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Being Others in Japan: Transcultural Japan

David Blake Willis

Japan is undergoing a remarkable transformation that began in its
cultural borderlands and is now spreading throughout the country.
The number of those who hold passports other than Japanese has
more than doubled since 1990 to over two million in June 2006. So-
journers, immigrants, and long-term residents who are “Others” are
now integral parts of the fabric of Japanese society. More and more
residents, with or without Japanese passports, neither “look Japa-
nese” nor “act Japanese.” Some have names that sound foreign and
speak with impeccable English or equally fluent Japanese. More than
15,000 persons now naturalize each year and become part of Japan’s
citizenry. There are Japanese citizens who are Other (Ainu, Buraku-
min, Returnees are some examples), too, and Others who are Japa-
nese citizens (such as Koreans who have naturalized). For all of these
individuals, questions of identity and place are common, as their lives
in the cultural borderlands and transnational crossroads of Japan re-
veal the dynamic contradictions, complex textures, and multiple levels
of reality found in contemporary society.

This research was concerned with “Being Others in Japan” and re-
sulted in publication of the book Transcultural Japan (London: Rout-
ledge, 2007). New and complex contexts reveal a transcultural world
overlooked in our preoccupation with conceptual dichotomies and dia-
lectical oppositions. Rather than stable, bounded cultural wholes,

transformations and innovative cultural formations are now occurring
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which create constellations of fluid and shifting social relationships
(Crehan 2002). Instead of simply seeing those people who are differ-
ent as separate ethnic communities, we now understand that the peo-
ple on the margins bear tremendous significance for the mainstream.
In a rapidly changing Japan, “the Japanese”’ themselves are being
transformed as they confront a new range of diversity in their midst.
The struggles of on-going multiculturalism in Japan can be seen in
multiple and diverse narratives of personal and larger social change
of Others who are both being changed by and who are changing Ja-

pan.

Globalization and borderlands

This is an historic moment in Japanese history as globalization and
changing demographics bring great changes to Japanese society. The
Internal Affairs and Communications Ministry announced the first de-
cline in the Japanese population in October 2005, as the population of
126.76 million decreased by 20,000 (Yoshida 2005). Shoshika, the
trend towards fewer and fewer children, is marked as well by late
marriage, low fertility, and challenging economics. In December of the
same year, the government declared that unless something is done
soon, Japan’s population would be cut in half in less than a century
(The New York Times 2006; Reuters 2006). The rapidly aging popu-
lation and a postmodern economy that has a range of labor require-
ments if it is to be maintained at or near present levels, have pushed
the government and the media to undertake serious soul-searching
(Ajima 2006; Arudou 2006; Hisane 2006). These discussions inevita-
bly raise questions of foreigners and immigrant labor in Japanese so-
ciety in ways that raise further questions about globalization and the
cultural and psychological borderlands which accompany such

changes.
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Some, like the former head of the Tokyo immigration bureau and
now president of the Japan immigration policy institute, Sakanaka
Hidenori, are pressing for a clear and measured response by the gov-
ernment to the problem of the declining Japanese population. Busi-
ness also recognizes the need for importing labor, as seen in Keidan-
ren’s description of immigration as the “reinvigoration of the Japanese
economy.” Leading opinion leaders have called for the country to at-
tract talent through such measures as recruiting foreign students and
granting automatic permanent residence to them upon graduating

from Japanese universities.

Being Other in Japan

Japan moves unsteadily forward, sometimes clinging to old ways,
while at other times boldly engaging in new challenges. In terms of
immigration, for example, she remains among the most restrictive so-
cieties, mired in the kind of contentious debate and inaction on long-
term policies that is happening in many countries with regard to im-
migrants. But many of the more oppressive discriminatory rules and
treatment have been removed, and there is a widespread awareness of
the need for the protection of individual human rights against abuses
by the society and the government.

The Japan that we knew no longer exists and signs of the new
demographics are everywhere. Some of this society’s diverse members
are easily identifiable in faces and languages, whereas others are
more invisible on the surface if not underneath. The stereotypical im-
ages of Others in Japan as either White Westerners or as victims of
historical discrimination have given way to far more complex stories.
Many Others in Japan today are themselves members of multicul-
turalized, Creolized families. So-called kokusai kekkon (international

marriages) are numerous and growing, and only a minority are those
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stereotyped marriages of a Japanese woman and White Western man.
There are, in fact, far more Japanese men marrying Other women,

mainly Koreans, Filipinas, Chinese, and other Asians.

The Other in Japan: globalization and changing ethnoscapes

Japan has historically alternated between periods of celebration of a
diverse, multicultural society and severe spells of xenophobia and per-
secution of the Other. Both forces, of open-ness and closed-ness, are of
course present in any historical period. Leaders are re-introducing the
idea of Japan as a multicultural society, but in ways that are more
varied and contested than earlier imperial visions of a diverse nation
(see Tsuboi 2003). The existence of Others in Japanese society is
gradually being recognized, with discrimination and exclusion occur-
ring at the same time as inclusion and acceptance.

The challenge Japan faces is how to integrate those who it does al-
low to settle in the country. Especially serious is the plight of the
many children of foreign workers, now over 20,000, many of whom do
not attend school (Ota 2000). There is no legal obligation for them to
be in school, and bilingual or multicultural education programs are
practically nonexistent. Moreover, many undocumented foreign work-
ers are extremely vulnerable to human rights abuses as they are de-
nied health and welfare benefits. Others, with working visas, avoid
joining health and social welfare schemes because of the onerous pre-
miums, which would detract from their overall wages.

Looking for the meanings of globalization in Japan through these
diverse communities and individuals, we notice that these are not
harmonious, utopian communities by any means, as they are formed
in contexts, both global and local, of unequal power relations. We see
the multiple processes associated with globalization leading to a

larger hybridization, to a global mélange of social, cultural, political,
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and economic forces and the emergence of what could be called trans-
local Creole and Creolized cultures. Creolization, a powerful act of cul-
tural creation, transmission, and mixing almost seen as taboo in ear-
lier eras in Japan (and the West) can now be viewed as an important
force in Japanese society. (Willis 2001) Seeing Japan as increasingly
diverse reveals new layers of meaning where Others encounter Japa-
nese society. As Jan Nederveen Pieterse has shown for other parts of
the world (1995, 2004), globalization does not mean homogenization;
just the opposite is usually the case. Moving beyond static conceptions
of ethnic groups and minority politics reveals border crossings, border-
lands, and border zones. Boundaries have become more contingent
and permeable, their meanings altered with the fluidity of politics and
power. This has made boundary fetishism both more pronounced and
less visible, more pronounced in the political landscape and less vis-
ible in the economy, society and daily life, which are increasingly
globalized.

We are thus concerned with transnational spaces, with difference,
and marginality. Likewise, society and change in Japan, especially in
terms of cultural identities, cultural transformations, and globaliza-
tion, are important themes for us. Moving beyond the grand meta-
narratives of Japan as either homogeneous or multiethnic, we are in-
terested in conveying the voices and experiences of people who reflect
the complexity and breadth of Others in Japan who have been cross-

ing borders in provocative, new, and imaginative ways.

Contested terrain: transnational Japan

Multiculturalism in Japan has thus turned the spotlight onto cul-
ture itself in Japan, as Morris-Suzuki (1998) notes, forcing us to re-
consider previous images of stability and harmony which the word

culture seemed to imply and emphasizing the necessity of recognizing
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the multiple identities of individuals. The transnational cultures and
peoples presented in these essays about Japan in an era of globaliza-
tion have done more than that, standing the stereotypes of cultural
essentialism on their head, revealing streams of meaning that em-
brace networks of complexity in human relations.

Culture in Japan, as in many countries, has thus become an in-
creasingly contested terrain as new and old immigrant cultures begin
to permeate society and new hybrid forms and identities have
emerged which synthesize multiple, older, and more traditional forms
of culture. Japanese culture being transformed by the increasing
inter-penetration by non-mainstream societies and cultures as society
finds itself caught in the swirl of global cultural transition and deep
transformations. The world is now in Japan, just as Japan is in the
world. What Japan shares, or does not share, with other societies has
important implications far beyond the borders of this island nation.
How Japanese society has responded to these changes and challenges
thus offers us new perspectives on the Other and how to respond, or
not to respond, to difference in an age of globalization and the trans-

formations of a transcultural/transnational world.
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