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The letter from the Ministry of Justice informed me that I was now Japanese and no longer a 
foreigner. But I wondered, was it really so easy? Could one become Japanese simply by 
submitting a few documents to the proper authorities? 
  
The nationality law at the time of my birth in Tokyo had made me a foreigner, forcing me to 
naturalize as an adult as the only way to become a citizen. Ministry officials told me that my 
naturalization was easy since my mother was Japanese. But I had always thought that having a 
Japanese mother made me Japanese, not their stamp of approval. And I am constantly reminded 
by others that regardless of what the state claims, being Japanese is really a matter of blood. 
 
The subject of blood makes me uneasy. Mine is called “mixed blood.” That must mean that others 
have “pure blood?” Antagonists in my childhood in the U.S. decided that I had enough Japanese 
blood to be called a “Jap.” But in Japan it often seems that I do not have enough to be regarded as 
Japanese. Japanese friends tell me that my face is American, but my heart is Japanese. Some even 
say that I am “more Japanese than the Japanese.” I know that I should feel complimented, but I 
just feel confused. I want to ask them, “What does an American face look like? What does a 
Japanese face look like?” But usually I just smile.  
 
And why hadn’t I been given Japanese nationality at birth? Simply due to discrimination against 
Japanese women who had not had the right at that time to pass on nationality to their children. Or 
was it discrimination against multiethnic people whose fathers were not Japanese? Was this 
sexual discrimination based on the lingering influence of Confucianism? Or was it racial 
discrimination embedded in the state’s ideology of ethnic homogeneity? Did it spring from the 
pervasive mythology of divine origins and a long history of oneness?  
 
Although still blocked from becoming deans and presidents, people without Japanese nationality 
are allowed to work at national universities. At the time I was hired I did not have Japanese 
nationality, and when I pointed out that I was being hired under less advantageous conditions than 
Japanese citizens, I was encouraged to think of my appointment as a kind of affirmative action. 
Several years later, after I showed them my official “You are now Japanese” letter, I was 
removed from the short list of foreign professors and my name placed among the Japanese. I was 
even given tenure a short while later, although the university insisted that the two were not 
related. Now when they ask me to lecture on the “foreigner’s view of Japan” I say okay, but 
remind them that I am actually Japanese and not a foreigner. They just smile and assure me that 
neither they nor the audience will be bothered by such details. 
 
Life outside the ivory tower isn’t much different. When I showed her my passport the young 
employee at the airline’s counter was so surprised that she couldn’t stop herself from blurting out, 
“You’re Japanese?” I just looked at her and let the document speak for itself, and with my new 
Japanese passport sailed through the immigration check while foreigners waited in their long line. 



However, when I got to Bangkok, the immigration official there delayed me with the same 
dumbfounded look and familiar question, “You’re Japanese?” 
 
At a baseball game, all my Japanese friends got programs in Japanese, while I was given one 
printed in English, along with a friendly “Haro.” Yet when I took a group of foreign students to 
watch kabuki, they all received English programs, while I alone was given one in Japanese. A 
few days later, when I stood at the back of my son’s classroom observing with the other parents, 
one kid stared, pointed, and asked out loud, “Whose father is the foreigner?”  
 
It happened long ago, but I still recall when the young Japanese woman whom I had asked out for 
our second date told me that her father would not allow her to become serious with an American. 
I was not serious, but it did seem bitterly ironic since I had once been told by an American 
woman that her father violently opposed our marriage because I was Japanese. And it did bother 
me when the real estate agent simply crossed his arms and blocked the entrance to his office 
refusing to even speak with me. I became angry when another who did allow me in told me that 
an apartment that I was interested in was not available because the landlord would not rent to 
foreigners. I told him that I was Japanese. He smiled and said that I might be Japanese in ancestry 
and nationality, but I didn’t look Japanese and therefore I might upset the neighbors. And 
although I was conversing with him in fluent Japanese, he claimed that what landlords were really 
legitimately concerned about was the inability of foreigners to communicate. 
 
However, when I did finally find a place to live, the landlord said he was happy to rent to an 
American. He didn’t rent to Blacks, he admitted, but claimed that he had found Whites to be good 
and trustworthy tenants. He extended himself in helping me to get settled in the apartment and 
invited me to his home to meet his family. He was especially eager for me to meet his daughter, 
who loved to speak English and was interested in studying in the United States.  
 
Life in Japan’s racial and national borderworlds includes such experiences. But these borderlands 
are shrouded in the mist of racial and national ideologies and myths. The individuals who 
negotiate these borderlands are invisible within a society where minorities are either ignored or 
essentialized. 
 
Beyond monoethnic Japan vs. multiethnic Japan 
   
Japan has long been depicted as a country of Japanese only. The Japanese have been 
characterized as descending from ancient times in a long and unbroken line up to the present. In 
other words, Japan and Japanese have always existed much as they exist today. In contemporary 
Japan a racialistic myth of “the Japanese” is widely shared by its citizenry. The people of Japan 
are commonly said to form a single ethnic group.  
 
But anthropologists assure us that Japan’s origins are multiethnic (Hanihara and Omoto 1991) 
and it is undeniable that modern Japan took shape through the absorption of frontier societies to 
its north and south. Its twentieth-century growth, moreover, was fueled by migration from its 
colonies and, more recently, from other parts of Asia (Oguma 1995). Japanese society today is 
not, and never has been, a homogeneous and neatly bounded entity. Instead, it is made up of 
many communities divided by the multiple boundaries of ethnicity, citizenship, and residence.     
 
Still, the monoethnic image survives. While it is no longer possible to deny the existence of 
minorities and the history of heterogeneity, the genetic mixing of the diverse original constituents 
is described as complete and therefore irrelevant. The existence of those who are clearly of non-
mainstream ancestry may be relegated to the status of the outsider. 



 
At a 2006 lecture by former Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto chastised a Japanese participant 
who described Japan as monoethnic. This is a welcome change from the days when political 
leaders routinely espoused a view of Japan that ignored this history and its remnants. Some still 
do, but minorities have begun to contest the depictions of Japan that denied their existence, 
forcing more careful characterizations of society. The metanarrative of monoethnicity has been 
exposed as an ideology and mythology of imagined national community. The multiethnic roots of 
the majority and the presence of numerous minority groups have been revealed.      
 
Ethnicity and cultural diversity were once issues connected mainly to Japan’s militaristic and 
colonial past. People from the former colonies who migrated or were forced to come to Japan are 
the remnants of failed policies of the expansion of the Japanese empire. Denial of the diversity 
that exists may also be an attempt to deny the militaristic but multiethnic past and a desire to 
negate the failure to Japanize Koreans and others. The obsession with maintaining an illusion of 
oneness – of being a homogeneous nation that has evolved naturally since ancient times – makes 
it difficult for these Japanese to embrace the multiethnic newcomers who are now descending 
upon the country. 
 
However, in recent years, increased migration to Japan has made the rapidly evolving diversity 
more difficult to ignore. From the 1970s cultural diversity in Japan is related to economic 
conditions and forces of globalization. The influx of Asian women into the sex and entertainment 
industry was followed by migrant workers in the 1980s to fill the 3K jobs described earlier by a 
number of authors: kitanai (dirty), kiken (dangerous), kitsui (difficult). Japan also became the 
destination of students, English teachers, businessmen and others seeking opportunity in the 
booming economy. By 1994, some observers referred to Japan as a “multinational” society 
(takokuseki Nippon) (Asahi Shimbun 1994). While the economy has been stalled, the disparity of 
wealth still motivates people from other countries to seek opportunity in Japan.  
 
And the writing is on the wall – immigration will continue to increase. Grave internal forces of an 
increasingly aging population with a declining birth rate also produce the need for foreign labor. 
Today, demographers say that if the current birthrate and immigration trends hold, Japan’s 
population will shrink by nearly half over the next century with the working-age population 
decreasing by 650,000 annually (Douglass and Roberts 2003). This in turn would cause Japan’s 
economy to shrink by 5 percent over the next fifty years, leaving the country with only one-third 
of the global output it now holds. There is little question that Japan will have to accept millions of 
more foreigners into its society. 
 
Attention to the newcomers who have already come to Japan has also brought a new focus on the 
minorities that have long existed. From the 1990s there has been more writing on minorities that 
reveals how Japanese society at the turn of the century includes the more indigenous populations 
of Ainu and Okinawans, as well as other persons of various non-mainstream, ethnic backgrounds 
who hold Japanese citizenship, particularly Korean (e.g., Maher and Macdonald 1995; Denoon, 
Hudson, McCormack, and Morris-Suzuki 1996; Weiner 1997; Lie 2000). The resident foreign 
population is also composed of a diverse group of nationals, the largest group of whom is South 
Korean.  
 
The focus of this often polemical writing is on the history of discrimination, racism, and 
victimization. This literature has aimed to expose the true multiethnic nature of society and the 
monoethnic myth that conceals it. It has greatly expanded our knowledge of minority groups in 
Japan. However, much of this literature has its own problems. For example, a fascinating study 
about Africans and African Americans in Japan was titled, The Japanese View of Blacks 



(Nihonjin no Kokujinkan, Russell 1990). It provided a penetrating look into racial attitudes and 
behaviors in Japan. However, it also reinforced a dichotomy of two mutually exclusive categories 
of Japanese and Blacks. In reality, Japanese as either a legal or racial category includes 
individuals who might also be identified as Black. Certainly the same could be said of the 
categories Japanese and White. 
 
Other minority groups – especially Ainu, Okinawan, Burakumin, Korean, Chinese, and Nikkeijin 
(persons of Japanese ancestry) – are essentialized in a similar manner. They are characterized as 
solid groups who have been discriminated against by the Japanese. The monoethnic image is 
replaced by a multiethnic image in which Japanese society is composed of a large majority group 
and several distinct minority groups. However, the diversity within the groups remains 
unarticulated. To what extent these groups actually exist as communities also often goes 
unquestioned. But the borders of these groups are hardly distinct and instead overlap with each 
other and with the majority Japanese group. Many of these persons have mixed with the majority 
Japanese population and created the variety of multiethnic people who exist today in Japan. 
 
A new wave of writing has begun to expand depictions of minorities with self-representations that 
go beyond the invisibility and victimization ascribed by others, including Japanese media, foreign 
scholars, and self-chosen ethnic spokespersons (Ryang 2000; Matsuda 2001; Murphy-Shigematsu 
2002a). This literature illuminates the complexity of the borderlands of race and nation, 
addressing hybridity and deconstructing the notion of essential minority subject by focusing on 
complexity and diversity among minorities. While not denying or belittling the importance of 
discrimination, this writing shows aspects of the intimate nature of daily life for minorities 
besides those characterized by victimhood. More authors are writing in ways that overcome the 
rigid binary oppositional framework of colonized and colonizer, minority and majority, oppressed 
and oppressor which no longer empowers the struggles. 
 
Beyond marginal vs. multicultural 
 
While there are many experiences of hybridity in Japan, here I will focus on those of persons of 
identifiably multiethnic ancestries. To illustrate important and politically sensitive dimensions of 
hybridity in contemporary Japan, the focus will be on Korean-Japanese and American-Japanese. 
 
Research on mixed ethnicity in Japan is consistent with that done in other countries in which the 
social experiences and psychological conditions of mixed ancestry people have been 
characterized by two contrasting concepts. In one, mixture creates a condition of marginality – 
lost between worlds in ambivalence, confusion, and exclusion (Stonequist 1937). Earlier writing 
on the subject portrayed identity conflicts and pathological states with dire psychological 
consequences (Wagatsuma 1976; Strong 1978; Namihira 1980). Another concept is one in which 
mixture creates a multicultural person capable of functioning in many worlds (Adler 1974). More 
recent research has celebrated difference and the breaking down of barriers (Williams 1992; 
Murphy-Shigematsu 2003).  
 
Postmodern deconstructivist dialogues on culture have shifted the focus from disadvantaged and 
not belonging, to advantaged, transnational, multilingual, and other ways of describing an 
existence above and beyond borders and limitations. The development of these concepts has 
occurred along with evolving social and political conditions. Images of mixed ancestry people 
have improved as Japanese society moves slowly toward becoming more inclusive.  
 
The evolution of social attitudes and treatment are reflected in terminology used to describe 
mixed ethnicity. Derogatory terms of the past have been replaced by neutral and now 



empowering labels. Daburu (from the English “double”) is the currently politically correct term 
that counters images of deficiency by asserting endowment. However, haafu, although decried by 
well-meaning parents and teachers, remains a popular term of choice as a self-identifying label. 
Its usage represents an active redefining of an inherently racist term.  
 
Mixed ancestry people in Japan are moving away from defining themselves purely as victims and 
are involving themselves in political and cultural activity which is positive and affirming. Some 
are actively engaged in the process of developing new conceptions of identity which transcend 
the old categories of race, class and nation. These identities challenge essentialist discourse of 
fixed ethnic groups with innate cultural characteristics, and are fluid and synergistic.  
 
Prevailing conceptions of race and nationality exert a powerful influence on mixed people, who 
may challenge these definitions by assuming a role in influencing the categories and meanings of 
race, ethnicity, and nationality (Root 1996; Zack 1990; Tizard and Phoenix 1995; Christian 
2000). This was most visibly seen in the 1990s debate on the multiracial category for the US 
Census which had major ramifications for the social and political construction of racial and ethnic 
interest groups.  
 
In many societies, mixed ancestry people exist in a borderland where racial and cultural meanings 
collide, blend and force individuals to confront difficult and painful choices (Anzaldua 1987; 
Zachary 2000; Willis 2001). They may become involved in the development of a synergistic 
consciousness that tolerates and integrates contradictions and ambiguities. The postmodern 
concept of hybridity is not simply a celebration of difference but ideally fights the authoritarian 
tendencies to normalize or homogenize cultures in the name of national, racial, religious or ethnic 
interests. Cultural reconstruction may occur in the perplexity of living and making meaning in 
this disjunctive, liminal space of the borderland (Turner 1969).  
 
The brief introduction in this chapter to a highly diverse “group” of people artificially lumped 
together for convenience inevitably has the danger of stereotyping. One way of avoiding these 
depictions is to emphasize the particular through individual portraits (Murphy-Shigematsu 
2002b).  In an attempt to avoid a generalized depiction of a mythical monolithic group of 
multiethnic people, I will introduce you to six individuals.  
 
Since 1989 I have been engaged in this study through a variety of research methods including two 
years of ethnographic fieldwork in Okinawa, four years in an international school in Tokyo, and 
thirteen years at a Tokyo university. The portraits written here all reflect numerous encounters 
and talks with young people whom I have come to know in the course of my life over the past 
twenty years in Japan that I have been involved in research, education, and counseling regarding 
this subject.  

 
Gushiken Emiko 
 
“Okinawans see the war in our faces; they see military bases and Americans who took their land.” 
Emiko spoke freely and openly, although this was our first meeting. We had met at a public 
lecture I gave in 1999 on the topic of mixed ancestry in Okinawa. I saw her in the audience and 
assumed that she was an Amerasian. In the course of an extended conversation into the morning 
hours, she confessed her true feelings about me, “When I first met you, I thought, ‘Oh, he's 
Amerika.’"   
 
She meant that I was a haafu raised with an American father, in the US, speaking English; and 
that I was different from “them.” “They” were raised without an American father, in Okinawa, 



speaking Japanese and some Okinawan. Her simple and direct statement clearly pointed out the 
differences among “us,” even those of the same national origins. American-Japanese are a widely 
varied group. Those like myself who have been socialized in an American environment, whether 
in the U.S. or in American or international schools in Okinawa, have far different experiences 
than those socialized in an Okinawan or Japanese environment. 
 
“We are called ‘shima haafu,’ Emiko explained in Japanese. “That means we are raised in 
Okinawa by our mothers, who have separated from our fathers. We are no different from other 
Okinawans, except for our faces. “But when I was growing up, people threw rocks at you, they 
spit at you, called you a murderer and yelled at you to go home. Go home, what does that mean? I 
am home! Okinawa is the only home I have ever known. When I was in high school I got tired of 
fighting and stopped going to school.”   
 
Emiko had grown up in Okinawa during the politically tumultuous 70s, marked by the Reversion 
of the islands to Japan in 1972 and the intense military activities of the Vietnam War. “Can you 
speak English?” people like to ask us. We feel embarrassed that we can't. But why are we 
expected to speak English? Just because of this face. They are disappointed too, that we are not 
fashionable, international haafu, and sometimes think of us as unfortunate kids whose fathers left 
us behind and whose mothers work in bars.” 
 
In our initial conversations, Emiko spoke of being empowered by embracing the term daburu. 
“The expression makes me realize that I have two ancestries and that is more than most people 
have.” But when we met several months later she was not so sure any more. She told me, “I think 
there is also a catch, because it holds up the bilingual, bicultural haafu as an ideal. And at this 
point in our lives, we can't learn to speak English, we can't go to America, we can't really become 
daburu. So we need to feel it’s okay to be a haafu who can't speak English!”   
 
“Just our appearance reminds people of the American military bases. They have been here forever 
it seems to us. I too want them out, but for us haafu they are at least one way of remembering our 
connection to our fathers. Some Okinawan men have a hard time with us. Maybe we remind them 
of sex and the domination of their women by the Americans.” 
 
Many like Emiko, who have never known their fathers, long for the America they have only 
dreamed and fantasized about. “To us, America is the world inside the bases. We can peek 
through the fences and see a different world that we can never be a part of. We can see the 
families together barbecuing and playing together. But we can only dream of rolling on the cool 
green lawn and then return to walking down the dusty street. Whenever I was bullied, I retreated 
into a fantasy of life in America where I would look like everyone else, and no one would hate 
me just for being different.”  
 
Despite these longings, I have found that Emiko and many others live their daily lives quietly as 
part of the mainstream. They usually avoid each other and privately nurture their dreams of being 
reunited with their fathers, speaking English, and being special. Most marry with locals and their 
children become less visible than they were and less subject to the kinds of experiences that they 
endured.      
 
These people are affected by the meta-narrative of ethnic purity of the Japanese that clearly 
excludes them. They are also subjected to the local version of nationalism in which differences 
among Okinawans are smoothed over in the name of presenting a unified front against their 
oppressors. And as long as the military bases remain, people like Emiko will be vulnerable to 



discriminatory treatment as living reminders of the oppressive and sacrificial situation that local 
people endure. 
 
Her father’s race, White, may protect her from some abuse, as those with Black fathers have told 
me of even more anguished experiences. Being a woman may bring her admiration, jealousy, or 
uninvited sexual aggression. But now it is her children that she worries about, wondering how 
many generations will continue to be seen as Others, judged by their faces rather than their hearts.  
 
Kim Young Sook 
 
Young Sook was immediately noticeable in my class, but not by her face. Some Japanese insist 
they can tell the difference, but glancing at the faces of the students, I was not aware that she was 
“different.” When I looked at the class list, however, her difference was glaring. I was teaching at 
an American university’s branch campus in Tokyo in 1994 and among names like Tanaka Saori, 
Suzuki Emiko, and Shimizu Aiko, Kim Young Sook stood out. Her family (Kim) and personal 
(Young Sook) names loudly proclaimed her Korean ancestry.  
 
Young Sook had grown up going to a Korean school, tolerated but unrecognized by the Japanese 
government. The North Korean affiliation and distinctive ethnic uniforms of these schools make 
their students the targets of harassment when political tensions flare. Her family's yakiniku 
(barbecued beef) restaurant was started after the war, when they chose to remain in Japan rather 
than return to Korea. Like most other Koreans, her parents lost their Japanese nationality in 1952, 
and today Young Sook maintains the ROK nationality she acquired through her father at the time 
of her birth.  
 
But what I did not know at the time was that Young Sook was of partial Japanese ancestry. I had 
known her for several months before she mentioned one day that her mother was Japanese.  
 
“I was never close to my mother’s parents,” she said. “Maybe they rejected us because my mother 
married a Korean.” When Young Sook noticed the quizzical expression on my face, she added, 
“My grandparents are Japanese.” 
 
“So your mother is Japanese?” I said in surprise. 
 
She had mentioned it in passing as though it was of little significance in her life. But I was 
stunned. Young Sook had always seemed to me to be the very figure of Korean ethnicity; or at 
least I thought that she portrayed herself in that way. 
 
“If your husband is Korean, then you have to accompany him into the Korean community,” she 
explained.  
 
Her mother had often spoken negatively of Japanese, as though she herself was not one of them. 
Young Sook felt it natural that she had come to regard herself as Korean, rather than Japanese. 
When the patriarchal nationality law was revised in 1985, allowing persons with Japanese 
mothers she to receive nationality, she was eligible but her parents did not register her. She could 
still easily become a Japanese national today through naturalization, but does not. When I asked 
her why, she answered clearly and simply, “I can’t be Japanese, because I am Korean.”   
 
“But why can't you be both?” I inquired. Young Sook smiled condescendingly at my apparent 
naïveté. “Japan is different from the United States, she reminded me. “If you are Korean, you 
can't be Japanese.”   



 
“But what about Nakamura,” I asked. Nakamura was another girl in class who had talked openly 
about her Korean and Japanese family. Nakamura, along with her father and siblings, like many 
others of Korean ancestry, were naturalized Japanese citizens. 
 
“She’s different. Because her family naturalized and are assimilated Japanese now, they are not 
Koreans any more.  
 
“Why not naturalize?” I asked. Young Sook’s look told me that it was a familiar question to 
which she had a well-rehearsed response. 
 
“Because of what Japan did to Korea in the past . . . as long as there is still discrimination against 
us I think we shouldn’t give up being Koreans. And becoming a Japanese citizen isn’t easy for us 
because we have to give up our ethnicity during the naturalization process.” 
 
I countered, “That’s what people often say, and it’s true that in the past you had to give up your 
name, but today people say that you don't have to even do that now. And why not distinguish 
between nationality and ethnicity? You could be Korean Japanese.” 
 
“That is an American concept,” Young Sook reminded me again. “As long as we cannot be 
accepted as Korean Japanese, but only as completely assimilated Japanese we cannot naturalize.”                
 
We discussed the case of a Korean who was fighting in the courts to be hired for a government 
job for which she had been rejected on the basis of nationality. Young Sook felt that this 
discrimination was unjustified and that Koreans should not be restricted from any positions or 
have their rights limited in any way. She advocates a concept of citizenship based on the rights of 
residents, rather than nationality. I told her that I found the issue confusing, because the plaintiff’s 
own brother believed that if she wanted the job she should naturalize. But he himself held a job 
with a local government despite maintaining Korean nationality. And they both have the same 
Japanese mother. 
 
Young Sook herself confessed to having a Japanese boyfriend. She dreaded revealing this to her 
parents, and expected to be expelled from the family when she did. Marriage to another Korean 
was expected, she explained. When I reminded her that more young Koreans marry Japanese than 
Koreans today, she just shook her head and said, “My father is different; he could never accept 
it.”    
 
Years later when we met accidentally at a subway station, she informed me that she had been 
hired by a large Korean-owned corporation and now had a Korean boyfriend. Her business card 
still showed her name as Kim Young Sook and her smart appearance revealed a successful young 
career woman. Still, I wondered how the decisions she and her parents had made had affected her 
life course, no doubt both empowering her and limiting her choices.  
 
Nakamura Kaori 
 
Another memorable student I encountered at an American university in Tokyo in 1994 first 
appeared on a class list as Kaori Nakamura. She revealed her Korean ancestry in a journal she 
kept as a class requirement for my course, and at my invitation began to come regularly to my 
office to talk. Mostly it seemed she wanted to talk about being Korean. 
 



“When I was a child, I was asked a few times if I was Korean, but I just smiled and evaded the 
question. If people said anything bad about Koreans, I was quiet, so they wouldn’t suspect me. 
Some friends in high school may have known. I told some close friends and they didn’t seem to 
care.”   
 
Her Korean father had naturalized before she was born, so she was a Japanese national. During 
the time I knew her, Kaori went through some name changes that seemed to symbolize her 
identity struggles. She changed the English form of her name from Kaori Nakamura to Kaori Lee, 
then to Yong Mi Lee, and back again to Kaori Lee.  
 
“The two always seemed so antagonistic to me. I always felt, if you were Korean, then how could 
you be Japanese? But I know that both are a part of me.” She began to feel that “as a Korean” 
going by a Japanese name was no way to live. “It’s just an escape, not a solution to the social 
problem,” she said. “That way we lose the opportunity of allowing Japanese to face the situation 
too.”  
 
A year later I encountered her again in my class. To my surprise, the class list once again 
included a Kaori Nakamura, and when I called out the name, she raised her hand. She stopped by 
my office the next day and filled me in on what had happened. A trip to the US had brought home 
some conflicting truths and complex realities. “In the U.S., to Americans, I am Japanese. It didn’t 
make sense to claim to be Korean. In the eyes of others in daily social life in Japan too, you are 
Japanese. In the minds of others who know your background you are Korean. In your own mind 
you are both and other things as well,” she explained.   
 
When I asked about her name changes, she said, “I realized that it is only natural to live with the 
name you have used your whole life. My parents don't like getting mail addressed to me in my 
Korean name. They have worked hard to maintain secrecy and they feel that my actions 
jeopardize their safety. And my parents would never address me by my Korean name.  
 
“Besides,” she continued, “the days are gone when we had to work in yakiniku restaurants or 
pachinko game parlors. Japanese society has changed. If we have the ability, we can get jobs 
anywhere. Success depends on the individual. Now we young Koreans can do anything we 
want.”  
 
“Fighting discrimination every day through my name is just not necessary. My political 
awareness has grown, but my Korean name just doesn’t feel familiar, like it’s really me. Maybe I 
am afraid of discrimination, that’s true, but the more important reason is I just want to live 
naturally. It is convenient and familiar to use a Japanese name.  It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
“Of course, if anyone needs to know, I will tell them without hesitation that I am Korean, but I 
know that there is a lot more to me. I am also Japanese, and a lot of other things as well. I know 
that Korea is not my homeland, maybe Japan isn’t either, but it is more than Korea. Now that I 
am more strongly Korean, or I mean, feel more confidence, I don't need to use a Korean name. I 
can't limit myself just to Korean friends. Nationality doesn’t matter. What matters is how an 
individual thinks and acts in life.” 
 
At first, I had to admit that I was disappointed; I wanted her to declare her ethnicity proudly and 
loudly. I wanted her to be one of the individuals who stepped forward bravely and with their 
personal story challenged the myth of Japanese society as monoethnic. But I came to respect her 
choice. After all, she had grown up speaking Japanese, going to Japanese schools, singing 



Japanese songs, playing with Japanese friends. So was she really being “authentic” by insisting 
that she was Korean? 
 
Johnson Hideki 
 
“It would be better if my father wasn’t around,” Hideki told me bluntly. He had started to warm 
up to me and was now revealing his inner feelings. Hideki had been referred to me for counseling 
because he was having trouble in school. In his first year in high school he had refused to study 
and was increasingly engaging in self-destructive behaviors with drugs and alcohol.  
 
He had attended a neighborhood preschool and the first few grades at a Japanese public school, 
where his Japanese mother said that he was sometimes teased about his dark skin, but otherwise 
fit in well. Still, his parents moved him to an international school from fourth grade to avoid 
prejudice and to give him the chance to go abroad later in his life. Although the school was 
exorbitantly expensive, since Hideki was an only child and both parents worked as English 
instructors they were able to afford it. 
 
Although he seemed to fit in well during his early years in the school, in junior high he started 
showing signs of discomfort. He requested that everyone call him by his Japanese name, rather 
than the American name of Roger that he had been using. He became immersed in karate and 
talked of returning to Japanese school for high school. What was most disturbing to the family, 
however, was his complete rejection of his African-American father.  
 
“He can't even speak proper Japanese,” Hideki complained. “He has been living in this country 
for fifteen years, but hasn’t learned to read or write either.” Everything would be a lot easier if he 
wasn’t here. I like to be with my Japanese family, but I have nothing to say to my dad. We can't 
communicate because we are from different worlds.”   
 
As high school approached, however, Hideki became more concerned about his choice of 
Japanese school. “I wonder if I will really like it or not. I loved Japanese elementary school, but a 
lot of kids say that junior high and high school are not very good.” He wavered in his decision. 
Eventually, everyone breathed a sigh of relief when he chose a different path, and continued in 
the international school.  
 
Several years later, when he was about to go the U.S. for college, he told me, “I think I was afraid 
of trying to go back to the Japanese school. I didn’t know if I would really fit in. I had been in 
international school for so long, I thought maybe I really was a lot different from the other 
Japanese kids. It seemed a lot easier to just stay in the international system.  
 
About his father, Hideki felt remorseful. “My dad was the symbol of everything that alienated me 
from Japan. My dark skin, my cultural differences were all represented by my dad. When I didn’t 
like myself, I didn’t like him either. It wasn’t his problem, it was mine. He was different from a 
Japanese father, but not necessarily bad. I can see that now.” 
 
Hideki faced the reality of prejudices and discrimination more directly, and acknowledged 
negative attitudes toward blacks. He could identify instances in which he had felt stigmatized or 
rejected for his dark skin, his curly hair and whatever they symbolized to his tormentors. He 
became more able to sympathize with his father’s, and of course, his own position.  
 



“Japanese don't have a good image of black people. They think Blacks are only good for dancing 
and music, or playing basketball or boxing. Japanese can't really see blacks as equals who are 
intelligent doctors or lawyers.    
 
“I am comfortable in Japan, but it seems best to go to the US for college. But I may come back 
after I graduate. This is my home. And attitudes are changing toward people like myself. In the 
old days, Japanese didn’t like dark skin. They were really prejudiced, white skin was better they 
thought. But young people don't feel that way. Many of them try hard to get tanned, just so they 
can look darker. I think they are not prejudiced like older generations. So I think I can come back 
and work here and live here in the future. I don't know if I can work in an all Japanese company 
but in an international company I should fit in just fine.” 
 
Hideki did come back to Japan, working for a while with an American company. His Japanese 
language skills and cultural knowledge were highly valued by his employers. However, he 
realized that he is seen by Japanese clients and colleagues as a foreigner who happens to speak 
wonderful Japanese, rather than as one of them. He knew that his ability to accept this reality will 
determine how long he remains in Japan.  
 
Kevin O’Hara 

  
“It’s a convenient name, O’Hara can be Irish or Ohara can be Japanese,” Kevin said with a 
mischievous grin. When I am with Japanese, I may say something about Americans, and a 
Japanese guy will say, ‘but you’re American too.’ And I will say, ‘no way, I'm Japanese.’ Or 
when I am with Americans I might say something about the Japanese and an American will say, 
‘but you’re Japanese too,’ and I will say, ‘no way, I'm American.’ I'm just goofing with them, 
playing with their heads, but I am also serious. I am Japanese and I am American. I let them try to 
figure out what it means.”    
 
Kevin is a dual national, holding passports of both Japan and the United States. He went to 
Japanese preschool but switched to international school from first grade. Kevin never was a 
serious student, his mother told me, and though he can read and write English, his Japanese is 
weak. He appears at first to speak fluently in both languages, but admits that his Japanese lacks 
propriety.  
 
“How would you describe your identity?” I asked. “Some teachers like to tell us to say we are 
‘double.’ It makes sense, but we still call ourselves ‘half.” In a way, we are both Japanese and 
American, because we can live in Japan or in the United States. We can speak Japanese and 
English and are knowledgeable about both cultures.  
 
“I am a citizen of both countries and through my parents I have received the influence from both 
cultures. I can't say I love either country. I’m not patriotic or nationalistic. But I have family and 
friends in both places and have some affiliation with both. There are definite advantages to 
having a multiple background. I guess we are the future, as some people say. 
 
“Of course, there are some disadvantages too. I’ve never met anyone who is really double, I 
mean, completely Japanese and completely American. There are a lot of things I don't know that 
the average American does; and there are a lot of things that any Japanese knows but I'm not 
aware of. And if we are honest we would say that we never feel completely a part of any culture. 
We are always different, no matter where we are. Home for us is really in the heart, we can't 
easily claim any place as our home.  
 



“As I get older and encounter more situations I become aware of both the advantages and 
limitations of being mixed. In the US I can see how much less fluent my English is than kids who 
had gone through their whole life in American schools, speaking only English. It doesn’t really 
bother me, and my mom keeps trying to remind me about my advantages, but sometimes you 
can’t see it that way – all you can feel is that it’s a disadvantage. So it’s not all easy.”   
 
“I guess it really is a matter of reminding yourself about the positive aspects, because in any 
situation in life there will be positive and negative. There is really no point in regretting and 
complaining about your past and the cards you have been dealt. The challenge is to make the 
most out of what you have been given, abilities and opportunities. I realize I have been very 
fortunate to have had the kinds of chances I have had throughout my life. I think I just have to 
find the right situation for me, where I fit best, where my talents and experiences can be put to 
use.  
 
“In the future I don't know where I will be. American life is comfortable, but Japan is my home 
and I’m not sure I will want to live in either place forever. But I can live in either country I feel.”  
 
Kevin’s charming personality and cheerful manner hid some sobering realities. His parents 
divorced when he was in high school, and he found himself unqualified to find the kind of work 
he wanted in Okinawa. When we gathered on the eve of his departure to take a job in Los 
Angeles, his mother lamented to me in private that youth like Kevin who appear so attractive and 
talented actually end up “falling between the cracks rather than building bridges.” But Kevin 
smiled and reassured her, “Don’t worry mom, I’m going to be right at home in LA!” 
 
Takahashi Masumi 
 
A young man approached me after a talk I gave in Tokyo in 1996 on minority identities. He 
explained that he was “Korean and Japanese” by ancestry, and that he had felt very strange during 
my presentation because it seemed as if I was describing his family exactly.  
 
I had told the story of a family with a Korean father and a Japanese mother. Due to the conditions 
in the nationality law the older brother who was born before his parents were married was born as 
a Japanese. The law at that time allowed only the offspring of Korean male-Japanese female 
couples to become Japanese nationals if the child was born out of wedlock. The next two 
children, born after the parents’ marriage, became Korean.  
 
Masumi’s ethnicity was later influenced by his parents’ divorce when he was a teenager. He told 
me that he has never felt close to either his father or his father’s family. Masumi feels that it is 
useless to say he is Korean. He speaks Japanese, went to Japanese schools, and was raised by a 
Japanese mother. His Korean father left the family and he was never close to his paternal 
grandparents. Although he says it doesn’t really mean anything about his identity, he mentions his 
Korean nationality.    
 
“When I was in high school, some Korean youth group members came to talk with me. I told 
them I wasn’t interested in their group. They accused me of being ashamed of being Korean. I 
blamed them for trying to separate themselves and acting different. They were the ones who were 
keeping prejudice alive, I charged. They angrily said I was hiding in an illusion, that I wanted to 
be Japanese, but I could never be Japanese, because whether I liked it or not I was Korean! I 
walked away from them. I thought they were crazy.  
 



“I did go to Korea once. I thought I should try to understand my ancestry better. But I didn’t like 
it. I couldn’t stand the smells. The whole country smelled like garlic. I expected that I would feel 
really Korean, but I felt no sense of affinity with the people or the country. It was all very alien 
and strange. I never learned to speak Korean, so I couldn’t communicate, and I couldn’t 
understand what people were saying. I realized that I was just not Korean. 
 
“I know that I am a lot more Japanese. I was born and raised in Japan. I speak Japanese and know 
the culture. But I also don't feel a sense of identity as Japanese either. Because if people know 
that I am part Korean, they will think of me as Korean. So I don't really think of myself as 
Japanese either. I just don't think it matters what I am.” 
 
“If ethnicity is not that important to you, how do you find a sense of identity and community?” I 
asked. 
 
“I see more affinity with people with similar interests. It doesn’t matter what our nationality is, 
what matters to me are other issues. For me, I am interested in art, and I find that those who share 
the same passions are the people I want to be with and feel close to.  
 
“To tell you the truth, I get tired of all the talk of ethnicity. Are we supposed to be obsessed about 
our background, and our identity as Korean? Is that what is supposed to be important to us? If so, 
how will we ever overcome racial and national divisions? Maybe things would be easier for me if 
I naturalized, but I don’t believe that such legal barriers should exist between people.” 
 
As someone who has made it my life work to be concerned about ethnicity, it was hard to accept 
Masumi’s dismissal of its importance. But as a student at an art institute he derived his passion 
for life in painting. By my way of thinking should his painting be about Korean themes? Or were 
my biases also a form of essentialist views that limit the potential of individuals? 
 
Narratives of hybridity 
 
The above stories show glimpses of the lived experiences of young men and women of mixed 
ancestry in Japan. These experiences are very personal, but are influenced by historical, legal, 
cultural, and ideological factors. The history of colonization and occupation, nationality laws, 
family registration laws, extra-legal bureaucratic pressure, and ideologies about race and ethnicity 
all powerfully influence their identity. The evolving social climate makes the experiences of 
youth of different eras and generations significantly different. 
 
The long military occupation of Okinawa and the continued use of land by the US military have 
had a major impact on the lives of mixed ancestry people like Emiko. They remain vulnerable to 
stereotyping and scapegoating, especially during periods of political conflict. Publicizing their 
problems has been prompted by both concerns for their welfare, as well as anti-military base 
sentiments.  
 
In recent years, the formation of a new school in Okinawa for “Amerasian” children has captured 
considerable media attention and made the Japanese public more aware of the presence of some 
of the persons of diverse backgrounds in their midst. This school movement for rights for “dual 
education” for mixed ancestry children has helped to raise the discussion of multicultural 
education to a new level in Japan. However, the school as a form of segregated ethnic education 
remains controversial. Despite its ideals, the school in reality emphasizes English language and 
American curriculum over Japanese language and curriculum, so there is a crucial conflict 
between the importance of an education that may strengthen the multiple ethnic identities of its 



students, and the costs of such an education that does not aim to prepare students for adult life in 
the country in which they reside.  
 
On another front, adult children have now intensified their search for their long-lost American 
fathers. The endings to these stories of searching and reunion that have occurred over the years 
have been more bitter than sweet. But no amount of cynicism can negate the powerful and 
enduring human need to know our origins that this phenomenon signifies. In recent years, it 
seems that the fathers are old enough to be accepting, and the now-adult children old enough to 
be forgiving, so that searches are increasing and becoming more fruitful. 
 
Those of Korean ancestry like Young Sook and Kaori are similarly influenced by historical and 
political factors that still divide Koreans and Japanese. They therefore feel the difficulty of 
asserting a mixed identity, because of the distance that still separates the groups. The continued 
belief among some Koreans that ethnicity can only be preserved through the maintenance of 
Korean nationality pressures those who seek a more synergistic way of living in Japan that 
embraces both aspects of their mixed background.  
 
Many also struggle with questions of authenticity in asserting Korean identities. Ironically, as 
they are liberated to express this ethnicity they also confront the reality of loss of any identifiably 
Korean culture in their lives. They face the contradictions of trying to maintain an identity that is 
often more of a political statement than an expression of ethnicity or culture.   
 
However, various forms of identity and ways of living are being tried by mixed Korean-Japanese. 
Some have fought legally to reclaim their “ethnic names” and for the right to live as “Japanese 
nationality Koreans.” Some are even naturalizing and maintaining their original names. Others 
are designing names that are combinations of Korean and Japanese elements in ways that are 
clearly meant to symbolize the hybrid identity they are constructing (Fukuoka 2000; Chung 
2006).  
 
Another major impact on their lives is the legal system. Because of the restrictive nationality law 
a number of mixed ancestry persons were born without Japanese nationality and some are 
stateless. Legal treatment of mixed ancestry in the nationality law changed dramatically since the 
revision in 1985 was enacted. As explained earlier, previously only those with Japanese fathers 
could receive nationality, unless the child was born outside of marriage and paternity not 
recognized by the foreign father. Today, birth to either a Japanese mother or father entitles a child 
to Japanese nationality.  
 
However, despite the reforms, complications remain. Children fathered out of wedlock by 
Japanese men are dependent on the father’s claim of paternity to receive Japanese nationality. 
This is especially a problem in the Philippines. Adult children of American fathers are not able to 
acquire US nationality even if they locate their father and he is willing to declare paternity. The 
offspring of divorced couples still face difficulties in acquiring nationality due to the 
complications and expenses of international divorce settlements.  
 
Naturalization is another contested site where identities and laws come together. The decision on 
whether or not to naturalize has long been the focus of individual and collective struggles over 
ethnicity. The numbers show clearly that the decision is increasingly becoming affirmative 
toward naturalization, with more than 10,000 persons a year taking this step since the mid 1990s 
– the vast majority of Korean ancestry. 
 



The lives of mixed ancestry people are also influenced by an ideology of homogeneity. Despite 
the history of heterogeneity and diversity, and the lack of racial restrictions in the nationality law, 
there is a widely-shared racialistic myth of the Japanese in contemporary Japan. The people of 
Japan are commonly depicted as forming a single ethnic group and therefore the mixture of 
diverse original constituents is dismissed as irrelevant. The existence of non-mainstream Japanese 
such as persons of multiple ethnic ancestries, but also Korean and Chinese residents, as well as 
Okinawans, Ainu, and Burakumin is either denied, or relegated to the status of outsider.  
 
Ethnic and national identities operate in the lives of individuals by connecting them with some 
people and dividing them from others. Such identities are often deeply integral to a person’s sense 
of self, defining an “I” by placing it against a background “we” (Appiah and Gutmann 1996). 
This myth of monoethnicity affects mixed ancestry people by creating an idealized standard of 
society as homogeneous. Descriptions of the monoethnic society are colored with a sense of pride 
in the advantages inherent in the “pureness” of Japanese society in contrast to the troubles of 
multi-ethnic societies. In the mid-1980s it was remarks of this nature that attracted controversy to 
high-ranking Japanese government officials most notably former Prime Minister Nakasone.    
 
This ideology of homogeneity labels mixed people as different from other Japanese (Befu, 2001). 
These persons confront the accepted wisdom that the individual’s conception of the self needs to 
be in tune with society’s perception of the individual. In the case of those phenotypically similar 
to the mainstream, they are encouraged to pass in normal social situations as mainstream 
Japanese. Those whose appearance makes passing impossible often find it easier to live as 
foreigners, going along with the common perception of them as different. Insisting on being 
Japanese is a constant stressor in view of the stereotype of being Japanese to which they are 
subjected.  
 
These individuals still confront a dilemma: if they pretend or go along with being a foreigner, 
they may feel dishonest. They realize that by allowing people to wallow in the comfort of having 
their stereotypes affirmed, they are not changing anything. Therefore, some individuals decide to 
selectively assert their Japanese identity as a way of fighting against social and psychological 
barriers to inclusion of those regarded as different.  However, they do so with an awareness that 
they risk lowering their status, for in the mainstream view it is far better to be perceived as a 
knowledgeable foreigner than a strange, incomplete, or defective Japanese.  
 
Those like Emiko who have been raised without their non-Japanese parent do not have this 
choice. Without the option of posing as gaijin (foreigners), they must forge a new positive 
identity as Japanese who are different in appearance and ancestry, but without some of the 
cultural and linguistic features so envied by mainstream Japanese. They must also struggle 
against the politically correct tyranny that posits daburu as an ideal and unwittingly denigrates all 
other ways of being mixed. And those in Okinawa must do so in an environment where the 
negative sentiments against the omnipresent American military are always potentially explosive.  
 
Greater experience and confidence in one's abilities and knowledge of one's cultural backgrounds 
lead to a wider possibility of complex, multiple identities. While few individuals may actually 
serve as "cultural bridges" or even identify as "multiethnic," many do not reject or deny any part 
of their background. Identity with other multiethnics can transcend and challenge traditional 
boundaries, but there is also the danger of creating a whole new set of boundaries about what and 
who are or are not multiethnic. 
 
The appearance of more individuals who do not fit in with popular racial and cultural images is 
potentially leading to new attitudes. These include persons who don't “look Japanese” but who 



speak Japanese and possess cultural knowledge such as some American-Japanese haafu. There 
are also those who “look Japanese” but don't speak Japanese or lack certain cultural knowledge, 
such as some returnee youth or Japanese-ancestry Nikkei from other countries. The increased 
existence of such persons challenges ethnic boundaries.  
 
Inclusion of older and younger persons in this essay would indicate more clearly that social 
attitudes are constantly evolving. Considering various other ethnic and racial backgrounds would 
disclose the differences that exist among the people who could be called mixed or multiethnic. 
The presentation of persons of different social class would reveal the enormous differences in 
acceptance based on financial means.  
 
As can be seen even from the few cases presented here, identity resolutions and assertions vary 
among different individuals and are also situationally determined. Varieties of perspectives exist 
and people build connections in different ways. Discrimination and alienation may influence an 
individual such as Young Sook to identify with only one side, or like Masumi to identify with 
neither of her ancestries. A person like Kevin may identify differently depending on the demands 
of the particular situation.  Many of those with bilingual and bicultural abilities find that their 
identity can be fluid and adaptable to a particular context.  
 
Their lives show that the identity choices are more complicated than just being assimilated or 
maintaining ethnicity. For them, difference is a form of disjuncture, interruption, and fracture, as 
well as celebration. Maturity may be a willingness to face the contradictions and discontinuities 
in their own lives and to live with the uncertainty and disjuncture of a changing world. 
 
They face the reality of difficult and painful choices. Nevertheless, some attempt a peaceful 
coexistence with difference within themselves, in the belief that at least for them, pursuit of 
identity begins from this fact of internal diversity and sense of living in the borderlands. In their 
daily lives hybridity is not simply the space of a celebratory or utopian self-marginalization but a 
significant way of challenging orthodox notions of culture and the culture boundaries of the 
nation. Their lives thus may be acknowledged as containing thresholds of meaning that must be 
crossed, erased, and translated in the process of cultural production (Bhabha 1990).   
 
Mixed ancestry persons not only have multiple ethnic origins, but also belong to a whole range of 
crosscutting communities, each of which can become a focus of identity (Morris-Suzuki 1998). 
As mixed ancestry persons deal with their own internal multiculturalism, their efforts may 
become an example of a way for others to work with their multiple identities or multiple selves. 
Their struggles for empowerment include a rejection of simplistic narratives of victimization and 
engagement in self-affirming political and cultural activity (Gilroy 1987). Their involvement in 
the process of developing new conceptions of identity may help society to transcend the limiting 
categories of race, culture, and citizenship.     
 
Many of the persons described here are involved in a search for identity, solidarity, and 
connection that is not based on a geographic community. They are not the only ones. Many of us 
identify with groups and social positions not limited to our ethnic, racial, religious, class, gender, 
and national classifications. Given the constant flow of people to, from, and around original 
homelands in today’s world, Japan must address the issue of how to construct a society around 
diasporic diversity. Members of this diaspora might choose to place their transnational identity 
foremost, while retaining the option of multiple citizenships. No existing conceptions of 
Japaneseness can contain this large variety of transnationals. 
  



Perhaps more than any other minorities in Japan, multiethnic individuals may challenge notions 
of cultural nationalism if they choose to act out cultural differences. They cannot be easily 
dismissed simply as foreigners, for they are also Japanese citizens and of "Japanese" ancestry. 
They are both insiders and outsiders. Recognition of their existence may help to break down the 
mental walls erected by the fiction of Japanese uniqueness between "Japanese" and others.  
 
Identities in a more civil Japan 
 
The themes confronting the mixed ancestry or multiethnic individuals in a personal way represent 
some of Japan's currently pressing problems, problems that mirror those in many other nations. 
Japan still grapples with coming to grips with its colonial and militaristic past, and its failures in 
this area have international repercussions. Resolving present-day military and defense policies 
remains a volatile topic nationally, with particular immediacy in Okinawa, as well as 
internationally.    
 
Issues of nationality are expressed in the debate on the question of membership and citizenship 
rights in society (Murphy-Shigematsu, 2004). The evolution of the concept of nationality as 
restricted to those with two Japanese parents to a more inclusive concept comprising the various 
individuals who live in Japan is clearly occurring. The myths and ideologies of the homogeneity 
of the nation, so cherished as a source of nationalism, also pose a barrier to the acceptance of 
many people. Like other societies around the world Japan is being challenged to become more 
civilized by moving from policies of forced assimilation to respect for diversity and personal 
choice. Recognition is being given to the existence and contributions of the variety of individuals 
who comprise the society. As these mythologies of racialism and nationalism are gradually being 
deconstructed, the boundaries of race, class, citizenship, and culture are slowly shifting.  
 
Mixed ancestry individuals exist today within a Japan that is increasingly acknowledged to be a 
nation composed of people of various origins. With labor demands rapidly increasing in the face 
of an ever-declining birth rate, the ethnic composition of Japanese society will become even more 
varied and diverse. The state and common people are challenged to distinguish between 
nationality and ethnicity in constructing a new image of what constitutes Japan and being 
Japanese. Regardless of the interests of the state, individuals of mixed ancestries will continue to 
seek to identify with all the multiple aspects of their heritage in which they discover personal 
meaning.  
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