
Contradictions
World War I was a complex era where the "war for 

democracy" abroad collided with systemic inequality at 
home. For Hispanic and Asian American soldiers, service 
was often a pursuit of citizenship and social standing.

contradictions (n.) situations, statements, or ideas that 
are inherently inconsistent, opposed, or mutually 

exclusive, often where one denies or negates the other



The Identity Lab (Thind v. United States)

For more info:
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Bhagat Singh Thind arrived in 
the United States in 1913 to 
pursue higher education at an 
American university. 
On July 22, 1918, he was 
recruited by the United States 
Army to fight in World War I, 
and on November 8, 1918, he 
was promoted to the rank of 
Acting Sergeant.
 He received an honorable 
discharge on December 16, 
1918, with his character 
designated as "excellent,"

Thind received his certificate of US 
citizenship on December 9, 1918, 
wearing military uniform but, the 
Bureau of Naturalization did not 
agree with the decision of the 
district court to grant citizenship. 
Thind's nationality was referred to 
as "Hindoo" or "Hindu" in all legal 
documents and in the news media 
despite being a practicing Sikh.
 At that time, Indians in the United 
States and Canada were called 
Hindus regardless of their religion. 
Thind's citizenship was revoked 
four days later, on December 13, 
1918, on the grounds that Thind 
was not a "white man"
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Zoom In 
Curator’s Notes: 

Zoom in on the court’s decision 
and find the specific line where the 
court admits Thind is a "high-caste 
Hindu" but still not "white" by the 
"common man's" definition. Copy 

it below:

U.S. Supreme Court

United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind, 261 U.S. 204 (1923)
United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind

No. 202
Argued January 11, 12, 1923
Decided February 19, 1923

261 U.S. 204
CERTIFICATE FROM THE CIRCUIT COURT OF APPEALS

FOR THE NINTH CIRCUIT
Syllabus

1. A high caste Hindu, of full Indian blood, born at Amrit Sar, Punjab, India, is 
not a "white person" within the meaning of Rev.Stats., § 2169, relating to the 

naturalization of aliens. P. 261 U. S. 207.
2. "Free white persons," as used in that section, are words of common 
speech, to be interpreted in accordance with the understanding of the 

common man, synonymous with the word "Caucasian" only as that word is 
popularly understood. P. 261 U. S. 214. Ozawa v. United States, 260 U. S. 

178.
3. The action of Congress in excluding from admission to this country all 

natives of Asia within designated limits, including all of India, is evidence of a 
like attitude toward naturalization of Asians within those limits. P. 261 U. S. 

215.

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/261/204/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/261/204/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/261/204/#207
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/261/204/#214
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/260/178/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/260/178/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/261/204/#215
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/261/204/#215


If service doesn't guarantee 
citizenship, what does?



Alien Valor: Chinese Soldiers
The 77th "Liberty" Division, which was the most diverse unit in the war, containing many 
Chinese American immigrants from New York’s Chinatown.



77th: Liberty Division
This Statue of Liberty Division was 
“made up mostly of New Yorkers. It 
was a division of almost ridiculous 
diversity: Chinese, Poles, Italians, 
Irish, Greeks, Russians, Germans, and 
Anglo-Saxons. Nearly a quarter of the 
division was Jewish, many of them 
draftees from Manhattan’s Lower East 
Side. There were street toughs, 
urchins, bartenders, grocers, cops, 
streetcar conductors, writers, 
baseball players, stockbrokers, 
drifters, and blue bloods.” - American 
Heritage, Summer 2025



The 77th: The Lost Battalion
Schoonover, Frank E. (1877-1972) 1918 Ladies' 
Home Journal Page

Nine companies of the United States 77th 
Division gained the name the Lost Battalion 
after being surrounded by Germans forces in 
the Argonne Forest during the Meuse-Argonne 
Offensive. On October 2, 1918, after advancing 
quickly, the unit moved ahead of the rest of 
the Allied line and became surrounded. Over 
the next six days the unit fought off several 
German attacks and suffered a bombardment 
from Allied artillery. Of the over 500 men who 
entered the forest, only 194 were rescued.



Draft Registraton Card
The World War One 
Selective Service draft 
registration occurred 
from 1917, when the 
United States entered 
the war, to late 1918, 
when the war ended, 
and consisted of three 
separate registrations. 
The first, on June 5, 1917, 
was for all men ages 21 
to 31. 



Non-Citizen? Alien? Patriot?
Many Chinese residents 
had "Non-Citizen" or 
"Declarant" checked, yet 
they were still sent to 
the front.
What did Lee Long 
identify as?

On the last slide what 
did Paul Hsu identify as?



Sing Lau Kee’s Heroic Bravery
The 77th Infantry Division arrived in France in 
April 1918. Life on the front was difficult with the 
constant heavy artillery shelling, occasional 
aerial bombardment, machine gun fire, and the 
horror of poison gas attacks. The shelling 
became so heavy at night that it prevented 
reinforcements from moving forward at all. 
 Shell craters in the official division history were 
described as being as large as eighteen feet in 
diameter and ten feet deep.
 On August 14, the shells were coming in fast at 
thirty per minute as the 306th Infantry 
Regiment exchanged positions with another 
unit. Exhausted frontline units were regularly 
replaced with comparatively fresher units 
coming from a quieter part of the 

line a little further away from the sleep 
destroying explosions and noise. Private Sing 
Kee was staffing a message center for the 
regiment. With the constant rain of shells there 
was no way to maintain an intact field 
telephone wire. This was also before the days of 
small and reliable military radios. To insure that 
communications were kept up, especially 
during the vulnerable period when one unit was 
replacing another on the line, runners would 
literally run to the various units carrying orders 
and information. It was an incredibly dangerous 
but vital job with a high casualty rate as the 
runners couldn't hide anywhere as they moved 
as quickly as possible across the battlefield. 
One by one all of Sing Kee's comrades were 
killed or wounded. 



Despite being gassed and severely wounded, Sing Kee 
refused to be evacuated and stayed at the job singlehandedly 
for 24 hours. The Independent, a weekly publication from 
New York, described it as "running eight miles thru shrapnel 
and machine gun fire as messenger…" One of the "Yanks" of 
the 306th said about Sing Kee that, "He's the best American 
in our regiment." Sing Kee was awarded the Distinguished 
Service Cross for his heroism, the second highest combat 
medal of the United States. He was the first Chinese 
American to receive a combat medal in United States history. 
The DSC is second only to the Medal of Honor which is 
personally awarded by the President of the United States. He 
was also awarded the Purple Heart by the US Army for his 
wounds and the Croix de Guerre with silver gilt star by 
France. A French division was to the left of the 77th Infantry 
that day and Sing Kee reportedly saved a French unit with his 
actions as well



The President of the United States of America, authorized by Act of 
Congress, July 9, 1918, takes pleasure in presenting the Distinguished 
Service Cross to Private Sing Kee (ASN: 1702357), United States 
Army, for extraordinary heroism in action while serving with 
Company G, 306th Infantry Regiment, 77th Division, A.E.F., near 
Mont Notre Dame, west of Fismes, France, August 14 - 15, 1918. 
Although seriously gassed during shelling by high-explosive and gas 
shells, Private Kee refused to be evacuated and continued, 
practically single-handed, by his own initiative, to operate the 
regimental message center relay station at Mont Notre Dame. 
Throughout this critical period he showed extraordinary heroism, 
high courage, and persistent devotion to duty, and totally 
disregarded all personal danger. By his determination he materially 
aided his regimental commander in communicating with the front 
line. 
-General Orders: War Department, General Orders No. 99 (1918) Action Date: August 
14 - 15, 1918 Service: Army Rank: Private Company: Company G Regiment: 306th 
Infantry Regiment Division: 77th Division, American Expeditionary Forces



Zoom in

Compare the draft cards and Sing Kee’s story with the medal 
citation on the next page.

What seems unfair Sing Kee being honored by  the Distinguished 
Service Cross while being legally barred from many aspects of 
American life due to the Chinese Exclusion Act.



Station 2: 

Zoom out: Compare the service of Filipinos, who were 
non-citizen American nationals and Japanese immigrants to 
Hawaii to Chinese American experiences.

The Philippines became an American territory from 1899 to 1935.
Hawaii was an American territory from 1900-1959.



Japanese 
Americans in the 
Hawaii National 

Guard

When America entered World War I to fight 
against Germany on April 5, 1917, a call was 
announced in Hawaii inviting “nationals of allied 
countries,” or “friendly aliens,” to enlist in the 
Hawaii National Guard. Announcements which 
were printed in all newspapers in Japanese and 
other ethnic languages suggested that military 
service could help them become naturalized 
American citizens.

 The first recruitment day was declared a holiday. 
Sugar plantations supported the voluntary 
enlistments, provided recruitment booths, 
transportation, places to store equipment and 
supplies, drill fields, target ranges, and money. 
Approximately 29,000 registered to join the 
military service. Of this number, 11,000 were 
immigrant Japanese and Nisei of which 838 were 
finally accepted for service.

2



Hawaii National Guard personnel were not sent overseas. 
They relieved Caucasian soldiers, thus freeing them for 
deployment to France. Shigefusa Kanda, a Japanese 
immigrant of Maui, was the only known Japanese Red 
Cross worker to serve in France. A resident of Hawaii for 
14 years he felt it “his duty to make some repayment to 
America for the advantages he had enjoyed.” Red Cross 
officials were full of praise for Kanda’s performance.



Filipino Navy ServicePresident William McKinley signed an executive order in 
1901 allowing the Navy to enlist 500 Filipinos. During 
WWI, 6,000 Filipinos enlisted in the U.S. Navy 

When he was 20, Telesforo Trinidad  stowed away on a 
lifeboat from Panay to the main island, Luzon, so he 
could enlist at the Cavite Navy Yard, about an hour 
south of Manila.

By 1915, Trinidad was working as a fireman on the 
armored cruiser USS San Diego. On Jan. 15, 1915, the ship 
was part of a naval patrol near La Paz, Mexico, in the 
Gulf of California. That day,one of the boiler tubes 
became blocked, causing an explosion that led to a chain 
reaction.
Trinidad was driven out of fireroom No. 2 by the blast, 
but immediately went back in and picked up an injured 
fireman,. A second explosion in fireroom No. 3 hit 
Trinidad, severely burning his face.
Trinidad dismissed his own injuries and kept moving until 
he was able to pass Daly on to someone else. He then 
went back to fireroom No. 3 to save another man.



8 FAM 308.6-2  Non-Citizen U.S. National Status of Certain Persons in the 
PHilippines
(CT:CITZ-35;   05-15-2020)

a. U.S. citizenship was never conferred on Filipinos as a group by special U.S. legislation.

b. Under article IX of the Treaty of Paris (which ended the Spanish-American War, and through which Spain ceded the 
Philippines to the United States), natives of Spain or the peninsula (the Iberian Peninsula and adjacent islands (the 
Department considers "natives of the Peninsula" to include natives of the Balearic and Canary Islands), then residing in 
the Philippines were permitted to retain Spanish citizenship by declaration of allegiance prior to October 11, 1900:

(1)  If these individuals did not make such a declaration, they became non-citizen U.S. nationals as of April 11, 1899;

(2)  The treaty provided that "Other Spanish subjects" (Filipinos), resident in the Philippines on April 11, 1899 became 
non-citizen U.S. nationals; and

(3)  The time period within which such declaration could be made was extended for a period of 6 months from April 11, 
1900 (31 Stat. 1881);

c.  Children born in the Philippines after April 11, 1899, but before January 13, 1941, to persons with non-citizen U.S. 
national status, became non-citizen U.S. nationals at birth (32 Stat. 386).



Citizenship for Asian Americans

● 1898: The Supreme Court ruling in United States v. Wong Kim Ark 

affirmed that all persons born in the U.S., regardless of race or parental 

background, were entitled to birthright citizenship.

● 1943: The Magnuson Act permitted Chinese immigrants to become 

naturalized citizens.

● 1952: The Immigration and Nationality Act (McCarran-Walter Act) 

eliminated laws preventing other Asian immigrants (such as Japanese, 

Korean, and Filipino) from becoming naturalized citizens.

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1937-1945/chinese-exclusion-act-repeal


Station 4: Citizenship & Borinqueneers

Zoom out: How did being a territory and then becoming citizens 
affect the way Puerto Ricans responded to the call for service in 
WWI?



The Borderless Front: Mexican & 
Puerto Rican Soldiers

The Puerto Rican experience in World War I is wrapped in 
myth. Perhaps the most insidious of these myths is the one in 
which US citizenship is extended to the people of Puerto Rico 
by an empire in need of manpower or cannon fodder for the 
Western Front. In fact, on March 2, 1917, the United States 
extended US citizenship to the Puerto Ricans via the Jones 
Act, and on April 6 it declared war on Germany and the 
Central Powers. Was US citizenship extended to the Puerto 
Ricans in order to draft them into the military? The answer is, 
no, not at all. History is more than a chronology of events 
leading to each other. When citizenship was extended to the 
Puerto Ricans, enlisting them to fight in World War I was not 
part of the equation. Puerto Ricans were not wanted by a 
racist military that deemed non-white men as inferior. 

Some argue that citizenship 
was extended to Puerto 

Ricans just so they could be 
drafted but  Harry 
Franqui-Rivera

Disagrees. He wrote this 
article in 2019 pointing out 
that the only “Americans” 
excluded from serving in 

the military were those who 
said they didn't want to 

become citizens



On July 5, 1917, some 104,550 Puerto Ricans 
registered for the draft. For a country with 
few paved roads and even fewer motor 
vehicles, mobilizing more than one hundred 
thousand men was a logistical feat. That so 
many Puerto Ricans registered that first 
day was due to the effort of local 
volunteers who combed the island 
instructing the men where to go and what 
to do to make the first registration date a 
success. Eventually, 236,853 men enlisted 
for selective service. 

Citizenship had been touted as an act 
of decolonization, so once the draft law 
passed and eventually extended to the 
island, Puerto Ricans’ embrace of the 
draft became a referendum on the 
acceptance of citizenship, and of 
American rule. 

The presidentially appointed governor 
of Puerto Rico, Arthur Yager, feared 
that Puerto Ricans may not show up for 
the first registration date, but they 
proved him wrong.



Category Number of 
People

Registered for the draft on Day 1 104,550

Total men who signed up 
(Selective Service)

236,853

Accepted for actual military 
service

17,855

Men who failed to report for duty 139



The War Department had little interest in using the Puerto 
Rican manpower, so the Puerto Ricans themselves pressured 
President Wilson into ordering the military to create a Puerto 
Rican division. 



Did citizenship = service?

President Woodrow Wilson signed the 
Jones-Shafroth Act (1917) on March 2, 1917, 
giving Puerto Ricans U.S. statutory citizenship. 
This act also endowed Puerto Ricans with a 
bill of rights. 



Was citizenship offered to increase the 
amount of soldiers?

The law was followed two months 
later by the Selective Service Act 
of 1917 which allowed for the 
United States to draft soldiers, 
including Puerto Ricans. America 
entered World War I on April 6, 
1917.



Why fight?
Why would a Mexican citizen like 
Marcelino Serna or a newly 
"naturalized" Puerto Rican fight 
for the U.S. in Europe?



Borinqueneers
The 65th Infantry Regiment, nicknamed Borinqueneers after the 
indigenous Taíno name for Puerto Rico, Borinquén, was the first 
Hispanic segregated group of soldiers in U.S. history. While 
Puerto Ricans cannot vote for the president of the United 
States and have representation but no vote in Congress, a 
sizable amount of the island's population served in the U.S. 
Armed Forces since 1917.

The Borinqueneers fought during World War I, World War II, 
and in the Korean War, for which they received the 
Congressional Gold Medal in 2016. This object means a lot to 
me because it represents the thousands of Puerto Ricans who 
have joined, fought, and even died with U.S. troops in the 
Armed Forces.



After the Spanish 
American War: Officers 
of the Puerto Rico 
Regiment Provisional 
Regiment of Infantry, a 
forerunner of the 65th 
Infantry Regiment, 
assemble for a 
photograph in 1906. 
(Puerto Rico National 
Guard)



Korean War: 65th 
Infantry Regiment 
soldiers gather for a 
photograph in bitterly 
cold weather along the 
Han River in January 
1951. (National Guard 
Bureau)



The Borderless Front: Mexican & 
Puerto Rican Soldiers of Valor
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Ricardo LaFontaine
Despite discrimination against him and other minorities, Ricardo LaFontaine 
enlisted in the 65th Infantry Regiment in Puerto Rico during World War I. 

Ricardo LaFontaine and his family lived in Utuado, but it did not have 
recruiting station. The recruiting stations were in big cities such as Ponce, the 
second largest city in Puerto Rico, 28.2 miles from Utuado.

“You had to walk, maybe get a ride on an ox-cart, a horse if you have one,” 
Hernan LaFontaine, Ricardo’s son, said. “But if you’re going down there, 
you’re not coming back. So whatever transportation to get to Utuado to 
Ponce, just to enlist.”

Hernan LaFontaine said he and other soldiers who were Puerto Rican or 
African American faced discrimination while being a part of the U.S. Army.

“It was actually stated that they did not want the minority people because 
the Army was an honorable effort and enterprise to defend our nation,” 
Hernan LaFontaine said. “So they looked down upon minorities.”



“When World War I came, the United States 
Army and the nation, in general, found 
themselves in a situation of needing to 
increase the forces tremendously, and at the 
same time, having people that they didn’t want 
to accept,” Hernan LaFontaine said. “So, there 
was a struggle. It was a political struggle to try 
to get any of the minorities involved in the 
United States Army.”

When the United States declared war on 
Germany, the regiment was sent to Panama on 
May 14 and Ricardo LaFontaine enlisted on 
May 25. 

The U.S. Army and then-President Woodrow 
Wilson still did not want them going overseas 
to represent the United States. 

The regiment was used to replace troops that were 
stationed in Panama. According to the 
Borinqueneers Congressional Gold Medal Alliance, 
the infantry guarded the Panama Canal.

“Those troops in Panama were then sent to Europe 
to fight in the war, and the Puerto Rico troops 
came to replace them and to replace others in 
various other places in the United States, while 
those troops went to Europe,” Hernan LaFontaine 
said. “And that was a major thing which continued 
and probably would’ve maybe gotten to that point 
where they would have gone overseas.”

Hernan LaFontaine said his father and other 
members of the regiment were conditioned to fight 
in any place. Since they were stationed in the 
jungles of Panama, Hernan LaFontaine said it was 
“more of a battle fighting nature” because of the 
rivers, rain, animals, and hot weather.



Mercalino Serna: Mexican Citizen, American Soldier



Mercalino Serna
Born in Chihuahua, Mexico, in 1896. About 1915 
Serna immigrated to El Paso, Texas, where he 
found employment on a maintenance crew for 
the railroads. In 1917, while working as a 
seasonal farm laborer in Colorado, Serna was 
detained by federal officials seeking to verify 
his draft status. Despite his Mexican 
citizenship, Serna volunteered to enlist in the 
United States Army. He received three weeks 
of training at Camp Funston, Kansas, before 
being deployed to Europe as a private with 
Company B, 355th Infantry, 89th Infantry 
Division.  While in Europe, Serna, who spoke 
little English, was offered a discharge after 
officials discovered that he was not a U.S. 
citizen. However, he declined the offer.

Serving with Company B, 355th Infantry, 89th 
Division, Serna’s bravery soon became legendary. 
At the Battle of Saint-Mihiel, he scouted enemy 
lines alone, killing six enemy soldiers and capturing 
eight more. Weeks later in the Meuse-Argonne 
Offensive, he single handedly attacked a German 
trench, killing 26 and capturing 24 soldiers. 

After their surrender, the United States’ 
reinforcements who arrived wanted to execute the 
German soldiers on the spot, but Serna would not 
allow it, stating it was against the rules of war. 
Even after being wounded by sniper fire just four 
days before the Armistice, Serna’s valor earned 
him the Distinguished Service Cross, making him 
the first Mexican American to receive this honor.


