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The debate over Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s use of the term “concentration camp” is not about language or facts.
It is about how we perceive history, ourselves, and ourselves in history. Photograph by Jose Luis Gonzalez /
Reuters
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l ike many arguments, the fight over the term “concentration camp”is mostly
an argument about something entirely different. It is not about terminology.
Almost refreshingly, it is not an argument about facts. This argument is about

imagination, and it may be a deeper, more important conversation than it seems.

In a Monday-evening live stream, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, of

New York, called the U.S.’s detention facilities for migrants “concentration camps.”
On Tuesday, she tweeted a link to an article in Esquire in which Andrea Pitzer, a
historian of concentration camps, was quoted making the same assertion: that the
United States has created a “concentration camp system.” Pitzer argued that “mass
detention of civilians without a trial” was what made the camps concentration
camps. The full text of Ocasio-Cortez’s tweet was “T'his administration has
established concentration camps on the southern border of the United States for
immigrants, where they are being brutalized with dehumanizing conditions and
dying. This is not hyperbole. It is the conclusion of expert analysis.” Hackles were
immediately raised, tweets fired, and, less than an hour and a half later,
Representative Liz Cheney, of Wyoming, tweeted, “Please @AOC do us all a favor
and spend just a few minutes learning some actual history. 6 million Jews were
exterminated in the Holocaust. You demean their memory and disgrace yourself
with comments like this.” A high-pitched battle of tweets and op-eds took off
down the much travelled dead-end road of arguments about historical analogies.
These almost never go well, and they always devolve into a virtual shouting match
if the Holocaust, the Nazis, or Adolf Hitler is invoked. One side always argues
that nothing can be as bad as the Holocaust, therefore nothing can be compared
to it; the other argues that the cautionary lesson of history can be learned only by

acknowledging the similarities between now and then.
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Read: Isaac Chotiner’s interview with Warren Binford, a lawyer disturbed by what she

saw while interviewing immigrant children beld in American detention facilz'z‘ies.

But the argument is really about how we perceive history, ourselves, and ourselves
in history. We learn to think of history as something that has already happened, to
other people. Our own moment, filled as it is with minutiae destined to be
forgotten, always looks smaller in comparison. As for history, the greater the event,
the more mythologized it becomes. Despite our best intentions, the myth becomes
a caricature of sorts. Hitler, or Stalin, comes to look like a two-dimensional villain
—someone whom contemporaries could not have seen as a human being. The
Holocaust, or the Gulag, are such monstrous events that the very idea of rendering
them in any sort of gray scale seems monstrous, too. This has the effect of making
them, essentially, unimaginable. In crafting the story of something that should
never have been allowed to happen, we forge the story of something that couldn’t
possibly have happened. Or, to use a phrase only slightly out of context, something
that can’t happen here.

A logical fallacy becomes inevitable. If this can’t happen, then the thing that s

appening is not it. at we see in real lite, or at least on television, can't possi
happening t it. What 1 life, or at least on tel , can't possibly
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be the same monstrous phenomenon that we have collectively decided is
unimaginable. I have had many conversations about this in Russia. People who
know Vladimir Putin and his inner circle have often told me that they are not the
monsters that I and others have described. Yes, they have overseen assassinations,
imprisonments, and wars, but they are not thoroughly terrible, my interlocutors
have claimed—they are not like Stalin and his henchmen. In other words, they are
not the monsters of our collective historical imagination. They are today’s flesh-

and-blood monsters, and this makes them seem somehow less monstrous.

Anything that happens here and now is normalized, not solely through the moral
failure of contemporaries but simply by virtue of actually existing. Allow me to
illustrate. Mly oldest son, who spent his early childhood in a Russian hospital, was
for many years extremely small for his age. I spent useless hours upon hours in my
study in Moscow, where we then lived, poring over C.D.C. growth charts. No
matter how many times I looked, I couldn’t place him—he was literally off the
chart. As far as the C.D.C. was concerned, my son, at his age, height, and weight,
was unimaginable. When he was four, I took him to see a pediatrician in Boston.
She entered his measurements into her computer, and a red dot appeared on the
chart. I felt my body finally relax; my child was no longer impossible! He was on
the chart. Then I realized that the pediatrician was working with an interactive
chart. (This was in the early aughts, and there weren't any available to me at
home.) She had just put him in the system. His little red dot was still below the
lowest, fifth-percentile curve. He was still the smallest child of his age. But a sort
of cognitive trick had been performed. My son’s size had been documented, and

this made him possible.

Donald Trump has played this trick on Americans many times, beginning with his

very election: first, he was impossible, and then he was President. Did that mean
that the impossible had happened—an extremely hard concept to absorb—or did
it mean that Trump was not the catastrophe so many of us had assumed he would

be? A great many Americans chose to think that he had been secretly Presidential
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all along or was about to become Presidential; they chose to accept that, now that
he was elected, his Presidency would become conceivable. The choice between
these two positions is at the root of the argument between Ocasio-Cortez and the
critics of her concentration-camp comment. It is not an argument about language.
Ocasio-Cortez and her opponents agree that the term “concentration camp” refers
to something so horrible as to be unimaginable. (For this reason, mounting a
defense of Ocasio-Cortez’s position by explaining that not all concentration
camps were death camps misses the point.) It is the choice between thinking that
whatever is happening in reality is, by definition, acceptable, and thinking that
some actual events in our current reality are fundamentally incompatible with our
concept of ourselves—not just as Americans but as human beings—and therefore
unimaginable. The latter position is immeasurably more difficult to hold—not so
much because it is contentious and politically risky, as attacks on Ocasio-Cortez
continue to demonstrate, but because it is cognitively strenuous. It makes one’s

brain implode. It will always be a minority position.

=

ol

Masha Gessen began contributing to The New Yorker in 2014 and was a staff writer from
2017 to 2024. They wrote about Russia, Ukraine, autocracy, L.G.B.’1.Q. rights, and the
Middle East, among other subjects.

More: Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez Concentration Camps Liz Cheney Donald Trump

Immigrants, Immigration Family Separations

News & Politics

https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/the-unimaginable-reality-of-american-concentration-camps 5/8


https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/masha-gessen
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/masha-gessen
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/alexandria-ocasio-cortez
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/concentration-camps
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/liz-cheney
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/donald-trump
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/immigrants-immigration
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/family-separations

11/9/24, 2:13 PM Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the Unimaginable Reality of American Concentration Camps | The New Yorker
The latest from Washington and beyond, covering current events, the
economy, and more, from our columnists and correspondents.

By signing up, you agree to our user agreement (including class action waiver and arbitration
provisions), and acknowledge our privacy policy.

READ MORE

OUR COLUMNISTS

Charging Julian Assange Under the Espionage Act Is an Attack on the First
Amendment

Like many Trumpian attacks on democracy, this one is novel but rooted in a long

devolution of American institutions—it is a leap, but from a running start.

By Masha Gessen

OUR COLUMNISTS

Putin and Trump’s Ominous Nostalgia for the Second World War

Both leaders have promised to make their countries great again, and they have a

way of alighting on the same points of reference.

By Masha Gessen

VIDEO

Who Owns the Moon?

Fifty years after the Apollo 11 mission, the field of outer-space law is growing.

THE LEDE

Outrage and Paranoia After Hurricane Helene

https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/the-unimaginable-reality-of-american-concentration-camps 6/8


https://www.condenast.com/user-agreement
https://www.condenast.com/user-agreement#introduction-arbitration-notice
https://www.condenast.com/user-agreement#introduction-arbitration-notice
https://www.condenast.com/privacy-policy
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/charging-julian-assange-under-the-espionage-act-is-an-attack-on-the-first-amendment
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/charging-julian-assange-under-the-espionage-act-is-an-attack-on-the-first-amendment
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/charging-julian-assange-under-the-espionage-act-is-an-attack-on-the-first-amendment
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/charging-julian-assange-under-the-espionage-act-is-an-attack-on-the-first-amendment
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/putin-and-trumps-ominous-nostalgia-for-the-second-world-war
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/putin-and-trumps-ominous-nostalgia-for-the-second-world-war
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/putin-and-trumps-ominous-nostalgia-for-the-second-world-war
https://www.newyorker.com/video/watch/who-owns-the-moon
https://www.newyorker.com/video/watch/who-owns-the-moon
https://www.newyorker.com/video/watch/who-owns-the-moon
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/outrage-and-paranoia-after-hurricane-helene#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/outrage-and-paranoia-after-hurricane-helene#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/outrage-and-paranoia-after-hurricane-helene#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/charging-julian-assange-under-the-espionage-act-is-an-attack-on-the-first-amendment
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/putin-and-trumps-ominous-nostalgia-for-the-second-world-war
https://www.newyorker.com/video/watch/who-owns-the-moon

11/9/24, 2:13 PM Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the Unimaginable Reality of American Concentration Camps | The New Yorker
It’s common for natural disasters to create confusion and distrust. These are
significant things in North Carolina, where Trump and Harris are within a point
of each other.

By Jessica Pishko

THE LEDE
Can Older Americans Swing the Election for Harris?

They remember a time before we conducted our public life with vulgarity—and

they have a distinct memory of people like Trump.

By Bill McKibben

PHOTO BOOTH
The Joy of New Americans

At ceremonies in Arizona, hundreds of people were naturalized, and many

prepared to vote.

By Rachel Monroe

LETTER FROM BIDEN'S WASHINGTON

The Harris-Trump Endgame Is On: Is It Time to Panic Yet?

While Democrats engage in the traditional rite of second-guessing, the ex-
President and his G.O.P. radiate overconfidence.

By Susan B. Glasser

COMMENT
Standing Up to Trump

Jeff Bezos endorsed a Trump-era slogan—“Democracy Dies in Darkness”—for his

newspaper, the Washington Posz. Why wouldn't he let it endorse a candidate?

By David Remnick

THE POLITICAL SCENE

What Is Cornel West Thinking?

The public intellectual’s Presidential campaign could ease Donald Trump’s path to
the White House. Why won't he drop out?

By Andrew Marantz

THE DAILY

https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/the-unimaginable-reality-of-american-concentration-camps 718


https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/can-older-americans-swing-the-election-for-harris#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/can-older-americans-swing-the-election-for-harris#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/can-older-americans-swing-the-election-for-harris#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/the-joy-of-new-americans#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/the-joy-of-new-americans#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/the-joy-of-new-americans#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-bidens-washington/the-harris-trump-endgame-is-on-is-it-time-to-panic-yet#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-bidens-washington/the-harris-trump-endgame-is-on-is-it-time-to-panic-yet#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-bidens-washington/the-harris-trump-endgame-is-on-is-it-time-to-panic-yet#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2024/11/11/standing-up-to-trump#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2024/11/11/standing-up-to-trump#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2024/11/11/standing-up-to-trump#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-political-scene/what-is-cornel-west-thinking#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-political-scene/what-is-cornel-west-thinking#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-political-scene/what-is-cornel-west-thinking#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/outrage-and-paranoia-after-hurricane-helene#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/can-older-americans-swing-the-election-for-harris#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/the-joy-of-new-americans#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-bidens-washington/the-harris-trump-endgame-is-on-is-it-time-to-panic-yet#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2024/11/11/standing-up-to-trump#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-political-scene/what-is-cornel-west-thinking#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1

11/9/24, 2:13 PM Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the Unimaginable Reality of American Concentration Camps | The New Yorker

Why Harris and Trump Were in Texas

From the daily newsletter: a report on some surprising campaign stops. Plus:
baseball is for the losers; the megachurch that tried to confront racism; and the

radio station that Latinos trust.

By Geraldo Cadava

THE LEDE
Kamala Harris Makes Her Closing Argument at the Ellipse

At a rally whose location evoked January 6th, Harris sounded the alarm about
Trump’s authoritarian tendencies but refused to linger in the national shame spiral

that has formed around him.

By Katy Waldman

THE LEDE

Will Laken Riley’s Murder Tip Georgia?

Native-born American women are almost never killed by illegal migrants. So why

has Riley become a morbid icon of Trump’s campaign?

By David D. Kirkpatrick

)! Aotess Everything WO
i Weloome ofe: $2:50 $1a week

forone yea, p|U5 geta freetote Carlon s nie.

Privacy Configurations

https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/the-unimaginable-reality-of-american-concentration-camps 8/8


https://www.newyorker.com/newsletter/the-daily/why-harris-and-trump-were-in-texas#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/newsletter/the-daily/why-harris-and-trump-were-in-texas#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/newsletter/the-daily/why-harris-and-trump-were-in-texas#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/kamala-harris-makes-her-closing-argument-at-the-ellipse#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/kamala-harris-makes-her-closing-argument-at-the-ellipse#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/kamala-harris-makes-her-closing-argument-at-the-ellipse#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/will-laken-rileys-murder-tip-georgia#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/will-laken-rileys-murder-tip-georgia#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/will-laken-rileys-murder-tip-georgia#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/v2/offers/tny334?source=Site_0_JNY_NYR_DESKTOP_GLOBAL_FOOTER_0_US_PF2_TEST_NOV24_C_ZZ_PANELA&cds_mag_code=NYR&cds_page_id=279670
https://www.newyorker.com/newsletter/the-daily/why-harris-and-trump-were-in-texas#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/kamala-harris-makes-her-closing-argument-at-the-ellipse#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/will-laken-rileys-murder-tip-georgia#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_298f9829-62bf-4ddd-8bb2-43d71e7818cc_roberta-similarity1

