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'' • '' Concentration Camp 
or "Relocation Center" 

What's in a Name? 
by James Hirabayashi, Ph.D. 

, 

It was almost 20 years ago whrn I read ;rn arricle by Dexter W.iugh in che San 

Francisco Ex:11nincr titled "Semnmic debate~ on w:1r camps" (May 7, 1976). The issur revolved 

around rhc use or terminology on ;i plague commemorating Tulc Lake as .i state historic land-

m:1rk. /\r thar time J exchanged several kners wirh rhe chair o( the S1:nc Historicnl Resources 

Commission, :1 fellow :rnthropol.ogist, who vorcd .ig:iinst the use or 1hr term "concentration 

camp", saying char he did not believe in editorializing on these pla(1ucs. I argued 1h,1t we 
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6. should call rhem what Webster calls rhem: "pbccs 

where J'Olitical prisoners arc placed tmder armed 

guards." Furthermore. ro use "rclocarion cenrer" was 

:1c1ually ec.foon.tli.1.ing as it is a l'uphe111ism used by 

those governmental officials who had stripped the 

Japanese Americans of rhcir basic constitutional 

rights. The dl·barr had begun in 197.3. when 
~ ~ 

Manzanar was l'Slablished as a state hisroric site, in 

argumenrs before rhe tate Historical Resources 

Commission. The brc l:dison Uno, as a spokesper­

son for JACL. appeared to stare our case. Alrhough 

Inmates at Heart Mountain Concentration camp await their transfer 
to Tule Lake camp in California where tho1e who answered "na" to 
a controversial "loyalty que1tionaire" _,. taken. September 27, 
1943. Yo1ho Sakurai Collection. 

the Commission voted against the pica of rhr 

Japanese Americans ar rhese hearings. the State 

Director of Parks and Recreation overruled the 

Commission and the term "concentration camp" 

appears on both plnques. 

In l 981. Raymond Okamura submirccd a compre­

hensive essay on rhe subject co rhc Commission on 

W;irrime Relocation and lnrernmem. of Civilians in 

Seattle. Ir was subsequcnrly published as "Thr 

American Concentration Camps: A Cover-Up 

Through Euphemistic Tcrminolog( (The Journal of 

Erhnic s~udies I 0:3. I 982). Terminological usage 

continued ro be discussed in subsequent actions relat­

ed to the incarceration of the Japanese Americans such 

as the annual pilgrimages, the repeal of Executive 

Order 9066, rhe Redress Movemcnr and rhe coram 

nobis courr cases (Fred Korem;itsu. Gordon 

Hirabay;ishi, Minoru Yasui). In view of the discus-

sion over the years, it seems strange that we arc srill 

debating the use of terms describing this event. 

Ler us review the main points of the debate. Over 

120,000 residents of rhc U.S.A .. rwo thirds of whom 

wen· American citizens, were incarcerated under 

armed guard. There were no crimes commirred, no 

n·ials, and no convictions: the Japanese Americans 

were political prisoners. To dcrnin American citizens 

in a site under armed guard surely constitutes a "con­

centration camp." Bur whar were rhe terms used by rhe 
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govcrnmcm officials who were involved in die process 

and who had w justify these acrions? R;irmond 

Okamura provides us wirh a derailed list of terms. 

Ler's consider rhrcc such euphemisms: "cv;icuarion:· 

relocation." and ''non-aliens." Eartl1t1uakc and flood 

victims arc l'Vacu;itcd and relocated. The words refer 

to moving people in order to rescue and protect them 

from danger. 

The otftcial gov.-rnmenr policy nrnkrrs consisrrnrly 

used '\•vacua ti on" to refer ro the forced removal of rhe 

loy Scouts ot Mansonar, co 1943. Toshlo Yotsuhiro 
Collection. 

armed guards. The masking was int mt ion:1I. Pl'rh:ips 

rhe most obvious circumlocution was rhr u~e o( the 

term "non-alien." This phrase appeared on yellow 

notice sheets affixed to telephonc poles announcing 

the removal orders: "Pursuant co rhc provisions of 

Civilian Exclusion Order No. 92, rhis HeadlJUilrtl'l"S. 

dared Mar 23, 1942. all persons of Japanese .111,l·srry. 

both aliens and non-alien, will br cvacuarcd from rhc 

above area b}' I 2 o'clock noon, P. W.T., Sarurdar, M:w 
I ' 

30, 1942." 

Exacrly what docs ''non-alien" mc:111? To whom docs 

it refer? Of course. ir is a euphemism for citizen! Sin((· 

they were nullifying the constiturioml r-ighrs of 

Perhaps the most obvious circumlocution 

was the use of 

Japanese Americans and the sites were called "'rcloca­

rion crmcrs." These arc euphemisms (Websrer: "the 

substiruriun of an inoHcnsive term for one considered 

offensively explicir'') as the rcrms do nor impl)' forced 

removal nor incar<'.erarion in enclosures parrollcd by 

the term " . ,, non-alien. 

Japanese Americans, ir is clear why rhc govrrnmrnt 

officials did not wish ro use rht' rcrm citizrn. 

According to Okamura, ruphemisric language accom­

plished a number of objectives for using rhr rcrms: 

(I) ir sidrrrackcd legal and consrirurional challenges: 

7. 
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8. (2) ir allowed rhe govnn­

menr ro 111:11nra111 a decent 

public i,mge; 3) ir hclprd 

lrad rhr victims into willing 

coopcr:ition; ( 4) it permiurd 

the white civilian employees 

ro work withmn self­

reproach :rnd (5) ir kept the 

hisrorical record in rhc gov­

ernment's 1.wor. In spire of 

the official usr of the 

ruphemism "relocation cen­

ter," however, many govern­

mrnt officials acruall)' usrd 

rhe rcrm concenrrarion c:m,p 

including President Franklin 

D. Roosevelt, General 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, 

Secretary of the lnrerior 

Harold Ickes, Arrorncy 

General Francis Biddlr and 

Supreme Courr Justices Owen Roberts, Hugo 13lack 

:111d Tom Clark. 

The harm in continuing ro use the govrrnmcnr's 

euphemisms is that it disguises or softens rhc reality 

which subsClJUently has been legally recognized as a 

grave ,:rror. The accion abrogated some fundamcnral 

principles underlying rhr Constiturion, rhr very doc­

ument undn which we govern ourselves. This erosion 

of fundamental rights has consequences for alJ ciri­

zcns of our society :md we must sec that ir is never 

repe:ired. 

Some have argued i:hat the Nni Germany camps dur-

Inmates are seen here trudging through the mud of the Tule 
Lake concentration camp in California in 1945. Jack Iwata 
Collection. 

Jap:rnesr Americans did not suffer the harsh fare of 

1hr Jews in the rrrriblc concrntrarion camps or death 

camps where Nazi Germany practiced a polic)' of 

genocide. Although the loss of" lifr was minind in 

America's concenrr:ition camps. it docs 1101 ncgarr rhc 

rc:aliry of rhc unc()nsrirutional incarca:11ion of 

Japanese Amrrican crtrzens. Michi and Walrrr 

\Vegl)111's research concrrnrng Nazi Germany's 

ruphrmisms for their conccnrration cunps rr\'cakd 

sud, phrases as "protective custody camps," "recep­

tion crntrrs.'' .md "1ransi1 camps." Ironically. two Nazi 

euphemisms were idcntic:11 to our gowrnmcnt 's usag,·: 

The lesson here is that the abrogation ot rights ior any 

citizen is an erosion of rights ior all citizens. 

ing rhe Holoc:u,sr were concenrr:irion camps and to 

refor ro the J:ip:mcsc American camps likewise would 

be ;in ;iffronr ro rhe Jews. Ir is crrrainly true that rhe 

"asscmbl)' centers" and ''rclocarion ce111crs''. 

Ir mighr br wrll to point 0111. also, tl,ar rhr Nazi~ were 

not opcrattng undrr 1he U.S. Constiturion. 



Comparisons usually neglect ro 

point our char Hitler was operat­

ing under the rules of rhe Third 

Reich. In America all three 

branches of the U.S. government, 

ostensibly operating under the 

U.S. Constitution, ignored the 

Bill of Rights in order ro incar­

cerate Japanese Americans. 

Detention camps" and "imern­

menr camps'' have also been used 

to refer to rhc concentration 

camps. These terms are prefer­

able to "relocation center" as 

they bod, imply involuntary con­

finement. However, Aiko Herzig 

as well as Brian Niya in )apa,usr 

A,i1erira11 J-listory (p. 176) argue 

chat rhc term "internment 

camps" should be reserved for 

the justice department inrcrn­

menr camps. The largest of them 

was the Crystal Ciry, Texas camp 

which housed lssei men with 

families who opted co stay wirh 

rhcm as well as a group of 

Japanese Peruvians. Other 

internment camps were in Sama 

Fe, New Mexico; Fon Stanton, 

New Mexico; Fort Missoula, 

Montana; Fore Lincoln, North 

Dakota; Kenedy. Texas; and 

Kooskia, Idaho. 

It has been over fifty years since 

the incarceration of Japanese 

Americans and the issue of ter­

minology was ftrsr raised. Now, 

as rhe Museum prepared to 

mount an exhibition on our 

wartime experience, Karen 

lshizuka. the curaror, consulted 
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Historical References to Japan•~• 
Amer1ou "oonoentrat1on Camps" 

'Tm.for""""' nny ]9,,,- • ..._, &a., a ll,,wai now ad p,,lli,r 
t6,m in lOMldndion _,,,.,.n,,. ,,,_, Lin,, riJ of t6,m now!" 

.coNG1U1SSMAN JOHN RANKIN, 

°'tuiwl J,a,,il, December IS, ICUI. 

"In •.,__of~ ,_ --1- wr j,,,nJ ii 6tmltr to""'"' tht 
,.4,.,.. pJ,lit on "!1 .,.._, ~ • tlil,. Mo, ,,.J wom,n who inow 
,... t/ tl,,j,m (,_,,,.,,.,,,,,, ~ .... whid "lf'tWS in,,,, p,J,lit 
p,is,) .,; .., INI """,n _,,_.-,,. ~ ,IMt is• tmn IO W 
- ~ f ti,,,..,..,.. Cmna tlM ""'1 • wiif, • wdJ G • ,gr,.n 

NOltMAN'DtOMAS, c.Jrima Cm•,y, 
Jal,i9,1M2 

OM11•,.....,,~tJ,,PmiMnJ 
• tN WIid on IO Sllllt: ". .. ii 

-,'t I,, lttpt l«W .., 

DILAN() R00S&V&LT 

---:•---- 21, 19". 

"' .. ,...,_of,,,, 

..l, ~""",,,.""""' "' .u. .. Mt 
"',1...w: GB•• tf * nur111r. 

•u· llr ..,_1 • .,,,..J d.t 
fl!'-

... ,.. •• us. Supreme 
ee.t.TONCLMK 
S.Dfit"-Jul710. 1966 

........,. HARRY S. TRUMAN 
Mede Miller, 1961 

AD quocaaom fiam r.,, ff,,,_, by Midii w.,n. S. Da,liopphJ. p. 18. 

9. 



10. 

j ,l r a 11 r «" ,\ IIH' fl C ,l n Na I IO n a J M ll 'I' 11111 Q II ,l rl r r I\' 

with rhe Museum's cxhibir leam, orher staff. members 

of rhe Japanese American and Jewish American com­

muniries. and representatives of the general public. 

Thr decision was co use rhe words concentration 

experience as an integral pan o( our J')ation's herirngc 

to improve understanding and appreciarion for 

America's ethnic and cultural diversiry."Thi~ srory will 

be cold from the perspective of Japanese Americans 

It is critical that this important period in U.S. history 

be examined accurately, without the use of euphemisms. 

camp and incarCL'rarion to refer ro the experience o( 

Japanese Americans during World War 11. The Lise of 

euphemisms such as assembly. reception, relocation, 

resettlement and evacuarion will be disavowed except 

as reference to government usage. 

The mission of d,r Japanese American Narional 

Mu~eum i:. ro "make known the Japanese American 

bur it will be presemcd within the larger context of 

American history. It is critical dial rh1s imporranr 

period in U.S. history be examined accurately, withour 

the use of euphemisms. 

A basic aim of the Museum is educarional. In this 

process. rhe sraff of rhc Museum and rhc public that 

ir serves must learn abour our pas1, 1ogcther rejoicing 

in our triumphs and learn­

ing from our errors. We 

need to recognize when 

our country srrays from its 

fundamcnral principles 

and to insure thar ir will 

nor happen in the (uturc. 

The lesson here is that rhe 

abrogarion of righrs for 

any citizen is an erosion o( 

rights for all citizens.•~ 

/11111,s A. I lrrabnynsh,, Ph.D., rs 

1hr M11srz1111 '.s Chief C11m1or. A 

Narvnrd U11iwrsity gr,1d11,11r Ill 

11111hropo/ogy, Dr. J-/imbnyash, is 

Projrssor Emtr1t11s 111 S1111 

Fm11r,sro Stair Umvas,ry whrrr 

he was Dra11 of thr 11111,011's first 

srhool of E1h11ic S11,drrs. I Ir hns 

11/so hrld rrsrarrh a11d tt11rh11,g 

pos1/1011s 111 thr U111vers1r.v of 

Tokyo, j11pa111 a11d U111vmity ef 
brin, Nigmn, Ajrir,1. 

Two girls In front of their ba1Tack1 at H-rt Mountain concentration camp, September 20, 
1942. Sally R. Nishiyama Collection. 
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