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Report on the 2026 OAH Conference on American History
Mika Endo
George Mason University

I arrived in Washington, D.C., on April 11 and conducted archival research at the
National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) in College Park, Maryland, for three
days beginning on April 13.! During my archival research, I examined the folder titled “Selective
Service System Central Files, 1940-1947, Record Group 147.” This folder contains
correspondence regarding the racial classification of the “non-white” categories during draft
enlistment for World War II. I am particularly interested in debates concerning the racial status of
Indians in Virginia. The Selective Service System classified Indian men according to the Racial
Integrity Act of 1924, which defined a white person as one “who has no trace whatsoever of any
blood other than Caucasian.”” Indian men and their tribal communities, however, resisted being
categorized in “colored” military units. Virginia Indians did not automatically fit into the Black-
white categorization, and thus, complicated the registration process during the enlistment.

On April 16, I arrived in Philadelphia to attend the 2026 OAH Conference. The title of
our session was “Indigenous Geographies,” which examined how Indigenous peoples have
mapped, inhabited, and reshaped political space across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
My presentation, titled “Indigenous Identity, Place, and Belonging in Virginia,” contributed to
the discussion by examining the implementation of the Racial Integrity Act of 1924, as well as
the damage to tribal communities that continues even today.

I discussed Walter Plecker, the state registrar at the Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics
from 1912 to 1946, and how he imposed his own racial standards within Virginia’s strict biracial
framework. Plecker believed that there were no “pure” Indians, and he denied Native Americans
the right to claim their own independent racial identity. He ultimately erased “Indians” from
official records, including birth and marriage certificates. Even years later, Plecker’s campaign
against American Indians continued to make it difficult for the tribes to gain their independent
racial status. Plecker’s legacy was the primary factor in delaying and complicating the federal
recognition of Virginia tribes in recent years. By reflecting on the lasting impact of the Racial
Integrity Act on the tribes, I argued that the 1924 law transformed how Indigenous peoples
connect with their communities and how they relate to their place. Our session was featured on
the OAH website under “Friday Highlights of OAH 2026.”

! My research trip was changed and shortened from the original schedule due to my teaching responsibilities in
Japan.

2 Brendan Wolfe, “Racial Integrity Laws (1924-1930),” Encyclopedia Virginia, published December 7, 2020, last
modified February 18, 2025, accessed May 7, 2026, https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/racial-integrity-laws-
1924-1930/.
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During the conference, I also visited several book exhibits to introduce my book project
to press editors. As I am currently drafting an outline and manuscript for a book proposal, this
was an excellent opportunity to meet with the editors and discuss my project.

Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to the committee members of the Japanese
Association for American Studies (JAAS) for providing financial assistance that enabled me to
continue my research and present my work at the conference. I am also grateful to my colleagues
and fellow JAAS members who presented in the session with me, as well as to those who
attended my panel and offered valuable comments on my work.
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