Terminology

and the Japanese American Experience

The present procedure of keeping loyal American
citizens in concentration camps on the basis of race
for longer than is absolutely necessary is dangerous
and repugnant to the principles of our Government.
—Attorney General Francis Biddle, December 30, 1943

In this war we are seeing more euphemistic terms than
in previous conflicts. Consequently, the concentration
camp which the government is starting to build at
Puyallup is termed an “assembly center.” But it is

a concentration camp, even though temporary.
—Tacoma News-Tribune, March 31, 1942

They were concentration camps. They called it
relocation but they put them in concentration

camps, and I was against it. We were in a period of
emergency but it was still the wrong thing to do.”
—Harry S. Truman in Merle Miller, Plain Speaking: An Oral
Biography of Harry S. Truman (New York: Berkeley Publishing

Corp., 1974)

The words and phrases used to describe this history
vary considerably amongst scholars, government
officials, and even those directly affected by Executive
Order 9o606: “relocation,” “evacuation,” “incarcera-
tion,” “internment,” “concentration camp.” There is no

general agreement about what is most accurate or fair.
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Officially, the camps were called “relocation centers.”
Many now acknowledge that “relocation center” and

“evacuation” are euphemisms used purposefully by the
government to downplay the significance of its actions.

America’s concentration camps are clearly distin-
guishable from Nazi Germany’s torture and death
camps. It is difficult to accept the term “concentration
camp” because of the term’s associations with the
Holocaust. This educational material uses “concentra-
tion camp” not in an effort to bear comparisons to the
atrocities of the Holocaust, but to express the veritable
magnitude of what was done to Japanese Americans.

[t is an unequivocal fact that the government itself,
including the President, used the term “concentration
camp” during World War II in speeches and written
documents. It is also crucial to note that a “concen-
tration camp” is defined broadly as a place where
people are imprisoned not because they are guilty

of any crimes, but simply because of who they are.
Many groups have been singled out for such persecu-
tion throughout history, with the term “concentration
camp” first used at the turn of the twentieth century in
the Spanish-American and Boer wars.

Despite some differences, all concentration camps
have one thing in common: People in power remove a
minority group from the general population, and the
rest of society lets it happen.

Adapted from the Japanese American National Museum’s exhibition Haunting Questions: Understanding the Japanese American Incarceration
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