GERMAN JEWISH “ENEMY ALIENS” IN THE UNITED 
STATES DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR

Anne Schenderlein
GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE

It can only lead to confusion among our American friends 
when we—refugees from Nazi Germany—are branded en-
emies of the American people, when the term “Jewish refu-
gee” is increasingly associated with “enemy,” and when 
soon there will be those who behave anti-Semitically to-
ward Jewish refugees without having their anti-Semitism 
put them at risk of identifi cation as Nazis and fi ft h colum-
nists. They will surely be instructed by their masters [Lehr-
meister] to agitate against us not as Jews, for a change, but 
as enemy aliens. And everything that creates confusion and 
discord helps the Nazis.1

These words were spoken by Felix Guggenheim, president of the 
Jewish Club of 1933 in Los Angeles, the second largest German Jew-
ish refugee organization in the United States, when he addressed his 
fellow club members in 1942. Guggenheim was referring to a phenom-
enon that the refugees had been facing for almost a decade. Certain 
groups—including government officials—projected onto German 
Jews their fears of intrusion by foreign and ostensibly dangerous 
elements. It had happened in Germany, and now it was happening 
in the United States, albeit under diff erent circumstances. As Gug-
genheim pointed out, people were applying labels and prejudices 
that could take on lives of their own and aff ect not only the image of 
refugees in the United States, but have far-reaching consequences 
for the ongoing war against the Nazis. This article focuses on the 
government-imposed classifi cation of German Jewish refugees from 
Nazi Germany as “enemy aliens” in the United States during the Sec-
ond World War.2 It examines how diff erent actors—German Jewish 
refugees themselves, U.S. government offi  cials, and representatives of 
various American organizations—employed the categories “enemy 
alien” and “German Jewish refugee” at diff erent times, in various 
circumstances, for diverse reasons and ends. It explores the bag-
gage and meaning that came with using these terms and how such 
designations aff ected the everyday lives of people. Much of what is 
described in this historical case study has current corollaries across 
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the globe as well as historical antecedents. Each case is diff erent and 
complex in its own right, yet this type of categorizing and stereotyp-
ing frequently has analogous, usually contradictory consequences.

Between 1933 and 1945, approximately 90,000 Jews who had fl ed 
Nazi Germany arrived in the United States. For many of the emigrants 
and refugees from Germany, the United States was the preferred 
country of immigration, oft en because of pre-existing family con-
nections and also because it seemed to promise a life somewhat 
more similar to that in Germany, at least in comparison to what they 
imagined awaited them in Palestine or South America. Getting into 
the United States was extremely diffi  cult, however.

In the 1930s, U.S. immigration policy was based on the National 
Origins Immigration Act of 1924, enacted under the Hoover ad-
ministration as a continuation and revision of earlier immigration 
restrictions, particularly the 1921 Immigration Act. Its purpose was to 
preserve a white, Protestant majority in the United States by limiting 
the number of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe—with 
an eye specifi cally to Italians, Slavs, and Jews. For that reason, the Act 
limited the number of people allowed to immigrate to two percent of 
each nationality that had been present in the United States by 1890, a 
time before a great number of the aforementioned immigrant groups 
had arrived in the United States. Meanwhile, the Act completely 
excluded immigrants from Japan.3 Franklin D. Roosevelt upheld the 
Hoover administration policy of maintaining low levels of immigra-
tion and only slightly relieved the restrictions in 1938 in reaction to 
the deterioration of conditions for Jews and others in the German 
Reich. However, the Roosevelt administration began tightening the 
restrictions again in the summer of 1939, now ostensibly in response to 
fears of subversive elements among the immigrants. A combination 
of widespread public sentiments of nativism and anti-Semitism in 
the U.S.—partly a reaction to the failure of Roosevelt’s New Deal 
programs to bring the nation out of the Depression—as well as a 
“bureaucratic indiff erence to moral or humanitarian concerns” led 
to a situation in which, despite massive demands for visas to the 
United States, the annual quota for these immigrants from Europe 
was never fi lled.4 By 1941, two years into the war in Europe, it had 
become almost impossible to gain legal entrance to the United States, 
a bureaucratically induced situation further complicated by the war.5 

In this restrictive immigration situation, the refugees who made 
it to the United States were the lucky ones. Still, the pervasive 
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anti-immigrant mood in the country made them feel, as one refugee 
remembered, “not especially welcome.”6 In 1938–39, at the height 
of the infl ux of German Jewish refugees into the United States, pro-
paganda by anti-immigration and anti-Semitic groups—of which 
there were over one hundred operating in the U.S.—blamed Jews for 
the country’s economic problems and agitated against the arrival of 
Jewish immigrants. Besides homegrown nativist, racist movements 
like the Ku Klux Klan, there was the German American Bund, the 
American Nazi movement under the leadership of German American 
Fritz Kuhn, which had about 25,000 followers. The most infl uential 
anti-Semitic groups were led by fundamentalist Christian leaders, 
both Protestant and Catholic. Father Charles E. Coughlin’s rants 
against “Communist Jews,” whom he held responsible for all eco-
nomic problems, were broadcast by forty-seven radio stations that 
reached more than three and a half million listeners in the U.S. As 
the leader of the “National Union for Social Justice and the Christian 
Front,” Coughlin also published the magazine Social Justice, which 
had a print run of one million copies and was sold in every major city 
in the U.S. His media outlets agitated particularly against Jewish im-
migrants, who were depicted as the greatest competition in an already 
distressed U.S. job market.7 Anti-Jewish sentiment was not only 
directed at potential immigrants, but also against Jewish Americans, 
whose share in the overall population was just under fi ve million or 
about 3.7 percent of the U.S. population at the time.8 A March 1938 
survey revealed that forty-one percent of those surveyed believed that 
Jews had “too much power in the Unites States.”9 Another poll from 
May 1938 showed that one-fi ft h of those interviewed wanted to “drive 
Jews out” of the country and twenty-fi ve percent responded that Jews 
should not hold offi  ces in politics or government.10 

The reactions of American Jews to this increase in anti-Semitism and 
anti-immigration sentiment varied from open protest to reservation 
and accommodation. The American Jewish Committee, whose mem-
bership and following were mostly Jews of German extraction who 
had been in the country since before the 1880s, had historically taken 
a position of accommodation within American society. In response 
to the refugee crisis, they focused their eff orts on working behind the 
scenes, trying to convince important individuals in political offi  ce to 
improve immigration policies for Jewish refugees from Europe. Open 
protest and agitation on behalf of Jews in Europe, they believed, 
would only worsen anti-Semitism in the U.S. The American Jewish 
Congress, on the other hand, dominated by more recent eastern 
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European immigrants, did not shy away from open protest to reach 
the same goal. One measure intended to weaken the German state 
was the launching of a boycott movement targeting German 
products and services, for example. Ultimately, the eff orts of the 
American Jewish community were unsuccessful in actually infl uenc-
ing government policy with a view to Germany’s and Europe’s Jews 
and the refugees. While the division of the community has oft en 
been cited as a reason for this failure, American Jews accounted for 
only about three percent of American voters and thus their infl uence 
was naturally limited. However, diff erent organizations in the United 
States undertook eff orts to assist those Jews from Germany who had 
made it to the United States, such as the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 
Society and the National Council of Jewish Women.

Non-Jewish organizations also lent support to the new arrivals and 
organized against nativist, anti-Semitic, and anti-immigrant groups. 
Organizations such as the Coordinating Committee for Aid to Refu-
gees, the Committee for Catholic Refugees, and even Chambers of 
Commerce or Better Business Bureaus in various cities published 
statistical information about the refugees to rebut the notion that 
they were exacerbating the economic crisis.11 The American Friends 
Service Committee, a Quaker organization, published a widely 
circulated pamphlet entitled Refugee Facts, for example, with a total 
print run of 250,000. Of these, 100,000 copies were distributed to 
Protestant clergy, and the rest went to writers, editors, congressmen, 
and public offi  cials. In addition, more than a hundred newspapers 
covered the publication in one way or another.12 

This pamphlet sought to correct the notion of a particularly high 
number of immigrants entering the country at the time. It stated that 
more people left  the U.S. than entered during the period from 1932 to 
1938, when many of the refugees arrived.13 For the year 1938, which 
had seen the highest number of refugees since 1932, the brochure 
stressed that net immigration in relation to the U.S. population of 
130,000,000 “represented less than 4/100 of one per cent.”14 Besides 
addressing concerns over the sheer numbers of new immigrants, the 
writers of the pamphlet also commented on their ethnic and religious 
identity. Playing on the fact that in the eyes of some Americans, 
Germans had historically been seen as more desirable immigrants 
than Jews, the writers of the pamphlet downplayed their Jewish iden-
tity and presented the refugees as Germans, even Christians. They 
pointed out that many of the refugees who were now coming into the 
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country had lived in Germany for centuries, were highly assimilated, 
and “had intermarried with the Gentile Germans extensively.”15 Ex-
plaining that Nazi racial laws defi ned anybody who “has even as little 
as 25% Jewish blood in his veins” as a Jew, regardless of religion, the 
brochure contended that among the refugees were many who actu-
ally had been “Christian for generations.”16 Apparently conceiving of 
this detail as particularly helpful, this point was emphasized again 
in a concluding paragraph: “It is necessary to stress once more a fact 
which the American public has even yet not understood suffi  ciently, 
namely, that these refugees from Germany are not all Jews by 
religion—far from it. In 1938, about one-third (31%) of all refugees 
from Germany were Christians.”17 

Though written to combat negative sentiments against the refugees, 
the content of this Friends brochure on “Refugee Facts” was in part 
not just exaggerated, but in itself at least passively anti-Semitic, 
whether intrinsically or in its pandering to the anti-Semitism of its 
audience. By presenting the refugees as not of the Jewish religion 
and by stressing their high skill and education levels, the writers of 
the brochure clearly attempted to diff erentiate these refugees from 
the previous wave of Jewish immigrants, who had come from the 
shtetls and towns of eastern Europe in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The stereotypes of these Eastern immigrants as 
deeply religious—oft en portrayed as mysterious and devious—poor, 
unskilled, and dirty fundamentally fueled anti-Semitism. Meanwhile 
emphasizing familiar traits such as “Germanness” and Christian-
ity made the refugees look less foreign and more “adaptable.” The 
downside of such arguments was that Judaism as a religion appeared 
negative by implication.

One may expect that this type of portrayal must have rubbed many 
refugees the wrong way. However, Aufb au, the most important Ger-
man Jewish refugee publication in the United States, ignored the 
apparent distaste for Jews the brochure implied and supported its 
distribution. Under the headline “Spread the Truth!,” a small ar-
ticle stated that the refugees should know about this resource and 
distribute it because it “contained all the arguments and counter-
arguments about the immigration of German and other Central 
European refugees.”18 

On one level, being German was indeed the identity many Jews from 
Germany had possessed for the longest time and deeply identifi ed 
with. The great majority of the 530,000 Jews who lived in Weimar 
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Germany viewed themselves primarily as German citizens, as inte-
gral to the German nation and culture. At the same time, they had 
commitments and ties of diff ering degrees and intensities to the 
Jewish faith, Jewish cultural traditions, and a Jewish heritage.19 By 
no means a homogenous group, Jews in Germany were diverse in 
regard to economic, social, political, and cultural aspects and also 
identifi ed with their Jewishness in diff erent ways. Most had shed 
much of their traditional Jewishness in appearance and lifestyle, but 
the early years of the Weimar Republic also saw a “renaissance of 
Jewish culture” during which many showed a heightened interest and 
undertook to develop community and cultural projects that carried 
and purveyed a distinct Jewish identity.20 The Nazi takeover ended 
this possibility of being able to be as German and Jewish as one 
liked. A myriad of anti-Jewish laws and measures, passed gradually 
and at times abruptly, and based on pseudo-scientifi c racial catego-
ries of Jewishness, aff ected even those who had only tenuous ties to 
the Jewish religion or did not identify as Jewish at all. Asked about 
their experiences, some refugees remembered that it had been Hitler 
and the Nazis who had “made” them Jewish. In the years before ar-
riving in the United States, German Jews experienced a tumultuous 
time, including a fundamental shake-up of their self-understanding 
as Germans and Jews. Their reactions ranged from clinging to 
their German identities, even in the face of social exclusion, to a new 
embrace of their Jewishness and a search for special meaning in it, 
to a complete rejection of anything related to Germany.

In the face of this history and once again confronted with anti-
Semitism, it probably seemed wise for the refugees or anybody who 
wanted to advocate for them to emphasize their “Germanness,” even 
though it disregarded their complicated relationship to this part of 
their identity. Taking a pragmatic view and focusing on the brochure’s 
attempt to foster a more accepting environment, they accepted its 
dubious method of doing so, perhaps seeing it as the price to be paid.

Indeed, conscious of public sentiment in the U.S., the refugees 
themselves carefully craft ed their public image as well. They did 
this, for example, through their publications, which provided not only 
signifi cant resources for the refugees but also a representation to the 
outside. Besides the New York-based newspaper Aufb au, which had 
a readership that spread beyond the United States to South America, 
Palestine, and most other places where Jewish refugees had found 
a haven, there were similar smaller papers published by so-called 
German-Jewish Clubs all over the United States.21 In Los Angeles, 
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which became the second largest center of German Jewish immigra-
tion during the 1930s and 1940s, the local publication was called Neue 
Welt (New World). Its 1939 fi ve-year anniversary edition was a case in 
point for the refugees’ eff orts at craft ing a positive image of themselves. 
While the magazine’s title and much of its content were in German, 
the front page was printed in English and featured a large, bold-typed 
heading of “God Bless America.” The accompanying article was an ode 
to the United States, the country “which has always given refuge and 
protection to the persecuted and oppressed” and to California, where, 
as the author stated, it was a privilege to live.22 Painting a glowing pic-
ture of the United States and its people, the article’s author, implying 
she or he spoke for all refugees, expressed great gratitude for having 
been accepted into the country and vowed that the refugees would pay 
back a “small debt of gratitude” by fulfi lling their “duty to become the 
best citizens possible of this wonderful country.” To learn, honor, and 
follow “the correct lines of Americanization” would be one of the fi rst 
tasks in this endeavor.23 The author strategically omitted any reference 
to American anti-immigration sentiments and anti-Semitism, not to 
mention worries about family members not allowed into the country. 
In fact, the word “Jew” did not appear once in the text. Neither did 
“German” or “Germany.” Instead, this front-page article left  the specif-
ics of the German Jewish refugee story nebulous by likening it to the 
story of the thousands of others who had come as immigrants to the 
United States before. 

In the early years aft er their arrival, then, the German Jewish refugee 
community attempted to divert public attention away from their spe-
cifi c German Jewish heritage, as they let themselves be characterized 
as Germans by some, like the Quakers, and framed themselves very 
generally as immigrants. Whereas in public perception the “German-
ness” of the refugees appeared to be a familiar, less anxiety-invoking 
category than their Jewishness, the refugees themselves had a more 
diffi  cult attitude toward that part of their identity given their recent 
and brutal exclusion from all areas of life in Germany. In internal de-
bates, they constantly questioned and re-evaluated their relationship 
to their former home country, to its—and their—language and cul-
ture. Americanization, besides its practical necessity, in many ways 
seemed to promise a way to escape this dilemma of identifi cation.

War

While signs in Europe were pointing increasingly toward war, 
refugees in the United States were learning English, fi nding jobs, 

22  “America,” Neue Welt 
(September 1939): 1.

23  The concept of Ameri-
canization originated as a 
response among native-
born U.S. citizens to the 
recurring waves of mass 
immigration between 
1880 and 1917. It initially 
encapsulated the call for 
immigrants to abandon 
the customs and values 
of their homelands en-
tirely in favor of putatively 
“American” ways. By the 
1930s, “Americaniza-
tion” had come to mean 
the process of adjustment 
to socio-economic and 
cultural conditions in the 
U.S. German Jewish refu-
gees understood Ameri-
canization in the latter 
sense, and the term was 
omnipresent in their pub-
lications. I use the term in 
the sense the refugees did.

SCHENDERLEIN | GERMAN JEWISH “ENEMY ALIENS” 107



applying for naturalization, and learning about baseball. Although 
they still valued and enjoyed works by Bach, Beethoven, Mann, and 
Schiller and they frequently held social gatherings in the German 
language—cultural markers they could mostly agree upon—refugee 
organizations never failed to present their group as comprising as-
piring and proud future Americans. When war broke out in Europe 
in September 1939, however, the refugees’ eff orts and enthusiasm 
for “Americanization” ultimately did not protect them from renewed 
suspicion. At this point, the American government, while offi  cially 
maintaining neutrality, became concerned about infi ltration by Nazi 
spies and other fi ft h columnists in the United States, both Fascist 
and Communist. In public perception, German Jewish refugees were 
among those who could potentially serve both causes, as prejudices 
about Jews generally linked them to radicalism and subversion.24 In 
this situation the refugees’ perceived undesirable Jewishness could 
not be overcome by emphasizing their German origin. Both designa-
tions were viewed with suspicion, if for diff erent reasons. At a press 
conference in June 1940, President Roosevelt explained:

Now, of course, the refugee has got to be checked because, 
unfortunately, among the refugees there are some spies, as 
has been found in other countries. And not all of them are 
voluntary spies—it is rather a horrible story but in some of 
the other countries that refugees out of Germany have gone 
to, especially Jewish refugees, they have found a number of 
defi nitely proven spies.25

The idea that Jews who had been persecuted by the Nazis would then 
in turn work for them seems far-fetched, but the president claimed 
that in some cases Jews had been blackmailed by the Nazis: “your 
father and mother will be taken out and shot.” If the number of such 
cases was extremely low, Roosevelt nonetheless maintained that the 
possibility was nevertheless “something we have got to watch.”26 

These concerns over fi ft h columnists in the United States resulted in 
the passing of the Alien Registration Act of 1940, also known as the 
Smith Act, which required all foreign-born persons who were not U.S. 
citizens or who held only their initial papers for the naturalization 
process to register with the U.S. Post Offi  ce.27 The U.S. government 
promoted the Act as a measure protecting loyal aliens, and as such 
it received much publicity and overall support in the media, includ-
ing the German Jewish refugee press.28 One author of an article 
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in Aufb au remarked, for instance, that the government’s increased 
eff orts to control who entered the country, allowing only those who 
were clearly nonsubversive, would help fi ght xenophobia in the U.S. 
and thus have positive reverberations for the refugees.29 This out-
come, however, did not materialize. In fact, the Smith Act became 
the basis for the refugees’ classifi cation as enemy aliens aft er the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the United States’ entry into 
the war on December 7, 1941. 

On December 7, Roosevelt issued Presidential Proclamation 2525, 
which classifi ed all natives, citizens, denizens, or subjects of Japan 
to be “alien enemies.”30 Enemy aliens, as they were commonly called, 
were subject to restrictions on movement, travel, and change of 
occupation.31 In addition, they were not allowed to possess or use 
fi rearms, ammunition, bombs, explosives (or materials that could be 
used in such), short-wave radios, transmitting sets, signal devices, 
codes, cameras, or any materials, such as books, pictures, docu-
ments, and maps, that might reveal information about United States 
defenses.32 Moreover, enemy aliens were “liable to be apprehended, 
restrained, secured, and removed …”33 The government’s initial 
promises to carefully investigate potentially dangerous aliens to 
avoid condemning entire groups were broken when the FBI detained 
736 Japanese immigrant leaders within days of the attack on Pearl 
Harbor.34 By February 1942, this number had risen to 2,912 people 
and on February 19, President Roosevelt authorized the removal and 
detention of all Japanese and American citizens of Japanese descent 
living on the Pacifi c Coast of the United States.35 Eventually, 119,803 
individuals of Japanese descent were detained in camps, sixty-fi ve 
percent of whom were American citizens.36 The policies against the 
Japanese and Japanese-American citizens on the West Coast were 
rooted in racism and politics and had little to do with actual military 
necessity.37 

German Jewish refugees, by contrast, did not suff er what the Japa-
nese had to endure. However, on December 8, 1941, they were also 
classifi ed as enemy aliens along with all other natives, citizens, 
denizens, and subjects of Germany and Italy, and the regulations 
announced were the same as those for the Japanese. With the 
experience of persecution fresh in memory and the example of the 
Japanese in plain sight, the refugees were greatly distressed at be-
ing classifi ed as enemy aliens and began to have fears about their 
future in the U.S. 
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Once again, a government had placed a legally binding and restric-
tive label on them. Whereas the Nazis had robbed them of their 
status as (full) German citizens, the American enemy alien classifi -
cation reduced them to their German origins, completely disregard-
ing their Jewish backgrounds and persecution by the Nazis. While 
many other people of German origin in the U.S. were classifi ed as 
enemy aliens without having any ties to the Nazi regime or interest 
in its ideology, for those who had been persecuted by the Nazis to 
be classifi ed as quasi Nazis was naturally particularly upsetting. 
The reaction of the refugee community was not only shock but 
confusion as many of the rules and regulations that came with the 
classifi cation were changed repeatedly in the weeks and months 
aft er their announcement. Although the practical eff ects for the 
Jewish refugees were initially not that grave, the lack of knowledge 
and certainty about what might happen created great anxiety, es-
pecially because they had seen the government arrest, incarcerate, 
and deport Japanese, German, and Italian enemy aliens under the 
provisions of the proclamation.38 

The refugee paper Aufb au served as the main source of information 
on the classifi cation issue for the refugees. Its journalists off ered 
advice on how they ought to behave in the face of their new status in 
the U.S. by, for instance, abstaining from speaking German in public, 
carrying one’s registration card (issued during the Alien Registration 
one year prior) at all times, and participating in blood donations or 
other patriotic activities.39 At the same time, Aufb au tried to calm the 
general anxiety by encouraging trust in the democratic government of 
the United States. Indeed, offi  cials such as Attorney General Francis 
Biddle repeatedly declared that the government would diff erentiate 
between “real” enemy aliens and those “loyal” aliens to whom the 
classifi cation applied “in the technical sense of the word only,” and 
whom the government would “protect … from discrimination or 
abuse.”40 

The journalists writing these reports in Aufb au were based in New 
York City. The sense of a merely “technical” classifi cation did not 
prevail for those German Jewish refugees residing on the West 
Coast of the United States, however. Especially in California, with 
its concentration of defense industries, military sites, and a large 
Japanese population, the term “enemy alien” had become “a head-
line slogan,” used repeatedly by the press to point out the danger of 

38  See Presidential Proclama-
tion 2525 of Dec. 7, 1941, 
U. S. Code Congressional 
Service, 77. Cong., 1st Sess., 
885. On the internment of 
Germans, see Timothy Ho-
lian, The German-Americans 
and World War II (New York, 
1998), for Italians, see 
Stephen Fox, The Unknown 
Internment: An Oral History of 
the Relocation of Italian Ame-
ricans during World War II, 
(Boston, 1990).

39  “An Alle! Wichtige Mittei-
lungen für die Leser des 
Aufb au,” Aufb au 7, no. 50 
(December 12, 1941). On 
January 14, 1942, as a sup-
plement to the Smith Act, 
another Presidential Procla-
mation required mandatory 
registration with the govern-
ment for enemy aliens, with 
which the vast majority com-
plied. The registration took 
place at U.S. post offi  ces and 
required answers to ques-
tions by the Department of 
Justice and the FBI. Enemy 
aliens were then required to 
carry the Certifi cate of Iden-
tifi cation they received at all 
times. John Eric Schmitz, 
“Enemies Among Us: The 
Relocation, Internment, and 
Repatriation of German, Ital-
ian, and Japanese Americans 
During the Second World 
War.” (PhD diss., American 
University, 2007). ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses 
(UMI 3273603). 

40  “Loyal Non-Citizens Safe: No 
Wholesale Distrust,” Auf-
bau 7, no. 51 (December 19, 
1941). Special Assistant to 
the Attorney General, Earl G. 
Harrison, repeated this 
wording aft er new registra-
tion regulations were intro-
duced. See “Warum diese 
Verordnung? Aus der 
Radioansprache von Earl G. 
Harrison,” Aufb au 8 (January 
30, 1942).

110   BULLETIN OF THE GHI | 60 | SPRING 2017



Features           Conference Reports           GHI News

enemy aliens, real or imagined.41 The tension over people of Japanese 
descent reached at times hysterical dimensions, with reports about 
alleged sabotage and other subversive activities.42 Even though the 
term “enemy alien” was mainly employed to refer to Japanese (with 
no distinction as to their citizenship status) and rarely to German or 
Italian “aliens,” some German Jewish refugees feared for their own 
safety, concerned that people might not make the necessary distinc-
tions. Aft er all, one refugee representative wrote, “if somebody is 
obviously treated as an enemy, then there must be something to it.”43 
Signs in restaurants saying “enemy aliens keep out” lent credence to 
these fears, creating situations disturbingly reminiscent of what the 
refugees had experienced in Germany, when their countrymen had 
posted signs saying “non-Aryans keep out.”44

In early March 1943, the situation became even more worrisome 
for the refugees on the West Coast. At that time Western Defense 
Commander Lieutenant General John L. De Witt announced that 
all enemy aliens—making no exemptions for German and Italian 
aliens—would be gradually removed from an area declared Military 
Zone No. 1, which included the coasts of California, Washington, and 
Oregon as well as the southern sections of California and Arizona 
along the Mexican border.45 This announcement and the possibility 
that refugees from Germany might be moved like the Japanese and, 
as they understood it, “as if they were Nazis” created great “panic 
and distress” among the refugee community.46 In a telegram that the 
Jewish Club of 1933 in Los Angeles, the second largest organization of 
refugees in the U.S., sent to the Council for Aliens of Enemy National-
ity in New York, club representatives wrote in German-tinged English 
that the “spiritual strengths and power of endurance will be broken 
in most of [the refugees] if they will have to suff er terribly aft er they 
learned to rely on the democratic refuge of the united states.”47 The 
writers of the telegram pleaded for Council members to intervene in 
Washington and to get clarifi cation that the German Jewish refugees 
would not be aff ected by the evacuation announcement. Aft er all, up 
until then, the authorities had continuously assured fair treatment 
for loyal aliens from this group. 

Refugees pushed back against the enemy alien classifi cation with a 
series of such appeals to local and federal authorities by individu-
als and organizations alike. In their arguments for exemption from 
the enemy alien classifi cation, the main line of reasoning centered 
around the refugees’ “true identity” as victims of the Nazis. Whereas 
they had previously described themselves simply as immigrants or 
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refugees, Aufb au reporters now frequently used the terms “refugee-
immigrants” and “anti-Hitler refugees” in an attempt to leave no 
room for doubt about their anti-German, loyal, and pro-American 
attitude. As evidence of having severed their ties to Germany, the 
refugees referred to the Nazi government’s decree of November 25, 
1941, expatriating and expropriating all Jews formerly of Germany 
now residing outside of the Reich.48 Accordingly, all refugees in the 
U.S. were not only legally stateless but they had no reason to remain 
loyal to Germany or maintain an interest in the country because of 
property that they had left  behind. Paradoxically, Nazi legislation 
became a useful rhetorical tool against discriminatory American leg-
islation. Thus, representatives of the refugee community referenced 
their treatment under the Nazi regime when they appeared in front of 
the Tolan Committee. This Select Committee Investigating National 
Defense Migration held hearings in San Francisco, Portland, Seattle, 
and Los Angeles in late February and early March 1942 to address 
rumors regarding the possible evacuation of enemy aliens. Refugees 
spoke before it in each of these cities in the hopes that their pleas 
might bring about an exemption from evacuation in particular and 
the enemy alien classifi cation more generally. One line of argumenta-
tion was to connect and compare their suff ering under the Nazis to 
an ongoing story of suff ering in the democratically governed United 
States. Also, one representative from the Los Angeles Refugee Club 
remarked that the wrongful treatment of Jewish refugees would 
constitute a victory for the Nazis. At the same time, the speakers 
were quick to point out that surely the U.S. would not actually allow 
policies that treated the refugees like the Nazis did.49 The refugees’ 
pleas received sympathetic responses from the Tolan Committee as 
well as from some infl uential offi  cials such as California Governor 
Culbert Olson and Los Angeles Mayor Fletcher Bowron. Ultimately, 
no removal of German and Italian aliens was carried out. While this 
decision had much to do with the absence of pronounced racism 
against the European “aliens” in contrast to that against the Japa-
nese, the offi  cial conclusion was instead that it would not be realistic 
to relocate and intern all German and Italian enemy aliens if one 
wanted to win the war.50

Continuing Troubles 

Though sparing German Jewish refugees removal from their places 
of residence, the Tolan Committee hearings did not result in the 
exemption of refugees from enemy alien status. For refugees on the 
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West Coast, this circumstance continued to have troubling practical 
consequences. On March 24, 1942, only a few weeks aft er announc-
ing the removal plans that ultimately did not come to pass for Italian 
and German refugees, Lieutenant General De Witt declared all aliens 
in Military Zone 1 subject to a curfew from 8 p.m. to 6 a.m. as well 
as a limitation on travel to fi ve miles. The last measure meant that 
refugees could initially not go to work, to school, to the hospital, or 
to their temple, if these places were located more than fi ve miles 
away from their home. In a city like Los Angeles, where the majority 
of German Jewish refugees lived, such distances were quite com-
mon. For those trying to fi nd work, the classifi cation created a great 
disadvantage as well, since employers, though not legally allowed 
to discriminate, were less likely to hire people who were subject to 
this classifi cation, questioning their “usefulness.”51 Whereas refugee 
organizations and individual refugees were ultimately able to obtain 
permits to travel further than fi ve miles for work, school, and places 
of worship, permits to break the curfew were diffi  cult to obtain, and 
the restrictions put a great strain on all areas of life and particularly 
limited the possibility of a social life. 

Young refugees felt especially hard hit by these restrictions.52 One 
boy’s petition explained that he had fi rst suff ered from harassment 
in school in Germany and then in Sweden for being Jewish. When 
his family fi nally made it to the U.S., he found school to be “like a 
paradise.” Aft er the curfew restrictions were passed, this situation 
was in jeopardy, however, because he was no longer able to social-
ize with his friends as he wanted, and he felt ashamed to tell people 
why. 53 The young boy’s letter exemplifi ed the long series of hardships 
that refugees had been through up to this point and their frustration 
with the injustice, arbitrariness, and lack of control that they faced 
again and again. 

Furthermore, the fact that former Austrian citizens were exempt from 
the classifi cation was completely incomprehensible to the refugees, 
as was the exemption of Hungarians, Rumanians, and Bulgarians 
from the restrictions in July 1942. Refugee organizations continued 
petitioning the authorities for reclassifi cation, now more oft en with 
the argument that the added restrictions only impeded the refugees in 
reaching their goal of becoming “good Americans,” as naturalization 
procedures were halted for several months and, under the curfew, it 
became diffi  cult to attend citizenship classes. The closing sentences 
of an October 1942 petition to the Justice Department revealed a 
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despondent, dejected, and disheartened attitude: “Most unwillingly 
do we waste the time of the authorities and our energy in this argu-
ing for our public legal rehabilitation. We would much prefer to use 
our eff orts directly against Hitlerism. Therefore we most obediently 
ask for reclassifi cation.”54

Refugees turned their classifi cation as quasi Nazis on its head, 
arguing that not only did their German Jewish background make it 
a nonsense for them to be considered the “enemy” but that, on the 
contrary, it was precisely their German Jewish background that could 
be a strategic advantage to the United States in the war eff ort against 
the Nazis. Only in 1943 did one government agency offi  cially recog-
nize this potential, when the U.S. Military and the Offi  ce of Strategic 
Services began recruiting refugees from Germany — both Jews and 
those who had fl ed for political reasons — for intelligence work.55 
From then on, Jewish refugees in the military were also exempted 
from the enemy alien classifi cation, but not their family members. 
The situation on the West Coast fi nally improved in late December 
1942 with the lift ing of the curfew and travel restrictions aft er the 
Western Defense Command determined that these were no longer 
necessary as “other security measures had been provided.”56 The 
enemy alien classifi cation itself nonetheless remained in place for 
German Jewish refugees for the entire duration of the war. 

It is diffi  cult to determine why this was so, even aft er authorities 
acknowledged that refugees could contribute to the war eff ort in 
unique ways, and even though prominent public fi gures and govern-
ment offi  cials like Attorney General Francis Biddle warned against 
such wrongful classifi cation from the beginning. One main reason 
was the shift  in responsibility for the matter from civilian to military 
authorities. Originally, enemy alien issues had been under the ju-
risdiction of the Immigration and Naturalization Service and, above 
that, the Justice Department, headed by Francis Biddle. With an 
Executive Order issued on February 19, 1942, this authority shift ed 
to the War Department. Initially there existed a certain degree of 
confusion over who was actually responsible and who could make 
decisions on the subject matter. Ultimately, while civilian authori-
ties remained sympathetic to the refugees, they had to concede that 
West Coast residents classifi ed as enemy aliens were no longer under 
their jurisdiction.57 For the military, the question of “military neces-
sity” was of pre-eminent importance, and in defending an expansive 
understanding of this point, the Western Defense Command on the 
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West Coast could be quite cynical. The chief of the Wartime Civil 
Control Administration, Tom C. Clark, for example, responded to 
a plea by the Los Angeles refugee organization that it was certainly 
regrettable that civilians had to endure “incidental inconveniences” 
resulting from war but that “as past victims of a persecution as ter-
rifying as that from which you have so lately escaped, the present 
inconveniences of remaining in your house between 8 p.m. and 6 a.m. 
must seem insignifi cant by comparison.”58 Certainly the curfew 
was not as terrible as what many Jews had endured under the Nazi 
regime in the 1930s. However, the continuation of discriminatory 
attitudes and measures caused a great deal of anxiety. Aft er all, Nazi 
legislation against Jews had also developed in incremental and 
apparently legal steps, becoming more intense and discriminatory 
and eventually deadly; a scenario that only very few of Germany’s 
Jews had been able to imagine, let alone anticipate. In the United 
States, during the war years, reliable information about what to 
expect was either lacking or contradictory and created situations that 
left  many refugees, certainly those on the West Coast, afraid and 
desperate about their future in that country.59 And while government 
offi  cials, mostly those in civilian offi  ces, recognized how unfair the 
“enemy alien” classifi cation was to these refugees, they never felt it 
to be a signifi cant enough injustice to follow through with change. 
Instead, it became the government’s tactic to stress the necessity of 
the classifi cation for reasons of national security not directly related 
to the refugees, to downplay the eff ects, and to praise the refugees 
for their forbearance and compliance.

Conclusion

Even though the history of German Jewish refugees in the United 
States has received considerable attention, virtually all accounts 
make only brief mention of the refugees’ classifi cation as enemy 
aliens, mainly as an injustice. The more intricate story is not well 
known, probably because it ultimately ended well. The refugees were 
not subjected to mass internment. They were eventually permitted 
to participate in the fi ght against Nazi Germany through home front 
activities such as the Civilian Defense Corps or as full members of 
the U.S. military, sometimes even serving in special units. On the 
West Coast, in fact, refugees actually became Americanized faster 
than those living on the East Coast because their disadvantageous 
situation motivated them to actively participate in American public 
and political life.60 The Refugee Club in Los Angeles, for example, 

58  Part of a letter from Tom C. 
Clark to the Jewish Club of 
1933, Inc. from March 26, 
1942. FGP, B107, Corre-
spondence, Enemy Alien 
Issues incl. Tolan House 
Committee 20f2.

59  “Sorrow Comes to the 
West Coast: The Curfew 
Regulations and Their 
Consequences,” Aufb au 8, 
no. 14 (April 3, 1942).

60  Schenderlein, “’Germany 
on their Minds’?”, 190ff . 

SCHENDERLEIN | GERMAN JEWISH “ENEMY ALIENS” 115



created a Political Committee that became a supra-regional entity 
for dealing with the refugees’ enemy alien status on the West Coast. 
As such, it developed from an immigrant club providing social and 
cultural assistance to an organization that engaged with communal 
and government offi  ces. This example demonstrates that some 
refugees understood the possibilities that the American democratic 
system of the time allowed and were able to contest discrimination. 
However, this case study also shows that not only public support and 
the good will of certain authorities but also distinctions based on 
racism played a major part in preventing a worse fate for this group 
of refugees. Aft er all, they were white and educated. 

Why does this story matter? It captures a moment of extreme inse-
curity and distress in the lives of a very vulnerable segment of the 
population. It reveals how one group, without specifi c linkages to 
actual security threats, military necessity, and disregarding historical 
facts and reasoning, could be marked as diff erent at diff erent times 
and for diff erent purposes. At the time, the enemy alien classifi cation 
brought up traumatic memories of the past for the refugees, creating 
painful doubt about whether they had indeed found a refuge and 
whether there was a future for them in United States. 
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