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Chapter One: Introduction 

Introduction 

In 2018, the French National Assembly voted unanimously to remove the word “race” 

from the first article in the French Constitution, replacing the phrase that France “shall ensure the 

equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction of origin, race or religion…” with   

“shall ensure the equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction of gender, origin, or 

religion…” (Fassassi, 2018: para.3). This removal of race from the Constitution reflects the ideas 

of colorblind and culture-blind universalism that is promoted in France. The danger behind this 

removal includes a lack of recognition of the long-lasting impacts of colonialism and racism. 

Without the recognition of differences in race, it becomes more difficult to highlight and 

recognize the difficulties that minority groups face. While this type of universalism may be a 

difficult concept to tangibly measure, examining French laws and policies, such as this 

Constitution change, can provide valuable insight into how these prevailing ideas become 

codified into law.  

There are other recent examples of this culture-blind universalism in practice. France 

captured headlines globally in 2011 after becoming the first European country to impose a ban 

on wearing face coverings in public, and in doing so prevented Muslim women from exercising 

religious freedom by wearing burqas (Powell 2013). This decision to ban burqas is just one 

glimpse into forms of public discrimination and racism in contemporary France, and is also 

heavily related to French laïcité. This concept, which establishes secularism in France, has faced 

controversy over its tendency to perpetuate discriminatory practices with racializing dimensions 

(Colosimo 2018). After the 2015 Charlie Hebdo massacre, North Africans in France experienced 
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collective forms of harassment and discrimination due to their race and religion. Following the 

massacre, a poll found that 44% of French people saw their country’s Muslim community as a 

threat to the French identity, and there were 128 Islamophobic attacks in a span of three weeks 

(Beaman 2021). As this poll suggested, many French people see Muslim people as incompatible 

with the French way of life, and their religious and racial identity to be too distinct from 

dominant conceptions of French identity. These perceptions indicate how dominant beliefs 

surrounding French nationalism can lead to policies that work to perpetuate forms of 

discrimination and racism against people who do not fit into the mold of white “Frenchness." It 

is important to consider the negative impacts of this French government-sanctioned support of 

white “Frenchness.” Promoting universalism contributes to France's struggles to recognize its 

colonial legacy and the lasting effects of colonialism and racism on minoritized groups in 

France. Without recognizing these racial and ethnic differences, the struggles of these groups are 

glossed over. My thesis will further examine how the widespread acceptance and internalization 

of these beliefs surrounding dominant white French nationalism impact minority groups. 

Although the dominant ideas of Frenchness being associated with “whiteness” are 

detrimental to all minority groups, it is essential to consider how the histories and perception of 

these groups can impact the ways in which they are treated. French universalism itself plays into 

this history, as its origins are from when France was less diverse and a colonial power. As the 

country has become increasingly multicultural, this mindset has become outdated, and instead 

adheres to the past characteristics of being French that are no longer applicable today (Niang, 

2019: 12). With regard to different minority groups, factors such as the history of a group’s 

migration, their economic status, and their cultural popularity can all play significant roles in 
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how they engage with French nationalism. Part of my inspiration for this thesis was how widely 

prevalent and seemingly accepted Japanese culture was when I visited France, whether through 

popular restaurants, boutiques, or museum exhibits. I was curious to learn how the community of 

people of Japanese descent living in France may be affected by French nationalism, a mindset 

that has clear negative impacts on other minority groups, despite the popularity of Japanese 

culture that I have observed in my brief visits. This thesis will further unpack these aspects that 

can contribute to relative positive perceptions of a minority culture, and analyze how they have 

led my interview subjects of Japanese descent to have shifting and complex associations with 

French nationalism, differing from other minority groups. 

Even more recently than the events and policies described at the beginning of the chapter, 

France’s Asian community has experienced a substantial increase in racial discrimination 

following COVID-19–a phenomenon that was also reported globally–revealing structural and 

cultural issues of racism within France (Wang 2021). Although anti-Asian sentiment is by no 

means new in French society, the pandemic has exacerbated these ideas, putting a spotlight on a 

community whose cultural and historical role in France has not been fully explored. This thesis 

further contributes to this research by focusing on Japanese identity-making in a country that has 

had a history of valuing nationalism and dominant, historically white understandings of 

“Frenchness” above a multicultural community. Despite the historical connections between 

France and Japan, there is limited scholarly information on the historical and contemporary 

Japanese community in France. As this thesis will show, studying identity-making through the 

lens of a less researched community in France provides interesting insight on how people of 

different races and ethnicities maintain their identities in contemporary France. 
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Historical ties between Japan and France 

As described above, the perceptions of a minority group can be impacted by a myriad of 

factors, including the historical connections between that group and the country that they are 

living in. This chapter provides a brief overview of the relevant historical and cultural ties 

between Japan and France as a way to introduce the relationship between the two countries, and 

provide context into why Japan is viewed relatively favorably today. As my thesis will describe, 

the correlation between Japan and cosmopolitanism has strongly contributed to these positive 

perceptions within France. I will then examine how people may interact with these 

representations, and how such images may lead to reductive or positive perceptions of Japan and 

Japanese people. More favorable representations of Japan in French media include ideas of 

cosmopolitanism, which include a transnational mobility that can allow Japanese people, 

particularly my multiracial interview subjects, to flexibly navigate between cultures and 

countries. The establishment of cosmopolitanism can be seen in this section through both the 

motivations behind the Japanese migration to France, as well as the inspiration of Japan that is 

apparent in French art and culture. 

Historically, Japan and France have had various connections both in relation to the arts 

and war. This history strongly correlates to the reasoning behind Japanese migration to France, 

differing from other, larger Japanese migrations to the United States and Brazil. Japanese people 

initially moved to France in the 1850s and 1860s because of personal and cultural motivations to 

participate in transnational artistic movements, which as a result drew many artists and 

intellectuals to Paris (Yatabe 2003). As a result of this early migration, Japan left a legacy in 

France particularly in les Beaux Arts. Japonism gained popularity, and provided a strong source 
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of inspiration for various Impressionist artists including Monet and Manet, as well as writers 

such as the Goncourt brothers (Matsuda 2000).  

These associations between Japan and Japonisme in France were challenged in the 

twentieth century. In the early decades, Japanese people continued to be viewed primarily as 

artistic influences on French culture, but were not considered to bear any strong political 

associations. After the Second Sino-Japanese War, however, the perceptions of Japan in France 

shifted dramatically as Japan became an increasingly political player on the international stage. 

In his unfinished novel Ryoshū, Riichi Yokomitsu described the experiences and identities of the 

Japanese community in France during the 1930s. During this time, Japanese expatriates, as well 

as the Asian community in France as a whole, were often viewed negatively by the French 

following the Japanese invasion of China. In his novel, Yokomitsu also describes friendships 

between Japanese people in France with people who were not Japanese as very rare (Lawson 

2002). World War II further contributed to these negative perceptions, with France viewing Japan 

as their enemy, and an ally to Germany and Italy. The Japanese invasion of French Indochina in 

1940 further alienated the relationship between the two countries, and served to depict Japan as 

an imperialistic nation.  

Following the end of the war, the Japanese government worked to improve these 

relations, and promoted cooperation between Europe and Japan by initiating “regular bilateral 

foreign minister meetings between Japan and the UK (1963), France (1963), Germany (1965) 

and Italy (1965)” (Hughes 2001: 59).  Still, despite these efforts, Japan failed to meet Europe’s 

expectations as a trade partner. Because of this, European countries began to view Japan as an 
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economic threat and a negative influence on their political economy, excluding Japanese 

manufacturers from agreements and associations, such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (GATT), as well as the Association of European Automobile Manufacturers. When 

European tactics to exclude Japan from GATT failed, they adopted policies against Japanese 

imports (Hughes 2001: 61). These events demonstrate the difficulties that characterized relations 

between Japan and Europe during the mid-twentieth century.  

Today, Japanese popular culture and technology have become pervasive internationally, 

and France is not exempt from this trend. In my research this has interestingly created positive 

associations with Japanese culture that influence the experiences of the Japanese population in 

France. Ever since the late 1970s, French television has broadcasted Japanese animation, and 

Japanese manga has been published in France since the 1990s (Clothilde 2012). This 

continuation of Japonisme influences on the arts and popular culture in France demonstrates an 

especially visible set of connections between these two cultures. Japan is also often associated 

with internationally popular objects such as cameras, television sets, Walkmans, cars, video 

games, and karaoke bars. These objects, which shape our everyday lives, have formed a French 

image of Japan as “an industrial power and civilized country” (Yatabe 2003: 34). In a 1998 study 

conducted on French citizens living in or near Paris, 80.4% of participants expressed trust in 

Japanese brands. These figures starkly contrasted with other Asian countries, the next highest of 

which being Taiwan at 36.3% (Yatabe 2003:35). Such statistics demonstrate the ways in which 

the Japanese economy, media circulations and consumer capitalism have formed a set of positive 

associations of Japanese culture in France. As I will discuss through this thesis, these positive 

associations of Japan within France, among other factors such as their economic status, 
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cosmopolitanism and lack of connection to French colonialism, appear to positively impact the 

everyday experiences of my interview subjects. 

My motivations and methodology 

Being half-Japanese, I have always been very aware of Japanese influences in any new 

country that I visit. As a member of a family that enjoys travel, I have been fortunate enough to 

go on trips around the world. One particular city that struck me as having a significant Japanese 

influence was Paris. From the art in the museums to the plethora of Japanese restaurants, it 

became clear to me that there was a strong Japanese community living in Paris, as well as a 

certain visibility to Japanese cultural influences overall. Having maintained ties to Japan through 

my family, as well as majoring in French studies, this connection between the two cultures was 

fascinating to me. In her chapter in the ethnography Globalizing Japan, Kazuhiko Yatabe 

describes Paris as “the one and only destination of the Japanese,” thus solidifying my decision to 

choose Paris as the city in which to conduct my research (Yatabe 2003: 30). As my research 

progressed, I broadened this location to several cities in France, speaking with people living in 

Paris as well as other cities such as Lyon.  

 Identity within France is an interesting topic because of France’s unique relationship with 

nationalism. As I discussed earlier, though these forms of racism and discrimination have been 

widely reported on internationally and sparked debates within France, the experiences of other 

ethnic and racial minorities in contemporary France have received far less attention. 

Additionally, it is worth noting that, through its relationship to dominant notions of Japanese 

nationalism, Japanese identity itself is highly regulated by homogeneity and cultural uniformity–
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the same values that French nationalism promotes. People living in Japan who do not fit the 

prevailing ideas of being Japanese do not, however, face the same experiences as in France 

because of Japan’s limiting immigration policies. As of 1998, Japan has had the lowest 

percentage of foreigners in their overall population out of any major industrialized country at 

just 1.2 per cent (Sellek 2001: 189). This creates an interesting comparison to France that, 

coupled with my observations of Japanese influences within France, further encouraged my 

decision to examine Japanese identity practices and perceptions within France.  

Through these interests, I formed the central research question: How do French citizens 

of Japanese descent perceive and practice their Japanese heritage in contemporary France, at a 

time of public debate and increased attention to questions of race, belonging, and identity? More 

specifically, how do they practice forms of Japaneseness in a variety of ways, including in house 

spaces, with Japanese language practices, and through interactions with other Japanese people in 

France? Although this question was the lens through which I initially framed my work, as I 

completed my research, this question changed, as I will discuss further. 

By using a methodology that combined both interviewing Japanese people living in 

France and utilizing alternative sources of data through media content analyses, I gained a 

multifaceted understanding of how Japanese identity is perceived and practiced by Japanese-

descent citizens in contemporary France. For my media content analysis, I examined cultural 

discourse surrounding Japanese citizens in France by reading through recently published French 

newspapers and other similar sources online. Unfortunately, because of the pandemic, I was 

unable to complete my interviews in person, as I had initially planned. Still, I was able to 



10

complete my research over Zoom, which did allow for access to more interviewees who were 

dispersed across the world due to the pandemic.  

 To find my interview subjects, I used a variety of personal leads and connections. 

Through speaking with family members and friends with connections to France, as well as using 

snowball sampling, I was slowly able to build a list of potential interviewees, who I will refer to 

by pseudonyms in this thesis. My first connection, Emma, is a Masters Student at Science-Po in 

Paris. She described how having a Japanese mother and a French father allowed her to live 

transnationally, splitting her time between Japan and France. During the time period that I was 

conducting these interviews, Emma happened to be living at her parent’s home in Japan. She had 

just returned home for similar reasons to why I had decided against traveling to Paris to conduct 

in person research–the Covid-19 omicron variant was spreading rapidly through France. Emma 

introduced me to her friend, Lina, who also had a French father and a Japanese mother, and thus 

lived between the two countries as well. I met my third interviewee, Kikuma, through a family 

acquaintance who works in the Japanese embassy in Mongolia. This connection allowed me to 

hear from a more official source in Paris. Much of the information from Kikuma strongly differs 

from what I heard from Emma and Lina, which I will elaborate further in future chapters. These 

differences may be attributed to their differing backgrounds, with Kikuma spending limited time 

living in France. I then met Elsa through a connection that I made at Colby College. Elsa lives in 

a small village outside of Lyon, which differed from my initial plan to find interviewees in Paris. 

Because of my use of Zoom, however, I was able to expand my interviewee pool rather easily. 

Elsa then introduced me to Hiroko, an undergraduate student at the University of Lyon. Similar 

to Emma and Lina, Hiroko’s father is French and her mother is Japanese. My sixth and last 
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interviewee, Sawako, differs from the others in that she only lived in Paris for one year during 

her college study abroad. Still, her insights offer interesting perspectives on the interviews 

conducted with everybody else. An interviewee introduction table on page X provides additional 

descriptions of everybody. It is also important to note that with my multiracial interview subjects, 

although they are half white, they do not consider themselves to be white-passing. Overall, these 

interviewees were chosen based on who I was able to have access to, with a concerted effort to 

find somebody in the Japanese embassy to speak with at least once. It is important to note that 

my interview subjects in no way are representative of the Japanese community in France as a 

whole; however their unique experiences can be analyzed to better understand how nationalism 

can shape one’s self identification and sense of belonging in France. 

When communicating with my interview subjects to schedule interviews, I used a variety 

of platforms–tools that I was especially grateful for during a global pandemic that limited my 

options for forming bonds in person. Examples included Facebook, WhatsApp, and email. My 

written communication was normally in either English or French, based on the preferences of my 

interview subject. I also let my interviewees choose which platform to speak over, and found it 

interesting how popular Facebook was. This did lead to some timing problems because not 

everybody is constantly checking their messages in Facebook, so setting up my interviews was 

an often tedious process that involved sending a message and waiting a day or two, sometimes a 

week, for a reply. Part of these problems involved the time differences between me and all of my 

interview subjects. Completing most of my research in my home in New Hampshire, I knew that 

if I sent a message in the afternoon, I would have to wait at least a day for a response, as Paris 

and Tokyo are six hours and thirteen hours ahead respectively. Alongside these messaging 
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difficulties, I also faced challenges finding times that would work for my interview subjects in 

the extremely short window that both of us were awake. This would often entail me waking up 

early in the morning or staying up late at night to conduct my research. Still, Zoom was an 

important tool that became used not just as a piece of technology, but one that formed a cultural 

space in which I was able to engage with my interviewees, despite our time and location 

constraints. These interviews often started with some recognition of our time differences, always 

evident in the small Zoom window into each other's lives. I would proceed to read my verbal 

consent script before moving onto the interview, which would normally flow nicely despite the 

awkwardness that can appear over Zoom. During these conversations, I asked my interviewee 

which language they would prefer to speak in, with all but one of my interviews being conducted 

entirely in English. Sometimes, if my interview subjects couldn’t think of a word or phrase in 

English, they would switch to either Japanese or French briefly. Only Kikuma asked to speak 

mainly in Japanese, sometimes switching to French or English if any communication difficulties 

occurred. Overall, the widespread acceptance and knowledge of Zoom due to the pandemic 

allowed me to successfully conduct my research remotely due to the pandemic. 
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Interviewee Introduction 

Table 1: Interviewee Introduction 
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Outline of Arguments 

 With my preliminary knowledge of how French nationalism has impacted minority 

groups in France, I initially believed that my interview subjects would describe similar 

experiences of marginalization. Yet upon conducting my research and speaking with Emma, 

Lina, Kikuma, Elsa, Hiroko, and Sawako, I began to realize that this was not the case. 

Consequently, my thesis instead seeks to better understand why my interviewees’ experiences are 

so different from others, particularly from people of Chinese descent in France. In order to 

explore this, the next chapter of the thesis, Chapter Two, examines the existing literature to 

contextualize my research within the previous works of others and provides background 

information that will help better interpret my findings. This literature review forms a framework 

for my research by examining three bodies of literature critical to my thesis: social science 

scholarship on the Japanese diaspora and identity, French nationalism, and the political, 

economic, and cultural links between France and Japan. By analyzing these literatures, I am able 

to identify the work that has been done regarding the experiences of people of Japanese descent 

in other countries, both within and outside Europe; consider how French nationalism has affected 

other, more thoroughly studied minority populations in France; and explore the historical ties 

between Japan and France that allow me to better understand the cultural, political and economic 

dimensions of my interviewees’ current experiences.  

In Chapter Three, I proceed to detail my findings regarding the practices that my 

interview subjects cite that support their Japanese heritage. Here, many of them describe these 

actions in both public and private settings, conveying comfortability in sharing their identities 
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with other people. Additionally, their actions sometimes work towards establishing connections 

with other people of similar backgrounds, whether it is through code-switching between 

Japanese and French in everyday conversations, or maintaining contact with other people of 

Japanese descent living in different countries. These actions, as I argue, reflect the level of 

cosmopolitanism that permeates the lives of many of my interviewees, thus impacting how they 

are perceived in France because of inherent associations between class and cosmopolitanism.  

Chapter Four relies more on secondary sources rather than my primary sources, 

examining the media content analysis that I conducted throughout the month of January 2022. In 

this analysis, I focused my attention on two major news outlets: Le Figaro and Le Monde. By 

recognizing the ways in which the mainstream French media portrays Japan, particularly in 

relation to China, I have gained a better understanding of certain positive associations with 

Japan, in contrast to China, which can be used to further analyze the experiences of my interview 

subjects. This section also looks at how such positive associations are reinforced through specific 

ongoing celebrations of Japanese culture and media in France, with the example of the 

establishment and attendance of Japan Expos for French anime fans rising in popularity. Because 

of these positive portrayals of Japan and Japanese culture, I consider how this may lead to 

consequent positive everyday perceptions of people of Japanese descent, and I elaborate further 

on this issue in the following chapter. 

Chapter Five examines these ideas and looks into how my interview subjects negotiate 

their multiple identities with relative ease due to certain largely positive ideas of Japan circulated 

within France. Still, this chapter also opens up a conversation about how my interviewees 
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experience negative impacts of French nationalism and racism in the form of verbal harassment 

in public spaces due to the circulation of more homogenizing ideas of race. Accordingly, they 

experience both inclusions as well as exclusions from French nationalism–inclusion in the sense 

that they benefit from circulating Asian racial and ethnic hierarchies, but exclusion because they 

do experience being assigned a certain racial identity based on their physical appearance. 

Although my interview subjects do experience forms of inclusion in France because of their 

Japanese heritage, it is critical to understand that they simultaneously face public acts of racism. 

This anti-Asian racism has become more visible with the Covid-19 pandemic, as described by 

Lina during our conversations. Still, despite these experiences, many of my interviewees 

describe feeling acceptance within France, often comparing this to their experiences in Japan. 

This comparison is critical because it appears to inform their opinions on the degree to which 

French nationalism impacts their lives. In Japan, my interview subjects, several of whom are 

multi-racial, cited feeling more marginalized due to the country’s homogeneity and high 

valuation of being “truly Japanese.” Their experiences in France then were sometimes viewed 

through this additional lens of comparison to Japan, a lens that became possible through their 

cosmopolitan lifestyle.  Overall, these chapters build upon each other to establish a better 

understanding of what my interview subjects do, the cultural influence of media portrayals and 

nationalism, and how these impact their perceptions of acceptance within France. Through this 

framework, I argue that the unique cosmopolitan lifestyles of my interviewees have afforded 

them the experiences of both French and Japanese nationalism, allowing them to self-identify in 

various ways that differ from the experiences of other minority groups in France. These 

differences are mainly a result of national histories and prevailing discourses of belonging in 
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both Japan and France, as well as the positioning of my interviewees and their cosmopolitan 

statuses. Their individual values and meanings assigned to being French or being Japanese 

permit them to shift between these identities, an ability allowed through a myriad of factors 

including economic privilege as well as having a multicultural or multiracial identity. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Introduction 

While significant research has been conducted examining the experiences of Black and 

Muslim communities living in France, there is extremely little written about people of Asian 

heritage, particularly of Japanese descent, perhaps due to prevailing French discourses of the 

“Asian community” rather than the diverse countries and cultures within the continent. The 

absence of this information introduces questions of why, as well as what, are these lived 

experiences within the context of French nationalism. Because of this scarcity of literature on 

the perceptions and practices of people of Japanese descent in France, I have created a 

framework to assess various fields that may not be commonly thought of together but are 

necessary to consider as a whole in order to answer these questions.  

My respondents range from temporary residents to second generation citizens. To 

examine how these Japanese descendents living in France navigate their Japanese heritage, I 

decided to focus my literature review on three main sections: Japanese diaspora and identity, 

French nationalism, and historical connections between France and Japan. It is important to first 

understand the meanings behind the word diaspora as I am studying the Japanese diaspora in 

France. To begin, I analyze other Japanese diasporas to provide comparisons to my own 

research, as well as inspiration for my own research methods, going on to examine examples of 

Japanese communities in Brazil and London. Finally, I close this first section with a review of a 

piece on Japanese nationalism. In the next section, I examine French nationalism, which 

provides an interesting comparative perspective following my discussion of Japanese 

nationalism. I look at the origins of modern French nationalism, and its impact on French laws 
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as well as the experiences of particular minority groups living in France who have been the 

focus of ethnographic work, particular populations of North African descent. An understanding 

of the effects of French nationalism is critical in my research because it can discourage 

multiculturalism, and instead encourage a strictly French identity in the dominant, exclusionary, 

and primarily white sense. This may impact how people perceive their personal identity, or 

influence how comfortable they are practicing that identity. Finally, I close my review with 

historical connections between France and Japan, which are essential to consider in my research 

because these connections may shape how Japanese people in France are perceived, which then 

affects how they navigate their Japanese identity within France. 

Japanese Diaspora and Identity 

Because my project is centered around the Japanese community in Paris and Lyon, the 

term diaspora is one of significance. Having identified this word as a key term for my project, it 

is important to define and discuss its different uses, as well as some of the controversies 

surrounding its use for describing the Japanese communities in the Americas–a group of which 

most of the literature on Japanese diaspora focuses. In their article “The Impact of Diasporas: 

Markers of Identity'' (2016), Joana Story and Iain Walker describe the uses of the word 

“diaspora”, writing: “In academia, the word ‘diaspora’ has, rightly or wrongly, come to be 

applied to almost any population or group living outside its homeland, while in popular usage 

diaspora now seems be a collective noun used to refer to anyone not at home” (135). Story and 

Walker’s definitions of the word diaspora agree with the ways in which it is most commonly 

interpreted by the majority of people. 
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Other scholars, however, argue that there is a set of criteria a group must meet in order to 

become a diaspora. In his article “Disconnected from the Diaspora” (2012), Takeyuki Tsuda 

contends that diasporic communities must maintain social ties transnationally. Because of this 

criteria, Tsuda writes that the Japanese community in the Americas cannot claim to be a diaspora 

because they have assimilated to their respective societies, and lack notable connections to each 

other. He came to this conclusion after having conducted fieldwork and participant observation 

research, conducting 55 interviews with men and women from various generations, as well as 

attending community events in San Diego and Phoenix between 2005 and 2008. Based on my 

own personal, albeit limited, experiences with my Japanese maternal family, I disagree with 

Tsuda’s argument. My family members maintain strong ties with each other, as well as with 

other Japanese people who are not related. This is seen through various forms such as alumni 

and delegation groups with regular reunions, whether formal or informal. Still, Tsuda’s research 

has far more depth than my own experiences, and he introduces criteria that may be interesting 

to consider while conducting my research. Is it common for Japanese-French citizens to maintain 

ties with other people of Japanese descent, whether in Japan or in other European countries? 

What about within the country of France itself? Does it dissipate with every passing generation, 

or are ties severed/maintained regardless? Tsuda’s article introduces some questions that have 

been useful to consider in my own research on how people of Japanese descent practice their 

heritage, as having social connections with a larger Japanese community is a way to practice 

ethnic identity. 
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Author and anthropology professor Joshua Roth studies the Japanese population in 

Brazil, and the experiences of Nikkeijin (the Japanese diaspora) who navigate returning to Japan. 

Roth refers to the Japanese population in the Americas as a diaspora, thus challenging Tsuda’s 

article on how the Japanese community in the Americas cannot be considered a diaspora. I found 

this interesting because I would agree with Roth’s use of the word, and consequently refer to the 

Japanese community in France as a diaspora in my research, following the usage outlined in the 

article by Story and Walker. Roth’s book also provides an interesting counterpoint to the 

traditional ideas surrounding the Japanese diaspora, which often focuses on Nikkeijin in new 

countries rather than in Japan. Here, Roth reverses how people tend to think of Japanese 

diasporas, relating to my research in which several of my interviewees have returned to Japan 

after living in France, or continue to visit Japan regularly. Roth also contextualizes his book 

within the history of Japanese diasporas, describing how between 1638 and 1853, Japan was in a 

period of relative national isolation. From 1885 until the early 1960s, the Japanese government 

encouraged emigration, leading to Japanese migrants finding new homes in various countries 

abroad, particularly in Asia and the Americas. This information is important to compare with the 

book Globalizing Japan by Kazuhiko Yatabe, described in the section below titled Political, 

Economic, and Cultural Links Between France and Japan. Yatabe writes how Japanese people 

migrating to France did so for more cultural rather than economic reasons. Overall, these 

histories provide important context for why the Japanese diaspora was formed–information that 

will be essential to consider in my research.  

Another aspect of Roth’s book that has proven instructive is the substantial context 

through which he positioned himself within his research and his personal interactions with the 
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people he interviewed. It is also in his descriptions of how his interviewees viewed him that 

perceptions of Japaneseness became clear. He writes, “With Japanese I usually mentioned that 

my mother was Japanese. These shared identities may have sometimes helped establish 

relationships” (Roth 2002: 15). I felt a similar experience in my own research where I would 

relate to my interview subjects by describing my own ethnicity, noting that similar to my 

interview subjects I also have a Japanese background. Roth became more relatable because of 

his Japanese heritage, yet was still classified as an outsider by Japanese people because he was 

American, and only half Japanese. This is evident in how his Japanese friends and acquaintances 

called him “Amerikajin (American), hafu (“half” Japanese), Nikkejin, or daigakuinsei (graduate 

student)” (Roth 2002: 15). These names differ from how Nikkeijin, on the other hand, referred to 

Roth as “a descendente (descendent of Japanese)” (Roth 2002: 15). These differences offer 

interesting insight on how people of Japanese heritage perceive Japanese identity based on their 

own personal histories. It appears that the extent of Japanese nationalism decreased among 

Nikkeijin, as well, sparking an interesting question of how people of Japanese descent in 

countries outside of Japan perceive Japanese nationalism and identity. 

While Roth’s book focuses on the experiences of Japanese people who lived in Brazil 

and then moved back to Japan, Kazuko Miyake and Noriko Iwasaki examine the experiences of 

Japanese people in London in their article “Fluidity and Diversity of Japanese Communities in 

London" (2021). This piece is important to consider in my research because it provides insight 

on the Japanese diaspora in Europe. I appreciated how the authors organized their research, 

beginning with the historical context of the relationship between Britain and Japan, and how that 

has impacted British perceptions of Japanese people. They provide quantitative data on the 
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number of Japanese expatriates living in the United Kingdom–a population that has been 

steadily decreasing for temporary residents, but increasing for permanent residents. The article 

describes the Japanese communities in London, identifying the two most visible ones, one of 

which participated in a survey that the authors describe. Questions asked include topics such as 

marital status, ethnicity, if they would like to stay in Britain, and language use. The authors note 

how many of the respondents, who were in mixed race marriages, raised their children as British 

rather than Japanese because of the Japanese laws surrounding citizenship. These laws, 

described later in the review of an article by Jennifer Robertson, have denied access to a 

Japanese passport for those with only a Japanese mother. These Japanese mothers had limited 

resources and opportunities to teach their children Japanese, and as a result many of the half-

Japanese children born before 1985 did not speak Japanese. This provides an interesting example 

of how laws can strongly influence the ways that one practices identity. After analyzing this 

survey, the authors move onto their own ethnographic research focused on two women living in 

London “who might be legitimately called ‘members’ of Japanese communities but do not 

consider themselves ‘community members’" (Miyake et al., 2021: 269). They describe these 

womens’ experiences surrounding the Japanese language, and how their respective competencies 

have changed throughout life, reflective of how identity formation is an ongoing and unfolding 

process of life. This idea was important to keep in mind during my own research because it 

inspired interview questions on perceptions of shifting identities, and why this may occur. 

Overall, I found this piece deeply informative for my own work because it describes the ways in 

which language plays a large role in navigating and shaping one’s identity. I can relate to this 

concept of shifting identities in relation to language proficiency because when I took Japanese 
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language classes during my first year at Colby, I felt a stronger sense of Japanese identity, 

whether from interacting with more Japanese people on campus, learning about Japanese culture, 

or simply having a stronger ability to connect with my Japanese relatives in Japanese. After I 

stopped taking these classes, I have felt a shift in my own sense of identity. While I do try to 

maintain my language proficiency, it is difficult if I am not speaking the language every day with 

other people who share similar cultural experiences and identities. As a result, factoring in 

language usage in my research yields more information and insight.   

 This idea of identity is further explored in the piece “Beyond Identity” by Rogers 

Brubaker and Frederick Cooper. The authors categorize this term as a category that includes both 

practice and analysis. In terms of practice, identity is used by people in “some (not all!) everyday 

settings to make sense of themselves, of their activities, of what they share with, and how they 

differ from others” (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 4). This understanding of identity is important 

in my research because I have examined how people perceive their Japanese heritage in terms of 

their practices such as language use and interactions with other people. The authors also 

recognize five key uses for the term identity. These are important to consider for my own 

research and I return to the second definition in the next chapter, as it enables me to explore the 

understanding of identity as a collective phenomenon. 

In her chapter “Migration, globalization and the nation state, Japan”' from the edited 

book The Political Economy of Japanese Globalization (2001), Yoko Sellek discusses the 

maintenance of cultural uniformity within Japan, and its emphasis on preserving homogeneity. 

Strict immigration policies are the result of individual and governmental fears of “dilut[ing] their 

homogeneity and its accompanying collective spirit and group harmony”, leading to Japan 
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having the lowest percentage of foreigners out of all of the major industrialized countries (Sellek 

2001: 189). This provides important information on the perceptions of Japanese identity because, 

as Sellek writes, it is highly linked to having dominant Japanese lineage, which places a heavy 

emphasis on racial dimensions of identity. Additionally, this promotion of a collective culture is 

reflective of the French nationalism described in the following paragraphs; however the fact that 

Japan has been known for a common ethnicity, language, religion, and culture have allowed this 

homogeneity to be more widely accepted in the current moment than the dominant values and 

policies of France. 

Jennifer Robertson expands on this idea in her article “Hemato-nationalism: The Past, 

Present, and Future of ‘Japanese Blood’" (2012). She writes about the importance of blood 

within Japanese society in determining Japaneseness, a concept that has existed within Japan for 

centuries. Robertson contextualizes her argument within the historical importance of blood in 

Japan, which has shifted from having a negative association to more positive ones between the 

seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. Blood as a determinant for nationality was first defined in 

1890 during the Meiji period when the first constitution was enacted. In this document, however, 

only paternal blood counted towards nationality and citizenship in Japan. It was not until 95 

years later in 1985 that maternal blood was held in the same regard. Robertson also discusses the 

emergence of eugenics in Japan, and the arguments between promoting a “pure blood” versus a 

“mixed-blood” population were debated from the late nineteenth century through 1945. This 

discourse has found its way into more modern discussions relating to blood donation drives that 

encourage blood donation from Japanese people. Robertson writes, “the assumption [is] that 

Japanese blood is a unique and vital cultural resource that will ensure the future health of the 
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otherwise resource-poor island nation” (103). The preference for blood from ethnically Japanese 

people can be seen in the obstacles that face foreigners in Japan trying to donate blood. One 

example Robertson lists is the fact that instructions on how to donate blood are primarily 

advertised in Japanese. This demonstrates how fluency in Japanese, a main criteria for 

Japaneseness, acts as a barrier in donating blood–something that has a strong and historical 

meaning in Japanese society. Overall, Robertson’s article reveals the strong presence of Japanese 

nationalism through her study on blood donation, a concept that is important to consider in my 

own research because it provides context as to how people who have Japanese heritage and 

experiences in a country that actively promotes nationalism, navigate their identity in France, 

another country with a strong nationalistic presence. Her work demonstrates a more restrictive 

understanding of Japanese identity, one that has persisted in Japan and serves to link a racialized 

majority identity with Japanese nationalism. These concepts are important in further 

contextualizing the experiences of my interviewees, as I will describe in the following chapters. 

French Nationalism 

Studying Japanese identity practices in France intrigues me because of the strong history 

and presence of French nationalism, which is interesting to consider alongside the Japanese 

nationalistic tendencies described above. With this strong French nationalism, I have been 

curious to find out about how individual ethnic groups practice their culture, to what extent (if 

any) and in what manner. As French nationalism plays a key role in why this question interests 

me, the history and contemporary debates surrounding French nationalism are important to 

examine. In the piece “The Unbearable Lightness of Being French: Law, Republicanism and 

National Identity at the End of the Old Regime” (2001), David A. Bell writes about the central 
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role of politics in nationalism, its emergence in France during the eighteenth century, and the 

implications of nationalism today. His piece is helpful in situating French nationalism 

historically. Although nationalism became increasingly prevalent across many European 

countries during this time, Bell chose to study France because of the country’s emphasis on a 

political doctrine as the basis of nationalism, as well as the speed and strength at which a 

nationalist program appeared during the French Revolution. He discusses the history of the 

concept of a “nation” in France, describing how during the 1750s, “‘the rights of the 

nation’ [became] a rallying cry for France's principal institutional opposition to the monarchy” 

(Bell 2001: 1219). Through this usage, the words “nation” and “national” gained increasing 

popularity in France. During the reign of Louis XVI, the concept of France as a nation became 

called into question, as the only common bond between the French was their status as subjects of 

Louis XVI. Bell asserts that previously it was the country’s law and history that determined 

Frenchness, but the opposition of the Revolution challenged this, thus destabilizing France’s 

notion of a “nation." This strongly contrasts with the above paragraph outlining Japan’s 

collective identity, which had other factors such as ethnicity, language, and religion maintaining 

an ideology of universal homogeneity. 

Following the French Revolution, nation-building became highly politicized, and has yet 

to be resolved even today. Bell closes his piece with the line, “Therefore, when Chénier spoke of 

‘forming Frenchmen’ and giving the French nation ‘its own, unique physiognomy,’ just as when 

d'Azeglio spoke of ‘making Italians,’ he was not so much solving a problem as creating one, and 

opening a debate about what form the nation should take, which has remained unresolved ever 

since” (Bell 2001: 1235). This line strongly relates to my project, as French nationalism is a 
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central problem to why identity practices and perceptions in France are one of interest. Within 

this piece, Bell describes the movement of “national republicans” that originated in the late 

nineteenth century, and whose central beliefs will be discussed in the following paragraph. 

In her article “The Culture(s) of the Republic: Nationalism and Multiculturalism in 

French Republican Thought” (2001), Cécile Laborde analyzes the tensions between French 

nationalism and its increasing multiculturalism. She considers the roles that ideals of liberté, 

egalité, fraternité, and laïcité play, describing the contemporary French republican argument of 

how many French beliefs and policies are not intolerant of other cultures, but rather value 

equality within the community. This argument contends that doing so requires overlooking 

individual cultural differences. In her piece, Laborde cites a line from a report by the Haut 

Conseil de l'Intégration, a governmental group created to reflect national sentiment through its 

annual reports (Lochak 2011): “the French model is based on undifferentiation between 

individuals. Every human being has intrinsic worth, independently from the community to which 

[s]he belongs” (Laborde 2001: 719). This quote relates to aforementioned French ideals as it 

encourages citizens to favor their identity as French citizens over any personal religious or 

cultural background. The promotion of a French identity has the goal of having citizens 

collaborate towards working for public interest in their country. Although this concept may 

sound successful for achieving its goal, and the quote by the Haut Conseil de l'Intégration 

describes a nice sentiment, culture, ethnicity, religion, and race are all integral to one’s identity. 

Additionally, whether or not it is publicly recognized, these aspects of identity are central to how 

people are treated based on implicit bias and individual prejudices. Laborde recognizes this 

point, writing how this self-proclaimed culture-blind and colorblind universalism essentially 



29

erases key components of personal identity. Additionally, when in practice, French nationalism 

does not promote true equality, and instead is “eminently permeable to the values of the 

dominant religion, class, gender, and culture” (Laborde 2001: 721). In this promotion of French 

nationalism, with control given to dominant groups, transnational cultural origins and influences 

are often concealed. Proponents of nationalism argue that national culture and arts must be 

protected. However, although France does have a strong national culture recognized globally, it 

is actually the fact that various aspects of the French arts were strongly influenced by other 

cultures, as I have described in my review of literature surrounding historical links between 

France and Japan.  

With this presence of strong French nationalism, it becomes difficult for other cultures to 

practice their respective identities and religion within France. This becomes apparent in Jean 

Beaman’s article “France’s Ahmeds and Muslim Others: The Entanglement of Racism and 

Islamophobia” (2021) in which she describes various French policies, such as the infamous 

2011 burqa ban, that have been deemed as racist or intolerant by many. Although these policies 

stem from France’s promotion of culture-blind universalism, it is crucial to understand how 

these laws codify nationalism, circulating a public sentiment against citizens who do not 

identify as white. This becomes clear in how despite claims to not be promoting any particular 

religion and relegating individual practices to the private sphere, public institutions recognize 

Christian holidays. This conflict supports Laborde’s earlier quote about France’s promotion of 

the dominant religion, class, gender, and culture. Beaman’s article is critical to understand in 

the context of my project because of how French nationalism is interwoven within laws, and the 

ways in which these laws may legally discourage individual practices of culture and religion, 
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negatively impacting individual identity. With such laws, such as the burqa ban, that actively 

support dominant views of Frenchness above other cultures, nationalism can become even more 

pronounced and permeate its way into circulating perceptions and biases of other cultures and 

races. 

 Paul Silverstein’s book Algeria in France: Transpolitics, Race, and Nation (2006) 

further contributes to Beaman’s discussion by examining the experiences of Franco-Algerian 

communities. He contextualizes this book by describing the debates surrounding French 

immigration policies. Silverstein writes that in the 1980s and the 1990s, despite high rates of 

national unemployment, political debates focused more on “immigrants’ access to French 

nationality, on social integration and exclusion in the (sub)urban cités in which many 

immigrants and their children lived, and on the legitimacy of signs of Muslim difference…” 

(2006: 4). This, alongside the fact that immigration remains a significant platform issue, 

demonstrates the focus on maintaining French nationalism, rather than addressing other 

important domestic issues. Silverstein’s anthropological study includes methods of 

ethnographic research about belonging that I have found useful when considering my own 

project. He conducted interviews in a variety of spaces, such as homes and cafés, and organized 

his findings into categories of citizenship, ethnicity, locality, religion, gender, and generation. 

Although I was unable to conduct my interviews in person, Silverstein’s organization method 

was useful in providing me with categories that I made sure I asked my interview subjects 

about. He also explores the impacts of French national on the French Algeran experiences in a 

manner that is useful to contrast my own findings with. Overall, Silverstein’s book provides a 
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strong example of the sense of belonging experienced by the Algerian population in France, 

particularly in the context of relations between France and Algeria.  

 The chapter written by Mamadou Diouf, titled “The Lost Territories of the Republic: 

Historical Narratives and the Recomposition of French Citizenship,” in the book Black France/

France Noire: The History of Politics and Blackness (2012) expands on Silverstein’s article by 

examining historical anti-Black narratives in France, and their relationship to debates 

surrounding citizenship. Diouf chronicles the history of multiculturalism in France, describing 

how it was recognized during the French colonial period. He points to imperial needs such as 

economic, military, and labor related problems as the driving forces behind the acceptance of 

multiculturalism, citing historical examples including “when the originaires of Saint Louis, as 

part of the colony of Senegal, succeeded in obtaining citizenship rights—in particular the right 

to vote—without being subjected to the French civil code” (Diouf 2012: 37). These rights were 

also given to the other three communes of Senegal: Gorée, Rufisque, and Dakar. Another 

interesting example that Diouf describes is how “during Louis Faidherbe’s first tenure as 

governor of Senegal (1854–61), Muslim institutions were incorporated into the colonial 

governance structure and public space” (Diouf, 2012: 37). It is critical to recognize the 

historical acceptance of cultural pluralism in France in order to understand the ways in which 

nationalism became popularized. In the 1970s, as these economic, military, and labor related 

needs of the empire decreased, focus turned towards race and negative perceptions of 

immigrants. Diouf writes that it was at this moment when French nationalism became 

encouraged among migrants, and multiculturalism discouraged, as a method intended to 

“minimiz[e] their presence and impos[e] on them republican rule to counter a communitarian 
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consciousness in formation and, in many instances, already in force” (Diouf, 2012: 39). This 

information is important to consider because it expands upon the pieces mentioned earlier by 

Bell and Laborde because it describes an ebb and flow of nationalism dependent on the nation’s 

needs, as well as the impact of empire-building and colonization on nationalism. After this 

historical overview, Diouf transitions towards his own ethnographic research focused on Black 

citizens in the French banlieues, contrasting with Silverstein’s work which focuses solely on 

Franco-Algerian communities. Diouf describes the reinvention of a French identity within these 

communities, and the re-emergence of cultural pluralism. This has been achieved through 

cultural processes including hip hop, rap music, paintings, and sculpture (Diouf 2012: 45). 

Diouf’s chapter was very helpful in my own work because of the historical analysis he provides 

on shifting degrees of French nationalism, as well as Diouf’s descriptions of how identity is 

practiced among Black communities in the banlieues, which I compare in later chapters with 

my research findings on Japanese communities in France. 

 The article “The Truth from the Body: Medical Certificates as Ultimate Evidence for 

Asylum Seekers'' by Didier Fassin and Estelle D’Halluin supports Diouf’s argument 

surrounding the ebb and flow of nationalism based on France’s economic needs. This article 

focuses on one’s body as a way to provide evidence to qualify for asylum, and the difficulties 

that many seekers face because of strict French immigration laws. The authors note that the 

percentage of asylum seekers granted legal status dropped from 95% in the 1970s to 12%, and 

18% when accounting for appeals, in the 1980s and 1990s. They also describe changing 

perceptions of asylum seekers in France, writing that a “quarter of a century ago, asylum was a 

matter of trust, and the applicants were presumed to be telling the truth. Today, asylum is set in 
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a climate of suspicion, and asylum seekers are seen as people trying to take advantage of the 

country's hospitality” (Fassin et al. 2005: 600). These shifting attitudes and this “climate of 

suspicion” reflect the country’s negative perceptions of and structural barriers to refugees. The 

authors also write about how “when applications for asylum are few in number, in an economic 

context in which labor is in demand, it shows its solidarity with victims of persecution in the 

world… even if, in reality, suspicion has often contradicted hospitality since that period” 

(Fassin et al. 2005: 599). This quote supports the ideas brought forth in Diouf’s writing about 

how France has had a history of tightening and loosening restrictions on immigration based on 

the country’s economic and political conditions, as well as relationships with former colonial 

territories. Overall, this piece provides interesting support to other literature on French 

nationalism and the acceptance of foreigners. This information is important in my work because 

it is essential to have an understanding of the influences on nationalism in France to better 

recognize how it may impact minority groups today. 

While there is significant research done on certain minority groups in France, such as 

Algerian communities described in earlier paragraphs, few sources address the experiences of 

other groups, such as Asian populations. With the recent increases in Asian hate during the 

pandemic, however, this is beginning to change. The article “‘I’m More Afraid of Racism than 

of the Virus!’: Racism Awareness and Resistance among Chinese Migrants and Their 

Descendants in France during the Covid-19 Pandemic” by Simeng Wang et al. (2021) reflects 

the impacts of COVID-19 on France’s Asian community. In her piece, Wang et al. use online 

surveys and interviews targeted towards French citizens of Chinese descent, and studies six 

aspects of their lives. These include their consumption habits during the pandemic, their 
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acquisition of medical equipment such as masks, patronizing Asian restaurants and consuming 

Asian cuisine, health care practices, discrimination during the pandemic, and general 

information involving housing and familial relations (Wang et al. 2021: 725). I found these 

questions interesting because they gave me a few ideas of what questions I asked in my 

interviews to gauge practices of Japanese identity (such as patronizing Japanese restaurants). In 

their study, Wang et al. found that while COVID-19 did exacerbate anti-Asian sentiments in 

France, awareness of this racism has existed among the French-Chinese community long before 

the pandemic. They find interesting distinctions between newcomers versus descendants of 

migrants in relation to perceptions of racism. Chinese newcomers were more likely to deny 

having experiences of racism, whereas descendants of Chinese migrants who grew up in France 

readily shared the experiences of racism they had encountered throughout their lives. This 

demonstrates interesting differences in experiences based on how long interviewees have lived 

in France, and is a key consideration that I include in my research as well. The authors also 

noted how throughout their conversations, many of the newcomers slowly realized that they had 

experienced racism, despite having originally denied having these experiences (Wang et al. 

2021: 730). This point demonstrates the importance of including interview questions in my 

research that encourage reflection. The piece by Wang et al. is essential to consider for my 

project because of the anti-Asian sentiment that became more publicly visible again in France 

and has been globally linked to the coronavirus pandemic, as these forms of hate can strongly 

deter individuals from practicing their Asian identity. I also hope to contribute to this field by 

focusing on Japanese populations in France, a community on which I have found extremely 

little research.   
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Political, Economic, and Cultural Links Between France and Japan 

 In addition to examining French nationalism, and its impacts on minority groups, the 

historical and contemporary ties between Japan and France are important in better 

understanding how Japan may be perceived. As described in the introduction, Japan’s legacy 

on French arts is significant, and the article “The Tears of Madame Chrysantheme: Love and 

History on France’s Japan” by Matt K. Matsuda (2000) further describes the cultural links 

between France and Japan using the example of the opera Madame Chrysanthème. These 

influences are important to acknowledge in my own project because of the question of 

whether the Japanese presence in French culture influences perceptions of Japan, or 

encourages practice of Japanese identities.  

 Anthropologist Sabre Clothilde builds upon my earlier discussion of historical ties 

between France and Japan by further examining Japanese influences on French culture, 

focusing on the dispersion of Japanese culture in France in the 20th century in the article 

“Neojaponisme and Pop Culture: New Japanese Exoticism in France." Clothilde describes 

how this diffusion began in the 1970s with the introduction of Japanese animated shows aired 

on French television. This occurred because of low prices for these animations, alongside 

relatively little competition on television channels. Still, even when airing these Japanese 

shows, the French producers changed certain aspects of the shows, such as character names, in 

order to Westernize them. Clothilde notes another cultural difference that ultimately led to 

various conflicts: the differing associations that the two countries had with animations. In 

France, animated shows were exclusively designated for children. In Japan, however, children, 

teens, and adults all enjoyed various animated shows. Therefore, French broadcasters would 
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purchase Japanese shows made for adults, but air them for children. These violent and 

sexualized shows were then heavily criticized by parents, leading to negative associations 

with Japanese culture. This provides an interesting contrast to some of my earlier historical 

sources, such as Matsuda (2000), which focuses mainly on positive cultural associations 

between France and Japan. In order to address these complaints, broadcasters began to heavily 

edit Japanese animations, skipping over particularly sexual or violent scenes. By 1997, French 

television companies stopped airing Japanese animated shows. Still, Clothilde writes that this 

period of Japanese animation dispersion in France created a lasting impression on children at 

the time, many of whom enjoyed these shows. This opened an opportunity for the rising 

popularity of manga in France. Clothildre notes that in 2010, 40% of France’s comic book 

sector was occupied by manga. She also discusses the effects of this popularity, writing 

“French fans perceive a strong bond between Japanese manga and animation and the Japanese 

nation and culture” (Clothilde, 2012: 78). Overall, this article is interesting to consider in my 

research because of possible links between these relatively recent positive cultural 

associations relating to Japan in France. 

While the articles by Matsuda and Clothilde focus on artistic, media and popular 

culture links, Stephen Lawson uses culture to describe politically influenced perceptions of 

Japan in France in his book Europe and the Asia-Pacific: Culture, Identity and 

Representations of Region (publication date). In his writing, Lawson uses the unfinished novel 

Ryoshū by Riichi Yokomitsu to describe the experiences and identities of the Japanese 

community in France during the 1930s. During this time, Japanese expatriates, as well as the 

Asian community in France as a whole, were often viewed negatively by the French following 
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the Japanese invasion of China. As I described earlier, in his novel, Yokomitsu also describes 

friendships between Japanese people in France with people who were not Japanese as very 

rare (Lawson 2002). The Japanese invasion of French Indochina further alienated the 

relationship between the two countries, and served to depict Japan as an imperialistic nation. 

This text further contributes to a concept raised by Clothilde on how the perceptions of Japan 

in France are constantly shifting. These changing perceptions are important to consider in my 

project because the public perception of Japanese people can play a role in how comfortable 

one feels in practicing their heritage today. To further explore these issues, I have conducted a 

media content analysis of current perceptions of Japan in France, which I return to in Chapter 

Four. 

While the texts analyzed in the preceding paragraphs have focused on cultural 

relations between Japan and France, Christopher Hughes discusses the changing economic 

relationship between Japan and Europe in his chapter “Japan in Europe” in the edited book 

The Political Economy of Japanese Globalization (2001). This chapter is pertinent to my 

project because it contributes to my understanding of the historical context between Japanese 

and European relations. Hughes discusses the ways in which Japan was viewed as a negative 

influence on Europe’s political economy during the mid-twentieth century as a result of 

difficult trading relations. This perception shifted, however, after the Cold War when Japan 

became a significant economic player internationally, and Hughes writes that during the 

1990s, “Japanese corporations are now no longer seen as an internal peril to European unity, 

but as equal participants which, together with other European actors, can form a coalition to 

push forward the process of European integration” (Hughes 2001: 65). The success of 
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Japanese transnational corporations in Europe can be reflected by the widespread use of 

Japanese produced products, a topic described later in the paragraphs discussing Yatabe’s 

work. These changing perceptions of Japan relating to these large-scale political and economic 

relations can impact feelings of belonging because, as seen in recent events such as Covid-19 

politics, how countries are viewed and portrayed by the government and media, either 

negatively or positively, can impact how individuals from that country are treated.  

Marie Conte-Helm describes the impact of this increase in Japanese transnational 

corporations in Europe by describing the subsequent influx of Japanese migrants in Europe 

during the end of the twentieth century in her introductory chapter of her book The Japanese 

and Europe: Economic and Cultural Encounters (1996). In her study, Conte-Helm focuses on 

the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, and Belgium, noting that 

while these are some of the main locations for Japanese investment, it is not a comprehensive 

list of the European countries that can be included. This introduction also agrees with the 

pieces described earlier on how Japanese culture, including popular media and commodities, 

has become quite widely accepted in Europe, and has led to an increased awareness of and 

interest in Japan. Conte-Helm’s introductory chapter is relevant to consider in my research 

because it both demonstrates agreement with other pieces that I have reviewed, while also 

providing some contrast to other texts. For example, Conte-Helms contends that there was a 

wave of Japanese migration in the late twentieth century due to the presence of Japanese 

transnational corporations in Europe. In one of the following paragraphs, however, I discuss 

Yatabe’s piece which describes late-twentieth century Japanese migration to France as one 

motivated mainly by cultural, rather than economic reasons. I also describe a piece by Live 
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who notes that a more general Asian migration into Europe was sparked in the same time 

period by migrants fleeing their home countries. These varying examples demonstrate the 

importance of considering the wide variety of reasons for migration from different parts of 

Asia to Europe, and have helped me distinguish the unique conditions that characterize recent 

Japanese migrations to France. They have also inspired me to include interview questions on 

this topic in my own research as the reason behind moving may influence how one practices 

their cultural heritage in a new country.  

In his article “Les Asiatiques: immigrations et représentations,” Yu-Sion Live (1993) 

describes the Asian migration into Belleville, a neighborhood in Paris. He writes of how this 

period of immigration occurred in two waves: during the 1960s through the 1970s, and again 

in the 1980s. The first wave consisted of people with a wide variety of occupations, from 

doctors to artisans, as well as those from various Asian countries including China, Macau, and 

Vietnam. During the 1980s, Live attributes the second wave of migration to improved living 

quarters in Paris, alongside the arrival of South Asian refugees from the late 1970s and early 

1980s. Together, these two waves of migration led to a flourishing Asian neighborhood in 

Belleville. Once established here, many Asian migrants began opening shops and restaurants 

in this area of Paris, leading to its nickname as the “Chinese” or “Asian” quarter. Live 

describes how this quarter of Paris is inhabited mainly by French citizens of Cambodian, 

Vietnamese, Laotian, or Chinese descent due to their need to flee their countries during the 

time periods described earlier. Although his article does not necessarily provide specific 

information on Japanese migrants in France, Live describes a broader Asian migration that is 

important to understand in my own research to distinguish the experiences of people of 
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Japanese descent in France from other Asian communities due to the reasons behind their 

immigration, which differ from other populations.  

Kazuhiko Yatabe (2003) expands on Live’s piece by focusing on the motivations 

behind Japanese migration to France in the ethnography Globalizing Japan. Yatabe 

distinguishes this movement from Japanese migrations to the United States or Brazil because 

those moving to France did so out of personal and cultural reasons. He discusses how during 

this time, once arriving in Paris, a city he describes as “the one and only destination of the 

Japanese,” there was a lack of community building and organization among Japanese 

immigrants (Yatabe 2003: 30). Yatabe attributes this to the presence of French Republican 

ideals encouraging the adoption of a French identity. This strongly relates to my earlier 

discussion of French nationalism and republican mindsets. Yatabe also provides the statistics 

from a study on how Japanese people “can happily move through the French public spaces 

without being reminded that they are inscribed in a society, history, and a culture that belong 

to the French without being prisoners of their cultural and ethnic identity” (Yatabe 2003: 36). 

In this study, 63.6% of participants did not feel a sense of being foreign except for when they 

were “applying for or renewing their residence permit” (Yatabe 2003: 37). This statistic differs 

from other sources I have found, and Yatabe explains this statistic by describing a 

phenomenon of “invisibility of the Japanese in France” (Yatabe 2003: 38). Overall, this 

ethnography provides interesting information for my own research because it demonstrates an 

acceptance of Frenchness among people of Japanese descent in France, at least among these 

particular participants in 2003.  
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Yatabe also discusses positive associations that the French have with Japan relating to 

economics and consumption patterns. He writes that a primary way that the French interact with 

the Japanese is through the use of Japanese products, such as “cameras, television sets, 

Walkmans, cars, mangas, video games, clothes, karaoke bars…” (Yatabe 2003: 34). He also 

cites a study that found 80.4% of French participants expressed trust in Japanese brands, which 

was a significantly higher number than the other Asian countries listed in the same study. The 

discernment between different Asian countries versus generalizing all Asians in the same 

category is also noteworthy. The use of everyday objects formed a positive and trusting 

connection with Japanese culture, leading to what Yatabe concluded as a lack of discrimination 

towards Japanese people (Yatabe 2003: 35). Even though this was a study for decades ago in 

2003, as I will discuss in the following chapters, Yatabe’s portrayal of hierarchies within 

different Asian ethnicities does appear to impact people’s individual experiences. 

Conclusion 

 Overall, these various sources provide critical information for framing my own research 

on navigating a Japanese identity within France. The reasons behind emigrating, the influences 

of French nationalism, and the perceptions of Japanese people all influence how people of 

Japanese descent living in France may choose to practice and recognize their heritage. A key 

takeaway that I have noticed from this literature review has been how many of the cultural, 

political, and economic issues that I am studying are constantly shifting. This can be seen in the 

degrees of acceptance of multiculturalism within France, as well as within the ways that 

individuals self-identify. The concept of change is therefore an important factor that I must 
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consider when conducting research as it is a way to understand how identity is navigated, as well 

as the context in which my research is conducted. Overall, this literature has strongly improved 

my understanding of the various nuances and factors that affect Japanese identity in France, and 

I have applied what I have learned to my own research. Together, these bodies of literature are 

important to consider because they demonstrate how prevailing and circulating discourses, 

historical connections including the lack of colonization, and political economic relations are all 

factors that can have tangible impacts on current conceptions of belonging of people of Japanese 

descent living in contemporary France. The context of migration is important to consider 

alongside the role of French nationalism in shaping how countries and individuals are perceived, 

which can lead to how they are publicly treated. The following chapters will situate this 

literature within my own research, to form a more comprehensive understanding of how my 

interview subjects claim to not feel the negative effects of French nationalism. 
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Chapter Three: Practicing Japanese Identity in France: The Making of Cosmopolitanism 

Introduction 

 Our everyday choices and habits are intrinsically linked to how we view and practice our 

identities, with both our identity shaping our actions, as well as our actions forming our identity. 

In order to further analyze this concept within the context of my research, it is important to 

establish a definition of identity. Authors Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper understand 

identity as “both a category of practice and a category of analysis” (Brubaker and Cooper 2000: 

4). In this understanding, identity becomes intrinsically linked to cultural practice, as I will 

discuss in this chapter. The authors distinguish between two different types of identification, the 

categorical or relational. Based on these descriptions from Brubaker and Cooper, I will be using 

the categorical mode of identification in this chapter, in which identification is formed through 

“membership in a class of persons sharing some categorical attribute,” as well as the concept of 

identity as a collective phenomenon (Brubaker and Cooper 2000: 15). These markers of identity 

can be prescribed by either oneself, or by others, with individuals negotiating perceived gaps 

among these perceptions of identity between themselves and others. This understanding of 

identity is crucial in my project because it relates to the dominant, white images of a “French 

identity” described earlier, as well as the notions of identity of my interview subjects, who 

described themselves as having some form of a Japanese identity. As Brubaker and Cooper 

observe, this understanding of identity is closely related to “the emotionally laden sense of 

belonging to a distinctive, bounded group, involving both a felt solidarity or oneness with fellow 

group members and a felt difference from or even antipathy to specified outsiders” (Brubaker 

and Cooper, 2000: 19). These distinctions between groups of people with differing collective 
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identities will be essential in my following discussions in the next two chapters about belonging 

and acceptance within the dominantly white French community, particularly in comparison to 

people who identify with other races and ethnicities. In accordance with this understanding of 

identity, as introduced by Brubaker and Cooper, this chapter will analyze how the everyday 

practices of people of Japanese descent living in France may follow or differ from broader and 

collective articulations of Japanese identity, both in Japan and in France. 

 In addition to understanding identity and identity making, cosmopolitanism has emerged 

as another central concept to my thesis. Authors Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen describe the 

various definitions of cosmopolitanism as a sense of global citizenship, or the ability to engage 

cultural multiplicity. They also discuss the preconceptions of cosmopolitanism as only accessible 

to the economic elite, countering that although economic status is a contributing factor providing 

people with the resources to live transnationally, other factors such as cultural and linguistic 

skills can allow one to practice cosmopolitanism (Vertovec and Cohen, 2002). Ulrich Beck 

contributes to these definitions by describing cosmopolitanism as a perception of 

“boundarylessness” and as revealing “the possibility of shaping one’s life and social relations 

under conditions of cultural mixing” (Beck 2014:5). In the cases of my research, all of these 

factors appear to apply to many of my interview subjects. As shown in the interviewee overview 

table in the introduction, my interview subjects, or their parents, all have jobs that place them in 

a middle to upper middle class economic status that allows them to practice cosmopolitanism. 

Additionally, their everyday practices, as described in this chapter, further work towards the 

formation of transnational identities. 
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I had planned to originally conduct my research in person, frequenting popular spaces 

with my interview subjects and observing their interactions with their surroundings and other 

people. However, it became necessary to switch methods and conduct my interviews over Zoom 

because of the pandemic. During these conversations, I continued my efforts in understanding 

how my subjects live their Japanese identities in France by directly asking about this topic. My 

interview subjects listed a variety of practices that I have categorized into three main areas: 

language practices, customs and habits, and identity and space. Using this framework, I hope to 

develop deeper insight into how people of Japanese descent practice their heritage and ethnicity 

while living in France, which can provide additional insight as I examine the levels of acceptance 

and belonging that my interviewees feel. Through my interviews, I was able to uncover how 

these practices of Japanese identity described by my interview subjects allowed them to live 

multiculturally, pulling in aspects of their Japanese identity into their everyday life in France. 

This cosmopolitan lifestyle impacts the perceptions that others in France may have of them, 

allowing them to feel varying degrees of comfortability in expressing their heritage. 

Language Practices 

 During my interviews, several of my interviewees mentioned the role of language in their 

identity building and day to day habits. Emma, who is a master’s student of Japanese and French 

descent currently living in Paris, described code switching, or shifting between different 

languages in conversation, with her friends as a common way she would practice her Japanese 

identity while living in France. Having many other friends who shared a similar background as 

her, she would often switch between using French and Japanese while speaking with this 
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Figure 1: Le Figaro Tourism Recommendations 

 

 

           Source: "Asie: Le Guide De Voyage Du Figaro." LeFigaro, https:// 

 www.lefigaro.fr/voyages/dossier/asie. Accessed 17 January 2022. 

This existence of a racial and ethnic hierarchy in France can also be seen in the survey 

written about by Kazuhiko Yatabe, as described in the earlier literature review chapter. Yatabe 

discusses the results of a survey in which French participants were asked to express their trust 

among brands from various Asian countries. The results found that the participants indicated far 

more confidence in Japanese brands than any other Asian country. Over 80% of respondents 

were trusting of Japanese brands, whereas the next highest percentage was for Taiwanese brands 

at only 36.3% (Yatabe 2003: 35). This suggests extremely positive perceptions of Japanese 
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brands within France, particularly when compared to other Asian countries. Either because of 

these levels of trust, or a contributing factor to the survey results, Japanese products are 

extremely popular in French households, with many people using Japanese-produced products 

such as electronics, manga, anime, vehicles, and fashion. This trust in Japanese brands could 

contribute to positive perceptions of Japan itself. Yatabe discusses how the prevalence of 

Japanese-produced products in French households can act as a contributing factor to the positive 

associations of Japan, hypothesizing that because these objects are essentially incorporated into 

the French lifestyle, the distance between these two cultures is lessened, making Japan feel more 

accessible and acceptable within France (Yatabe 2003: 35). Overall, Yatabe’s work supports the 

existence of a racial and ethnic hierarchy that exists within France among the perceptions of 

Asian countries, and this hierarchy is visible within the media portrayals of China and Japan. 

While Japan and China may have differing depictions within the French media regarding 

politics and tourism, both countries are represented positively as economically successful. In an 

article published by Le Figaro titled “French industry should be inspired by Asian models,” both 

China and Japan are named as being in the top three world economic powers (Lecoulant 2022). 

However, while Japan is simply listed in this one sentence, the article goes on to discuss China 

more in depth, calling the country a “competitor” (Lecoulant 2022: para 3). This distinction 

further forms a negative image of China within the media, suggesting that the country is pitted 

against France, encouraging an “us versus them” mentality. More recently, these negative 

perceptions have been further perpetuated with the spread of Covid-19, with the virus’s origins in 

China. As described in the article by Wang et. al., as mentioned in the chapter introduction, the 

pandemic has had visible impacts on the treatment of people of Chinese descent living in France. 
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because of the way it described Japanese women and the fact that it encouraged Asian 

fetishization." These gendered portrayals of people of Japanese descent, particularly among 

popular French media, can create prejudicial and detrimental internalized stereotypes. Although 

perceptions of Japan are generally positive, this acceptance can stem from damaging media 

portrayals that fetishize women and place stereotypes on Japanese people. My interview subjects 

are all subjected to this further stereotyping as women of Japanese descent living in France, 

which may have an additional impact on their experiences alongside their race, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status. Although these exoticized images may lead to positive perceptions, the 

root of these stereotypes are deeply problematic and harmful. 

Figure 2: Mitsuhirato 

  

Source: Hergé, The Blue Lotus: The Adventures of Tintin. London, Mammoth, 1990, p.8. 

 In addition to the popular culture listed by Emma, we considered another form of French 

media earlier in our interview while discussing her experiences interning at a Japanese company 

a few summers ago. As Emma described her struggles being accepted because of her ethnicity, I 

was immediately reminded of the novel, and subsequent movie, Stupeur et Tremblements by 


