
Minnesota State University, Mankato Minnesota State University, Mankato 

Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly 

and Creative Works for Minnesota and Creative Works for Minnesota 

State University, Mankato State University, Mankato 

All Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other 
Capstone Projects 

Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other 
Capstone Projects 

2021 

Unveiling Race and Japanese Identity Through Kokusai Kekkon Unveiling Race and Japanese Identity Through Kokusai Kekkon 

Manami Matsuoka 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 

Follow this and additional works at: https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds 

 Part of the Gender, Race, Sexuality, and Ethnicity in Communication Commons, International and 

Intercultural Communication Commons, and the Interpersonal and Small Group Communication 

Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Matsuoka, M. (2021). Unveiling race and Japanese identity through Kobusai kekkon [Master’s thesis, 
Minnesota State University, Mankato]. Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly and Creative Works for 
Minnesota State University, Mankato. https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds/1154/ 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other Capstone 
Projects at Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly and Creative Works for Minnesota State University, Mankato. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in All Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other Capstone Projects by an 
authorized administrator of Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly and Creative Works for Minnesota State 
University, Mankato. 

http://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/
http://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/theses_dissertations-capstone
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/theses_dissertations-capstone
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds?utm_source=cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu%2Fetds%2F1154&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/329?utm_source=cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu%2Fetds%2F1154&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/331?utm_source=cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu%2Fetds%2F1154&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/331?utm_source=cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu%2Fetds%2F1154&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/332?utm_source=cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu%2Fetds%2F1154&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/332?utm_source=cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu%2Fetds%2F1154&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Unveiling Race and Japanese Identity Through Kokusai Kekkon 
 
 
 

By  
 

Manami Matsuoka 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the 
 

Requirements for the Degree of 
 

Master of Arts 
 

In 
 

Communication Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Minnesota State University, Mankato 
  

Mankato, Minnesota  
 

July 2021  



 
 
 

i 
 
July 7th, 2021 

Unveiling Race and Japanese Identity Through Kokusai Kekkon 

Manami Matsuoka 

 

This thesis has been examined and approved by the following members of the student’s 

committee. 

 

__________________________________ 

                                                                                                                                               Advisor 

 

 

__________________________________ 

                                                                                                                           Committee Member 

 

 

__________________________________ 

                                                                                                                           Committee Member                                

  



 
 
 

ii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to express my sincerely gratitude to my advisor Dr. Chris Brown for his 

patient and genuine support for my research. Chris-sensei helped me in all the time of this study. 

I cannot express my gratitude enough to him. I would also like to offer my great appreciation to 

my thesis committee. Dr. Sachi Sekimoto and Dr. Paul Prew for their guidance and support 

throughout this project. 

 Finally, I would like to thank the department of Communication Studies for the lifetime 

education and opportunities to meet wonderful friends who supported me in any way. I would 

also like to thank my families for always supporting me.    

  



 
 
 

iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ENDORSEMENT.............................................................................................................................i 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.............................................................................................................ii 

ABSTRACT...................................................................................................................................vi 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................1  

Purpose of the Study..........................................................................................................3 

Objective of the Study.......................................................................................................4  

Precis of Chapters..............................................................................................................5 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW..................................................................................7  

Japanese Identity...............................................................................................................7  

Gaikokujin and Racial Hierarchy in Japan...................................................................10 

Kokusai Kekkon and Racial Hierarchy..........................................................................14  

Theoretical Framework...................................................................................................18  

CHAPTER THREE: METHOD ...................................................................................................25 

Participants.......................................................................................................................26  

Interview Design...............................................................................................................27  

Procedure..........................................................................................................................28 

CHAPTER FOUR: JAPANESE VIEWS ON GAIKOKUJINS IN JAPAN..................................31  

Treatment toward Gaikokujins ......................................................................................31 

Passive Treatment..................................................................................................31  

Passive Aggressive Treatment...............................................................................34  

Excluding Treatment..............................................................................................39  

 



 
 
 

iv 
 

English Education and Media Influence on Gaikokujins………………………….....42 

White English Education………………………………………………………...43 

Desirable Whites, Undesirable Blacks in Media...................................................47 

Japanese Perceptions of Non-Japanese Asians and Other Gaikokujins.....................52 

CHAPTER FIVE: JAPANESE IDENTITY AND (IN)VISIBLE VIEWS ON RACE.................64  

Marriage with Visible Gaikokujin..................................................................................64 

Shameful Marriage with Blacks............................................................................65  

The Good Friend and Disqualified Sons-in-Law..................................65  

Shame Destroying Sekentei.....................................................................69 

Fear for Dark-Skinned Grandchildren..................................................73 

  Racial Bias Makers: Media Representation of Blacks and Ignorance...................75 

Liberation and Guilt for Family.............................................................................80  

Coming to Acceptance...........................................................................................84  

Marriage With Invisible Human in Japan: White Gaikokujin....................................90 

Accepting Whites as Normal Family Member......................................................91  

Indifferent Marital Partner....................................................................91  

   Attractive Sons-in-Law............................................................................92 

   Japanese-Like Sons- and Daughters-in-Law.........................................95 

   Open-minded Japanese Family..............................................................97 

  Japanese family’s View on White American Family Members............................99 

  Actively Choosing to Speak in English..................................................99 

Giving Nicknames..................................................................................101 

Expecting to Do as Japanese Family....................................................103 



 
 
 

v 
 

Marriage Opposition to White Humans...............................................................105 

Expected Marriage Opposition............................................................................107 

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION.............................................................................................113  

Implications of the Study..............................................................................................115 

Japanese Superiority over Gaikokujins in Japan..................................................117 

The Impact of Seikou Toutei on Japanese Perceptions of Gaikokujins...............118  

English Education and Media Instill Whiteness in Japanese  

Perceptions of Race..............................................................................................119  

Japanese Identity Through Marriage with “Americans” ....................................120 

Contradiction within Japanese Identity................................................................121  

References ...................................................................................................................................123 

Appendix A: Institutional Review Board Approval Letter..........................................................130 

Appendix B: Consent Form.........................................................................................................131 

Appendix C: Recruitment Script..................................................................................................133 

Appendix D: Interview Protocol..................................................................................................134 

Appendix E: Interview Guide......................................................................................................135 

 

 

 

  



 
 
 

vi 
 

 
 

Unveiling Race and Japanese Identity Through Kokusai Kekkon 
 
 
 

By  
 

Manami Matsuoka 
 
 
 

A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the 
 

Requirements for the Degree of 
 

Master of Arts 
 

In 
 

Communication Studies 
 

Minnesota State University, Mankato 
  

Mankato, Minnesota  
 

July 2021 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Kokusai kekkon, marriage among Japanese and non-Japanese nationals, are common, yet 
sometimes it comes with difficulties. The study aims to uncover Japanese people’s hidden 
perceptions of gaikokujins, foreigners, and Japanese identity shaped in relation to gaikokujins 
based on race and ethnicity within cross-national marriage. 18 Japanese spouses of U.S. 
Americans were interviewed for the study. The study employed thematic analysis to disclose 
Japanese beliefs and worldviews through interpreting Japanese interviewees’ experiences and 
their families’ discourses regarding marriage with U.S. Americans. The study found that 
whiteness and the sense of inferiority to the West and superiority toward the East influence 
Japanese views on gaikokujins and international marriage. Japanese nationals’ experiences with 
marriages to U.S. Americans offer important implications regarding racial and historical 
influences on Japanese perceptions of gaikokujins and themselves. The findings may help both 
Japanese and people around the world recognize the racial hierarchy in Japan impacts whether 
cross-national marriages are accepted or rejected and how Japanese perspectives on race and 
ethnicity are constructed and nurtured in Japan. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 Japan welcomes more foreign workers, tourists, and spouses from different countries than 

ever before (JTB Tourism Research & Consulting Co., 2019; The Ministry of Justice, 2019). 

Although almost every person who visited Japan told me that they love Japan because people are 

nice and polite, Japanese residents’ views on Japan and foreigners are often unspoken. Although 

they enjoy living in Japan, my non-Japanese friends tell me they feel they are treated as forever 

foreigners or guests. Their treatment as outsiders prevents them from becoming insiders in 

Japanese groups. Additionally, I hear gaikokujins1are often rejected by their partners’ families 

when asking for marriage permission. Marriage rejection may indicate that many Japanese 

people feel uncomfortable having gaikokujins in their families. When my second cousin hoped to 

marry a Korean man, her family strongly opposed her marriage because he was a gaikokujin. 

Another second cousin is interested in different cultures and eager to teach his sons English. His 

family is nice to my gaikokujin friends; however, I learned he would not allow his sons to marry 

a gaikokujin because he hopes to have only Japanese women in his family.  

Based on my own friends’ experiences, welcoming outsiders into communities and 

families may require a better understanding of ourselves and others. As the Japanese government 

started to invite more gaikokujins to Japan, Japanese people continue to distance themselves 

from gaikokujins and reject them in their lives and families. The Ministry of Health, Labor, and 

Welfare reported that a total of 21,180 Japanese individuals (14,851 men and 6,329 women) 

 
 
1 Foreigners or non-Japanese nationals. Ishii (2001) suggests that gaikokujin is used to distinguish 
Japanese people from those who do not possess Japanese citizenship or people who are deemed 
cultural or physical outsiders by Japanese people. I use the term gaikokujin to emphasize how 
they are excluded from Japanese communities while being welcomed as foreigners. For example, 
Korean and Chinese residents of Japan are still referred to as gaikokujins because of their ethnic 
heritage. In other words, if you do not look Japanese, you are a gaikokujin. 
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married non-Japanese individuals in 2016 (as cited in Nippon Communication Foundation, 

2018). The Japanese government revised the immigration control and refugee recognition law 

from April 2019 to fill the labor force (Nippon Keizai Shimbun, 2019). Nippon Keizai Shimbun 

(2019) reports that the Japanese government aimed to recruit approximately 345,000 gaikokujins 

within five years in order to eliminate the serious shortcoming in human resources. This revised 

law may increase the international marriage rate because the more Japan accepts people from 

other countries, the more chances Japanese people will have to meet and marry non-Japanese 

nationals. 

Kokusai kekkon means marriage among Japanese and non-Japanese nationals. Kokusai 

kekkon’s English translation, includes interracial, international, intercultural, or cross-national 

marriage (Kamoto, 1996). Kamoto suggests that cross-national marriage appropriately fits 

kokusai kekkon because “nationality” distinguishes Japanese nationals and foreigners as 

dichotomous. Japan redefines the concept of nationality based on marriages between nationals 

and foreigners while revoking Japanese nationalities from people in Taiwan and Korea after 

World War II. I will use the term international marriage, the literal translation of kokusai kekkon, 

and cross-national marriage interchangeably throughout this manuscript because both terms offer 

broader meanings including interracial, intercultural, and cross-national marriage. Many scholars 

discuss the challenges of racial and cultural differences in international marriage for both 

international couples and their families (Piper, 1997; Takeshita, 1998; Schans, 2012). For 

example, Schans discusses that African and Japanese individuals experience institutional racism, 

prejudice, and rejection from their families based on negative perceptions of national origin and 

cultural differences. Prejudice and discrimination against different races become more evident 

when the international couples have their bi-racial children. African Japanese children standout 
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in their communities because they look different while they are not given a higher social status as 

bi-racial children whose parent is white. Bi-racial children and their gaikokujin parent receive 

different treatments based on the gaikokujin parent’s country of origin, race, and culture.  

Purpose of Study 

Throughout history in the world, the racial hierarchical systems position people 

unintentionally and intentionally in relation to power and perpetuate favorable and unfavorable 

treatments toward gaikokujins. While keeping harmonious relationships and unity with in-group 

members is essential and important in Japan (Davies & Ikeno, 2002), Japanese identity is shaped 

in relation to white and non-white others. Japan forced minority groups in Japan such as Ainu 

and Ryukyuan to eliminate their cultures and assimilate into the dominant Japanese ways of life 

aiming to obtain a social status as civilized by the West (Bukh, 2010). Even after Japan 

modernized through promoting Europeanization, Japan struggled to overcome racism from the 

West (Zachmann, 2011). The legacy of Japanese colonization in other Asian nations and losing 

World War II generated seikou toutei2, the Japanese sense of inferiority toward the West and the 

superiority toward the East (Tanabe, 2008). The sense of seikou toutei continues to influence 

Japanese people’s views of themselves and their behaviors toward gaikokujins. Rivers and Ross 

(2013) suggest Japanese preference of white English teachers and white superiority of gaikokujin 

teachers in Japanese educational institutions exist. Media representations of foreigners also 

influence Japanese people’s view on their own and other races through placing whites as 

 
 
2 西高東低, seikou toutei, is commonly used to describe Japan’s atmospheric pressure in which high barometric 
pressure is located to the area west of Japan and low barometric pressure is located to the east. In this study, seikou 
toutei indicates the Japanese sense of white superiority to Japan as well as Japanese superiority toward the East. 
Tanabe (2008) suggests that the concept reflects the history of white colonization over the world, Japanese 
colonization over the non-Japanese Asian countries, and the Japanese defeat by white power. The notion of seikou 
toutei remains because of white superiority in economic standing while most colonized non-Japanese Asian nations 
remain economically inferior to Japan and the world. 
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desirable while presenting non-whites as different or ignored Others (Prieler, 2010). The racial 

hierarchy and white superiority in Japan may affect Japanese people’s choice for their marital 

partner and the Japanese families’ degree of accepting gaikokujin into their families. The purpose 

of the study is to research Japanese discourse regarding their family member’s international 

marriage with U.S. Americans. I will investigate how Japanese families feel about international 

marriage within their family, and how they talk about marriage with gaikokujins. I will also 

investigate how race or ethnicity influence Japanese families’ feelings regarding their families’ 

international marriage. This study may help both Japanese people and U.S. Americans 

understand how international marriage is accepted, and how perspectives on race and ethnicity 

are constructed, practiced, and negotiated in Japan. This study considers how international 

marriage is expressed in language and nonverbal communication and how it could be more 

accepted and normalized in a diverse world.  

Objective of the Study 

 Perceptions regarding own and others is formed for a variety of reasons. Cultural identity, 

history of power balance, the racial hierarchy in relation with other nations, and interactions with 

insiders and outsiders influence how Japanese people see themselves and foreigners. 

Undoubtedly, media play a huge role in creating ideal image and initiating prejudice of groups of 

nations, people, and races. Being a person of color in the U.S., I came to realize how being a 

member of the dominant group provided me with advantages in Japan while needing to negotiate 

my identity and navigate my life as a minority in the foreign country. Being in the dominant 

group, I was unaware of prejudice and discrimination against certain national, racial, and ethnic 

groups of people. Whiteness is invisible, normalizing white values and norms (Nakayama & 

Krizek,1995) while influencing people’s views of themselves and others (Moon, 2009). 
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Whiteness impacts Japanese people’s worldviews and everyday lives through education and 

media (Moon, 2009). I argue that unveiling Japanese people’s hidden perceptions of gaikokujin 

based on race and ethnicity through cross-national marriage will help in understanding the 

impact of whiteness and white superiority on individuals and institutions in Japan.  

The aim of the study is to reveal how whiteness is embedded in Japan and how white 

superiority influence Japanese families’ degree of acceptance and views on their U.S. American 

daughters- and sons-in-laws based on race and ethnicity. In this study, I will conduct semi-

structured interviews with 18 Japanese nationals whose spouses are U.S. American. In-person 

interviews provided more in-depth data such as recipients’ interactions with their family 

members, experiences being gaikokujin’s spouses in Japan, and thoughts on sensitive topics. I 

will use thematic analysis to uncover Japanese beliefs and world views through interpreting 

Japanese interviewees’ and their families’ discourses regarding international marriage with U.S. 

Americans. In the study, I pose three research questions: How do Japanese families talk about 

their family member’s international marriage? How does race and ethnicity of gaikokujin 

spouses influence Japanese families’ view on international marriage? How do Japanese families 

view gaikokujin son- and daughter-in-law and themselves? 

Precis of the Chapter 

 In chapter two, I will review my literature in three sections. First, I will describe how 

Japanese identity influence Japanese people’s perspectives on outsiders and behaviors toward 

gaikokujins. Second, I will provide an overview of the literature on Japanese superiority in 

Japan, white superiority, seikou toutei, the inferiority toward the West and the superiority toward 

the East. Finally, I will discuss international marriage and challenges facing Japanese people and 

gaikokujins. In chapter three, I will discuss methods employed in the study. This includes a 
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description of the participants, interview design, interviews, and procedures. In Chapter four, I 

will discuss the themes that emerged from the interview data. I will discuss how some Japanese 

people treat gaikokujins differently and how race and nationality influence Japanese perceptions 

of gaikokujins. In Chapter five, I will discuss how race and ethnicity impact Japanese families’ 

views on their children’s cross-national marriages and their U.S. American son- and daughter-in-

law. In chapter six, I will draw conclusions on the themes discussed in chapter four and five. I 

will also discuss the implications of the study and suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Japanese Identity  

 Many gaikokujin friends of mine think that Japanese people are polite, quiet, and nice. 

Lebra (2007) states that Japanese people communicate politely and indirectly, and anticipate 

other’s needs and hopes. Davies and Ikeno (2002) suggest that Japan, as an island country 

isolated from the world by the sea, influences Japanese values, customs, and interactions 

differently from other countries. Japan separates themselves from other countries while the 

inland mountains make Japanese people live closely together as groups. Geographical factors 

and farming developed not only Wa, meaning “the concept of harmony” (p. 10), but also customs 

and values in order to maintain Wa with others. Because agriculture requires large group 

collaboration and cooperation, Japanese people developed collectivistic communication styles 

and communities to build harmonious relationships within their groups. Davies and Ikeno 

suggest silence, collectivism, and uchi and soto to support Wa with others. 

 Japanese people use silence to communicate peacefully and build good relationships with 

others. Lebra (2007) states that Japanese silence is unique even in comparison to Korean or 

Chinese silence in East Asia. Japanese silence is related to “truthfulness, sincerity, 

straightforwardness, or reliability” (p. 117) as well as modesty and politeness. Davies and Ikeno 

(2002) state that silence also plays an important role when communicating with people who are 

in higher positions depending on age, gender or social statuses because speaking up against 

superiors in the social hierarchy is considered offensive and uncivil. Silence helps build the 

collectivistic culture in Japanese communities and creates harmonious relationships without 

expressing thoughts and opinions. Japanese people are encouraged to prioritize the feelings of 

others rather their own feelings to maintain wa in their groups. Romano (2008) argues that 
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culturally different communication styles can lead to misunderstanding and cause problems 

among international couples and their families. Because cultural differences also influence 

conflict management styles, relationship maintenance among international couples and their 

families can take a lot of effort. The explicit expectations of relational developments and 

maintenance in Japanese communities can be difficult for people who have different cultural 

values and norms. In particular, non-Japanese daughters- and sons-in-law might be not 

welcomed because of physical and cultural differences.  

 Traditionally, the ideal Japanese society is where people work and live with others in 

harmony while shaping their group environments through sharing the same values and beliefs 

(Ueno, 2001). Davies and Ikeno (2002) suggest that Japanese people value their groups and 

harmonious attitudes more than themselves as individuals. The concepts of uchi and soto affect 

Japanese people’s communication with others. Uchi means inside, my home or house, in-groups, 

and my husband or wife. Soto’s definitions are outside, outdoors, and out-groups. Uchi and soto 

originate from the ie system, a traditional family model in which the extended family is taken 

care of by an eldest male of the house. Because Japanese families continue to live in the ie 

system, the strong norm of unity creates and maintains the notions of uchi and soto in Japanese 

society. Uchi and soto not only divide Japanese people and gaikokujin, but also minority groups 

of people such as Ainu and Ryukyuans.  

Japanese people who make up the majority of the population in Japan are referred to 

wajin (Bukh, 2010, p. 37) or Yamato (Hara, 2007, p. 101) meaning “the mainland Japanese” 

when compared to the indigenous Ainu and Ryukyuans. The Ainu traditionally lived by hunting 

and gathering in the northern parts of Japan, Hokkaido and Honshu (Watson, 2010). The 

Japanese government relocated the Ainu while forcing them to assimilate with the dominant 
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Japanese race to prevent Russian invasion in 1872 (Watson, 2010). Buhk (2010) suggests that 

Japan’s inferiority toward the West places Ainu people lower in the cultural hierarchy in order to 

be seen as a civilized country among the Western nations including Russia. Assimilating Ainu 

people into the civilized Japan was considered necessary for the Japanese race to earn equal 

human status in the Western world (Buhk, 2010). Although the relocation and Japanization 

diminished the Ainu’s original ways of life, many Japanese people consider Ainu different from 

themselves and separate their modern daily lives (Buhk, 2010). As minorities in Japanese 

society, the indigenous must navigate Japan by learning and using the dominant language, 

assimilating into the dominant culture, and adopting wajin values while facing social and 

institutional discrimination (Watson, 2010). Similarly, Ryukyuans, another minority, had to 

assimilate with the dominant Japanese norms.  

Okinawa is the area where more than 200 islands line up between the southern island of 

Japan and Taiwan. The Satsuma feudal domain from the south mainland served the ruler of 

Japan, Tokugawa shogunate, and invaded Okinawa, which used to be the Ryukyuan Kingdom in 

1609 (Hara, 2007; Angst, 1997). Although the Ryukyuan Kingdom kept political and economic 

independence, the kingdom became a vassal to the Satsuma. Hara (2007) states that the Ryukyu 

Kingdom was extinguished and turned into a Japanese prefecture, Okinawa, in 1879 as the 

“South Gate for guarding the Main House of Japan, Yamato” (p. 103) from the Western nations. 

Angst (1997) states that Okinawans became “Japanese;” however, their position was socially and 

economically inferior to Yamato people. Similar to the assimilating Ainu, Japan Japanized 

Okinawans at school until Japan changed its course to preserve Okinawan customs after 1895. 

Okinawan people’s hardships were caused not only by the Yamato but also by the United States 

of America. Hara (2007) argues that Okinawa received tremendous damage in the battle of 
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Okinawa with the U.S. in 1945 and suffered from U.S. control lasting for 26 years, causing 

drastic changes in Okinawan society. Even after Japan regained authority over Okinawa in 1972, 

Okinawa continued holding U.S. military bases. Hara further emphasizes Okinawans’ hardships 

suffering from problems with the U.S. military such as the rape of a schoolgirl by three U.S. 

American military personnel in 1995. The incident indicates that these personnel considered 

local Okinawans as lesser than themselves, and it was OK to sexually abuse them. Ryukyuans 

are viewed as inferior by Yamato people, similar to the indigenous Ainu. Both ethnic minorities 

lost their lands and were forced to be “Japanese” because Japan needed to protect the mainland 

from the Western world. Although the indigenous reside in Japan, Japan has treated them as 

gaikokujins to establish the image of Japan as a homogeneous country (Narzary, 2004). Kawai 

(2015) suggests that the Japanese appropriated the white strategy of framing the minorities as 

“‘backward’ or ‘primitive’” (p. 28) and placing themselves as “‘advanced’ or ‘civilised’” (p. 28) 

in the Japanese racial hierarchy. Japanese people emphasize harmony in their relationships with 

in-group people for a sense of security while excluding the ethnic minorities and outsiders from 

other countries. Although cross-national marriage was not rare in Japan, the ie system 

unwelcomed gaikokujins because of heritage (Piper, 1997). No matter how long non-Japanese 

people live in Japan or how well they adapt to Japanese culture, many Japanese people consider 

non-Japanese nationals as gaikokujins based on their “blood-tie” (Kawai, 2015, p. 32), 

appearance, habit, or language (Ishii, 2001).   

Gaikokujin and Racial Hierarchy in Japan 

 Japanese people simultaneously are welcoming and non-welcoming to 

marebito/ijin/gaijin who are similar to gaikokujin (Ishii, 2001). Gaijin and gaikokujin are 

commonly used to address all non-Japanese nationals including Korean and Chinese residents of 
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Japan. Kamoto (1996) addresses discrimination and prejudice against permanent ethnic Korean 

residents who live in Japan who share similar cultural and linguistic backgrounds with Japanese 

people. In addition, hafu, half in English, meaning people who have Japanese and gaikokujin 

heritages, were not able to have Japanese citizenship until 1984. Although African-Japanese bi-

racial children tend to speak only Japanese living in Japan, they are easily targeted for 

discrimination by Japanese people because they stand out more compared to Asian or Western 

bi-racial children (Schans, 2012). For example, Kimura (2020) conducts a critical textual 

analysis on the documentary, Hafu: The Mixed-Race Experience in Japan, and reports on a 

Ghanaian-Japanese man’s experience being visibly hafu-black living in Japan. Kimura suggests 

because of his gaikokujin and black appearance, he has been viewed and treated differently by 

Japanese people. Japanese people who are able to physically identify hafus based on their 

appearance may also treat hafus differently from those who are able to pass as non-mixed. 

Differential treatment from Japanese people may impact the way hafu’s navigate their own 

identities. Similarly, Ishii suggests that gaikokujins’ children are also treated as gaikokujin or 

gaijin by Japanese people despite being born and raised in Japan or possessing Japanese 

citizenship because possessions of pure Japanese blood determine Japaneseness (Narzary, 2004). 

Japaneseness is tied to Japanese identity which is identified with Japanese blood but also with 

physical features, skin color, and culture which is notable and different from the West and the 

rest of the East (Kawai, 2015). With adapting the concept of western hierarchical system, the 

Japanese perpetuates its superiority by placing themselves in the position of “the white race” 

(Kawai, p. 28) and placing others below in the Japanese racial hierarchy. Japanese people 

distinguish strangers and foreigners based on race, physical appearance, culture, and nationality 
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(Ishii, 2001). Japan has a history of excluding foreigners since Japan was disconnected from the 

majority of the world (Tanabe, 2008).  

 The arrival of the black ship at the port of Uraga in 1853 opened Japan to the United 

States and caused Japan to realize the importance of modernization. The encounters with 

American battle ships threatened Japanese people by showing off the greater power to the un-

modernized Japan. Modernization, struggles with racism from the Western world, expansion 

over Asian countries, and defeats of World War II strongly impacted Japan’s view on race. After 

opening the country to the world, the Japanese government created the Europeanization policy in 

order to catch up with the West while trying to be closer to whiteness (Tanabe, 2008). Zachmann 

(2011) argues that Japan learned to catch up with “civilization” by following the Western power 

while struggling to overcome racism from the Western countries. After the Western nations 

admitted Japan was civilized, Japan aimed to expand imperial power over other Asian countries 

like the western nations. Contrary to the expectations of the West, Japan won the Shino-Japanese 

War in 1894 and gained confidence as one of the civilized countries. However, Japan knew that 

its people were treated as racially inferior to the Westerners. Aiming to fight against racial 

inequality, Japan built the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere in order to distinguish 

themselves from the Western powers (Tanabe, 2008). Tanabe argues that Japan addressed the 

United States and Britain as kichiku, brutes, while Japan colonized other Asian countries. 

According to Zachmann (2011), Japan learned how to civilize their country through “the spirit of 

expansion, including racism (p. 255),” from Britain. Under the Japanese colonization, Korean 

and Taiwanese people were to assimilate into Japanese nationals. Tanabe suggests that losing 

World War II left Japan a sense of seikou toutei, placing Japan inferior to the West and superior 

toward the East.  
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 Seikou toutei appears in Japanese people’s daily lives. Ohtsuki (2009) surveyed 200 

participants to reveal how Japanese people categorize “foreigners” and develop perceptions of 

them depending on where they are from. Ohtsuki found that most participants felt comfortable 

having more Westerners such as U.S. Americans and Western Europeans in their neighborhood. 

In this study, Ohtsuki indicated that over 60% of participants presented their objections to having 

more Asians in their neighborhood. The notion of seitou toutei indicates that white superiority 

evokes comfortability and closeness toward Westerners while the Japanese inferiority views on 

other Asian countries elicits a desire to separate themselves from non-Japanese Asian 

gaikokujins. Tanabe (2008) suggests that seikou toutei is structured because the Western nations 

are wealthy and developed while non-Western nations are poor, developing, and colonized by 

the West. Similarly, Sekimoto (2014) described her associations of a sense of “freedom” and 

“upward mobility” (p. 388) with the West when she was a student studying English. The 

Japanese government educational policies aim for the “internationalization” (p. 388) of Japan 

through education while nurturing the sense of white superiority in Japanese youth. 

Rivers and Ross’ (2013) study also reveals that white superiority and ideology of 

inferiority to the white race influences Japanese college students’ preference for their English 

teachers. Rivers and Ross measured Japanese students’ racial preferences among white, black, 

and Asian English Language Teachers (ELT), and found that white teachers are the most 

desirable than black and Asian teachers. The data indicates that the most ideal ELT teachers are 

white males in their 30s with conversational Japanese language fluency and 5 to 10 years 

teaching experience. Although the findings do not indicate Japanese students’ preference 

between black and Asian teachers, the superiority of white teachers is noteworthy.  



 
 
 

14 
 
 Media influence how people view other people and the world. Tanabe (2008) surveyed 

Japanese people regarding their views on people from 20 different countries. Although the 

findings indicate the overall seikou toutei, Tanabe suggests media influence how Japanese people 

perceive their own and other’s nations, cultures, and people. Japanese people view themselves as 

superior to other Asians while inferior toward the West. Prieler’s (2010) study on Japanese 

commercials also reveals that Japanese media represents Japanese people as inferior to whites 

while superior to other people of color who are racially different from them. Prieler found that 

white people appear the most in the commercials and represent positive and prestigious product 

images. Similarly, East Asian celebrities are also ideal figures for projecting positive images of 

products. Prieler suggests that, specifically, Korean men are viewed as others and different from 

Japanese men but are preferred by Japanese women because of the Korean wave3 in Japan. The 

representation of Asian beauty also appears in Japanese commercials to regain pride in Japanese 

people. Prieler found that black people are also otherized in media representations; they are 

viewed negatively because of their skin tone (Russell, 2017). Other people from different parts of 

Asia, Oceania, and Central and South America appear 0.9% as “invisible” (p. 520) Others. Their 

physical looks label them as exotic strangers. Racialized and sociohistorical attitudes of Japanese 

people nurture whiteness, the dominance of ideological white race, and the racial hierarchy in 

Japan (Rivers & Ross, 2013). The racial hierarchy and perceptions of Others may influence how 

Japanese people choose their gaikokujin partners and treat them differently. 

Kokusai Kekkon and Racial Hierarchy 

 International marriages between Japanese women and American soldiers were popular 

after World War II (Piper, 1997). International marriage between Japanese women and U.S. 

 
 
3 Korean popular culture has gained popularity in Japan since 2003. 
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Americans is still present (Schans, 2012). The Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare (2016) 

reported that five times more Japanese women married American nationals than Japanese men in 

2015. According to Nippon Communications Foundation (2018), the most popular non-Japanese 

husbands are from Korea (25.7%), followed by America (16.7%), China (12.5%), Brazil (5%), 

and Great Britain (3.9%). The largest number of non-Japanese wives are from China (37.2%), 

Philippines (22.7%), Korea (13.7%), Thailand (6.5%), and the United States (1.7%). While 

Japanese men get married to wives mainly from Asia, Japanese women marry husbands from not 

only Asia, but also Western countries. The statistics indicate explicit Asian preferences of 

Japanese men and European preferences of Japanese women for their life partners that reflect 

seikou toutei. Because ie system requires men to be in charge of the family, Japanese men may 

feel more comfortable choosing Asian partners whose countries of origin are considered 

economically under-developed, which may help them gain more authority. While Japanese men 

preserve their family system in Japan, more Japanese women may choose European husbands 

who are considered culturally, financially, and physically more attractive than non-white men. 

Kelsky (2001) suggests that international Japanese women seek better opportunities in 

the West to free themselves from the traditional family system and oppressive male-dominant 

institutions. Kelsky further argues that Japanese women look for white men as romantic life 

partners not only because white men are presented as “sensitive, refined, and without sexism” (p. 

421), but also because they are portrayed as more supportive of their life choices unlike Japanese 

men. Prieler’s (2010) findings also suggest that the representation of white men in Japanese 

media—kind, affectionate, and romantic—are ideal for Japanese women. Kelsky (2001) also 

suggests that Japanese women are attracted to whites because white men are given raceless 

individuality while black men are racialized. The racial transcendence of white men is 
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exemplified by the Japanese wives who oppose Kelsky’s work about yellow cabs by claiming “I 

love (their white partner’s name) because he is (the partner’s name), not because he is White!” 

(p. 422). Yellow cabs are a subcultural group of Japanese women who are viewed as “‘yellow’ 

and ‘as easy to ride as taxis’” (p. 420) by U.S. American military personnel. In the Japanese 

wives’ discourse, Kelsky suggests white men’s ‘racelessness’ (p. 422) works to make Japanese 

women feel connected with their men. This is to say, Japanese women feel white men are the 

same as them because they do not need to acknowledge race in their relationships. The racial 

power of whites allows Japanese women to not only gain residency in Western nations, but it 

also allows upward social mobility through marrying to a westerner. Conversely, Kelsky found 

that white women who are married to Japanese men tend to be viewed as miserable or “mentally 

ill” (p. 424), because Japanese men are considered racially and sexually unattractive in the world 

hierarchy. The white superiority in social structures projects white men and Japanese women as 

desirable pairs while signaling revulsion against romantic relationships between Japanese men 

and white women.   

Cross-national dating and marriage with people of color in Japan is influenced by white 

superiority. Schans (2012) conducts interviews with Japanese women whose husbands are Sub-

Saharan African residents in Japan. She reveals that African immigrants experience 

discrimination and prejudice because of Japanese media representations of 3rd World nations. 

Schans’ found that several respondents pretend to be African Americans to attract Japanese 

women because they are considered cooler than Africans. Moreover, African-Japanese couples 

experience mistreatment from Japanese wives’ families and friends because African husbands 

are from developing countries and different cultures. “The Black boom” (Kelsky, 2001, p. 420) 

which resulted in Japanese women dating thousands of African American military men in 1980s 
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indicates that black American men are more popular than African men in Japan. “The Black 

boom” refers to “a fascination with the aural and visual styles (the sounds, movements, body 

language, and outfits) and an African American symbolic presence signaled by fetishizing black 

among Japanese youth” (Cornyetz, 1994, p. 114). Country of origin places black people 

differently in the Japanese racial hierarchy. African men and their Japanese wives face 

challenges that white and Japanese couples do not experience because of their race, home 

countries, and culture (Schans, 2012). 

Japanese women’s spouse selections are more racially, ethnically, and nationally diverse 

than Japanese men. Schans (2012) argues that international marriage between Japanese men and 

Asian women is popular because more Japanese women are independent. After marrying 

Japanese men, diasporic Asian brides are expected to follow gender roles set by their Japanese 

families (Piper, 1997). Piper conducted face-to face interviews with 14 Filipina wives who came 

to Japan for better job opportunities by working as hostesses or entertainers at snack bars and 

clubs. Piper’s found that Filipinas are likely viewed as night entertainment workers or brides 

who marry Japanese men for social mobility. Because the Japanese media portray the Philippines 

as poor and Filipinas are gold diggers, Asian women who live in Japan likely encounter 

discrimination based on race, sex, and negative stereotypes about their home countries.  

Race, culture, and nationality influence selections of gaikokujin romantic partners while 

eliciting challenges among international couples in Japan. International marriage may create 

more conflicts with Japanese parents and families than endogamy. Romano (2008) states that 

European families are prone to raise their children to be independent while Asian families 

require their children to be responsible to their parents and extended families even when they are 

adults. Families in Asian countries may disapprove their children’s spouses because sons and 
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daughters-in-law will join their families. Romano suggests that Japanese families may not 

approve of cross-national marriage because some of them view international marriage in their 

families as shameful. Japanese families may try to stop international couples’ relationships by 

using money. Takeshita (1998) examines the degree of international marriage acceptance among 

the parents of Japanese wives and Western and Asian husbands. Takeshita found that both 

Japanese and Western parents of married couples are more likely to accept their children’s 

marriages than Japanese and non-Japanese Asian parents. In addition, more Japanese parents 

disagree with intercultural marriages with non-Japanese Asian husbands than Asian parents. 

Takeshita suggests that Japanese parents’ might disagree with their children’s international 

marriages because of Japanese prejudices against other Asian people. In addition, racial 

perceptions of Japanese people influenced by white superiority have an impact on Japanese 

children’s international marriages.  

Ishii (2001) also suggests that unwelcoming communication toward gaikokujins might 

attribute to the unwillingness of Japanese people to communicate with gaikokujins. The Japanese 

uchi system and perceptions of gaikokujins based on seiko toutei influence cross-national 

marriage and relationships among couples and their Japanese families. Japanese people’s 

attitudes and feelings toward non-Japanese people and the uncertainty and anxiety that Japanese 

people feel when interacting with those who are from different background may also affect 

Japanese families’ view on international marriage in their families.      

Theoretical Framework 

According to Nakayama and Krizek’s (1995), whiteness is referred to as “the position of 

an uninterrogated space” (p. 293). Dyer (2012) illustrates the invisibility of whiteness as the 

racelessness of white people in comparison with raced others. The notion of racelessness grants 
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whites the power in “the human race,” (p. 10) whose values and standards are considered normal 

in the world. This is to say, Nakayama and Krizek (1995) suggest that whiteness has been an 

invisible social system which constructs norms through normalizing white experiences and 

communication. For example, although English is not an official language of the United States, 

governmental documents are recorded in English and English is the common language spoken 

everywhere including educational institutions and business organizations. While the universality 

of whiteness perpetuates its invisibility to whites (Nakayama & Krizek), for people of color, 

demonstrating whiteness through adapting white American communication practices is crucial 

for obtaining equivalent access of the dominant whites (Sekimoto, 2014). American citizens and 

migrants are expected to possess adequate “standard” white American English-speaking abilities 

and communication styles to live, interact with others, and get an education and reasonable jobs 

in the United States. Correspondingly, whiteness is not an unusual phenomenon in non-Western 

countries. The normalized whiteness is not only unquestionable to many white people but also to 

Japanese people who have strong white American influences. For example, my Japanese friend 

who is a cultural exchange program coordinator arranged a U.S. American professor’s visit at a 

Japanese university. The university staff was shocked because the professor was black. The staff 

complained to my friend by saying, “We didn’t know the professor is black. Why didn’t you tell 

us?” The university was expecting a white professor because they asked for an “American” 

professor. The expectation of U.S. Americans as whites exemplifies whiteness as invisible, 

unconceived, and natural in the social world (Nakayama & Krizek, 1995). White people are “just 

people” (Dyer, 2012, p. 8) and their race is not mentioned while people of color are racialized. 

The Japanese staff’s discourse also exemplifies white superiority and inferiority of people of 
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color in the Japanese racial hierarchy. Race influences social norms, interactions with others, and 

how individuals perceive themselves (Moon, 2009).  

 Whiteness has traveled to non-European countries through the migration of white people 

and through the transmission mass media creating the racial system of privilege in the world. 

According to Mills (2012), by the early 20th century, almost all non-white nations in Asia, 

Africa, and Latin America were colonized and ruled by whites. With the ideology of white 

superiority, the colonizers labeled the colonized as “subjective race[s]” (Mills, p. 96), “natural” 

or “savage” (Allen, 2001, p. 478), and justified their exploitation of the colonized. Even after 

World War II and when the colonized nations gained their independence, globalized white 

supremacy preserved the racial division and the uneven power relationships between whites and 

non-whites (Allen, 2001; Mills, 2012). Allen defines white supremacy as the racial hierarchical 

system which perpetuates white power and privilege while emasculating non-whites around the 

world. Allen argues globalization underscores social policies and ideologies that sustain white 

supremacist political, social, and economical domination. Mills further suggests that the global 

economy is governed by the former colonizers, the white international corporations, and 

financial institutions with the exception of Japan. For example, international corporations may 

move their manufactures to former colonies where cheap labor sustains their capital by 

exploiting marginalized groups. The globalized world we reside in has inherited the legacy of 

white racism, exploitation of non-whites, and European and the U.S. domination (Mills, 2012; 

Allen, 2001). Allen’s globalization of white supremacy assumes Japan, one of the few 

uncolonized nations, has to manage to not only escape from being colonized (Christian, 2019; 

Mills, 2012) but also to operate in the racialized organization which is producing and 
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maintaining the normality of standard social and political lives based on white perspectives 

(Moon, 2009).  

Christian (2019) elaborates on the globalization of white supremacy through the idea of 

global critical race theory to understand global white supremacist structures as “all geographies 

and national racialized social systems but in different, nuanced, and indirect forms” (p. 170). The 

global critical race theory and racism framework explains the history and global dimensions of 

the social, racial, and national systems, including state, economy, institutions, discourses, and 

representations, that reveal national disposition of a globalized white supremacy. The global 

critical race theory and racism framework will map out how Japan established its position in the 

globalized world and how the Japanese standpoint may influence Japanese perspectives of whites 

as desirable and non-white others as undesirable.  

Christian (2019) states the analysis on histories of the world unveils how the present 

practices and global systems are formed and influenced by the colonial powers. When Japan 

opened the country to the western world, Japan had no choice but to protect themselves by 

rejecting the dominant Western countries. Japanese people acquired white standards and learned 

that they were uncivilized and under-developed in white eyes (Zachmann, 2011). Japan wanted 

to catch up economically, culturally, socially with the dominant western nations in order to be 

accepted as a civilized nation and to avoid colonization. Japan was at risk of being colonized like 

almost all other countries in the world by not centering whiteness. 

Once Japan was accepted as civilized by the West, Japan expanded as other western 

nations did (Zachmman, 2011). Japan colonized part of China, Korea, and Southeast Asian 

countries following the idea of white expansion. Despite becoming “civilized,” Japan struggled 

with discrimination from the West and extrication of being inferior among the western nations 
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(Zachmann, 2011). Japan learned that the western nations would not accept Japan as the West 

because of its non-white and former uncivilized statuses. The establishment of the Greater East 

Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which was viewed as “a threat to the global white supremacy” 

(Mills, 2012, p. 99), served as not only a sign of separation from the West but also separation 

from the rest of Asia. Although Japan primarily sought its independence through avoiding 

assimilation into the Western world (Bonnet, 2002), the success of the modernization provided 

Japan with a sense of superiority over the rest of Asian countries. 

After World War II, Japan was under U.S. American occupation for six years under 

General Douglas MacArthur whose mission was to reconstruct the country and protect Japan 

from the influences of Russia and communism. MacArthur made sure that the U.S. was the only 

country to stay in Japan until the San Francisco Peace Treaty was signed (Leavitt, 2015). In the 

process of reconstruction under McArthur, the U.S. created the Japanese constitution and 

removed Shintoist indoctrination at Japanese schools (Leavitt, 2015). As a result, Japanese 

people struggled with losing their national religion, Shinto, from their education. Moreover, 

McArthur allowed foreign missionaries to enter Japan before anyone else because he believed 

democracy could not prevail without Christianity. Even after Japan was released from the U.S. 

occupation, Japan kept, and keeps, U.S. military bases for the purpose of national security. It is 

common to hear some Japanese politicians and locals say, “America will protect us if neighbors 

attack us” (Kitamura, 2017). The discourse exhibits not only Japan’s reliance on the U.S., but 

also exemplifies the power relations between the U.S. and Japan. Bonnet (2002) suggests that 

because Japan was accepted to be a central player financially and economically in Western 

capitalism, having “Western identity” (p. 95) became a part of Japanese identity. Throughout 

history, whiteness and globalized white supremacy influence not only Japan politically, 
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economically, and socially but Japanese identity as inferior to the West and superior toward the 

East with a sense of the West as well. Similarly, Western media influence social and political 

systems and ways of lives of the Japanese.  

The advancement in technology and transportation influences the globalization of white 

supremacy through exporting the U.S. Media and popular culture. Moon (2009) argues that 

whiteness can be seen in popular cultures, education, and intercultural communication in 

countries where whites are not the dominant race. White people appear everywhere in the U.S. 

media such as movies, news, and commercials (Dyer, 2012). People in different countries may 

learn that European American culture is the norm in the United States through dominant white 

American media and popular culture. The U.S. media which reflected whiteness and included 

unfavorable stereotypes of non-whites works to deracialize the white race and produce aspiration 

toward whites while marking blacks as negatively different from Japanese people (Russell, 

2017). Russell (2017) investigated the depictions of whites in the Japanese media and popular 

culture in newspapers, commercials, and magazines collected from 1992 to 2016. In the U.S. 

media, white bodies are depicted as “positive and attractive, empowering those who possess 

them in ways substantially different from those who have ‘nonwhite’ characteristics” (p. 24). 

Therefore, positive image of whites represented in media influence how Japanese people view 

white people more favorably while treating non-white people less favorably (Prieler, 2010).   

White superiority of globalization and global critical race theory underscore how 

whiteness and globalized white supremacy influence Japanese perceptions of themselves as 

inferior toward whites, but superior to non-white Others through seeing themselves as one of the 

West. Japanese experiences with whites and media representations of gaikokujins and other 

countries in the globalized world influence Japanese people’s communication toward 
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gaikokujins. Japanese families’ perspectives of their U.S. American family members and 

treatments toward them may change based on the Japanese racial hierarchy. This study will 

analyze Japanese spouses and their family’s discourse regarding international marriage with U.S. 

Americans. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHOD 

This study aims to reveal Japanese nationals’ personal worldviews and similar and 

different experiences among the group of individuals who share appropriate experiences for 

research purposes (Tracy, 2013). Tracy (2013) states that qualitative research is suitable for 

understanding individuals’ “unseen” (p. 152) life experiences, feelings, and issues. Droogsma 

(2007) states that in-depth personal interviews allow her participants to feel comfortable sharing 

their stories without limiting their stories. For instance, Droogsma conducts in-depth interviews 

with Muslim women in the U.S. to reveal why they wear a veil and how veils play an important 

role in their lives through expressing their feelings, experiences, and worldviews. Although 

women with veils have been considered oppressed by dominant others, Droogsma’s research 

uncovers how hijabs shape veiled women’s identities as proud Muslim women while providing 

control over their life choices and empowerment to resistance against mistreatment by men. 

Similarly, in-depth interviews may help Japanese participants feel more comfortable sharing 

their experiences and feelings regarding their cross-national marriage with U.S. Americans 

which can unveil Japanese identity and racial preferences based on the Japanese racial hierarchy. 

Tracy (2013) suggests that interviews highlight participants’ perspectives and experiences 

through telling their stories. Interviews allow researchers to learn information regarding issues 

that cannot be revealed only using observation. Interviews also allow researchers to clarify 

understanding of participants’ stories and help participants tell their stories further through 

follow-up questions (Tracy, 2013). This study aims to investigate how Japanese families feel, 

understand, and talk about international marriage within their family. In addition, the study aims 

to discover how Japanese families talk about U.S. American sons- and daughters-in-law while 

unveiling their racial and ethnic preferences regarding their gaikokujin family members. Because 
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the purpose of the study is to uncover Japanese families’ perspectives and feelings regarding 

non-Japanese family members, their life stories may be sensitive. Thus, the semi-structure 

interview approach is the suitable approach for this study.  

Participants 

 The participants for this study are Japanese nationals who married U.S. Americans and 

live in America or Japan. I recruited 18 participants through snowball sampling, which allows 

researchers to ask their participants to recommend their family, friends, colleagues, or people to 

participate in interviews (Tracy, 2013). Snowball sampling is suitable for the study because the 

respondents choose other respondents who meet requirements for the study while connecting 

researchers with “difficult-to access or hidden populations” (Tracy, 2013, p. 136). The 

participants for this study were recruited through a public recruitment script on Facebook and 

those participants referred the study to other people who might be interested in participating. I 

interviewed 13 female and five male individuals. Seven female and all five male participants 

married white Americans and six female participants married non-white Americans including 

four African/black, one Asian, and one Middle Eastern. Fourteen participants lived across the 

U.S. except one female Japanese national. The 18 participants range in age from 27 to 67. Two 

possess or are pursuing a doctoral degree, five possess master’s degrees, seven possess or are 

pursuing a bachelor’s degree, three possess technical diplomas, and one possesses a high school 

diploma. Occupationally, the participants consist of four office workers, one business owner, one 

spiritual leader, four freelance workers, five stay-at-home spouses, two essential workers, and 

one graduate student. Their lengths of marriage rage from 1 to 35 years and 16 participants have 

children.  
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Interview Design 

 Dumay (2011) argues that interviewers and interviewees may not share the same cultural 

meanings even though both sides speak the same language. In this study, semi-structured 

interview method was used to allow the researcher to ask follow-up questions, collect in-depth 

data, and clarify participants’ stories while developing rapport in order to create a safe 

environment to tell personal stories (Tracy, 2013). Through semi-structured interviews, I 

developed an interview protocol and guide (see appendix I) including interview questions and a 

section for taking note of nonverbal cues. The interview guide is comprised of interview 

questions such as respondents’ hometowns, their Japanese families’ reactions to their cross-

national marriages, frequencies of visiting their Japanese families with their gaikokujin spouses, 

interactions among their Japanese family members and their spouses, and respondents’ view on 

race or ethnicity. I selected several questions from the interview guide and asked follow-up 

questions to clarify respondents’ stories or look for more details in their stories. 

 Bochner and Ellis (2003) suggest that interviewees and interviewers should ask questions 

to one another because interviews are the collaborative process (as cited in Tracy, 2013). The 

friendship model of interviewing suggested by Oakley (1981) encourages researchers to share 

their own experiences and perspectives with interviewees because the collaborative interactions 

may help interviewees feel like they are talking with friends and taking equal control over 

interviews (as cited in Tracy, 2013). Thus, I employed both the collaborative/interactive 

interviewing stance and the friendship model of interviewing so that everyone may feel more 

comfortable talking while having the freedom to ask questions as if they were with friends. With 

a comfortable and safe interview environment, participants were encouraged to talk about their 

families’ racial and ethnic preferences regarding their family members. 
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Procedures 

 I conducted 18 in-depth personal interviews in private spaces such as their office, or 

online meeting room. Although online interviews may not show clear body language and 

appearance (Tracy 2013), having online interviews via Zoom was ideal when interviewees live in 

different states or countries from the researcher. I arrived at a meeting place 30 minutes prior to 

interviews to secure a quiet space free from interruption. I developed rapport with participants by 

greeting and welcoming them and engaging in small talk. Before starting interviews, I explained 

the purpose and objective of the study and asked the participants to sign the consent form. Each 

participant submitted their informed consent forms to me in person or via e-mail. The 

Institutional Review Board at Minnesota State University, Mankato approved of the data 

collection method and procedures for this study.  

I recorded all the interviews using an audio recorder and transcribed the interviews word-

for-word in a Microsoft Word document. I also transcribed nonverbal communication including 

pauses, laughter, eye contact, and signs. After transcribing each interview, I coded transcriptions 

by identifying and imparting significant words, sentences, and phrases, defining and redefining 

the data within the context of the research, and restructuring them together (Castleberry & Nolen, 

2018). In the first-level coding phase, I coded words and phrases based on “concept, belief, 

action, theme, culture, practice, or relationship” (Tracy, 2013, p. 189) while identifying 

categories in which the codes belong. I identified “who, what, and where” (Tracy, 2013, p. 189) 

in the data rather than reasons. While coding the data, I created a new code or revised existing 

codes when similar data appeared. I created a codebook to organize codes, definitions, and 

examples for data analysis (Tracy, 2013). In the second-level coding phase, I identified thematic 

patterns, interpreted codes, and categorized various codes into hierarchical orders with “why” 
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and “how” the data are important (Tracy, 2013). I also created a thematic map including key 

codes and themes for data analysis (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). With the codebook and 

thematic map, I interpreted respondents’ experiences, beliefs, and emotions while connecting 

with the research questions and purpose of the study (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). I discuss how 

the themes and codes are interpreted and offer conclusions of phenomena.  

For data analysis, I used thematic analysis which is a common methodological approach 

for qualitative research (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Thematic analysis is the suitable approach 

because it allows the researcher to better understand how phenomena are developed by 

individuals’ behaviors and discover individuals’ worldviews, values, and reasons that contribute 

to the phenomena (Castleberry & Nolen). In this study, I used Owen’s (1984) thematic 

interpretation technique on the recorded interview data to uncover “a more complex nature of 

relationships” (p. 286). Thematic interpretation includes three principles: “recurrence, repetition, 

and forcefulness” (Owen, 1984, p. 275). Recurrence refers different expressions that imply the 

same meaning within the codes. Repetition associates with repeated words. Forcefulness 

involves nonverbal expressions such as tone of the voice and pausing to emphasize or dismiss 

verbalized descriptions. The three principles helped the researcher create themes from the codes 

and interpret and examine implicit and explicit themes to reveal participants’ worldviews (Owen, 

1984). In the coding process, I anticipated words, phrases, and sentences regarding relationships 

and interactions among the participants’ families and spouses that are repeated or expressed 

differently while meaning the same thing. I identified common codes and themes in the data and 

interpreted Japanese families’ beliefs, views on gaikokujin family members, racial and ethnic 

preference, and Japanese spouses’ worldviews and experiences regarding race in the study. For 

instance, I found that most Japanese spouses of non-white Americans acknowledge how race 
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influences their families’ acceptance or rejection to their marriage while those who married 

whites do not. Overall, several thematic categories focused on Japanese people’s view on 

gaikokujins and Japanese identity and how their (in)visible views on race emerged. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Japanese Views on Gaikokujins in Japan 

In this section, I will analyze the 18 interviews with Japanese nationals who married U.S. 

Americans. The thematic analysis of the interview data revealed themes including treatment 

toward gaikokujins, English education and media influence on perceptions of gaikokujins, and 

Japanese perceptions of non-Japanese Asians and other gaikokujins.  

Treatment toward Gaikokujins. 

This section will analyzes the participants and their gaikokujin spouses’ experiences 

staying in Japan. I will discuss how Japaneseness secures Japanese people as the dominant 

residents while treating gaikokujins differently based on race, appearance, language, and 

nationality. Treatment toward gaikokujin could make foreigners and hafu Japanese individuals 

who do not look Japanese feel different, ignored, and excluded by Japanese people and society. I 

will also examine the participants’ discourses about their experiences and observations about 

Japanese English education, media, and Japanese history to reveal their racial perceptions and 

feelings that some Japanese people hold toward foreigners based on race and country of origin.  

Passive Treatment 

While with their U.S. American spouses, many participants talked about how they stood 

out and received different treatment from Japanese locals except in some areas where U.S. 

military personnel were stationed. For instance, although Megumi’s husband does not work for 

the military, he and their hafu children can easily blend in her hometown community on the U.S. 

military base. Megumi expressed the insignificance of having gaikokujins and hafu-Japanese 

children who look non-Japanese in that area:  
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佐世保は軍隊、あの軍人さんが多いせいであんまり珍しくないんですよね。だか

らあんまり…素通りですね、佐世保では。今ハーフの子もいっぱい歩いてる。

「また歩いてる」っていう感じ。 

[Due to the U.S. military and its personnel in Sasebo, seeing foreigners is not unusual. 

That is why… the Japanese locals pass by my husband and kids without stopping. Now, 

many hafu children walk around there. The locals may think, “Hafu Japanese children 

walk by again.”] 

The U.S. military base allows Japanese locals to feel indifferent to foreigners because 

living closely with gaikokujins and hafu children is the norm in the community. However, some 

locals do not welcome the U.S. service persons. As Asami noted in talking about her husband’s 

daily experiences working on the U.S. military base:  

割とやっぱり基地周辺で生活するって、外国人慣れしてるんですよね、その土地

の人がやっぱり横須賀も。なので、特別差別とか、そういった経験はないですけ

ど、やっぱり嫌なのは、あの、プロテスト。 基地の前にいるんですよ。プラカ

ード…何て言うんですか。看板みたいなの持って、「アメリカの基地、撤退し

ろ」とか。多分それで嫌な思いをしたと思いますけど、でもそれまあ、「いつも

の人」みたいな。 

[It’s easy to imagine, Japanese locals living around the U.S. military base in Yokosuka 

get used to foreigners. So, my husband didn’t experience any discrimination, but he 

didn’t like, ah protests. Protesters are in front of the base with placards. What is that… 

They hold signboards stating “Withdraw, the U.S. military” and so on. He may have felt 

uncomfortable, but he also thought “They are the regulars.”] 
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Megumi and Asami’s descriptions of Japanese locals living near U.S. military base 

illustrate that because they see gaikokujins and hafu-children daily, they stop paying attention to 

people who do not look Japanese. Blending in Japanese community may provide gaikokujins and 

hafu-children more comfortable feel even living in Japan.   

Outside of big cities and the U.S. military base areas, gaikokujins’ non-Japanese 

appearance draw attention from Japanese locals. Yuta mentioned the scene as “田舎の方行った

ら見られたり…ずっと見られたり。 [If we go to rural areas, we were stared at… stared for a 

long time by the locals].” Local’s staring implies that identifying something different from them, 

and people’s eyes can make foreigners feel uncomfortable. 

Ren, likewise, described his wife’s experience at a small medical clinic in a smaller city 

of Japan as an eye-opening moment for his wife:  

They were like that all the nurses came to watch us like “A white person! We've never 

seen a white person!” Right? She was really embarrassed. “Ah, everybody's watching 

me” but that's I think that was her first time noticing like “I'm the minority,” you know. 

Not felt minority the entire time [in America]. 

Ren and his wife still find it funny and talk about this as a good experience. Ren’s wife 

does not attract attention from locals in the U.S. thanks to her race, yet her appearance in Japan 

draws attention and excitement from others. Although Ren and his hafu-children continually 

stand out and even receive “microaggression comments” in their U.S. community, Ren’s wife 

may not witness her Asian families’ experiences. Ren’s wife’s experience being a white minority 

in Japan and Ren’s everyday reality being an Asian in the U.S. may be somewhat incongruous; 

however, this experience helped his wife imagine how ethnic minorities including her husband 

and her hafu-children may go through daily in the U.S.  
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Non-Japanese appearance is a signifier for distinguishing Japanese people from others. 

Non-Japanese languages are also identifiers of foreigners. Hiromi understood that Japanese train 

passengers’ use with their eyes communicate, “こいつら違うな [They are different]” about her 

hafu sons because they spoke English and the passengers’ looked at her sons. She noted: 

やっぱりその、actingも大分違うよね、日本の中にいると浮くよね。こっちの子

たち特有のなんていうか自由奔放な的な…そういうのが電車乗ってて英語ペチャ

クチャ喋りながらなんか「あー可愛いね」って感じで。 

 [Well, my sons’ behaviors are different from Japanese ones, and they stand out in Japan. 

They act like the typical freewheeling… they were chatting in English on the train and 

Japanese passengers were like “Ah, they are cute.”] 

In Yuta, Ren, and Yuko’s experiences, they talk about drawing attention from Japanese 

people when they were with their spouses or children. This indicates that there are less 

opportunities for Japanese locals to be in contact with people who noticeably look and sound 

different from themselves. Through nonverbal behaviors, some Japanese locals differentiate 

themselves from people who are culturally and physically different. Although drawing attention 

from Japanese people seems harmless, some gaikokujins and hafu children may feel 

uncomfortable standing out in the community while acknowledging they are viewed as different 

from Japanese people. 

Passive Aggressive Treatment 

Some Japanese people may gaze at gaikokujins because of their appearance and language 

differ from theirs. Treatment toward gaikokujins also takes a form of ignoring. Ignoring the 

behaviors of a person indicates that people acknowledge their existence while letting them know 
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that they choose not to engage in any contact because the person is not worth the time and 

energy. Asami talked about Japanese people’s usual ignoring behavior toward her husband:  

ホテルのチェックインをする時も、やっぱり旦那は無視ですよね、基本。一緒に

カウンターに入ってるのに、夫とは話そうとはしないですよね。ふふふ。見た目

だけで喋れないと、やっぱり決めつけちゃうのか。やっぱり向こうの方が、英語

が喋れないからじゃあ日本人の方に話しかけるのか。元々電話の予約が私の名前

だったからなのか。 

[Even when checking in at hotels, the clerks still ignore my husband, basically. He is with 

me at the counter, they try not to talk with him (chuckling). As expected, I wonder if they 

decide that he doesn’t speak Japanese, or they choose to speak to the Japanese because 

they can’t speak English. Or, because our reservations are originally under my name.] 

Asami’s understanding of the ignoring behavior toward her husband suggests that some 

Japanese people assume gaikokujins cannot speak Japanese; they only speak English. The 

assumption of gaikokujins who cannot speak Japanese indicates that Japanese believe that their 

language can only be spoken by Japanese people. The automatic judgement of English is a 

language spoken by all gaikokujins reveals Japanese associations with English as a global 

language. With the influence of whiteness, as Asami stated, avoidance may occur if Japanese 

people do not speak English.  

Likewise, two other participants expressed frustration toward Japanese workers’ who 

avoided and ignored their U.S. American spouses in their everyday lives despite their spouses’ 

Japanese language proficiency and experiences living in Japan. Natsuki described frustrating 

experiences at restaurants with her husband who was speaking to their server in Japanese: 
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お金払う時に旦那さんだったりとか、聞かれる時に例えば本当は旦那さんに聞き

たいんだけど絶対私に向けてくる (pointing at her face) 。…「（ご主人が外国人だ

から）じゃぁ奥様に話します」みたいな雰囲気はわかりはするんですけど、そこ

から旦那さんが日本語話始めたりとか (speaking faster) 普通に完全に話しだして

るのに「なんでこっち見るの？」っていう。 だからもう私は敢えて席外したり

とかしちゃいます、逆に。だから「お願いします、旦那さんに聞いておいてもら

ってもいいですか？」みたいな感じで (laughing)。 

[Servers unconditionally turn to me even when my husband is paying the bills or when 

they have questions. I sense and understand that because my husband is a foreigner, they 

choose to talk to me but, “Why are you looking at me?” when my husband started 

speaking or he was completely and naturally speaking Japanese to them. So, I 

intentionally leave my seat and say, “Could you please ask my husband?”] 

Yuta also expressed frustrating experience with a public staff both ignoring and avoiding 

his wife who was speaking Japanese:  

市役所とか区役所に行けば…私と一緒に行けばあの Julieも…Julieが話したりし

てるのに、その担当者は Julieの顔を見ないで私の顔をずっと見てて、私に話掛

けて。私も「Julieが、私の妻が話してるんで、妻の方を見てください」って直

接言ったり。「こっちこっち」って。で、Julieも「私が話してますよ」と。そ

ういうのがやっぱり日常茶飯事なんで、やっぱり疲れちゃいますよね。  

[When Julie went to a municipal office or ward office with me, the officer in charge did 

not look at Julie but gazed at me for a while and talked to me even when Julie was 

speaking to the officer. I said directly, “Please look at my wife because she is talking to 
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you” and pointing like “this way, this way.” Julie also said, “I am speaking to you.” 

These are nothing out of the ordinary so, we get tired just as you may guess.] 

Although Natsuki and Asami understood Japanese workers’ concerns about language 

barriers, workers’ ignoring and avoiding behaviors became insulting when their spouses 

demonstrated their Japanese speaking ability to the workers. Both Natsuki and Yuta’s 

descriptions about the intentional ignoring behaviors demonstrate that the workers’ thought of 

gaikokujins as people they rather not to talk to. The idea of gaikokujins who are seen as unable to 

speak induces avoiding behaviors of Japanese. Similar to ignoring behavior, avoidance may be 

used to reduce stress of dealing with more tasks than expected or explicitly dismiss people whom 

they rather not communicate with. Thus, the worker’s avoiding behaviors toward Japanese 

speaking gaikokujin spouses demonstrates their views on gaikokujins as disqualified persons 

who cannot do anything without Japanese supporters while preventing gaikokujins from 

completing even daily tasks on their own. 

Yuta further provided reasons for disregard foreigners:  

やっぱ顔が…顔とあと日本語が完璧じゃないと受け入れられないのと。あと日本

人は凄いあの、あまりフレンドリーじゃないんで他の人に。同じ会社の人とか同

じ学校の人とかね、中学校出身とかだと仲間意識とかそういうのがありますけれ

ども、まあそれ以外はもう、ね、あまり関わりたくないという考えが多いと思う

んで。 

[Definitely face… people cannot accept foreigners because of different face from 

Japanese bodies and imperfect Japanese language. Also, Japanese people are not that 

friendly to others. They have a sense of fellowship for people, for example, who are from 
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in their family. Seiji described his wife, Rosana, as “嫁さんの方が日本人的です、考え方が 

[She thinks more like Japanese than me].” Although Seiji explained: 

嫁さんが日本人っぽいというか、考えとかを持ってる人なんで、そこまで強くな

いんですよ。アメリカ、アメリカ（してない）。だから僕はそこは気にした事は

ないし…大人しい…奥深い…大人しい…うちの親戚からも「Rosanaは日本人っ

ぽいね」って言われる事があるんで。 

[My wife is Japanese-like, or she has Japanese like-thoughts, so she doesn’t come out 

strong. Not like America, America. So, I haven’t mind about that…She’s 

quiet…profound…quiet… My relatives also told us “Rosana is Japanese-like”]. 

 Seiji’s statement about how his wife thinks more like Japanese people than himself 

indicates his wife is different from other U.S. American. She reminds him of women in Japan 

which allows him to not think about her U.S. Americanness. Seiji’s illustrations of Rosana as 

someone who is quiet, profound, and passive further suggest that she is closer to Japanese 

women than U.S. American women. His relative’s comment supports Seiji’s view on Rosanna as 

Japanese-like and demonstrate that Rosana is viewed as gaikokujin who is somewhat close to 

Japanese and welcomed to Seiji and his family.  

 Megumi, likewise, expressed her family’s and her own thoughts on her husband, Jack, as 

not as typical U.S. American. She described her husband by pointing out his height is about 5 

feet 6 inches, and his face is “そんなに…アメリカアメリカ人してないんで (laughing) [Not 

much… America-American (laughing)].” Megumi laughed while listing her husband’s non-

American characteristics, indicating that she found the list funny because his appearance was 

rather Japanese-like. Although Megumi’s description of her husband as less “America-
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American” does not explain what U.S. American males are, Mariko’s mother’s descriptions of 

typical U.S. American men may provide possible images. Mariko’s mother expressed her relief 

when seeing her son-in-law’s pictures because she thought U.S. American men are “なんかムキ

ムキした、なんか攻撃的な顔してる [Something like muscular and like they have aggressive 

faces.]” Combined Megumi and Mariko’s mother’s ideas of U.S. American male, typical U.S. 

American males can be illustrated as tall and muscular whose face shows aggression. Reversely, 

Megumi’s husband who do not look like the typical U.S. American men has inoffensive calm 

face like Japanese men. Thus, his appearance may give some relief to Japanese families. Her 

family commented about Jack, “Jackはアメリカ人の感じせんねぇ [I don’t feel Jack is 

American]” and “Jackは馴染むね [Jack fits in].” The family’s comments about Jack indicate 

their comfortability of being with Jack and their view of him as more Japanese because he has 

less U.S. American physical and social characteristics. Japanese families would unlikely feel 

comfortable having gaikokujin family members who are the physically and socially typical U.S. 

American because the characteristics are incompatible. Japanese-like gaikokujins such as Seiji 

and Megumi’s spouses are likely viewed as familiar and easy to accept into Japanese families 

because they are somewhat similar. 

  Open-minded Japanese Family. 

Acceptance of white American family members also comes from Japanese family’s open-

mindedness for gaikokujins. For instance, Natsuki expressed her worries about her parents’ 

reactions to her boyfriend at the time, Nathan, because he is a gaikokujin. She noted: 
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なんかすごい私も誤解してたなと思いました、両親を。なんかもっと、何て言う

んですかね、旦那さん（を実家に）連れて行く時も「外国人だし、何とかだし」

とか言われるかなとか本当普通に思ってたので 。 

[I totally misunderstood about my parents. What do I say, When I brought my husband 

home, I naturally expected them to say, “He is a gaikokujin or something”]. 

Despite of Natsuki’s initial worries, her parents were excited to accept Nathan because 

they turned out to love the U.S. culture. Natsuki’s anticipation of her husband being a gaikokujin 

indicates that marriages with gaikokujins are unacceptable to some Japanese families. Natsuki’s 

misunderstanding about her parents illustrates Natsuki’s previous view on her parents as one of 

the general conservative Japanese families.   

Megumi, likewise, delineated her close and extended family members as “国際的なのに

抵抗はないグループ [a group of people who are not opposed to something international].” She 

noted that her family was open-minded and approved her marriage: 

一人従姉妹も離婚はしちゃったんですけどアメリカ人と結婚したりして。もう一

人の従姉妹もメキシコで働いてる。…そういう親戚、父方の方は。母方の方も従

姉妹がクオーターかハーフの子。なんか皆オープンな感じですね、ふふふ。 

[One of my cousins was married with an American though they got divorced. Other 

cousin also worked in Mexico…. These relatives are on my father’s side of family. 

Cousins on my mother’s family side are quarters or hafus. Everyone is like open-minded 

(chuckles).] 

The list of Megumi’s family members indicates that they welcome people from different 

cultures and nations with open arms. Megumi’s chuckles may demonstrate her pride for her 
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family’s acceptance of others different from them. If Megumi’s family and Natsuki’s parents are 

considered open-minded, other Japanese families who hesitate to accept or decline international 

marriage can be explained as narrow-minded and conservative. Natsuki and Megumi’s 

descriptions indicate that their families are more tolerant than other Japanese families who do not 

accept gaikokujins.  

Japanese family’s View on White American Family Members 

Some participants provided stories about their families’ behaviors and interactions with 

their spouses. The families’ interactions with their in-laws illustrate their acceptance and 

perceptions of U.S. American family members as gaikokujins.  

Actively Choosing to Speak in English. 

Some Japanese families show their acceptance of gaikokujins by actively talking to their 

sons- or daughters-in-law. Ichiro described his parents’ interests and willingness to communicate 

with his wife, Alexa: 

My parents want to talk to.. especially my dad wants to talk to my wife all the time… 

with his broken English (keeps laughing). But my wife doesn’t really… Um.. cuz my dad 

is talkative (laughing) so if we keep him, he is just yuk yuk yuk so [I] just translate to her, 

and she just response [sic] “Yes. No. Yes. No.” Ha ha ha. 

Ichiro’s parents’ willingness to talk to Alexa indicates their interests in her and their 

acceptance of the marriage. His father’s desire to talk to Alexa shows that he wants her to get to 

know him despite Alexa feeling overwhelmed by the consistent conversations.   

Likewise, Mariko’s mother does not hesitate to talk to Ashton even though neither of 

them can speak the same language. Mariko described her mother’s willingness to communicate:   
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知ってるカタカナを全般として一生懸命会話してたから。だから深い会話はでき

ないんだけど、二人で遠目で見るとなんか話してるっていうように見える。 

[My mother tried her best to talk using mainly Japanese-English words that she knows. 

Although they can’t have conversations of deep significance, they seemed to be talking 

about something if I saw it from far away.] 

Her mother’s willingness to speak Japanese-English demonstrates her acceptance of 

Ashton as a family member and her hope to learn about him. Talking to Ashton despite language 

barriers demonstrates Mariko’s mother’s comfortability and closeness with him.  

Rika, likewise, described her father’s willingness to communicate with her husband, 

Matt, although he does not know much English: 

It was at the dinner table. So, my dad wanted to tell him ‘eat.’ But he doesn’t know the 

word ‘eat.’ So, he flipped the dictionary where.. ‘How do I say eat?,’ you know? And he 

found it and he goes [sic] ah.. “Eat, eat, eat” (laughing).  

Rika’s father’s willingness to tell Matt to eat food in English, which shows not only his 

acceptance of the marriage. Offering food is a way to welcome Matt to their family. Regardless 

of English level, all three Japanese parents’ use of English indicates their high eagerness to 

communicate with their son-in-law. The families also demonstrate their approval of their 

marriage by actively choosing to speak English for their son-in-law. None of Japanese spouses 

mentioned that their families members wished their son- and daughter-in-law spoke Japanese. 

Rather, some families wished they could speak English. This choice indicates that the families do 

not expect their son-in-law to study or speak Japanese because they are gaikokujins who do not 

or cannot speak Japanese. Japanese families’ choice of using English for their U.S. American 
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son-in-law is a sign of welcome and the families’ acknowledgement of him as different from 

them.  

Giving Nicknames. 

Nicknames indicate what people think of the person. Whereas some Japanese families 

use nicknames to address their son-in-law, other families create nicknames for their gaikokujin 

family member to disguise their conversations. Hiromi and Magumi’s mothers addresses their 

son-in-law saying their names with -chan such as “デイビッドちゃん [David-chan]” and “ジャ

ックちゃん [Jack-chan].” Megumi noted that because her mother addressed her husband with -

chan, she found it helpful because her mother’s use of -chan prevents her husband from feeling 

“わー、疎外感 [Wow, I feel alienated]” in her family. The -chan is a form of address 

commonly for someone who is young and adorable, commonly girls, and it is used to express the 

users’ closeness and friendliness. Many Japanese parents address their Japanese in-laws with -

san which is a formal form of address for adults. Their address for Japanese sons-in-law with -

chan is likely perceived as disrespect because the connotation of -chan carries for grown-up 

Japanese men. However, as Megumi noted -chan helps her and her husband know that he is 

included in Megumi’s family, the use of -chan for gaikokujin son-in-law likely demonstrates 

only Japanese families’ friendliness while indicating Japanese families’ acknowledgement of 

their in-laws as gaikokujins.  

Some Japanese families also create nicknames for their in-laws reflecting physical and 

cultural differences that gaikokujin and Japanese people have. Interestingly, gaikokujin in-laws 

do not know these nicknames. Megumi noted that when her father talked a lot in Japanese and 

said, “Jack” somewhere in the middle of the talk, Jack turned his head. Her family created 
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various nicknames to address Jack to avoid getting attention from him. Megumi described one of 

the nicknames: 

一番最初とかアメリカ人って目がくぼんでるから「目くぼ君」。歴代 4つ位あっ

た様な気がする、ははは。 

[Very first one was “Mekubo-kun” because American have sunken eyes. I think we had 

four successive nicknames, hahaha.] 

The nickname was named after Jack’s sunken eyes which is attributed to his white 

American physical characteristics and something Japanese people do not possess. The nickname 

indicates Megumi’s family’s perceptions of Jack as a white American whose body is different 

from theirs. Megumi made it clear that the nickname was not used to call Jack names but to 

avoid explaining to him why his name was in their conversations. Megumi’s laugh and 

explanation of the nickname also illustrate that they know that the name might be insulting to 

Jack while they find it funny as their inside joke. If Jack were Japanese or understood Japanese, 

Megumi’s family’s choices of nickname might be different because using physical features that 

different from Japanese body can be seen as discriminatory terms such as addressing Asians as 

thin eyes. Thus, nicknames may be employed differently for Japanese while indicating that 

Japanese families consider gaikokujin as different from them. 

The inability to perform cultural practices also influences Japanese families’ perceptions 

of gaikokujin sons- and daughters-in law. When Rika’s family had a Buddhist memorial service, 

Rika’s sister found her brother-in law’s behavior funny. She secretly named him after the funny 

event. Rika also laughed and described the situation: 

 My sister called him Zabu. So, the monk came to our house… ah and then they had that, 

houji [Buddhist memorial service], you know. And when you are at temple or house for 
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houji, you have to sit on the floor, meaning kneeling down, not on the couch, not on the 

chair. And he can’t do that. So, he wanted a [floor] cushion.  

 Floor cushion is called Zabuton in Japanese. The word choice demonstrates 

incompatibility of the gaikokujin family member with Japanese customs. Rika continued 

laughing and added, “And his name is Matt. That also means ‘Mattress’ [in Japanese]. So, she 

[her sister] called him Zabu. It’s not to insult him... it’s not to… it’s not like that. But it’s more 

like ‘Oh remember that time he needed it [Zabuton]?’ you know.” 

 Rika’s father also uses the nickname when addressing his son-in-law. Koyama (2014) 

suggests that nicknames show closeness among inside members and being addressed by close 

friends makes the person feel happy. Similar to Jack, Rika’s husband does not know that his 

Japanese family addresses him as Zabu. Although the nickname attributes his inability to kneel, 

the secret nickname indicates teasing. The Japanese family sees their gaikokujin family member 

as powerless and jokes. Joking about physical and cultural differences brings laughter to people 

who possess the Japanese physical features and practice the culture appropriately while 

differentiating their gaikokujin family member from their in-group.  

Expecting to Do as Japanese Family. 

Japanese families’ acceptance is also expressed through asking their in-laws to do what 

they expect their family members to do. U.S. American son- and daughter-in-law’s involvement 

in Japanese family activities helps them gain acceptance. For instance, when David was still 

Hiromi’s boyfriend, he frequently visited her house. Because he often stayed over, David was 

expected to help with housework and her grandparents’ agricultural work. Hiromi noted: 

トウモロコシをむくのを手伝ったりとか、結構変わってたのよ。デイビッドもな

んか嫌がらずにそういうのに積極的に協力するタイプだったのね。「明日 5 時起
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きだからねーデイビッド」とか言われて(laughing)、「皿洗い手伝ってねー」と

か(laughing)。ほらなんかね、農作業手伝いながら喋ったりとかあるじゃない？

まぁだからそんなに…自然だったかな、いい意味で。 

[David was quite weird that he helped peeling corn and stuff. David was a type of person 

who didn’t mind something like that but actively went along. He was told “David, wake 

up at 5 AM tomorrow” or “Help clean dishes.” See like, people chat while doing farm 

work, right? So, that was not so… it was natural in a good sense.] 

 House guests do not engage in helping work around the house. If David was a guest, he 

did not need to do anything. Hiromi’s family’s instruction to wake up early and do dishes 

illustrate their perception of David as one of the family. Hiromi’s family was comfortable 

enough to frequently have David at their home and ask him to do what her family members were 

expected to do. In addition, because David was fluent in Japanese, Hiromi’s family felt more 

comfortable letting him stay at their place and talking with him while working. 

 Natsuki also provided several stories about how her husband, Nathan, who communicates 

with her and her family in Japanese, was treated as one of her family members. She explained 

that in Nagasaki, where her extended family lives, each member takes their own designated seat. 

The seats are sorted by gender, age, and birth order. When Nathan was next to Natsuki, her 

father said, “Nathanそこじゃないよ、ここに座りなさい [Nathan, your seat is not there. Sit 

down here]” and guided him to take his appropriate seat. This instruction illustrates Natsuki’s 

entire family’s view on Nathan as part of their family. In other words, there was no exception for 

Nathan who is a U.S. American to sit anywhere he wants but he, as a part of the family, was 

supposed to follow their family tradition. Natsuki also described her father’s expectation of 

Nathan as a son-in-law, which made Nathan feel that his nationality did not matter to the father. 
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When her father was away from home, he asked Nathan to use his luxury car. Although Nathan 

hesitated, her father told Nathan “俺の息子が車乗るようになったらこういう風に教える

し、こういう風に何か言うし [If my son started driving a car, I would teach him like this and 

say something like this]” to let him know that he considers him as his son. Natsuki’s father’s 

identification and treatment of Nathan as “my son” illustrates his trust in him as part of his 

family. Nathan’s nationality does not change Natsuki’s father’s views or behaviors toward him. 

U.S. in-laws who are considered a member of the family members and are expected to do what 

other family members do. In addition, sons- and daughters-in-law’s Japanese language ability 

may help families feel more comfortable asking for help and perceive them as not gaikokujins 

but as one of their family members who happen to be gaikokujins. 

Marriage Opposition to White Humans 

Some participants shared stories about their Japanese family’s opposition to their 

international marriage with white American spouses. Unlike other participants who married 

black Americans, the reason for opposition was attributed to their preference of having a 

Japanese son- or daughter-in-law. Because gaikokujin in-laws likely would take their children 

away from them, Japanese families’ disagreement may arise even more. Hiroshi got approval on 

his marriage with his white American wife while experiencing opposition from his parents in 

stating, “あの人たちはデカい [Those people are huge]” or “言葉は通じない [We cannot 

understand each other’s language].” He expressed regret for saying “それは差別だ! [That’s 

discrimination!]” to his mother when she expressed her opposition to his cross-national marriage 

even more than his father; however, he understands their opposition because “日本人は日本人
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と結婚して欲しかった。普通の両親はそうなんじゃないですか [My parents wanted me, 

Japanese, to marry Japanese. I think normal parents are that way].” Hiroshi’s parents hoped to 

have a Japanese daughter-in-law because marriage between Japanese individuals was their norm. 

Their complaints about gaikokujins illustrate that their views of gaikokujins as disqualified in-

laws who are bigger than them and who cannot speak Japanese. This unwelcoming behavior 

toward gaikokujins are reflected in the Japanese separation from gaikokujins based on cultural 

and physical differences that induce an unwillingness to relate with gaikokujins (see Ishii, 2001). 

Hiroshi’s understanding of his parents’ opposition indicate that typical Japanese parents hope to 

keep Japanese members and tradition in their families through endogamy while excluding 

gaikokujins from their family.  

Likewise, Yuko, was told “日本人と結婚して欲しい [I want you to marry a Japanese]” 

by her mother “何回も何回も何回も言われた [Many, many, and many times I was told]”. 

Yuko described her mother’s strong opposition was because “遠くに行っちゃうのが嫌みた

い。あと言葉が [She doesn’t want me to go far away. Also, the language].” The parents’ 

Japanese preference was evident because they want their daughter to stay closer and they worry 

about language barrier. Even after 19 years of marriage, Yuko still feels that her mother hopes 

that she will “全然別れて帰って来い [Absolutely divorce and come back]” because her mother 

continues to tell Yuko that “別れて帰って来れば? [Why don’t you divorce and come back?]” 

or “孫と一緒に帰ってきちゃえば [Why don’t you come back with my grandchild?].” Yuko’s 

mother’s indications of divorce illustrate her opposition to her marriage. Yuko’s husband was 
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and still is viewed by her mother as a gaikokujin intruder and thief who took her daughter and 

grandchild away from her.  

Seiji’s marriage was also rejected by her mother while his father was fine with it. Seiji 

explained the reasons why his mother disagreed with his marriage: 

僕がアメリカ人と結婚する事を嫌がるんじゃなくて、僕がアメリカに行ってしま

うっていうってことが。やっぱり僕長男なんで、そこは辛かったみたい。 

[It was not me marrying an American, but she didn’t like me going to America. I am the 

eldest son in the family so that was tough for her.] 

Seiji’s mother initially disagreed with the marriage because he, the eldest son, who was 

supposed to protect their family’s reputation (see Davies & Ikeno, 2002). Seiji’s mother told him 

that she would “もう行った後はもう Seijiは死んだものっていう風に考えよう [already 

considers Seiji dead after he left].” Although the reasons for the mother’s thoughts were not 

explained, the Japanese traditional ie system might influence Seiji’s mother to treat him as non-

existent to protect their family reputation from the son’s failure to fulfill his duty as the eldest 

son of the family. The interviews revealed that international marriage with white Americans may 

be opposed by some Japanese families because their son or daughter would likely leave the 

families in Japan. If they leave, then they might destroy their family’s sekentei and family 

bloodlines. White spouses can be considered too culturally and physically different from the 

Japanese to be desirable in-laws. They may be also viewed as potentially taking their children 

away from their Japanese family.    

Expected Marriage Opposition 

Most participants whose spouses are white in this study expressed no issues when 

marrying their spouses. As discussed in the previous section, although some experienced 
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から。もうそのインパクトが強すぎて、そしてそれに加え、その流行りのだっこ

ちゃん人形みたいな馬鹿にしたような感じの。ね？だからもうダメなんだろう

ね。払しょくできないのよ。 

[(Black people) in the movie were treated as if they were less than things and purchased. 

Then, that image is presently strong… my mother with a sheltered life didn’t know the 

world, and her first movie she ever watched was like that. She cannot forget about it like 

stained trauma because that was in front of her eyes even before knowing about the 

problems prior to racism. In addition to that, the popular things like hug dolls that make 

fools of (black people), right? So, I assume that’s it. She cannot overcome.] 

Although the movie was shocking to Hiromi’s parents because of the treatments toward 

black slaves, her mother’s perceptions about black people are formed by the practices reflected 

white superiority. The perception of race allowed her mother to see black people as inhuman and 

use discriminatory terms as normal while placing herself same as whites. Ignorance about racism 

and the social construction of race induce racial bias toward black people and affect perceptions 

of Japanese people who are neither whites nor blacks. The participants’ expectation of marriage 

opposition based on race revealed that Japanese families’ prejudice which may provoke extreme 

marriage opposition to possible black in-laws. 
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 CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

 The analysis revealed Japanese perceptions of race and Japanese identity, and 

gaikokujins. Through the lens of Japanese spouses’ views on race and their Japanese families’ 

views on international marriage, this study provided several avenues for understanding how 

Japanese people view and treat gaikokujins in Japan. This study also examines how race may 

influence their perceptions and behaviors toward gaikokujins and their views of international 

marriage with U.S. Americans. In this study, I posed three research questions that were 

addressed through the Japanese participants’ responses: First, I wanted to understand how 

participants’ families view international marriage? Second, I wanted to understand how race and 

ethnicity influences these families’ views on international marriage? Third, I aimed to 

understand how these families view themselves and their daughter- and son-in-law through 

international marriage in their family? The analysis of the data was organized to address two 

broad themes: First, Japanese individuals, in this study, understand race in interacting with 

gaikokujins in Japan; second, Japanese families’ perceptions of international marriage in 

influencing how they view their familial reputation. I will elaborate on the three research 

questions and the themes which emerged from the interview data. 

 This study aims to show how Japanese people perceive gaikokujins and change their 

behaviors while establishing their racial identity when interacting with gaikokujins. In chapter 

four, there were major themes that focused on treatment toward gaikokujins, the impact of 

English education and media representations on Japanese perceptions of race, and perceptions of 

other gaikokujins of color. I found that Japanese people treat gaikokujins differently in their 

everyday interactions with them based on appearance, culture, and race. It was evident from the 

interview data that whiteness and white superiority have an impact on Japanese English 
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education and media representations of gaikokujins that would influence Japanese perceptions of 

gaikokujins and race. Japanese education influenced Japanese views on whites as trustworthy 

and desirable, and blacks as untrustworthy and undesirable by validating white spoken-English 

while discarding English spoken by people of color. The cultural and racial imbalance positions 

whites as desirable, standard, and international reinforcing white preference for English teachers. 

Selective media representations reflect whiteness also to form perceptions of whites as universal 

and desirable while blacks are regarded as uncommon and undesirable. Japanese people likely 

formed their views of other gaikokujins of color including Asians as inferior and different 

through Japanese sociohistorical, cultural, and political relationships influenced by the notion of 

seikou toutei. Future research can include more participants whose spouses come from culturally 

diverse backgrounds to further understand Japanese families’ views on marriage with non-whites 

and non-Americans. 

 The study also aimed to understand how race influences Japanese families’ perceptions of 

international marriage and their identity in interactions with gaikokujin sons- and daughters-in-

law. In chapter five, major themes and subthemes focused on marriage with black people who 

bring shame, guilt, and degradation to the families; white family members who positively 

influence family reputation; families’ views on gaikokujin family members; marriage opposition 

to whites; and expected marriage opposition based on race. It was evident that race impacted 

Japanese families’ perceptions of international marriage. Whereas marriages with black 

Americans were opposed by Japanese families, most marriages with white Americans were 

accepted without issue. The Japanese families opposed marriage with black individuals because 

of the connotation of them as different from the standard white Americans in bringing shame to 

the families and desecrating to Japanese bloodlines. Through media representations of black 
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people and ignorance of the history of slavery, whiteness influenced the families’ views on their 

daughters- and sons-in-law while positioning themselves as different from black people who 

usually negatively represented and stereotyped. While experiencing opposition, some 

interviewees left their families for their spouse in feeling guilt. Their Japanese families came to 

accept their marriages by realizing it was destined to occur, and by becoming grandparents and 

learning about the birth of their grandchildren.  

 In the analysis, it was evident that white Americans were perceived as normal, attractive, 

and Japanese-like by the families while some Japanese families considered themselves as open-

minded people who accepted gaikokujins into the families. The participants’ parents viewed their 

daughters and sons-in-law as a part of their family while acknowledging similarities and 

differences between the Japanese and gaikokujins. They chose to communicate in English, used 

nicknames, and engaged with them during family activities. While Japanese and black couples 

likely face opposition because of race, Japanese and white couples are unlikely to encounter the 

same difficulties. Some families rejected marriage because of their preference for Japanese 

daughters- and sons-in-law which would allow them to live closer and look after their families. 

Some Japanese spouses recognized that their families’ images of whites were more positive than 

non-white Americans, and thus they expected their family to oppose their marriage if their 

husbands were black. Even when facing marriage opposition, it was evident that white sons- and 

daughters-in-law were viewed as gaikokujin intruders, but they were still human.  

Implications of the Study 

This study contributed to literature focusing on intercultural communication studies in the 

area of race and racialization in Japan. The findings of the Japanese participants and families 

perceptions of gaikokujins and race allow them to include or exclude gaikokujins in their lives 
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(Ishii, 2001). The study uncovered that race has an impact on the views on gaikokujins and alter 

their behaviors. The notion of seiko toutei, formed the images of whites as high-culture and 

desirable while Asians are viewed as underdeveloped and inferior (Tanabe, 2008). These 

perceptions, influenced by white superiority, make Japanese people feel more comfortable 

having white gaikokujins in their daily lives than non-white gaikokujins (Ohtsuki, 2009). 

Furthermore, the important aspect of the current study is that the seikou toutei also influences 

Japanese families’ views on their U.S. American sons- and daughters-in-law and contributes to 

whether or not Japanese parents accept their child’s marriage. 

This study is also significant in that the connotation of skin color and appearance shaped 

by media influence Japanese families’ perceptions of gaikokujin sons- and daughters-in-law. 

Japanese families’ descriptions of their white sons-in-law as “handsome,” “good-looking,” and 

“Tom Cruise” illustrate whites as prestigious and ideal gaikokujins (Prieler, 2010). Conversely, 

other families’ descriptions of their black sons-in-law as “slaves,” “bad people,” or “Kuronbo-

chan, [Darkie]” illustrate blacks as negative, different, and not preferable (Prieler, 2010). 

Japanese families’ views on gaikokujins are influenced by media reflect white superiority. Their 

perception of race shaped a sense of superiority toward black people while inferiority to whites. 

Furthermore, the current study found that these racial images influenced Japanese families’ 

acceptance of their sons- and daughters-in-law. Their perception of race was used to screen 

whether their daughters- and sons-in-law were qualified as their children’s spouses and to 

determine spouses’ impact on families’ reputations. In addition, although some Japanese parents 

rejected their children’s marriage with black people, some parents stated they would accept their 

child’s friendship with black people. These different behaviors toward black people illustrate that 

collectivist culture where ingroup members should keep wa with their ingroups (Davies & Ikeno, 
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2002). The negative reputations of black people influenced the families’ acceptance as a family 

member while friends who are not family may not matter to Japanese families.   

The findings of the analysis also led to intriguing results regarding how Japanese people 

use and understand silence to communicate their thoughts and intentions. Analysis found that 

silence was used when people do not want to explicitly agree or disagree or express their 

opinions to maintain wa within their ingroups (Davies & Ikeno, 2002). Because message senders 

keep quiet, the interpretations of the messages are dependent on the message receivers. Japanese 

parents of participants who married black people never mentioned the marriages to their 

extended relatives to hide the “taboo” relationship. After the secret was disclosed, the parents 

kept silent, and their children interpreted this silence as acceptance. Another participant who 

initially experienced marriage rejection also understood her father’s silence as acceptance. 

Interpretations of silence depend on other non-verbal cues, context, and individual experiences. 

In the following sections, I will discuss important aspects of the study including Japanese 

superiority over gaikokujins in Japan, the impact of seikou toutei on Japanese perceptions of 

gaikokujins, English education and media instilled whiteness, Japanese identity through marriage 

with “Americans,” and contradiction within Japanese identity.   

Japanese Superiority over Gaikokujins in Japan  

This study revealed that Japanese people identify differences in appearance and language 

while engaging in passive, passive aggressive, and excluding behaviors toward gaikokujins. 

These behaviors allow Japanese people to differentiate themselves from gaikokujins regardless 

of length of stay and the level of cultural adaptation in Japan (Ishii, 2001). It was evident that 

Japanese culture is used to secure Japanese superiority because it is “common to all Japanese and 

unknowable to non-Japanese” (Cornyetz,1994, p. 130). Japanese people require gaikokujins to 
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adapt to their culture to be accepted in Japan while limiting fair treatment because of their 

imperfect Japaneseness. Importantly, Japanese people consciously and unconsciously include 

and exclude gaikokujins based on the benefits perpetuated through social, political, and 

economical Japanese dominance. Therefore, superiority allows the Japanese to be the dominant 

and standard race in Japan while overlooking mistreatment toward gaikokujins (Kawai, 2015).  

The Impact of Seikou Toutei on Japanese Perceptions of Gaikokujins  

It became evident that Japanese views of other Asians are influenced by seikou toutei, the 

sense of inferiority toward the West and the superiority toward the East. Whereas white 

gaikokujins are viewed as ideal, gaikokujins whom the Japanese should admire, members of 

other Asians groups are viewed as economically, politically, and socially inferior to the Japanese. 

Although Japan is an Asian nation, the notion of Japanese superiority in Asia allows Japanese 

people to separate themselves from other Asians while identifying themselves with one of the 

white superiors (Bonnet, 2002). Building from Allen’s (2001) research, the legacy of the 

colonization disadvantages Asian nations socially, economically, and politically. Japan 

perpetuated its superiority of other Asian people and nations while inducing negative perceptions 

of them. Japanese people likely oppose marriages with other Asians who are deemed inferior or 

whose national economic and social standing are lower than their own. The Japanese historic and 

current notion of seikou toutei influences cultural values and norms in a way that determines how 

other Asians groups are seen and treated based on nationality, culture, and economic status. 

International couples living in Japan would add more insight to the current study of how 

Japanese people view gaikokujin residents and international couples while examining how 

gaikokujins negotiate their identity in Japan. 
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English Education and Media Instill Whiteness in Japanese Perceptions of Race 

The study also revealed how race influences Japanese perceptions of gaikokujins. 

Through Japanese English education, whiteness is embedded in Japanese culture normalizing 

white standard English as the universal norm (Nakayama & Krizek,1995). Japanese people are 

encouraged to acquire white-spoken English while dismissing English spoken by non-whites 

regardless of their countries of origin. Because English has connotations of cultural and 

economic globalization in Japan, whites easily attain the reputation of “high culture and 

civilization” (Debnár, 2016, p. 126). With whiteness practices promoted by Japanese 

internationalization, non-white foreigners are seen as unqualified and unwanted in social 

situations. Japanese English education demonstrates how practices instill the sense of white 

superiority, while supporting the notion of inferiority of non-whites in Japanese culture. Due to 

whiteness embedded in the education, Japanese individuals perceive whites as standard, 

desirable English speakers. This phenomenon was found in the participants’ discourses with 

Japanese students and colleges that demanded white American teachers and Canadian host 

families. This perception of whites as the standard and desirable supports existing research on 

Japanese students’ preferences of white teachers (see Rivers and Ross, 2013).   

Likewise, whiteness embedded in Japan and U.S. media influence perceptions of whites 

as desirable while blacks are seen as undesirable romantic partners. It became evident that media 

reinforced white popularity through projecting white people as desirable (Prieler, 2010), 

attractive, and cool gaikokujins which normalizes the Japanese desire for white partners. Because 

Japanese people seldomly see black people in their daily lives or even in media, they likely view 

black people as rare, different, and unattractive gaikokujins. Whereas the normalization of whites 

allows Japanese individuals to not see race in whites, blacks who are physically and culturally 
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different from whites and Japanese people are racialized (Kelsky, 2001). Japanese women who 

prefer black men were described as “minority” and their black preference was seen as 

uncommon. Japanese people likely view the minority women as strange and different but also 

confronting the Japanese commonsense reflected whiteness (Cornyetz, 1994).  

Japanese Identity Through Marriage with “Americans” 

The race of daughters- and sons-in-law also matters to Japanese families. Japanese people 

accept or reject marriage within their families depending on negative stereotypes that they hold 

and affinity for whiteness. It was evident from the analysis that the Japanese English education 

and media representations of white people impacted the participants’ families’ perceptions of 

“Americans” as whites. By exploring how white American culture is in Japanese culture, many 

Japanese people feel familiar to white Americans (Ohtsuki, 2009). Japanese families accepted 

white sons- and daughters-in-law without any objection, because they are deemed standard 

American and desirable gaikokujins of bringing positive reputations to the families. Some 

families opposed marriages with whites due to their Japanese preference for sons- and daughters-

in-law. Because Japanese is deemed the standard race and its identity is interconnected with 

Japanese culture and lineage, rejection of whites is attributed to their desire for Japaneseness in 

their family (Cornyetz, 1994). Importantly, the families did not see the white race of their 

daughters- and sons-in-law (Nakayama & Krizek, 1995) but they did perceive them as 

gaikokujins who kidnapped their children and ruined Japanese ie system and bloodline. 

Whereas marriages with whites were overall welcomed, marriages with black Americans 

were perceived as unthinkable and shameful because of the connotation of black Americans as 

former slaves, inferior, or criminal which would hurt their family’s reputation and “defile 

Japanese purity” (Cornyert, 1994, p. 132). These perceptions reflect white superiority and create 
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uncomfortable feelings and disagreement in cases of cross-national marriage with black 

Americans. Through international marriages with white or black Americans, Japanese families 

identify themselves with whites who are raceless (Kelsky, 2001) while differentiating racialized 

blacks from themselves.  

Contradiction within Japanese Identity 

 The study revealed how Japanese identity is influenced by the sense of seikou toutei. It 

was apparent that Japanese identity is always negotiated depending on whom Japanese people 

are in contact with. With the sense of superiority and inferiority, Japanese people identify 

themselves historically as politically, economically, and socially superior to other Asians while 

seeing themselves as inferior to whites who were and still are viewed as role models. Moreover, I 

found it interesting that some Japanese families see themselves as raceless when rejecting their 

child’s marriage with black American men. Although Japanese people are viewed as Asian in the 

world, they are the standard in Japan which allows them to adopt racelessness when needed to 

assert their superiority over non-white, non-Japanese others. The study also uncovered that 

Japanese identity can be internally negotiated in contradictory ways. For example, when Junko 

came back to see her mother in Japan, she hid her baby’s skin for her mother’s sake. Keeping her 

skin uncovered allowed her to identify alongside her mother as the Japanese standard which is 

normal and therefore free to be seen. The contrast between keeping her skin visible and hiding 

her son’s skin reflects the aspect of Japanese identity within Junko which continues to prioritize 

Japanese superiority over gaikokujin. However, Junko left her family for her husband because 

they opposed to her marriage. She had a biracial child despite her mother’s contempt for her 

relationship. She liberated herself from her family’s perception of black people as former slaves 

while separating her identity from her parents. Both the actions taken to maintain Japanese 
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superiority and the actions taken to disrupt Japanese superiority and normalcy present a complex 

identity which exists in one body. Similar to Junko, other participants also reflected 

contradictory identities. Kumiko and Naomi challenged the Japanese superiority identity by 

marrying black men. However, they also felt guilty and occasionally accommodated their 

families’ prejudices. Kumiko decided not to change her last name as an apology for going 

against her family’s opposition. Similarly, Naomi, abiding by her mother’s request, did not take 

her husband to her mother’s house. While accommodating prejudices does not reflect acceptance 

of prejudices, it does reflect the power of seikou toutei embedded within Japanese identity and its 

ability to dominate other aspects of Japanese identity when the context calls for it. Although 

Japanese superiority is foundational to Japanese identity, contradictory identity which challenge 

Japanese superiority is also in Japanese minds. By embracing contradictory identities, Japanese 

people will be able to make wa with gaikokujins. 

  



 
 
 

123 
 

References 

Allen, R. (2001). The globalization of white supremacy: Toward a critical discourse on the 

racialization of the world. Educational Theory, 51(4), 467-485. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-5446.2001.00467.x 

Angst, L. (1997). Gendered nationalism: The Himeyuri story and Okinawa identity in postwar 

Japan. PoLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology Review, 20, 100-113. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/pol.1997.20.1.100 

Bonnet, A. (2002). A white world? whiteness and the meaning of modernity in Latin America 

and Japan. In Levine-Lasky, C. (Eds.), Working through whiteness: International 

perspectives. (pp. 69-105). State University of New York. 

Bukh, A. (2010). Ainu identity and Japan's identity: The struggle for subjectivity. The 

Copenhagen Journal of Asian Studies, 28(2), 35-53. 

https://doi.org/10.22439/cjas.v28i2.3428 

Castleberry, A., & Nolen, A. (2018). Thematic analysis of qualitative research data: Is it as easy 

as it sounds? Currents in Pharmacy Teaching and Learning, 10(1), 807-815. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cptl.2018.03.019 

Cornyetz, N. (1994). Fetishized blackness: Hip hop and racial desire in contemporary Japan. 

Social Text, 41(1), 113-139. https://www.jstor.org/stable/466835 

Christian, M. (2019). A Global critical race and racism framework: Racial entanglements and 

deep and malleable whiteness. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, 5(2), 169–185. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649218783220 

Davies, J. R., & Ikeno, O. (2002). The Japanese mind. Tuttle Publishing. 



 
 
 

124 
 
Debnár, M. (2016). Migration, whiteness, and cosmopolitanism: Europeans in Japan. Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Droogsma, R. (2007). Redefining hijab: American Muslim women’s standpoints on veiling. 

Journal of Applied Communication Research, 35(3), page numbers. 294-319. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00909880701434299 

Dyer, R. (2012). The matter of whiteness. In Rothenberg. P. S. (Eds.), White privilege: Essential 

readings on the other side of racism. (4th ed., pp. 9-14). Worth Publishers. 

Dumay, J. (2011). The qualitative research interview. Qualitative Research in Accounting & 

Management, 8(3), 238-264. https://doi.org/10.1108/11766091111162070 

Hara, T (2007). Okinawan studies in Japan, 1879-2007. Japanese Review of Cultural 

Anthropology, 8, 101-136. https://doi.org/10.14890/jrca.8.0_101 

Ishii, S. (2001). The Japanese welcome-nonwelcome ambivalence syndrome toward 

marebito/ijin/gaijin strangers: Its implications for intercultural communication research. 

Japan Review, 13, 145-170.  

JTB Tourism Research & Consulting Co. (2019). Tourism statistics. 

https://www.tourism.jp/en/tourism-database/stats/ 

Kamoto, I. (1996). Kokusai kekkon o meguru shomondai: “Kyoukaisen” jou no kazoku [Issues 

concerning kokusai kekkon: Families on the “boundaries”]. Japan Society of Family 

Sociology, 8, 53-66. https://doi.org/10.4234/jjoffamilysociology.8.53 

Kawai, Y. (2015). Deracialised race, obscured racism: Japaneseness, Western and Japanese 

concepts of race, and modalities of racism. Japanese Studies, 35, 23-47. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10371397.2015.1006598 



 
 
 

125 
 
Kelsky, K. (2001). Who sleeps with whom, or how (not) to want the West in Japan. Qualitative 

Inquiry, 7(4), 418-435. https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040100700402 

Kimura, K. (2020). Voices of in/visible minority: Homogenizing discourse of Japaneseness in 

hafu: The mixed-race experience in Japan. Journal of Intercultural Communication 

Research. https://doi.org/10.1080/17475759.2020.1841017 

Kitamura, A. (2017 April, 19). America ga Nippon o mamotte kureru? Nichibei anpojouyaku dai 

5 jou no “hontou”. [Will America protect Japan? The “truth” about article 5 of the Japan-

U.S. Security Treaty]. The Asahi Shimbun Globe+. 

https://globe.asahi.com/article/11535378  

Koyama, T. (2014). Gakkyuu seikatsu ni okeru “san” zuke koshou no uketomekata to shiyou ni 

kansuru kenkyuu: A ken B shiritsu C shougakkou no gakkyuu eno kakawari o tooshite 

[Research on the perceptions and use of names with “san” in school life: Through B 

elementary school class in C city, A prefecture]. Japanese Association of School 

Education, 29, 177-185. https://doi.org/10.20576/bojase.KJ00009988659 

Leavitt, W. (2015). General Douglas MacArthur: Supreme public administrator of post–World 

War II Japan. Public Administration Review, 75(2), 315–324. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12326 

Lebra, T. (2007). Collected papers of twentieth-century Japanese writers on Japan: Identity, 

gender, and status in Japan. GLOBA ORIENTAL LTD. 

Mills, C. W. (2012). Global white supremacy. In Rothenberg. P. S. (Eds.), White privilege: 

Essential readings on the other side of racism. (4th ed., pp. 95-102). Worth Publishers.  



 
 
 

126 
 
Moon, D. (2009). Whiteness theory. In Littlejohn, S., & Foss, K (Eds.), Encyclopedia of 

Communication Theory. 

https://sk.sagepub.com/reference/communicationtheory/n397.xml 

Nakayama, T., & Krizek, L. (1995). Whiteness: A strategic rhetoric. Quarterly Journal of 

Speech, 81(3), 291-309. https://doi.org/10.1080/00335639509384117 

Narzary, D. C. (2004). The myths of Japanese 'homogeneity.' China Report, 40(3), 311–319. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/000944550404000308 

Nippon Communication Foundation. (2018, April 13). Dansei no kokusai kekkon wa Asia zuma 

ga 8 wari, josei no aitekoku wa tayou [International marriage in Japan: Trends in 

nationality of spouses]. https://www.nippon.com/ja/features/h00174/ 

Nippon Keizai Shimbun. (2019, March 31). Gaikokujin ukeire kakudai e, kaisei nyukanho shi 

gatsu tsuitachi shiko, 5 nenkan de 34.5 man nin e [Accepting non-Japanese workers, the 

immigration control and refugee recognition law for recruiting 345,000 foreigners within 

5 years]. https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXMZO43156940R30C19A3PE8000/ 

Ohtsuki, S. (2009). Who is “foreigner?”: Examination of foreigner categories in the attitude 

toward the increase in foreigners. The Annual Review of Sociology, 22, 92-102.  

https://doi.org/10.5690/kantoh.2009.92  

Owen, W. (1984). Interpretive themes in relational communication. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 

70(3), 274-287. https://doi.org/10.1080/00335638409383697 

Piper, N. (1997). International marriage in Japan: 'Race' and 'gender' perspectives. A Journal of 

Feminist Geography, 4(3), 321-338. https://doi.org/10.1080/09663699725378 



 
 
 

127 
 
Prieler, M. (2010) Othering, racial hierarchies and identity construction in Japanese television 

advertising. International Journal of Cultural Studies, 12(5), 511-529. 

10.1177/1367877910372709 

Rivers, D., & Ross, A. (2013). Idealized English teachers: The implicit influence of race in 

Japan. Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, 12(1), 321–339. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2013.835575 

Romano, D. (2008). Intercultural marriage: Promises and Pitfalls. Nicholas Brealey Publishing.    

Ruecker, T. & Ives, L. (2015). The rhetorical construction of privilege in online teacher 

recruitment spaces. TESOL QUARTERLY, 49(4), 732-756. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.195 

Russell, J. G. (2017). Replicating the white self and other: Skin color, racelessness, gynoids, and 

the construction of whiteness in Japan. Japanese Studies, 37(1), 23-48. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10371397.2017.1297183 

Schans, D. (2012). Against the grain: International marriages between African men and Japanese 

women. Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, 21(3), 365-386.  

Sekimoto, S. (2014). Transnational Asia: Dis/orienting identity in the globalized world. 

Communication Quarterly, 62(4), 381–398. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2014.922485 

Takara Tomy company, ltd. (2001). 21 seiki shinsei “Dakko-chan” hatsubai no oshirase: Dezain 

isshin zen 7 shoku de karahuru ni, kuuki biniiru ningyou tou o hatsubai [News of 21 

century newborn “Dakko-chan” for sale: Colorful design renewal with full 7 colors, sale 

of air vinyl dolls etc.] 

https://www.takaratomy.co.jp/product_release/pdf_takara/01/p010322_5.pdf 



 
 
 

128 
 
Takeshita, S. (1998). Kokusai kekkon ni kansuru shakai no kanyoudo. [The degree of social 

acceptability toward Intercultural Marriage]. Japanese Journal of Family Sociology, 

10(2), 71-82. https://doi.org/10.4234/jjoffamilysociology.10.10-2_71 

Tanabe, S. (2008). Nihonjin no gaikoku koukando to sono kouzou no jisshouteki kentou 

[Empirical assessment of “Japanese” cognition toward various nations: Asianism, cold 

war, and globalization]. Japanese Sociological Review, 59(2), 369-387.   

https://doi.org/10.4057/jsr.59.369 

The Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare. (2018, September). Heisei 29 nen (2017) jinkou 

doutai toukei (kakutei suu) no gaikyou. [Summary of the vital statistics of Japanese 

population in 2017]. 

https://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/saikin/hw/jinkou/kakutei17/index.html 

The Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare. (2016). Marriages by nationalities of partners. 

[PDF]. https://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/database/db-hw/dl/vs06_3_Marriages_by_ 

nationalities_of_partners.pdf 

The Ministry of Justice. (2019, March). Heisei sanju nendomatsu zairyu gaikokujin suu ni tsuite 

[On the number of foreign residents in 2018].  

http://www.moj.go.jp/nyuukokukanri/kouhou/nyuukokukanri04_00081.html 

Toh, G (2015). Exposing and dialogizing racism through counter-storytelling and critical 

pedagogy in a Japanese EAP situation. Power and Education, 7(2), 169-180. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1757743815586519 

Tracy, S. (2013). Qualitative research methods: Collecting evidence, crafting analysis, 

communicating impact. Wiley-Blackwell. 



 
 
 

129 
 
Watson, M. (2010). Diasporic indigeneity: Place and the articulation of Ainu identity in Tokyo, 

Japan. Environment and Planning, 42(1), 268-284. https://doi.org/10.1068/a41112 

Ueno, J. (2001). Detradionalisation: Japanese students in the USA. Language Culture and 

Curriculum, 14(1), 76-89. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310108666613 

Zachmann, U. (2011). Race without supremacy: On racism in the political discourse of late Meiji 

Japan, 1890–1912. In M. Berg and S. Wendt (Eds.), Racism in the modern world: 

Historical perspectives on cultural transfer and adaptation (pp. 255-280). Berghahn 

Books, Incorporated.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

130 
 

Appendix A 

Institutional Review Board Approval Letter 

 



 
 
 

131 
 

Appendix B 

CONSENT FORM 
Unveiling Race and Identity through Kokusai Kekkon 

  
You are invited to take part in research about Japanese families’ views on Kokusai Kekkon, 
international marriage. You are a potential participant because you are a Japanese national who 
is married to a U.S. American. The research is being conducted by Manami Matsuoka in 
Communication Studies under the guidance of Dr. Christopher Brown, an Associate Professor in 
Communication Studies at Minnesota State University, Mankato. We ask that you read this form 
before agreeing to be in the research. 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of the research is to examine how Japanese families feel and think about Kokusai 
Kekkon and their non-Japanese family member(s). Kokusai kekkon means international marriage 
in Japanese. 
 
Procedures 
If you agree to be in this research, and sign this consent form, we ask that you answer questions 
by sharing your experiences and opinions about international marriage with your interviewer. 
Participation in this online interview will last for about an hour to two hours. Only online 
interviews will be conducted.  
 
Risks 
The risks of participating are no more than anyone would experience in daily life. If you have 
any concerns, you can contact Manami Matsuoka and Dr. Christopher Brown regarding the 
interview. The contact information is located under the Contact heading on the page. 
 
Benefits 
There are no direct benefits to participants in this research. However, the results of this research 
could help more people in the world understand how Japanese people view Kokusai Kekkon.    
 
Compensation 
Participation is voluntary. There is no compensation for this research.  
 
Confidentiality 
The interview will be held in an online private space. The interview will be recorded with an 
audio recorder. In case unnecessary personal and/or identifiable information is provided by the 
participant, the data will be erased from the research record. Interview data and all consent forms 
will be stored securely in a locked office cabinet in a secured office at Minnesota State 
University by Dr. Brown. Your identity will be recorded with the use of a pseudonym. All the 
interview data will be destroyed after one year. 
 
 

Please initial                          
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Voluntary nature of study 
Your decision to participate in this research will not affect your relationships with Minnesota 
State University, Mankato, and refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. 
Even if you sign the consent form, you are free to stop participation at any time by informing the 
interviewer that you are no longer answering any questions. You do not need to complete 
participation if you feel uncomfortable doing so. After completing the interview, you may 
withdraw your participation anytime. Researchers will identify your transcription and audio 
recording via assigned pseudonym and remove your data from the research.  
 
Contact  
If you have any questions about this research study, contact Manami Matsuoka at 
manami.matsuoka@mnsu.edu, or Dr. Christopher Brown at (507) 389-1712, or 
christopher.brown@mnsu.edu. If you have any questions about participants' rights and for 
research-related injuries, please contact the Administrator of the Institutional Review Board, at 
(507) 389-1242. 
 
Sign below to indicate your willingness to participate in this research study and to indicate that 
you are at least 20 years of age.  
 

______________________________________ 
Your Name 
 
 
______________________________________ 
Signature of participant 
 
______________________________________ 

    Date 
 
 

You have the right to keep a copy of the consent form. The copy may be obtained through the 
interviewer in the form of hard or scanned copy. 
  
 Participant received a copy. 
 
 
IRBNet ID #1573449 
Date of MSU IRB approval: 
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Appendix C 

Recruitment Script 

 

INVITATION MESSAGE  
Hello, 
We are looking for Japanese individuals in Japan and the United States of America who married 
U.S. Americans and who would be willing to participate in our study regarding Kokusai Kekkon, 
international marriage. 
Interviews will be conducted online. The online interview will last for one to two hours.  
Participation in the interview is completely voluntary and all your responses and private 
information will be kept confidential. 
You have the right to decline and stop participation at any time. Your decision whether or not to 
participate will not affect your relationship with Minnesota State University, Mankato, and 
refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. 
There are no direct benefits to participants in this research. However, the results of this research 
could help people in the world understand how Japanese people view international marriage. 
If you are interested in participating the study, please contact Manami Matsuoka at 
manami.matsuoka@mnsu.edu to arrange an interview. 
We welcome any questions or concerns you may have for the study. Please contact us at 
manami.matsuoka@mnsu.edu or christopher.brown@mnsu.edu.  
Please feel free to share this recruitment letter with Japanese nationals who might be interested in 
participating this study. 
 
We look forward to your participation. 
 
Sincerely, 
Christopher Brown, PhD 
Department of Communication Studies/College of Arts and Humanities at Minnesota State 
University, Mankato 
 
Manami Matsuoka, Graduate Student 
Department of Communication Studies at Minnesota State University, Mankato 
 
IRBNet ID #1573449 
 
  

mailto:manami.matsuoka@mnsu.edu
mailto:manami.matsuoka@mnsu.edu
mailto:christopher.brown@mnsu.edu
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocol 

Interview number:                                          Interviewee’s Pseudonyms:                                                 

Date & Location:                                            Length:       

Interviewee’s Age:                                         Family Age: 

Hometown:                                                    Current Residence: 

Education level: 

Profession: 

Length of Marriage:                                        

Spouse’s Pseudonyms:   Ethnicity:      Age: 

 

1. Location: Atmosphere, Smell, Temperature, Quietness  

 

2. Impressions of the respondent.  

 

3. Face Expressions, Non-verbal cues 

 

 

 

 

4. Interactions 
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Appendix E 

Interview Guide 

1. You told me that you are from XXX in Japan.  

a. Did you grow up in the area?  

b. How long did you live there for? 

c. Where do you live now? 

 

2. Does your family live in your hometown XXX?  

a. (Yes) How often do you visit your family/relatives? 

b. (No) Where does your family live? Then ask 2-a. 

 

3. Can you tell me how you feel when you are back home? 

a. How did you grow up in your family? 

b. How do you spend time with your family/relatives when you are home? 

 

4. You told me that you currently live in YYY (Residence). Can you tell me how you 

decided to live there? 

a. How long have you lived there? 

b. How do you and your spouse like living in YYY? 

 

5. How often does your spouse visit your family?  

a. How does your spouse like your hometown/home? 

b. What do you and your spouse do when you two are with your family? 
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c. What do you and your spouse talk with your family? 

6. How did you and your spouse decided to marry? 

 

7. What are your experiences or conversations when you told your family about your 

marriage with your spouse?  

a. What did your family say about your marriage decision? 

b. How supportive was your family about your marriage? 

c. Did your family members tell you their view on gaikokujin or American? 

d. How did your family think that you were marrying to American? 

 

8. What are your experiences regarding the first day when your spouse and your family 

met?  

a. How did the meeting go? 

b. How did your family react to your marriage proposal?  

c. How did your family feel about your marriage decision if you know? 

d. What kind of impressions did you family have of your spouse? 

e. How did you think that your family and your spouse would get along? 

f. Did your spouse and your family experience any difficulties when interacting? 

How so? What made the interactions easy/difficult? 

9. How did you family respond to your marriage? 

a. How was it difficult/easy? 

b. In what ways do you think it was difficult/easy for your family to agree with your 

marriage? 
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c. If it was difficult, how did your family overcome the objection? 

10. How do your spouse and your family interact with one another now? 

a. How does your spouse address your family members? 

b. How do your family and relatives address your spouse? 

c. Do your family/relatives have nicknames for your spouse? 

 

11. Do your family/relatives have other gaikokujin family member(s)? 

a. (Yes) How does the other gaikokujin family member(s) and your family/relative 

interact with each other? 

b. (No) If your spouse was Japanese, how similarly/differently would you think your 

family/relatives view your marriage? 

 

12. You told me that your spouse is (European/African/Hispanic or Latino/Asian/Native) 

American. Some racial and ethnic studies show that European/White Americans are the 

most popular racial figure in Japan. How do you feel about this?  

a. What makes you think the data is accurate/inaccurate? 

 

13. If your spouse’s race or ethnicity was White/non-White, would you think your 

family/relatives change their views on your marriage? 

a. How differently do you think your family/relatives view your marriage? 

b. What makes you think so?  

       


