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purposes like education, tourism, and professional 

training— has increasingly become a channel for entry, 

although individuals entering with these visas must ad-

just their status if they wish to stay. This system, more-

over, is also riddled with problems. H- 1B visas for skilled 

workers, for example, are subject to caps and distributed 

on a first- come, first- served basis, and in high- demand 

years, the slots fill up within weeks. Such problems have 

given rise to an increase in the Asian undocumented 

population in the United States, which now numbers 

about 1.3 million. Asian Americans’ concerns about im-

migration, thus, include backlog relief and fairer visa al-

lotments as well as rights for the undocumented (Kieu 

2013; Lim 2013; Ruiz and Wilson 2013). Given current 

characteristics of the Asian American population, in 

which most are foreign born (about three in four), and 

Asia is the largest sending region of immigrants to the 

United States, immigration will remain a highly impor-

tant topic in terms of daily life and policy debates for 

the foreseeable future.

35
Incarceration
Lane Ryo Hirabayashi

Internment, like incarceration, is a bona fide keyword 

insofar as it is still practiced in the twenty- first- century 

United States. Internment entails the confinement 

of members of a politically suspect group without 

trial in an effort to isolate, contain, regulate, deprive, 

stigmatize, and dehumanize, sometimes reeducate, and 

possibly deport if not kill them. What most immediately 

distinguishes internment from incarceration per se is 

that at a technical as well as a legal level, “internment” 

refers specifically to government policies enacted 

against foreign nationals. While current research on 

populations of color in confinement— specifically 

African Americans, American Indians, Chicanos/as, and 

Puerto Ricans, among other groups— suggests that the 

terms “internment,” “incarceration” (i.e., being jailed), 

and “imprisonment” actually bleed into one another, 

there are good reasons to be cautious about using these 

words as synonyms. As Aiko Herzig- Yoshinaga (2009) 

notes, terminology can be used to lie or clarify. Care is 

needed with the terms that we select so that they do not 

compromise our ability to capture clearly the distinctive 

dimensions of the processes through which persons are 

justly (i.e., punished, via a fair trial, for a crime) or falsely 

imprisoned and their experiences. For the purposes 

of this entry, I submit that the case of the selective 

internment, as well as the mass incarceration, of Japanese 

Americans during World War II provides a useful data 

set to illustrate the possible relationships, as well as the 

differences, between distinctive penal methodologies.
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The arrests of Nikkei, or persons of Japanese descent, 

began immediately after Japan’s attack at Pearl Harbor. 

Based on intelligence lists kept by the FBI, the Army, and 

the Navy, agents of the U.S. Justice Department swept 

down on the West Coast Japanese American communi-

ties, executing searches on and arrests of a little under 

two thousand Issei (first- generation immigrants) and 

Kibei (second- generation U.S. citizens raised in Japan) 

who were suspected of being disloyal to America. Those 

who were detained were largely men, and they were 

held without any specific charges, let alone actual trials. 

Besides their status as foreign nationals— the Issei were 

prohibited by law from naturalizing as U.S. citizens un-

til 1952, and the Kibei were often dual citizens— three 

other features differentiated their imprisonment. First, 

they were imprisoned by the U.S. Justice Department in 

a federally controlled operation. Second, the fourth stat-

ute of the Geneva Conventions applied to these prison-

ers, and they could appeal to a foreign (i.e., the Spanish) 

consulate if and when they believed that their rights 

were being violated. Third, their longer- term disposi-

tion, as far as being eligible for repatriation back to Ja-

pan, was on a different footing than second- generation 

Jun Nisei, who were sometimes pressured to renounce 

their U.S. citizenship as part of the package to enable 

their deportation. Those prisoners who were eventually 

deemed to be loyal, or at least safe enough to be released 

before the war was over, were often sent to one of the 

ten War Relocation Authority camps described below. 

Others remained interned for the duration.

The subsequent removal in 1942 of over 110,000 Nik-

kei from Military Zone No. 1 in California, Washington, 

Oregon, and Arizona was initially orchestrated by the 

Western Defense Command and Fourth Army following 

the issuance by Franklin D. Roosevelt of Executive Order 

9066, which empowered the Army to round up, remove, 

and confine persons of whole or part Japanese ancestry, 

whether they were U.S. citizens or not, supposedly in 

order to ensure national security. The Army’s Wartime 

Civil Control Authority (WCCA) then supervised the 

removal of persons of Japanese ancestry from the West 

Coast into sixteen temporary camps and, within a year’s 

time, moved everyone again to ten more permanent 

camps that were run by a civilian agency known as the 

War Relocation Authority (WRA).

Once a person was confined in a WRA camp, there 

were a number of different paths out. One was release. 

As early as 1942, if one could get clearance, find a job 

outside of the excluded areas, secure a sponsor, and 

would sign an oath promising exemplary, assimilatory 

behavior, one could garner release back into the larger 

society even while the war was still going on. Among 

those who left as early as 1942 were agricultural work-

ers and students who sought to continue their studies 

at the college level. Another way out, for eligible young 

men, was to volunteer in 1943 for the Army, the only 

branch of the Armed Forces that would accept Japa-

nese Americans. (Later on, in 1944, all Nisei men who 

were deemed fit were subject to the draft into the Army, 

only.) Concomitantly, Japanese Americans who were 

branded as resisters, or who wanted to be sent to Japan 

as expatriates, were subject to “segregation”— that is, 

they were sent to the WRA’s Tule Lake camp, where so- 

called disloyals and “repatriates” were congregated after 

1943. After the Ex parte Endo ruling in 1944, the WRA 

camps were closed down, one by one. When a camp 

was closed, everyone was first asked to leave, and then 

in some instances, forced to depart (Sakoda 1989). Tule 

Lake was finally shut down in 1946, although it is worth 

noting that a few enlisted men who earned prison sen-

tences for their resistance to the government’s actions 

against Japanese Americans remained in jail until then 

president Harry S. Truman pardoned them in December 

1947 (Castelnuovo 2008).
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Both the Army and the WRA utilized a deceptive 

set of descriptors in order to soften the reality of their 

actions. Avoiding any implication that the process en-

tailed the massive violation of the constitutional rights 

of those subject to their agencies, the Army created spe-

cial zones forbidden to Nikkei, paving the way for mass 

removal from West Coast military zones, and described 

mass incarceration as either “evacuation” (implying 

removal for an individual’s own safety) or “reloca-

tion” (implying a temporary process revolving around 

removal from a given point of origin, followed in due 

time by release), assiduously avoiding the cold, hard fact 

that forced incarceration was an inherent stage in the 

process.

Two characteristics governed the initial use of termi-

nology during and immediately after World War II. One, 

federal agencies like the WRA insisted on using a set of 

euphemisms such as “exclusion,” “relocation,” “evacu-

ation,” and the like throughout their public relations 

releases and publications. Two, the term “internment” 

was initially and exclusively applied to the arrest and 

imprisonment of Japanese nationals, including Kibei, 

in Justice Department– run camps like those at Crystal 

City, Texas, and Fort Lincoln, North Dakota. Thus, ac-

cording to historian Roger Daniels, the term “intern-

ment” was never utilized by any responsible government 

or military official to characterize the confinement of 

Japanese Americans, almost two- thirds of whom were 

in fact U.S. citizens, held in the ten WRA camps during 

World War II.

In retrospect, the government had a clear interest 

in adapting euphemisms to describe mass incarcera-

tion. Descriptors like “evacuation” and “relocation” 

softened the presentation of the confinement process 

and promoted its supposedly provisional and transi-

tory nature. These euphemisms also helped to disguise 

the economic losses entailed in forced removal as well 

as the fundamentally unconstitutional violations that 

forced confinement entailed. An oft- mentioned aspect 

of these euphemisms is that their use also allowed other 

citizens to believe that the camps in which Nikkei were 

interned were different, quantitatively and qualitatively, 

from the camps that were set up in various European 

countries by the Third Reich during the war. As Ray-

mond Okamura noted (1982), both of the latter points 

allowed those implementing the order to feel that their 

actions were justified, even as the same euphemisms 

may have lulled Nikkei into accepting their supposed 

fate more passively.

Following the conformist decade of the 1950s, a 

more critical evaluation of the wartime camps followed 

the Third World strikes of the late 1960s at campuses on 

the West Coast such as San Francisco State, UC Berkeley, 

and UCLA, which resulted in the first and largest Asian 

American studies programs, including the first classes 

on Japanese American history and the Japanese Ameri-

can experience. In the 1970s, the first collective calls for 

redress/reparations were closely tied to Asian American 

studies programs that, not coincidentally, were proxi-

mate to the largest Japanese American communities on 

the coasts as well as in the Midwest.

Early on in the redress movement, the main point 

of controversy regarding the terminology about mass 

incarceration revolved around what word to use to de-

scribe the sites where the majority of Japanese Ameri-

cans had been confined. We now know that the term 

“concentration camp” was used during the war years by 

a number of federal officials, including Roosevelt. Inter-

estingly enough, three Euro- Americans were among the 

first authors to feature the term “concentration camp” 

in the title of their books: Bosworth (1967), Daniels 

(1972), and Bailey (1972). Concomitantly, community- 

based activists like Edison Uno (1974) and Raymond 

Okamura (1982) were important and influential 
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advocates of accurate terminology. In standard usage, 

as Uno pointed out early on, a dictionary definition 

of “concentration camp” revolves around the confine-

ment of political prisoners (also see Hirabayashi 1994; 

Daniels 2005; and Kashima 2003 on this point). The 

battle over the term “concentration camp” as an ap-

propriate descriptor was largely played out in the 1970s 

and into the 1980s, and Japanese American community 

organizations won significant battles to have the WRA 

camps characterized as such on the plaques at Man-

zanar, in the Owens Valley northeast of Los Angeles, 

and at other WRA camp sites. It is widely understood, 

as well, that Japanese Americans have insisted on this 

wording without wanting to lessen the horrors that be-

fell Jews, leftists, and homosexuals under Nazi rule (see 

Ishizuka 2006). While U.S.- style concentration camps 

were the end of Japanese Americans’ journey of con-

finement, concentration camps were often a step on 

the path to execution for those whom the Nazis saw 

as less than human. In this context, it is worth remem-

bering what the philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote 

about political imprisonment. As cited by the histo-

rian Richard Drinnon, Arendt acknowledged that im-

prisonment of political prisoners may vary in terms of 

purpose and intensity. Evoking Dante’s Inferno, Arendt 

noted that while camps can be classified in terms of 

their perniciousness— “Hades” (e.g., prisons for hold-

ing enemies), “Purgatory” (e.g., forced labor camps), or 

“Hell” (e.g., death camps)— that does not alter the fact 

that all three types are still, in the end, concentration 

camps (Drinnon 1989, 6).

From the early contributions authored by historians 

and community activists, the campaign against gov-

ernment euphemisms was energized during the 1990s 

and 2000s by the ongoing critique of Aiko Herzig- 

Yoshinaga. Long a legend in the Japanese American 

community because of her seminal work on the U.S. 

Commission on the Wartime Internment and Reloca-

tion of Civilians (CWRIC), created by President Jimmy 

Carter, Herzig- Yoshinaga and her husband, Jack Herzig, 

also provided a good deal of the research materials for 

the work of the Commission, as well as the class- action 

lawsuit of the National Council for Japanese American 

Redress (NCJAR) and the coram nobis cases of Fred Kore-

matsu, Min Yasui, and Gordon Hirabayashi during the 

1980s. As an integral part of her work on these cam-

paigns, Herzig- Yoshinaga generated various iterations 

of a glossary, “Words Can Lie or Clarify,” which offers a 

detailed analysis of U.S. government euphemisms and a 

list of alternative terms that more accurately reflect the 

realities of what happened during the 1940s (Herzig- 

Yoshinaga 2009).

There is now near- unanimity among Japanese Ameri-

cans concerning the terminology around that history, 

and a lion’s share of the credit for that has to go to Mako 

Nakagawa, a retired teacher, who began to champion 

the “Power of Words” campaign as a community- based 

movement out of the Seattle Japanese American Citi-

zens League (JACL) chapter that she belonged to. Work-

ing painstakingly to express her stand in educational 

workshops, forums, and JACL chapter and regional 

gatherings, Nakagawa and her JACL colleagues, such 

as Stan Shikuma in Seattle and Stanley Kanzaki in New 

York, found that objections to euphemisms, including 

the term “internment,” were more widespread than 

many had thought. Nakagawa and her supporters iden-

tified strong allies in a range of JACL chapters, most 

notably the one in Florin, near Sacramento, with activ-

ist Andy Noguchi, as well as in community- based orga-

nizations like Nikkei for Civil Rights and Reparations 

(NCRR), which sponsors Day of Remembrance obser-

vances and pilgrimages to various WRA camps. The Tule 

Lake Committee in particular has endorsed the Power 

of Words campaign because members such as Barbara 
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Takei want to ensure that what is “cast in bronze” about 

that camp is accurate.

Following up on Roger Daniels’s point— that “in-

ternment” was never used as a synonym for mass incar-

ceration by U.S. government officials during World War 

II— it is difficult to discern when, where, and why the 

word emerged in terms of that usage. Perusal of key texts 

indicates the following:

The publications of the U.S. Army and the War Re-

location Authority are uniform in their consistent use 

of “exclusion,” “relocation,” and “evacuation/evacuee” 

and their cognates in order to describe what happened. 

Moreover, this basic terminological set is consistent 

through the government’s publications. A good ex-

ample of this can be seen in the language used in the 

original Evacuation Claims Act of 1948, up through the 

reconsideration of that same act in 1954 (see Amend-

ment 1954). In point of fact, the word “internment” is 

used correctly in official intra- agency correspondence/

reports/memos; in publications printed by the Govern-

ment Printing Office for federal agencies such as the 

departments of State, Interior, Justice (including the 

FBI), and War, and the latter’s many officials and divi-

sions (secretary of war, general staff, Army commands, 

provost marshal general, etc.); and in bills debated and 

acts passed by Congress. These documents are found to 

describe accurately the wartime arrests to “intern” Issei 

(i.e., Japanese nationals) and their subsequent confine-

ment in “internment camps” under the jurisdiction of 

the Justice Department.

Similarly, the basic terminology deployed by schol-

ars in their book- length publications conforms to the 

federal government’s usage. Books such as Leighton’s 

The Governing of Men (1945), Thomas and Nishimo-

to’s The Spoilage (1946), Grodzins’s Americans Betrayed 

(1949), O’Brien’s The College Nisei (1949), Broom and 

Riemer’s Removal and Return (1949), and Eaton’s Beauty 

behind Barbed Wire (1952), to cite a few prominent ex-

amples, reserve the term “internment” to describe the 

camps set up by the U.S. Department of Justice. The 

first book I know of that deviates from this pattern, 

slightly, is tenBroek et al.’s Prejudice, War, and the Con-

stitution (1954). In that publication, the first words fol-

lowing “Internment” in the book’s index is, “of alien 

enemies,” which is as it should be. Nonetheless, as 

Aiko Herzig- Yoshinaga has noted, the general words 

“intern” and “internment” slip into the text as a syn-

onym for the term “incarceration” on pages 123, 125, 

and 133, to cite three examples.

So, adding to Daniels’s point that “internment” was 

not used by any responsible government agency during 

the war, my survey suggests that the word was not in use 

for the first decade after the war, either. In other words, 

there is little historical precedent from the 1940s or the 

1950s that justifies the use of “internment” as a descrip-

tor for the mass incarceration of the Nikkei. Since this 

usage as a synonym appears to be a post- 1950 construct, 

I propose that it can now be discarded, as it is a misno-

mer, and thus another, more subtle, but nonetheless 

pernicious euphemism.

To wit: on July 7, 2012, the governing council of the 

JACL, the largest Japanese and Asian American civil 

rights organization in the U.S., voted unanimously (86 

to 0) to reaffirm its 2010 endorsement of the Power 

of Words Handbook, as well as to redouble its efforts 

to ensure that the use of euphemistic terminology 

was curtailed. Thus, the JACL joined other influen-

tial community organizations that have championed 

this same position, including the Japanese American 

National Museum, Densho, and the Manzanar Com-

mittee. Although controversies and debates remain, 

the point here is that words are powerful and a broad 

sector of Japanese Americans have demanded an end 

to euphemistic terminology, including the use of the 
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word “internment” as a descriptor for mass incarcera-

tion. Moreover, those of us who write about the Japa-

nese experience in the Americas during World War II 

should give careful consideration to the social move-

ment that led up to the unanimous endorsement of 

the POW Handbook at the Forty- Third JACL National 

Convention.

More generally, the debate over terminology— 

words, definitions, connotations, and such— is criti-

cally important because words convey meaning: thus, 

the terms that are selected necessarily shape descrip-

tions and analyses alike in profound ways. The term 

“incarceration” denotes confinement in prison and, al-

though no trials were held for the population on the 

U.S. mainland, “incarceration”— along with the more 

precise term “false imprisonment”— effectively cap-

tures how a wide range of Japanese Americans think 

and feel about what happened to themselves and/or 

their families. In the court of public opinion, Japa-

nese American were found “guilty by reason of race.” 

Concomitantly, it is necessary to eschew euphemisms 

such as “evacuation” and “relocation,” and exercise 

more precision in using terms such as “internment” in 

critical, analytical, and scholarly work on the Japanese 

American experience.

To conclude, there are at least two general insights re-

garding these keywords that are worth reviewing here: 

first, that in Asian American and ethnic studies, termi-

nology is not static but rather evolves in the context of 

racialization projects (Winant 1994). For me, personally 

and as a scholar, it has been a privilege to work in con-

cert with the activists, organizations, and scholars who 

have all contributed to the Power of Words campaign. 

More than through my training, reading, or even archi-

val or oral history work, it is in the context of the Asian 

American movement that I have found keys to under-

standing what Japanese descendants in the Americas, 

and what were then the territories of Alaska and Hawai‘i, 

experienced during World War II.

Second, in order to keep the discussion about Japa-

nese Americans’ 1940s experience relevant, compara-

tive research relating this history to the internment of 

Middle Eastern and Muslim detainees, and the incar-

ceration of militant activists of color and prisoners of 

conscience, is imperative. Such work, however, can be 

effectively initiated only if and when the terminologi-

cal foundations of comparison are soundly formulated.
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