
 
 
 

RICE UNIVERSITY 
 
 
 

By 
 
 
 

A THESIS SUBMITTED 
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE 

 
 
 

APPROVED, THESIS COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

Jenifer L. Bratter

Master of Arts

Max Besbris

Sergio Chavez

Xiaorui Zhang

July 2021

Jenifer Bratter (Dec 1, 2021 14:54 CST)
Jenifer Bratter

Max Besbris (Dec 1, 2021 15:26 CST)
Max Besbris

https://riceuniversity.na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAACdXy6Y3ZihPGezvQFcMuNEQxyFEn7QRM
https://na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAACdXy6Y3ZihPGezvQFcMuNEQxyFEn7QRM
https://adobecancelledaccountschannel.na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAACdXy6Y3ZihPGezvQFcMuNEQxyFEn7QRM


 

ABSTRACT 
 

“I am Not an Immigrant But I Happen to Live Here”: Negotiating 

Ethnicity Among First-Generation Post-1965 Japanese Migrants in US 

Immigrant Gateway City 

�

by 

 
Xiaorui Zhang 

 

The history of Japanese immigration to the United States is a well-established inquiry in 

Asian American scholarship. However, we know less about the incorporation experiences 

of contemporary Japanese who migrated to the United States after 1965. Drawing on 

in-depth interviews with 25 first-generation post-1965 Japanese migrants in Houston, 

Texas, this study examines how their understandings of immigrant status shape ethnic 

boundaries and ethnic identity formation. The findings indicate that many respondents do 

not see themselves as immigrants despite being long-term US residents, which 

corresponds to two types of ethnic boundaries. The first type is intergroup boundaries 

between themselves and other contemporary US immigrants, sharpened by the 

motivations for migration and the pursuits of American citizenship. The second type is 

intragroup boundaries among the Japanese population, not only with prewar Japanese 

immigrants, reflecting differences in social class, but also with Japanese expatriates in the 

host society and other co-ethnics living in Japan who embody a more authentic Japanese 

ethnic identity. The findings of this study reveal the dynamic nature of the immigrant 

label that contemporary migrants negotiate and redefine in the process of ethnic identity 

formation. Further, it contributes insights into the global North-North migration 

characterized as non-labor migration. 
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 5 

INTRODUCTION 

In the title of his influential essay covered in the book Trans-Pacific Japanese 

American Studies, historian Azuma Eiichiro (2016: 257), who is a first-generation 

postwar Japanese immigrant, raises the simple but significant concern: “why are there no 

‘immigrants’ in postwar Nikkei history and community?” Once a second major 

immigrant-sending country from Asia (Wong 1986), the long history of Japanese 

immigration to the US has been one of the most profound socio-historical inquiries in the 

scholarship of Asian America. Despite an impressive volume of scholarship, postwar 

Japanese migration, especially in the post-1965 period, has not warranted much attention, 

rendering a hidden or marginalized position in the academic and popular writings (Hyodo 

2013; Toyota 2012; Tsuda 2019).   

At least two factors explain the invisibility of this group of contemporary 

Japanese in the prevailing accounts of the scholarly conversation. First, the notion of 

voluntary migration in the literature is primarily theorized based on the economic 

motivations that typically explain labor migration evident in global South-North 

migration (Castles 2000; Massey et al. 1993). While it is essential to understand the 

complicated landscape of economic migration that attracts the large flow of immigrants 

into the US, the economic theorization of voluntary migration tends to overlook the other 

significant aspects of contemporary migration, such as global North-North migration 

characterized as migration patterns often not motivated by pursuing socioeconomic 

advancement (Hyodo 2013). Indeed, global North-North migration is both theoretically 

and empirically important to capture the more comprehensive picture of the dynamic of 

international migration today. Theoretically, global North-North migration signifies the 
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development of “social migration,” a new third category positioned between economic 

migration and political migration in migration theory that people move for preferable 

social environments to seek self-fulfillment (Kislev 2015). In particular, it sheds light on 

the role of the “social migration” in shaping ethnic boundaries and ethnic identity 

formation for these migrants from the global North in the US. Global North-North 

migration also unearths rich empirical evidence about how international migrants from 

the global North integrate into American society, which has not hitherto received much 

attention in international migration literature. Specifically, post-1965 Japanese migration 

to the US represents an empirical case of global North-North migration that people from 

a developed country migrate to another developed nation (Martin 2013), generally not for 

economic or political reasons but social purposes.    

The second factor is the intense academic and popular interest in the historical 

struggles and the shifting social identities in the postwar assimilation process of Japanese 

Americans (Nakano 2018; Omi, Nakano, Yamashita 2019; Tsuda 2019). The basic 

definition of race in Japanese America is highly intertwined with generation, citizenship, 

and geography, forming conditional group boundaries that prioritize the community 

membership exclusively to native-born US citizens and privilege the experiences of the 

Pacific Coast states, notably California and Hawai’i (Azuma 2016). As a result, while 

sharing the same ethnic ancestry, post-1965 Japanese migrants “colored by foreignness” 

(Azuma 2016: 258) have been largely excluded from the dominant accounts of 

contemporary Japanese American studies (Azuma 2016; Hyodo 2013; Toyota 2012).   

However, this omission on the documents is not the case in reality. The number of 

post-1965 Japanese migrants in the United States is estimated to be 426,354 in 2020, 
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increasing approximately 9.8% over the past decade (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Japan 2020). The growing presence of post-1965 Japanese migrants has been 

acknowledged in the various regions across the nation, including California (Toyota 

2012) and Hawai’i (Igarashi 2015), where well-established traditional Japanese American 

communities locate, and middle-class suburbs (e.g., New Jersey) home for new post-1965 

East Asian immigrants (Matsumoto 2018). Meanwhile, the current Japanese migrant 

population is relatively small compared to other Asian immigrant groups, especially 

Eastern Asian immigrant counterparts, accounting for 2.4% of the total number of Asian 

immigrants in the United States in 2019 (Hanna and Batalova 2021). Further, 

foreign-born Japanese had a much smaller share (27%) than US-born Japanese (73%) 

among the Japanese-origin population in 2019 (Budiman 2021). Thus, this unique 

demographic characteristic makes the post-1965 Japanese migrants a salient marker of 

the considerable diversity of contemporary Japanese America and needs further attention. 

In particular, in the process of social migration, how these Japanese residents in the US 

understand the term “immigrant” commonly imposed by others around them and how it 

impacts their sense of ethnic selves are the key to unraveling the current landscape of 

post-1965 Japanese migration.  

Therefore, failing to capture the incorporation experiences of post-1965 Japanese 

migrants precludes the broader range of stories and perspectives and thus theoretically 

and empirically maintains the narrowed scope of the Japanese American narrative today. 

This study aims to fill some of these gaps in the current literature by focusing on the 

identity negotiation processes of first-generation post-1965 Japanese migrants or, in other 

words, post-1965 shin-issei1. Shin-issei means all members of the first generation of 
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postwar Japanese migrants in Japanese. Shin means new and broadly refers to all 

Japanese who moved to the United States after World War II to separate them from 

pre-1924 Japanese immigrants, and Issei means first-generation in Japanese (Toyota 

2012; Yamada 2019a). Specifically, the goal is to present the “hidden” narrative about 

how they make sense of their migration journey with the primacy of their identity 

formation processes by constructing racial and ethnic boundaries. 

In the relatively few studies on post-1965 Japanese migration, the majority seeks 

to explain how the experiences of contemporary Japanese in the US today create a group 

of migrants that is distinct from original Japanese immigrants of the prewar period (See 

Toyota 2012). These researches often center on migrants’ strong ties to Japan that are 

highly slanted regarding globalization, transnationalism, and Japan’s sociopolitical and 

economic position in the current world order (Hyodo 2013; Tsuda 2019; Yamada 2019a). 

This distinctiveness of post-1965 Japanese migration represents the new chapter of 

Japanese immigration history that has significant and various impacts on the 

contemporary Japanese American experiences (Toyota 2012). 

While globalization and transnational framework are essential to understand the 

landscape of post-1965 Japanese migration, we know less about how these frameworks 

impact the incorporation experiences of post-1965 shin-issei into American society, 

especially how their understandings of US immigrant status in relation to other immigrant 

groups shape ethnic identities. The rapid increase of the immigrant population in the US 

today necessitates us to include other immigrant groups of different racial and ethnic 

origins when studying the ethnic identity of US immigrants and their descendants. 

Moreover, the diverse composition of modern Japanese migrant communities requires 
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exploring intra-ethnic relations such as Japanese expatriates and Japanese people left 

behind in Japan. Examining these minority relations enables us to capture the flexible 

nature of the term “immigrant” as a social identity for Japanese residents in the United 

States.         

Therefore, this study examines identity negotiation processes against and in 

relation to other US immigrants and Japanese ethnic counterparts regarding how the term 

“immigrant” functions as an identity that post-1965 shin-issei may claim or reject. In this 

vein, this study is designed to provide broader picture of post-1965 Japanese migration. 

To address these questions, this study draws from 25 in-depth interviews with post-1965 

shin-issei in Houston, Texas. Through this exploration, this study illuminates the 

immigrant label as a socially constructive product. It shows the various ways 

contemporary immigrants interpret, redefine, and identify/dis-identify with the term 

“immigrant,” challenging the implicit presupposition of viewing the label as self-evident. 

BACKGROUND 

Contested Term “Immigrant” as Object of Analysis 

The current study examines how the term “immigrant” functions as an identity 

that foreign residents may claim or distance themselves from (e.g., I am immigrant /I am 

not immigrant). As individuals move across international borders, nation-states assign 

their legal status (Chavez 2007). As a result, people often use the term immigrant to 

describe individuals who move from one country to another to find a permanent 

residence. According to the Office of the Department of Homeland Security of the United 

States, “the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) broadly defines an immigrant as any 

alien in the United States, except one legally admitted under specific nonimmigrant 
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categories.” While this “straightforward” definition implies a clear designation between 

those who are immigrants and those who are not, we know less about how the term 

immigrant itself operates “not as an impartial category of analysis, but as a charged, 

unstable, and contested term” in the processes of self-identification for immigrants (Kunz 

2020: 2149). Indeed, how foreign residents in the host societies identify with or 

understand the term “immigrant” is more dynamic and complex than is commonly 

believed (Kunz 2020).  

The nature of immigrant status is flexible and contains multiple meanings. As 

Castle (2000) points out, migration has no “objective” definitions. Like race, it is a 

socially constructed product that varies over time, place of residence, and related 

countries’ policy structure (Flores and Schachter 2018). Specifically, the concept of 

immigrant reflects a social boundary that fundamentally divides native-born citizens and 

foreigners (Killian and Johnson 2006; Massey and Sánchez 2010). As Sáenz and Douglas 

(2015:172) note, immigration and enforcement policies function as “the policing of group 

boundaries.” Moreover, contemporary citizenship is often defined as “a form of 

membership in a political and geographical community” encompassing legal status, rights, 

participation, and belonging (Bloemraad, Korteweg, and Yurdakul 2008:154). 

Citizenship remains essential for integrating immigrants (Joppke 1999), and immigration 

challenges and reaffirms concepts that have been historically linked to citizenship such as 

notions of national identity, sovereignty, and state control (Bloemraad, Korteweg, and 

Yurdakul 2008). For instance, multiple memberships do not threaten but can build up one 

another. Jones-Correa (2001) found that dual nationality might encourage immigrants to 

become naturalized US citizens. Furthermore, as immigrants make their way through 
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American society, they have constantly been embedded with US social hierarchies and 

subjected to boundary works by the majority (Massey and Sánchez 2010). This social 

boundary often engages in the works of “othering” (Li and Nicholson 2021), and social 

construction of an immigrant is frequently fused with ethnic (Espiritu 1989), gendered 

(Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005), racialized (Frank, Akresh, and Lu 2010; Sáenz 

and Douglas 2015; Sorrell et al. 2019), or religious others (Mattes 2018). In particular, as 

a foundation of social institutions, race shapes immigration and naturalization policy 

decisions and consequently affects US immigrants’ individual and collective experiences 

(Sáenz and Douglas 2015). For example, Sorrell et al. (2019) find that the experiences of 

being a racial or ethnic minority for many US immigrants prevents them from viewing 

themselves as Americans whom they continue to connote as white. 

However, much immigration literature exploring the social experiences of US 

immigrants does not take into account the definitions and associated meanings of the 

term immigrant in their studies. Instead, the general definitions of an immigrant are 

assumed in relation to a native-born citizen that is often considered to be self-evident and 

lacking room for negotiation (Killian and Johnson 2006). Nevertheless, this definition 

itself is a socially constructive one, and its nature is more dynamic and complicated. In 

recent years, migration scholarship has increasingly questioned this implicit assumption 

and engaged in debates regarding the construction of the immigrant/migrant category. 

These literature suggest we should avoid simply using the pre-given conceptual frame or 

our “common sense” of an immigrant as a category of analysis since it risks the 

reproduction and even reinforcement of the existing social hierarchy of migration 

(Brubaker 2013; Brubaker and Cooper 2000). In other words, we should not merely 
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assume “ ‘immigrants’ comprise a coherent, agreed-upon attitude object, toward which 

individuals can express opinions” (Blinder 2015: 82). The socially constructed immigrant 

label signifies the agency of ordinary social actors engaging in meaning making toward 

the term immigrant (Rosenberger and Iris Stöckl 2018). It shows the various ways 

different social actors interpret and redefine with the term “immigrant,” challenging the 

implicit presupposition of viewing the label as self-evident.      

Specifically, recent immigration literature reveals the flexible nature of the term 

immigrant, demonstrating the latent variations of its notion—what “immigrants” mean 

and who it represents—across different social actors. For instance, by capturing the 

underlying public perceptions of immigration in British society, termed “imagined 

immigration,” Blinder (2015) found that the British public primarily sees asylum seekers 

and permanent residents as immigrants, but the British state sees temporary immigrants 

such as international students as immigrants. Moreover, aside from the members of host 

societies, how immigrants themselves identify and attach meanings to the term immigrant 

significantly shape and further complicate the perceptions of the notion. While there are 

still many works that remain to be done in this regard, the following section reviews the 

works examining the dynamic nature of immigrant as a social identity by engaging in 

complex boundary negotiations.   

Dynamic Nature of Immigrant as Social Identity and Boundary Negotiations  

Social identity is a constructive product of interaction and negotiation between 

internal and external forces (Cerulo 1997). Theorists of identity argue that identity 

formation is characterized as a fluid, multiple, and life-long process. This process occurs 

through negotiation between self-identification and classification applied by others 
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regarding social categories (Brubaker and Cooper 2000; Stryker and Burke 2000). In 

particular, social identity theory informs us that membership in social categories is 

important to understand how individuals develop their self-understanding as social beings 

(Hogg and Reid 2006). For example, self-identification can cultivate group solidarity, 

such as pan-ethnic formation across racial and ethnic groups (Okamoto and Mora 2014). 

Meanwhile, scholars also urge that identities should be examined as “the mutually 

constitutive character of identification and disidentification” (Killian and Johnson 2006: 

60). It is necessary to study not only self-identification but also self-disidentification or 

“Not-Me” identity as another way identities develop (McCall 2003; Hall 1996). The 

declaration of someone “is not” is equally meaningful as a reactive identity that arises in 

confrontations and responses to the received identities imposed on them (See 

Soto-Márquez 2019 for empirical example). Therefore, the rationales for rejecting to be 

seen as immigrants are reasonably significant for embracing the term as social identity 

formation for immigrants. 

By examining the term immigrant as an object of analysis, this study establishes 

international immigration as an empirical site where the dynamic of self-identification 

and dis-identification of an immigrant as a social identity occurs. Once foreigners arrive 

in the United States, they are automatically embedded with racial and ethnic hierarchies 

and systems of privilege and marginalization in the process of integrating into American 

society. Their encounters with the major US social systems considerably affect how they 

identify and understand the term immigrant. Immigrants generally have three distinct but 

interrelated identities depending on the contextual factors: immigrant, ethnic, and 

origin/host country (Killian and Johnson 2006). While several scenarios are possible for 
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self-identifying as an immigrant, fewer studies specifically focus on how the term 

immigrant itself operates as an identity formation/negotiation for immigrants. Rather, 

scholarship on immigrant identities often focuses on the ethnicity regarding to what 

extent immigrants identify more with their home or their host country by preferring the 

investigations of the second generation to that of the first generation (Killian and Johnson 

2006). On the one hand, foreign residents “naturally” embrace the term because it seems 

self-evident due to their nativity. This is the case particularly for those who arrive in the 

United States with aspirations to pursue the so-called American dream and understand 

themselves as potential US permanent residents (“to be” Americans).  

On the other hand, foreign residents “reactively” accept the term in opposition to 

the rejection and the exclusion by members of the host societies. In particular, external 

threats intensify group cohesion and create defensive group solidarity among immigrant 

groups. For example, by conceptualizing assimilation and identity formation as a process 

of “boundary-brokering,” Massey and Sánchez (2010) documents how individual life in 

the secondary labor markets, the hostility of natives, and shared experiences with similar 

others in anti-immigrant times form in-group solidarity; a new common Latino identity 

among Latin American immigrants in the United States. Moreover, at the collective level, 

foreign residents create immigrant organizations to form, express, and maintain a 

collective immigrant identity (Schrover and Vermeulen 2005). For instance, regardless of 

one’s ethnic affiliation, the formation of pan-Asian organizations occurred in response to 

anti-Asian hostility (Espiritu 1992; Okamoto 2003). 

In contrast, other literature presents the empirical cases that foreign residents 

reject self-identifying as immigrants. This body of literature majorly sheds light on the 
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identity construction of specific migrant groups related to other immigrant groups in the 

host societies (Kunz 2020). For example, reflecting on the wide range of salient evidence 

of racialization in immigration debates, studies on the privileged form of migration 

denote that self-identified expatriates often do not view themselves as immigrants (Kunz 

2020). Indeed, they see the term immigrant as more nuanced and intricate and activate 

different meanings of this term in their self-identification processes (Kunz 2020).  

Importantly, this operation of mobilizing more agency than the plain acceptance 

toward the definitions and associated social meanings of immigrants imposed by others 

also applies to immigrant groups other than privileged migrants. Killian and Johnson’s 

(2006) inquiry of the identity negotiation processes of North African immigrant women 

in France presents a remarkable example here. Through the construction of the “Not-Me” 

identity, this study documents instances of immigrant women rejecting to be categorized 

as immigrants. While noting the potential dangers of the reinforcement of the social 

hierarchy that places native citizens “above” immigrants (Killian and Johnson 2006: 76), 

many well-educated North African women who internalized the negative concepts of 

immigrants in French society actively resist the “objective” immigrant label imposed by 

others around them. They ultimately redefine the immigrant, not as anyone who moves to 

another country for a permanent residence, but rather as a person of low socioeconomic 

status or has adapted poorly to the receiving country (Killian and Johnson 2006).  

These studies provide rich empirical instances regarding how the term “immigrant” 

functions as an identity that an immigrant claims or refuses. However, we still know less 

about this dynamic nature of immigrant identity in the US context. Therefore, the current 

study aims to examine the social experiences of post-1965 shin-issei as a case study to 
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capture how contemporary US immigrants understand and identify/dis-identify with the 

term immigrant and negotiate its attached social meanings.    

Post-1965 Japanese Migration 

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 represents a watershed moment in 

Japanese immigration history to the United States. Closely related with the rapid growth 

of the Japanese economy entailing the global expansion of Japanese corporations since 

the 1960s (Adachi 2006), it has widely opened the door for a new wave of migration 

from contemporary Japan that joins the large influx of the current Asian immigration 

(Lopez, Ruiz, and Patten 2017). However, Japanese American studies have 

predominantly relied on a monolithic narrative and an established framework of 

generational cohorts (Azuma 2016; Nakano 2018; Omi et al. 2019; Tsuda 2019). These 

researches specifically focus on the unique historical and contemporary experiences of 

the prewar Japanese immigrants and their descendants in the Pacific Coast States (Azuma 

2016).  

With a few recent notable exceptions (Fujita 2009; Hyodo 2013; Igarashi 2015; 

Matsumoto 2018; Toyota 2012; Tsuda 2019; Yamada 2019a; 2019b), post-1965 Japanese 

migration is still largely absent as an area of sociological inquiry from prevailing 

accounts of Japanese American literature (Hyodo 2013; Toyota 2012; Tsuda 2019; 

Yamada 2019b). As Azuma (2016: 257) states in his essay, “unlike other Asian 

communities that thrive on the inclusion of postwar immigrants, contemporary Japanese 

America has virtually no place for someone like me, who arrived in the United States 

after 1945.”  
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However, the diversification of the Japanese American community draws our 

attention toward an understanding of the varied experiences of contemporary Japanese 

migrants. Migration to the United States from Japan in the post-1965 era is an example of 

global North-North migration that is still largely understudied. Most of what is known 

about international migration focuse on the global South-North migration, typified by 

migration flows from developing to developed countries (Martin 2013). Yet, the popular 

idea of the global South-North migration essentially driven by poverty in origin countries 

overlooks the evidence that many Asian immigrants today are “hyper selective” that 

come from the relatively better-off section of the home societies (Zhou and Lee 2017).  

With the benefits of transnational economic and cultural capitals that Japanese 

people initially bring from their homeland, the distinctive experiences of post-1965 

shin-issei have added additional layers to the heterogeneity of post-1965 Asian 

immigration. In this sense, different contexts of socioeconomics, education, and reception 

in American society create a considerable dichotomy between prewar and post-1965 

Japanese migration, rendering the latter as “incompatible constituents” (Toyota 2012: 5) 

of Japanese American identity (Yamada 2019a; 2019b). Unlike the original Japanese 

immigration typically designated as a labor-migration, post-1965 Japanese migration is 

primarily characterized as non-labor migration not for economic motivation and thus 

generally spared from economic difficulties often faced by less-skilled immigrants 

(Hyodo 2013; Martinez-Callaghan and Gil-Lacruz 2017; Toyota 2012; Yamada 2019a; 

2019b). Instead, except expatriates who move for businesses, scholars often view 

post-1965 Japanese migration as an empirical instance of lifestyle migration that 

Japanese people primarily search for more satisfying ways of life upon migration, 
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longing for personal fulfillments (Fujita 2009; Hyodo 2013; Igarashi 2015; 

Martinez-Callaghan and Gil-Lacruz 2017; Yamada 2019a).  

Despite this general understanding, a word of caution should be added here. There 

are also post-1965 shin-issei with less social capital who migrated for better economic 

opportunities in the United States (Fujita 2009), and some of them later became 

undocumented immigrants due to their overstayed visas (Toyota 2012). This is especially 

the case for many less-educated young unmarried women facing barriers to be fully 

included and compete in the current Japanese job markets after the collapse of the 

Japanese bubble economy in the early 1990s (Toyota 2012). Indeed, coupled with other 

facts such as international marriage that many Japanese women married to American men 

(Hyodo 2013), post-1965 Japanese migration is more gendered than other Asian 

immigration with a doubled share of shin-issei women compared to shin-issei men 

(Toyota 2012). 

Moreover, post-1965 shin-issei groups possess exceedingly high transnational 

mobility and internal diversity (Tsuda 2019; Yamada 2019a; 2019b). Recent works 

indicate transnationalism as an essential framework to examine the identity formation of 

post-1965 Japanese migrants, reflecting part of a broader phenomenon of globalization 

(Tsuda 2019; Yamada 2019a; 2019b). Scholars of transnational migration argue against 

the image of contemporary immigrants as “uprooted” (Glick-Schiller, Basch, and Blanc 

1995: 48) and urge the need to reconfigure the recent migrant experiences as ongoing 

processes of constructing their simultaneous embeddedness in multiple societies that 

connect their societies of origin and reception (Levitt and Glick-Schiller 2004). In 

particular, simultaneity is a significant aspect of transnational identities that enables 
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migrants to deploy co-existing multiple selves at different times and on different 

occasions (Tsuda 2012; 2019). For example, in her study of identity politics among 

millennial shin-issei in Los Angeles, Yamada (2019a) found that strong ties with Japan 

due to transnationalism and globalization allow them to cultivate Japanese transnational 

identity without self-identifying as American or even an immigrant. Hyodo (2013) 

likewise argues that shin-issei do not migrate for being “uprooted” from their home 

country but for “open-ended dual life” between Japan and the United States. In this sense, 

it raises the fundamental but essential question of reconsidering the associated meanings 

of “immigration” or being an “immigrant” for a foreigner crossing international borders 

in the 21st century (Yamada 2019b).   

However, these prevailing accounts of post-1965 Japanese migration 

predominantly shed light on post-1965 shin-issei and their relations with Japan as well as 

with native-born whites as the evidence of distinct characteristics from the prewar 

Japanese immigration. The continuous growth of the US immigrant population and the 

varied composition of Japanese migrant communities today requires us to examine the 

relations between post-1965 Japanese migrants and Japanese ethnic counterparts as well 

as other US immigrants of different racial and ethnic origins. Here, the current study 

examines identity negotiation processes by asking the following research questions: How 

may the term “immigrant” function as a social identity that post-1965 shin-issei may 

claim or reject? How do post-1965 shin-issei engage in this identity negotiation by 

constructing boundaries from other US immigrants and Japanese ethnic counterparts? 

Furthermore, what is post-1965 shin-issei identity in the United States? The findings are 
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drawn from analysis of in-depth and semi-structured interviews with 25 shin-issei who 

moved to the United States from Japan after 1965.  

DATA AND METHODS 

This study draws from a larger study on the incorporation experiences of 

post-1965 Japanese migrants and their children into American society. I conducted 25 

in-depth interviews with post-1965 shin-issei between August and December 2019 in 

Houston, Texas. Known as one of the nation’s most diverse and established immigrant 

gateway cities (Singer 2008), Houston is home to many contemporary immigrants from 

Asian countries (Klineberg and Wu 2013; Waters and Pineau 2015). The 2019 American 

Community Survey reports that 6.8% of the city’s residents are estimated to be of Asian 

origin of a single race (US Census 2019). Additionally, while the estimation of the 

Japanese population today is much smaller (0.1%) than other Asian groups in Houston 

(US Census 2019), the history of Japanese immigration to the city can be traced back to 

the early 20th century. Some historians note that many descendants of these original 

Japanese immigrants who lived in the Greater Houston area are fourth-and 

fifth-generation today and have left farming and entered various professional fields such 

as science (Walls 1987). On the other hand, the more recent group of Japanese moved to 

Houston temporarily to represent their home companies in Japan, corresponding to the 

rapid-growing trade with Japanese industries since the 1960s (Adachi 2006; Texas State 

Historical Association). More than 100 branches of Japanese companies are located in 

Houston, and these Japanese expatriates constitute the largest group of Japanese in the 

city today (Texas State Historical Association). The unique urban landscape of the city 

with the presence of large Asian communities and a long and internally diverse Japanese 
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immigration history makes it an ideal place for studying post-1965 shin-issei.        

Participants were recruited using diverse non-random sampling methods, 

including snowball sampling, key-informant referrals, and participant observations at 

diverse events held by the local Japanese ethnic organizations. This study began in early 

2019 when I gained access to the group of post-1965 shin-issei through attending regular 

meetings and working as a volunteer at two Japanese ethnic organizations in Houston. 

After making the initial contacts with the organizations’ group members, I described my 

research and distributed flyers to help clarify the purpose of this study. Organizational 

leaders and members referred me to other post-1965 shin-issei both within and outside of 

the organizations. While the post-1965 shin-issei population is relatively smaller than 

other parts (e.g., California) of the nation, I attended various local ethnic events and 

contacted a wide range of post-1965 shin-issei to enlarge the diversity of the sample. As 

an Asian female researcher from Japan, in some ways, my Japanese language fluency and 

shared in-group culture may have given me some advantages in interviewing these 

post-1965 migrants from Japan.    

The sample consists of twenty women and five men, ranging in age from 42 to 80. 

The mean age of the respondents was 53.96. The predominant number of women in this 

sample matches the overall trend of “feminization” of post-1965 Japanese migration to 

the United States (Hyodo 2013; Toyota 2012). The sample includes three married couples, 

and they were interviewed together. For those cases, I drew upon both respondents’ 

words separately for the purposes of this paper. All participants are Japanese who come 

from various regional backgrounds across Japan, moving to the US after 1965. The 

majority of respondents (n=25) were between their late 20s to late 40s when they 
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migrated. They reported having spent an average of 15.1 years in the US. The minimum 

number of years in the US was three years, while the maximum number of years in the 

US was fifty years. Their reasons for migration vary: seven were former Japanese 

expatriates who moved to the US for business to represent their Japanese home 

companies and continued to stay afterward, seven moved together with their family 

members, five migrated to get married to American citizens, and six first moved as 

international students to study American culture and gain specialized knowledge. All 

self-identified as Japanese, including one respondent who naturalized from another Asian 

country2 to Japan self-identified as holding double ethnicities (Japanese and another 

Asian country). Most had Bachelor’s degrees, including one respondent who had 

completed a Master’s program. The other four respondents had associate degrees. The 

great majority of the self-reported social class status of the interviewees was middle-class. 

Thirteen were employed, nine were unemployed, and three were retired. Several 

respondents who were employed worked at Japanese-affiliated companies. Employed 

participants mostly had white-collar and professional occupations, ranging from 

administrative assistant to accountant. Several of them were also self-employed. 

Self-employed occupation included artist and translator. All were married except one 

respondent who was filing for divorce at the time of the interview. Twelve partnered with 

people from different racial and ethnic groups among married respondents. Specifically, 

seven got married to white Americans, and five respectively got married to Japanese 

American, Mexican American, Vietnamese, Korean, and New Zealander. Regarding the 

citizenship status, the predominant number of the sample is permanent resident with 
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Japanese citizenship: eighteen are permanent residents, five are US citizens, and two are 

non-permanent residents.  �

Each interview began with a set of semi-structured questions: participants’ racial 

and ethnic identities, family background, educational and economic attainments, 

migration experiences from Japan to the United States, and social experiences as 

post-1965 shin-issei in Houston. There was a variation in follow-up questions depending 

on the respondents’ answers to the initial questions. Twenty-two interviews were 

conducted in person, and three interviews were conducted online. In-person interviews 

took place at local cafes and the participants’ homes and workplaces. The interviews 

typically lasted from 1 to 2.5 hours, and twenty-one out of twenty-five interviews were 

audio-recorded. Four participants rejected to be recorded. In these cases, I took extensive 

and detailed field notes as much as possible during these interviews. All interviews were 

conducted in Japanese, which is the native and preferred language of the respondents. I 

typed the detailed notes to capture key emerging themes and initial thoughts after each 

interview.    

Each interview was transcribed verbatim in Japanese, and the key quotes were 

translated into English. I removed personal identifiers and assigned all participants 

pseudonyms to protect confidentiality. The qualitative web-based data management 

software ATLAS.ti was utilized to organize data and create diagrams of the codes. 

Besides capturing key themes centered on the research questions and interview guide, I 

began the analysis with an inductive approach using initial open coding to identify new 

emergent themes (Strauss and Corbin 1998). Patterns of understanding immigrant status 

focused on the negotiation of the immigrant label and Japanese ethnic authenticity 
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emerged as a constant theme throughout the interviews. After this salient theme was 

identified at the early stage of analysis, I conducted a second round of focused coding to 

capture nuances of both confirmations and contradictions of these central patterns 

(Lofland et al. 2006). Responses to questions such as motivations for migration, 

naturalization, future plans for a place of residency, and comparisons to other racial and 

ethnic groups in the US are also analyzed as relevant. The following section discusses in 

detail how post-1965 shin-issei understand their immigrant status and how these notions 

shape ethnic boundaries and construct their ethnic identities. Although this sample does 

not represent the entire post-1965 shin-issei population in the US, the findings contribute 

and advance the existing Japanese American literature. 

RESULTS 

Post-1965 Shin-Issei Identity as a Social Construction Site 

Notions of immigrant identity varied across post-1965 shin-issei participated in 

this study in Houston. Approximately 72.73% of the respondents explicitly declared they 

were not “immigrants,” while the remaining 27.27% used this term to identify themselves. 

The use of the term reflected the ways respondents from both groups saw themselves 

relative to other US immigrant groups. However, the latter group (I am an immigrant) 

also specifically based their decision on their understanding of the administrative 

definition of “immigrant” of the US government—any foreigners in the United States 

(US Homeland Security).  

To unpack this, I begin by presenting factors that contribute to the embrace or 

rejection of the term immigrant: 1) motivations of migration, 2) acquisition of American 

citizenship, 3) Japanese ethnic authenticity. After discussing each of the factors, I explore 
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how each impacts the identity negotiation processes and boundary formation between 

themselves and other US immigrant groups, prewar Japanese immigrants, the Japanese 

expatriate community, and people they left behind in their home country. Lastly, I 

summarize insights of the construction of post-1965 shin-issei identity—the claim of 

most group members as non-immigrants who “happen” to be permanent residents in the 

United States.   

“I am not an immigrant”: Migration Motivations as Boundary-Construction �

Contemporary Japanese people migrate to the United States for a variety of 

reasons. This study’s participants identified four types of motives to move: business 

migration, family migration, marriage migration, and lifestyle migration. Business 

migration refers to moves in response to transfer orders from Japanese companies. It 

includes those who originally moved to the US as expatriates to represent their home 

companies and were supposed to stay temporarily (e.g., 3 to 5 years) but consequently 

settled in the US indefinitely. As corporate expatriates working overseas, Japanese 

companies support the expatriates’ stay through offering housing and support for travel 

and health care for the expatriate and the family. Further, the choice of migration for 

business migration is typically passive. It is not made individually by the Japanese 

expatriates but limited within the context of the transnational network of the companies.  

Family migration refers to spouses (often wives) and children who move to live 

with their spouses/parents (often husbands/fathers) who moved to the US previously (or 

sometimes together). Marriage migration is a similar type of migration where Japanese 

individuals, overwhelmingly women, move to the US to marry someone who resides in 

the country. Finally, lifestyle migration refers to those who move to the US to seek an 
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alternative lifestyle with “better qualities” (Benson and O’Reilly 2009; 2016). For 

example, the participants explained why they moved to the US as longing for 

cross-cultural experiences, preferring American culture and the American way of life, 

and gaining new specialized knowledge and skills unavailable or hard to access in Japan. 

Taken together, while their reasons to move to the US vary, they varied in how they see 

the possibility of living in the US permanently, and none of them were motivated to 

immigrate to the US and find better economic opportunities compared to Japan. Yet, they 

understand this does motivate other foreign-born movers. 

For instance, Yvonne1 shared her reflections on this idea about not seeing US 

immigration as her ideal goal when answering why she does not self-identify as an 

immigrant. Yvonne is 80 years old woman who migrated to the US with her currently 

retired husband who used to work as a market development director for a new business at 

his Japanese company. She used to be a stay-at-home-mother until her three children 

entered adulthood and was having retired life with her husband at the time of the 

interview. She explained:  

[I do not think of myself as an immigrant] because for immigrants, immigrate to 
the United States itself is their purpose in the first place… But we [other 
Japanese] came here simply for business. There are so many foreigners in our 
neighborhood who moved to the United States seeking a better life or better job  
opportunities. [But] it is not our desire to immigrate. 

     
According to Yvonne, moving to the US functions as a means her family chose to make 

their dream career come true: starting a new business. She distinguished the ultimate 

aspiration for moving and staying in the US from what she sees as other reasons for 

migration, such as starting a new business in her case. Yvonne set apart post-1965 

                                            
1 Yvonne, female, early 80s, conducted November 9th, 2020. 
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shin-issei as those moving to the US simply to pursue what they want in their lives at that 

time.   

Since US migration is not the sole option to pursue what they are looking for, the 

respondents considered they have more autonomy to choose whether to migrate or not 

and when to migrate compared to other US immigrants and prewar Japanese immigrants. 

This mindset leads to the absence of solid determination and lack of urgency upon 

migration. For instance, Mary2 said:�

[Compared to pre-war Japanese immigrants who accumulated personal wealth 
through their constant efforts], young Japanese tend to come here without any 
specific reason recently. [They might be] thinking something like everything  
will be ‘okay’ after going to the United States. [U.S. migration is instead a kind of 
different socio-cultural experience for them.] 

�
In this sense, post-1965 shin-issei distance themselves from prewar Japanese immigrants, 

inducing them to think they are not immigrants. Indeed, “I happened to be here” was a 

typical phrase that emerged throughout the interviews. Keriann3 also shared similar 

opinions to Mary:  

I do not think I am an immigrant. I happened to be here before I realized it. 
Japanese immigrants who came here before the war pursue a better life with the 
intentions of staying [in the US] for the rest of their lives and therefore have the 
guts to do something big. But Japanese people who came after the war 
immigrated here based on their own choices. They do not have much intention of 
staying here forever. [Instead, they come here] because they love American 
culture or happen to be here as commonly seen in the international marriage 
cases.           �

 
By drawing comparisons to prewar Japanese immigrants, both Mary and Keriann 

describe a loose desire to live permanently in the United States compared to prewar 

Japanese who live in the United States for a better future. The absence of solid will for 

                                            
2 Mary, female, early 60s, conducted September 27th, 2019.  
3 Keriann, female, late 40s, conducted September 28th, 2019. 
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permanent residence leads respondents to see a boundary between themselves and prewar 

Japanese immigrants who are seen as typical “immigrants.”  

Similarly, Jonny4 explicitly rejected being labeled as “immigrant” and provided 

the definition of the term as “people from the poor country who migrate to the wealthy 

country to pursue affluent things and those whose home countries are having a war and 

fled to the United States as a type of asylum.” He explained in detail: 

I think most [Japanese people today] do not identify themselves as immigrants. 
[For example], Asian people, especially from Southeastern countries, come to the  
US in great numbers every year with the similar mindset of Japanese immigrants 
100 years ago [because Japan was economically poor before the war and people 
thought they did not have chance and future in Japan]. People also cross the 
border and come to this country illegally from Mexico and South America, right? 
[Many of them] come to the United States to pursue the American dream. But this 
is not the case for Japan. Japan is not a country that people have no choice but to 
come to work and live. We were immigrants in the old days but not 
today…[Actually] we happened to come here as expatriates [and stayed here]. 
After all, we belong to a professional class and did not migrate as a labor force.  

 
Jonny employed various motivations of people upon immigration through socioeconomic 

perspective to draw the dividing line between “immigrant” and “non-immigrant.” He 

viewed immigrants as those migrating for labor and looking for better economic chances 

and safer homes to pursue the American dream. By contrast, he described contemporary 

Japanese as members of the “professional class” who did not need better economic 

opportunities. In sum, respondents viewed seeking better economic opportunities as the 

defining feature of “immigrants” in the United States. 

Acquisition of American Citizenship as Threshold for “Immigrant” Identity 

Acquisition of American citizenship functions as another essential threshold for 

their self-identification as ‘immigrant’ or “non-immigrant.” Alvin5, who acquired 

                                            
4 Jonny, male, early 70s, conducted September 1st, 2019. 
5 Alvin, Male, late 40s, conducted September 13th, 2019. 
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American citizenship, explained when asked to describe his image of immigrants:  

[Immigrants are] those who did not born and grow up here but came from abroad 
with their [original] identities and have acquired citizenship of the host society. 
This is just as defined. 

 
According to Alvin, immigrant means foreigners moved to the United States along with 

their original racial, ethnic, religious, and political identities from their home countries 

and naturalized and acquired American citizenship. The overall interview narratives in 

this study show that naturalized respondents tended to identify as immigrants and 

permanent residents but have not naturalized respondents tended to identify as 

non-immigrants. Specifically, the interviewees intensively raised combined internal and 

external factors, including Japanese national identity, the prohibition of dual citizenship 

in Japan, intentions of stay in the United States, and administrative status as foreigners in 

the United States, as primary reasons how and why the American citizenship acquisition 

would be a threshold for their acceptation or rejection toward immigrant label. 

For the respondents who do not self-identify as immigrants, one of their most 

common rationales is that they were US permanent residents with green cards but have 

not naturalized. Indeed, the majority of the participants were hesitant to get American 

citizenship in the future. Out of all 25 respondents, eighteen are permanent residents, and 

only five are naturalized citizens. When asked about naturalization in the future, Saya6 

answered bewildered and laughing: 

I’ve lived here for 18 years and have not yet gotten [American citizenship]. So  
I think you already know the answer. Not quite ready to embark on that path.  

 
Rejection of “immigrant” as an identity was linked to intentions toward citizenship. 

Hesitancy toward pursuing American citizenship even after long-term residence in the 
                                                                                                                                  
 
6 Saya, female, late 40s, conducted September 28th, 2019. 
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US was driven by a desire to keep Japanese citizenship, even as they were unclear about 

how long they would reside in the United States. For example, Rachel7 described how 

her strong Japanese national identity underlined her dis-identification of an immigrant: 

Interviewee: I don’t think [I am an immigrant]. [I am] an expatriate. Or maybe I 
should say [United States] is the place I’m currently borrowing for work since I 
don’t have a green card. I don’t feel like I am an immigrant, and I don’t want to 
be an immigrant because I want to be Japanese. I want to be Japanese no matter 
where I go.  

 
Interviewer: Do you think you can be an immigrant while being Japanese? 

 
Interviewee: My image of an immigrant is “American” who got citizenship. But I 
don’t want to be like that. Even if I get the green card [in the future], my image of 
an immigrant means changing citizenship. I don’t want to change my citizenship. 
I am absolutely Japanese. 
 

Similarly, Lucy8 expressed this idea about the incompatibility of simultaneously being 

Japanese and immigrant. By using a unique Japanese metaphor, “jumping off from the 

stage of Kiyomizu temple9,” she described her feeling of having to give up Japanese 

citizenship as requiring desperate courage:       

Even though I feel like I have to naturalize, I don’t think I’m ready yet. For now, I 
cannot say I am American for sure. Those who [want to] naturalize and bring 
their family members to the United States simply do not question it and naturalize 
promptly. But this is something that requires a lot of courage for me. I feel like 
[getting American citizenship] is like jumping off from the stage of Kiyomizu 
temple. [Japan is] a place where I was born and grew up. 

  
The stories of Alvin, Rachel, and Lucy collectively correspond with one of the 

remarkable images about immigrants: an immigrant’s ultimate goal is to get American 

citizenship.  

Additionally, the refusal to obtain American citizenship is motivated in part 

                                            
7 Rachel, female, early 50s, conducted November 9th, 2019. 
8 Lucy, Female, early 50s, conducted August 31st 2019.  
9 Kiyomizu is a traditional temple in Kyoto, Japan. Kiyomizu temple has a stage overhanging a high cliff. 
This metaphor generally means to do something that requires desperate determination.  



 31 

institutionally. Besides the strong Japanese national identity, the prohibition of dual 

citizenship in Japan meant that migrants are barred from combining Japanese citizenship 

with American citizenship. Terasa10 shared her feelings about this dilemma even though 

she had relatively less desire to keep Japanese citizenship:  

Interviewee: I do not think I will get American citizenship right now. But I might 
have naturalized if Japan allows dual citizenship. This is the part everyone [who 
are post-1965 shin-issei] struggles with. I would say it might be better not to give 
up even though I don’t feel like I must keep Japanese citizenship. In my case, I 
don’t really know which one is better, so I think it might be good to keep it this 
way [with the green card] for now. I will naturalize immediately if dual 
citizenship would be allowed.  

 
The prohibition of dual citizenship in Japan for Terasa meant her Japanese citizenship 

must be deprived. Many respondents similarly referenced the dual-citizenship prohibition 

as their main reason against naturalization. Coupled with the common idea that foreign 

residents who naturalized are immigrants, this prohibition meant that not being an 

immigrant was the only way to hold on to Japanese citizenship and membership. 

Respondents were motivated to keep Japanese citizenship to ensure that they 

could go back to Japan at some point in the future. The majority of the respondents had 

general desires to go back to Japan, even in the absence of a concrete plan or a definite 

date of returning to their homeland. For instance, Saya explained: 

I have always been thinking about [going back to Japan in the future]. I think this 
is something that every Japanese people living in North America thinks about. We 
feel like going back to Japan if there is a chance.         

      
Saya was favorable toward going back to Japan in the future, but she did not have any 

concrete plan due to the complicated factors such as hoping to stay close to their children 

in the United States but worrying about getting old with enormous medical fees 

                                            
10 Terasa, female, early 50s, conducted October 26th, 2019. 
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compared to that of Japan. Similarly, Terasa described the following about returning to 

Japan:  

Well, I might be an immigrant in a broad sense but haven’t really thought of 
myself as an immigrant. An immigrant is a person who probably made up their 
mind not to go back. Their determinations of immigration are absolutely different 
from mine. I still have parents in Japan and can go back once a year as long as I 
have money to pay for the flights. So my heart has somewhere to escape. I can go 
back if I get into any trouble here. I have not thought about going back for now, 
but I do have that desire. 

 
Similar to Saya, Terasa had no detailed plans of returning to Japan. She also did not 

self-identify as an immigrant because she did not “uproot” herself from Japan but still 

possessed the option to go back if necessary while living in the United States for more 

than a decade.   

The notion that citizenship defined a person as an immigrant was also present 

among those who described themselves as immigrants. Respondents who did identify as 

immigrants tended to have gotten American citizenship and viewed citizenship as a 

defining feature of immigrant status. An example of this emerged in an interview with 

Lydia11:  

Yes, I should be an immigrant. It is just definition-wise. I did not grow up here, 
and I chose to get American citizenship. I do not think the person is an immigrant 
but rather a guest [if the person just has a green card and does not have 
American citizenship]. Especially in Japan, dual-citizenship is prohibited, right? 
That would further raise the sense of being an immigrant. For example, people 
from a country might not think this way if their home country permits dual or 
multiple citizenships. 
 

Lydia raised the same factors that the respondents who rejected the immigrant label 

mentioned previously, but more from the standpoint of external assignment rather than 

internal identification, including administrative status in the United States and the 

prohibition of dual citizenship in Japan, as primary reasons for their self-identification as 
                                            
11 Lydia, female, late 60s, conducted September 23rd, 2019. 
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immigrants and roles that in which naturalization play.  

Lastly, the lack of intentions of going back to Japan in the future is another 

important factor contributing to their self-identification as immigrants. In contrast to the 

interviewees who dis-identified as immigrants and had ambivalent desires to go back to 

Japan in the future, the participants who self-identified as immigrants had much clearer 

minds that they would remain in the United States permanently. While a long-term stay 

in the United States was unintentional for Lydia’s family, Lydia explained: 

I have not thought about going back to Japan at this moment. I got American 
citizenship [in order to stay here]. 
 

Lydia’s desire to stay in the United States rather than going back to Japan corresponds to 

the typical image that the respondents in this study had toward immigrants. This 

distinction was informed, in part, by a sense of not fitting into Japanese society in the first 

place. Tellingly, this feeling is a popular sentiment shared among many participants in 

this study regardless of their identification of immigrants. It is described in the next 

section in detail. 

Negotiating Japanese Ethnic Authenticity and Intragroup Boundary Formation 

The vast majority of the respondents in this study hold solid Japanese national 

identity no matter if they identify as an immigrant or not. However, it does not 

necessarily lead them to see themselves as “authentic” Japanese who preserve 

pre-migration identity. Indeed, not a small number of Japanese migrants today have lived 

in the United States for decades and have already integrated into American society to 

some extent. As a result, the participants in this study have continuously engaged in 

negotiations between dis-identifying with being an immigrant and an “authentic” 

Japanese. The interviewees, especially those living in Houston for more than a decade, 
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constructed intragroup boundaries by viewing their Japanese co-ethnics, such as the 

Japanese expatriate community and Japanese people in their home country, as having a 

deeper level of Japanese ethnic authenticity. 

Therefore, while recognizing many commonalities as fellow Japanese, 

respondents commonly referenced the differences between themselves and the Japanese 

expatriate community. For example, Mary provided her insights about Japanese 

expatriates from her experiences of being a member of expatriate family:   

Both shin-issei and Americans know you will go back to Japan after all if you are 
Japanese expatriates. You are seen like that, and this assumption is always there 
in their minds. It would be different if you are actually friends with them, but they 
will not form deep interactions/friendships with you if not. They treat you 
differently from those who stay here permanently.     

 
The narrative of Mary shows that post-1965 shin-issei ultimately construct boundaries 

and do not engage deeply with Japanese expatriate families because of their limited time 

in the US. The participants inclined to compare and make wide range of distinctions 

regarding their perspectives and lifestyles in the United States from those of Japanese 

expatriates, such as the necessity of integrating into American society, Japanese language 

education of the children, appearances of the Japanese expatriates, and financial 

status/situations. In particular, “bringing Japan here as the way it is” and “facing Japan 

altogether” were the frequent phrases shared by the respondents to describe Japanese 

expatriates. Both phrases signal that the Japanese expatriate community is viewed as 

groups of Japanese keeping a deep level of Japanese ethnic authenticity compared to that 

of the post-1965 shin-issei community in Houston. For instance, Lydia described 

explicitly: 

Japanese expatriates are facing Japan altogether. They live here, but they are 
thinking about going back to Japan. Their conversation is exclusively based on 
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going back to Japan eventually [in the near future].  
 

Olivia12 shared the similar sentiment:  

[When I came to Houston], there were many Japanese coming from Japan as 
expatriates. They simply brought Japan here as the way it is. 

 
Olivia continued the conversation by differentiating herself as a Japanese migrant staying 

in the United States for many years:  

I don’t have any opposition [toward Japanese expatriates], but I have been trying 
to behave at a level with no difference from the majority and not be seen as 
strange. Japanese people, who recently moved to the United States and cannot 
speak English well, will stick together, right? If they stick together, people from 
different countries who speak English as their native language will not join them 
for sure because of the language barrier. So I will not join [Japanese expatriate 
group] as much as possible [in that case] because I am someone who has been 
here for a long time, and I want to be mindful [about the majority groups].  
 

Olivia explained in detail how she is distinct because Japanese expatriates prioritize the 

interactions exclusively with Japanese people within the Japanese community. Lucy also 

brought up a similar narrative by pointing out that “surprisingly many of them are not 

willing to know the outside world (American society).” As someone who is a long-term 

migrant in the United States, Olivia was aware that she needs to be incorporated into 

American society and demonstrates the necessity to interact with majority group 

members and to speak English. Thus, she drew a clear line from Japanese expatriates who 

came to the United States relatively recently, not fluent in English, and do not necessarily 

see the need to integrate into American society at the moment. Saya also distanced 

herself from Japanese expatriates regarding their appearances, such as typical Japanese 

clothes popular in Japan, and prioritizing Japanese language education of their children, 

thus illustrating the deeper level of Japanese ethnic authenticity.  

Besides drawing lines from Japanese expatriate communities, the respondents in 
                                            
12 Olivia, female, early 50s, conducted August 31st, 2019. 
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this study also recognize the remarkable divergence between themselves and people in 

their home country in general. For instance, Yasmine13 mentioned explicitly in the 

interview that she did not feel like she is Japanese whenever she went back to Japan but 

felt like Japanese in the United States. Especially for the participants who live in the 

United States for decades, they had less intense belongingness toward Japan due to 

internalizing how Japanese people in their homeland see them. An example of this 

emerged in the interview with Olivia, who also described her experiences of feeling out 

of place when she went back to Japan:    

I don’t fit in Japan anymore when I go back to Japan now. I think [Japanese 
society] can’t accept me…Like actions, I don’t act like Japanese…I don’t 
recognize it myself, but my mother tells me my hairstyle is dirty. [Laugh] She tells 
me to be clean to look like Japanese and wear the makeup since I don’t have any 
kind of these carefulness/ [that typical Japanese people in Japan seem to have].  
 

Olivia was aware that she was a long-term resident in the United States and constructed 

boundaries from the Japanese expatriate community. However, this self-awareness 

became more intense when she returned to Japan and realized her salient distinctions 

from Japanese women in Japan. As seen in the story shared by Olivia, this was especially 

the case for the respondents in this study when they internalized how Japanese people in 

Japan, including their families, view them differently during their stay in Japan. 

Additionally, Alvin explained how Japanese expatriates are different from a financial 

perspective:�

My image for Japanese expatriates is temporal residence. But Japanese people 
who have been staying [in the United States] for a long time have a “solid life” 
here. I think they are different. It is a matter of life in general. Education is one 
thing. In terms of economic aspects such as income, Japanese expatriates have 
their extra benefits. When you come as an expatriate, you have favorable 
treatment [from the company] for your life here. You are provided with expenses 

                                            
13 Yasmine, female, early 40s, conducted September 2nd, 2019. 
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for the house and flights going back to Japan once or twice a year for all of the 
family members. The mental preparedness is different.  
�

The narrative of Alvin shows that Japanese expatriates are distinct because their Japanese 

companies protect them and guarantee affluent lifestyles in the United States as 

expatriates, which post-1965 shin-issei today do not possess. The distinction of this 

well-protected financial status is another significant factor that frequently emerged in the 

interviews and functions as a salient marker that the interviewees make boundaries from 

Japanese expatriate families.    �

The Construction of Post-1965 Shin-Issei Identity  

The most salient characteristic of post-1965 shin-issei identity is the rejection of 

being categorized as immigrants. The other significant element of post-1965 shin-issei 

identity is seeing themselves as those who “happen to be” permanent residents in the 

United States. In particular, post-1965 shin-issei in this study consider they are distinct 

from Japanese expatriates and Japanese people in Japan because they possess less 

Japanese ethnic authenticity while having highly flexible wishes of going back to Japan 

in the future. Taken together, the claim of self-identifying as a non-immigrant and a 

non-“authentic” Japanese who “happen to be” US permanent residents make post-1965 

shin-issei a unique minority group that draws multiple boundaries not only from the US 

immigrant groups but also from their Japanese co-ethnics both in Japan and the United 

States. 

CONCLUSION 

This study examines the incorporation experiences of post-1965 Japanese 

migrants by focusing on how their understanding of immigrant status shape ethnic 

boundaries and ethnic identity formation. Much of the extant work on post-1965 Japanese 
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migration emphasizes its distinctive characteristics and sheds light on the strong ties to 

Japan that closely linked to globalization, transnationalism, as well as Japan’s 

sociopolitical and economic position in the contemporary global order (Tsuda 2019; 

Toyota 2012; Yamada 2019a; 2019b). This distinctiveness of post-1965 Japanese 

migration has significant impacts on the evolving transformation of contemporary 

Japanese America, suggesting the fluid nature of social membership and shifting racial 

and ethnic boundaries (Toyota 2012). 

Based on what we know about post-1965 Japanese migration, this study extends 

the analytical lens to include not only the relations with people in Japan but also 

perceptions of other US immigrant groups by examining how migrant identities are 

constructed distinctly and comparatively to others. In this vein, the key theme of this 

research turns the construction of category “immigrant” itself into the object of analysis 

rather than a simple conceptual tool (Kunz 2016) to clarify the perspectives of ultimate 

meanings of US immigration and how these perspectives factor into the sense of selves 

for post-1965 shin-issei in Houston.  

The findings further complicate the narrative of Japanese incorporation into 

American society. Despite being a group of contemporary Japanese chosen to migrate to 

the United States and continuing to remain in the US, majority of them did not 

self-identify as immigrants. In fact, they explicitly rejected the label in recognition of 

desiring to keep strong ties with Japan. Three factors—motivations of migration, 

acquisition of American citizenship, and Japanese ethnic authenticity—conjointly affect 

the functionality of the term “immigrant” as an identity that post-1965 shin-issei would 

claim or decline. First, similar to the previous literature (See Hyodo 2013; Yamada 
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2019a; 2019b), findings show that while the respondents migrate for various reasons, 

post-1965 shin-issei no longer leave their home country to advance their socioeconomic 

status, typically used to explain labor migration (Massey et al. 1993). Their migration 

journey does not aim to make the United States home but rather achieve various personal 

fulfillments at that time (e.g., work opportunities, marriage, cross-cultural experiences). 

In other words, US migration functions as a primary means that they choose for their 

pursuits in life. According to these respondents, this perspective differentiates post-1965 

shin-issei from other US immigrants and early Japanese immigrants in the prewar era, 

justifying the notion that they are not “immigrants.”  

Findings also show that the pursuit of American citizenship operates as a 

significant threshold for self-identification as an immigrant. Many respondents shared 

combined effects of internal identification, such as Japanese national identity and 

externally imposed limits, such as the prohibition of dual citizenship in Japan as 

determining their hesitancy to get American citizenship. Additionally, most respondents 

defined immigrants as those who moved to the United States and acquired American 

citizenship, excluding other categories, especially permanent residents with green cards. 

Naturalized respondents tended to identify as immigrants; meanwhile, permanent 

residents who have not yet naturalized tended to reject the label. Indeed, most of the 

respondents in this study were green-card holders and did not identify as immigrants.  

Although this group of post-1965 shin-issei maintains a Japanese national identity, 

they still understand themselves as Americanized to some degree. The majority of 

respondents asserted that they are not “authentic” Japanese. Instead, they indicated that 

they have acculturated into American society and see clear boundaries between 
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themselves and the Japanese expatriate community in Houston, as well as co-ethnics in 

their home country who maintain a deeper level of Japanese ethnic authenticity. The 

respondents frequently defined this authenticity in terms of having a “typical” Japanese 

appearance (e.g., clothes) and disposition (e.g., detail-oriented) and an advanced financial 

status, guiding intense Japanese language education of the children, and not prioritizing 

integration into American society. These traits are evidence of the deeper level of 

Japanese ethnic authenticity for the Japanese expatriate community. Many respondents 

also asserted feeling less likely to belong in Japan because of their status as permanent 

residents in the United States and the ways people in Japan view them.  

Ultimately, post-1965 shin-issei identity is constructed in the processes of the 

two-fold boundary negotiation. The claim of “I am not an immigrant” for those who 

reside (sometimes long-term) in the United States is informed by the distinctions from 

other US immigrants and Japanese ethnic counterparts, including prewar Japanese 

immigrants, Japanese expatriates, and people they have left behind in Japan. 

Theoretically, this understanding reflects a unique transnational experience of 

incorporation within a country of destination where countries of origin remain central in 

the identities of migrants but still experienced at a distance. 

Despite these contributions, limitations remain and warrant attention. First, most 

of my respondents were recruited from Japanese ethnic organizations and 

Japanese-affiliated companies, with the minority of interviewees who were less involved 

with Japanese associations. Those involved in Japanese affiliated organizations are likely 

to experience Japanese identity as highly central to their daily activities. They may be 

more sensitive to the distinctions between themselves and other post-1965 Japanese 
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migrants (e.g., expatriates) as managers and participants of organizations that draw in and 

mobilize the Japanese community in Houston. Those who do not encounter Japanese 

collective organizations may be less aware of these nuances and may view immigrant 

status differently.�Future research should be further mindful of capturing the various 

perspectives of foreign-born Japanese individuals who are both close and distant from 

Japanese communities. �

Additionally, as a study conducted in Houston, it is difficult to know how place 

and space “matter” for post-1965 shin-issei. Houston presents a unique context of 

reception for Japanese and immigrants more generally as an established immigrant 

gateway for Asian, Mexican, and Central American immigrants (Singer 2008; Waters and 

Pineau 2015). Meanwhile, Houston, home to a small number of contemporary Japanese 

migrants, likely limits the possibilities of building a larger Japanese community. It is 

possible that patterns of immigrant identity may emerge differently in other metropolitan 

locales.  

Moreover, most of my sample is women and does not sufficiently capture the 

views of the identity negotiation as migrants for men. Greater attention is needed to 

compare the migration experiences of Japanese women and those of Japanese men today 

(Killian and Johnson 2006). Relatedly, while the narratives explored their sense of 

self-identifying as immigrants, my respondents did not specifically account (nor did I 

probe) their sense of immigrants as a “racialized” category. The dynamics of the 

discourse of immigrants as a racialized group may inform how these participants 

understand the likelihood that the term immigrant would apply to them. Racial 

stratification in the United States cannot be underestimated, and it is pertinent for future 
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scholars to investigate how post-1965 shin-issei have been racialized. It also has 

important implications on the potential common ground with the broader Japanese 

American communities.   �

Finally, this study explores some but not all the diversity of post-1965 shin-issei 

group. Previous studies demonstrate the internal ethnic and regional differences that 

shape disparate ethnic identities for Okinawan women (Uenuten 2019) and Zainichi 

(residing in Japan) Korean immigrants who have roots in Japan (Ha 2019), respectively. 

Contexts of historical periods also matter and have important implications for the nature 

of post-1965 Japanese migration. Although this study sheds light on an understudied 

period of Japanese immigration history to the United States, it does not reflect the 

different economic, sociopolitical, and cultural contexts of emigration from Japan over 

nearly six decades (1965-2021). �

Nevertheless, this study makes three important contributions. First, this study 

advances the scholarship of immigration by presenting a slice of global North-to-North 

migration that is still a largely understudied pattern of contemporary immigration 

compared to the intense focus of global South-to-North migration (Melde et al. 2014), 

frequently viewed as economically driven in the literature (Clark and Maas 2015). This 

study unsettles some of these assumptions that implicitly underlie the narratives of 

immigration literature and highlights the distinct dynamics of global North-to-North 

migration that involve an explicit denial of economic motivations as the primary vehicle 

of cross-border mobility. Specifically, the findings illuminate the complex and various 

meanings attached to the immigration itself and being an “immigrant” for post-1965 

shin-issei. This research also demonstrates how these meanings affect migrant identity 
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construction and multiple boundary negotiations with Japanese ethnic counterparts and 

other US immigrant groups, frequently classified as immigrants from the global South. 

Collectively, this study demonstrates the fluid nature of what it means to be an immigrant 

and shows the need for a more robust re-conceptualization as a socially constructive 

product.  

Second, this study extends the insights of the growing internal diversity of the 

Japanese American population (see Azuma 2016; Nakano 2018; Omi et al. 2019). This 

research provides a revealing window into the modern migration experiences of Japanese 

migrants arriving in the postwar era, specifically after 1965, capturing how they make 

sense of themselves as US immigrants in national and transnational contexts. Further, it 

contributes to understanding the various ways post-1965 Japanese migration operates as a 

distinct categorization. These findings indicate the sharp differences from traditional 

Japanese immigration and have implications on multiple axes of boundary formations 

and negotiations along racial, ethnic, generational, class, nativity, and historical 

periodical lines.  

The contemporary world is often referred to as being in the “age of migration,” 

which signifies the profound roles that international migration plays in every aspect of 

society (Haas, Castles, and Miller 2020). However, “immigrant” as a term that defines 

the individuals involved functions as a social identity that foreign-born individuals may 

claim or reject. Such meanings place identity as a negotiated product that occurs in local, 

national, and transnational contexts. This process determines how contemporary migrants 

perceive the context of reception and their place within it between agency and external 

imposition upon the immigrant label. 
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Notes 

1. First-generation post-1965 Japanese migrants and post-1965 shin-issei are used 

interchangeably in this study. 

2. The name of this Asian country is hidden in order to maintain the confidentiality of 

the respondent. 
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