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“History is written by the victors” is an old saying. Is it true? What about for those 
who suffered ‘collateral damage’ as with Japanese Americans during World War II— 
because they looked like the enemy? As the Nikkei (persons of Japanese ancestry 
outside Japan) culturally Americanized over the 20th century, were they to be forever 
burdened with historical accounts of their WWII experience written in euphemistic 
and misleading vocabulary? It is now time to acknowledge and correct this misleading 
language of the past and focus on truth and accuracy for the future. The objective 
here is to suggest vocabulary that facilitates a more accurate understanding of events 
and actions experienced by the Nikkei during this tragic time.

Much of the U.S. government activity was shrouded in secrecy during the war. This 
was implemented in the popular press and media accounts of that time by the use  
of euphemistic terms by government agencies to make these actions more acceptable 
to the public. In the decades following the war, as scholars, analysts, and historians 
began to probe the realities of the WWII Nikkei experience, what emerged was that 
the familiar vocabulary of the war era did not adequately describe what actually 
happened. The widespread use of euphemistic terms, such as evacuation and 
assembly centers, made the government actions seem benign and acceptable in the 
context of wartime (Daniels, 2005; Kashima, 2003). Their concerns about euphemisms were 
underscored in the 1980’s with the release of previously classified documents (via the 
Freedom of Information Act), which revealed the scope and breadth of this misleading 
practice (Civil Liberties Public Education Fund, 1997). 

Language shapes the way  
we think, and determines  
what we can think about.
BENJAMIN LEE WHORF  
AMERICAN LINGUIST, 1897-1941

Language is the  
archive of history.
RALPH WALDO EMERSON  
AMERICAN POET, 1803-1882
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2 INTRODUCTION

In looking to the future, we are guided by the words of Whorf and Emerson.  
Like any other history, that of Japanese Americans during WWII needs to be  
told accurately and fairly, especially because the Constitutional issues that were 
involved then have been revisited anew in the United States since September 11,  
2001. In compiling relevant documentation and references, it is the hope that 
this document will encourage more accurate discourse on the history of Nikkei in 
American concentration camps during WWII and its relevance to contemporary 
events. Moreover, it is the hope that what took place against Americans of Japanese 
ancestry during WWII never happens again.

Hiroko Mochida, 3, Miyuki Mochida, 6,  
and their mother, from Hayward, California  
wearing luggage tags and being forced from  
their home, May 8, 1942. Photo by Dorothea  
Lange and National Archives
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Headline from the San Francisco Chronicle on 
March 3, 1905. Densho Digital Archive 2008

While many of the 19th century Japanese visitors to the U.S. were sojourners seeking 
adventure, education, and even economic opportunities, little did they anticipate that 
if they decided to stay permanently in this country, any move towards naturalization 
would be barred by an Act of Congress passed in 1790, which allowed only ‘free white 
men’ to be naturalized (Chuman, 1976). The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 aided (by 
favoring) Japanese immigration to America, but not for long (Takaki, 1989). In early 
20th Century, California passed its Alien Land Law (1913), which used the indefinite 
alien status of Japanese and other Asians to prevent them from acquiring real estate, 
and setting down permanent roots. The California law was soon mimicked by other 
western states (Chuman, 1976). Japanese and other Asian immigration was finally 
turned off by the passage of the U.S. Immigration Exclusion Act of 1924. Japanese 
immigration was halted until the 1952 passage of the McCarran-Walter Act. This 
historic act allowed Issei (Japanese immigrants) to become naturalized for the first 
time and allowed immigration to resume (at 185 Japanese persons per year), now 
without constraints to a person’s country of origin (Maki, Kitano, & Berthold, 1999). 

These constraints on naturalization and immigration were a reflection of anti-
Asian prejudice and exclusion by the larger Euro-centric society as expressed via 
local news media, public policies, and anti-social behavior (vigilantee-ism; arson; 
harassment). Owing to housing covenants, Japanese (Issei) and Japanese Americans 
(Nisei, U.S. born citizens) were forced to live in tight ethnic neighborhoods (e.g. 
‘Japantowns’) and then criticized for being ‘un-assimilable’. During the 1930’s, with 
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4 A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE JAPANESE AMERIC AN EXPERIENCE

the Imperial Japanese Army rampaging through Manchuria and China, U.S. leaders 
became concerned about another world war even though the public at-large seemed 
isolationist and unconcerned. As early as 1936, President F. D. Roosevelt used the 
term ‘concentration camp’ with regard to Japanese Americans, some five years before 
the air attack on Hawaii (Ishizuka, 2006, p. 166-167). 

In this environment of increasing hostility towards American Japanese, the bombing 
of Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on December 7, 1941 by Imperial Japanese forces triggered 
a nightmare of unfathomable dimensions for Nikkei (persons of Japanese descent). 
Less than 24 hours after this ‘Day of Infamy,’ FBI and Army agents apprehended pre-
designated Japanese (mostly Issei), and German and Italian nationals in communities 
in the western United States under the authority of the Alien Enemies Act-1798/1918. 
The Issei detainees were local community leaders, Japanese language teachers, martial  
arts instructors, faith leaders, and the like. The Department of Justice (DOJ) and the 
Army kept in captivity eventually more than 17,000 Nikkei in special camps  
(e.g. Crystal City, TX). This was an internationally acknowledged and utilized 
procedure defined legally as internment (Kashima, 2003). 

Hidden from public view, this was followed by intense deliberations amongst 
the White House, the Department of Justice, the War Department, governors 
of California and Hawaii, and others, on whether or not to forcibly remove and 
incarcerate Japanese Americans irrespective of whether they were citizens or not 
(Daniels, 1975; Drinnon, 1987). After several wrenching weeks, President Roosevelt signed 
Executive Order (E.O.) 9066 on Feb. 19, 1942, which resulted in the forced removal 
some 110,000 people of Japanese descent (of which nearly 70% were American 
citizens) from communities of California, Arizona, Oregon, and Washington states—
in areas defined as Military Area I (Maki, Kitano, & Berthold, 1999). 

Soldiers and police posted President Roosevelt’s 
February 19, 1942 Executive Order #9066  
requiring the expulsion of Japanese Americans 
from the West Coast. Posters included euphemisms  
like “evacuation” and “Assembly Centers”. Photo by 
Dorothea Lange and National Archives
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Pursuant to E.O. 9066, notices of military zones were publicly posted, which defined 
where Nikkei could be or not be present, along with special curfew hours prohibiting 
freedom of movement from dusk to dawn (see photo on opposite page). Within weeks 
there followed public instruction notices telling people of Japanese ancestry that they 
had less than one week to dispose of their property and belongings (except for a short 
list of portable personal items) and prepare for an indefinite leave. These ‘evacuation’ 
notices directing ‘non-aliens’ to ‘assembly centers’ by a target date, seemed innocuous 
for what they really were, namely: federal orders to American citizens for their 
forced removal from private homes to government detention facilities and on very 
short notice. After being detained several weeks to months in temporary facilities 
(which included converted animal stalls at racetracks), the inmates were shipped 
under armed guard by trains to American concentration camps, which were called 
‘relocation centers’ run by the War Relocation Authority (WRA--another euphemistic 
agency name) (Burton, Farrell, Lord, & Lord, 1999). 

Details of life in American concentration camps are elaborated in many other 
historical tracts and books, which should be consulted (e.g., Gordon & Okihiro, 2006;  

Harth, 2001; Kashima, 2003; Weglyn, 1996). Here we only note that the U.S. government’s 
reference to these facilities as ‘relocation centers’ toned down or obscured their  
true nature. A civilian agency, WRA, had been set up to manage these prison camps 
(some ten in all) which were intentionally located in desolate places largely removed 
from normal high population areas. Archival photographs of rows of bleak, black 
tar-papered barracks, barbed-wired perimeter fencing, guard towers with weapons 
pointed inward, and armed, uniformed soldiers patrolling inside the compound,  
all vividly document the prison nature of these camps (see the Online Archives  

of California). 

Horse stalls in Tanforan Race Track, a temporary 
detention center, housing Japanese Americans in 
San Bruno, California. Photo by Dorothea Lange and 
National Archives


