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ABSTRACT
Eating Potato Chips with Chopsticks: Nikkei Latin Americans
Making Home, Shaping Family and Defining Selves
Garrett Alexandrea McDowell
Doctor of Philosophy
Temple University, 2009
Dr. Judith Goode
This dissertation examines the effects of return migration on Nikkei (of Japanese descent)
sending communities in the Soconusco Region (Acacoyagua), Chiapas, Mexico and
Lima, Peru. Massive numbers of Nikkei Latin Americans have been returning to Japan in
the last two decades filling a shortage in low-skill labor. The Nikkei mass exodus is
indicative of the global economic pattern that has caught Latin American countries in a
downward economic spiral resulting in joblessness and class polarization. For many,
transnational migration is the only viable option for economic survival. This research
illustrates how Nikkei are strategically making home, shaping family and defining selves
through return migration. Nikkei Latin Americans (those who go and those who stay)
approach return as Ganbatteando (doing one’s best) embracing and making-their-own the
Japanese concept of Ganbarimas. This study examines the local impacts of a global
phenomenon broadening the traditional anthropological approach on spatially localized
groups to address identity-formation as a discursive phenomenon situated in-between,
across and outside, yet still connected to fixed or bounded locations or nations. I explore
how Japanese in Latin America reconcile their Japanese roots with their embedded
experience in their Latin American birthplace as well as their newest and current
experiences in Japan to construct variable, changing and unique identities. Nikkei,
situated in and creating a temporal and spatial borderzone are forming, reforming, and
transforming home, family and identity as their local communities and marriage options,
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are depleted. By incorporating non-Nikkei-but-Nikkei-enthusiasts, Nikkei are sustaining
and reinforcing endogamous marriage at a time when the emigration of large numbers of
marriageable-aged Nikkei make that otherwise impossible. In this process, they are
making intimate choices: reasserting ethnic strongholds in the homes of their choice,
shifting and strategically broadening kinship and community boundaries, and at the same
time more strictly regulating inclusion and exclusion. Nikkei are eating potato chips with
chopsticks at the same time that non-Nikkei in Latin America are frying sushi.
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DEDICATION
For the Nikkei and the Fortress,
I hope it is worthy.
It is yours.
I know that Ganbarimasu is the only “Thank You” that matters

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................iii
DEDICATION................................................................................................................ v
LIST OF TABLES .......................................................................................................... x
LIST OF FIGURES........................................................................................................xi
CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION: THERE ARE JAPANESE IN LATIN AMERICA? .................... 1
¡Ganbatte! ........................................................................................................... 4
Ganbatteando........................................................................................... 6
A Personal and Professional Quest....................................................................... 8
Why Nikkei? Why Me? ..................................................................................... 11
The Approach: Research Questions.................................................................... 12
What I Did: Methods ......................................................................................... 15
The Setting: Global Out-migration..................................................................... 22
A Portrait of the Cases ....................................................................................... 24
The Soconusco Region of Chiapas, Mexico............................................ 25
Lima, Peru.............................................................................................. 32
Community Characteristics: External and Internal Axis of Difference................ 36
Comparative and Representative Cases .............................................................. 42
Organization and Summary of Chapters............................................................. 44
2. FRAMING THE DEBATE DISCURSIVE, DIASPORIC NIKKEI IDENTITY IN A
NEOLIBERAL GLOBAL ECONOMY......................................................................... 46
The Global Framework: Situating Nikkei Transnational Out-Migration ............. 47
The Sending Context of Nikkei Return Migration................................... 50

vi

Nikkei Return Migration, Transnationalism and The Nation-state........... 52
Global Economic Structures: Migration and The Neoliberal Agenda.................. 56
Making Home, Shaping Family and Defining Selves ......................................... 59
Discursive Nikkei Identities ................................................................... 60
Nikkei Nihonjinron Imagined................................................................. 63
Defensive Ethnic Identity ....................................................................... 70
Kinship and Marriage: Strategic Identity Positionings ............................ 72
Individual Nikkei Identity Constructions............................................................ 76
It’s Not Simple: Making Home by Experience with Homeland............... 76
You are What You Eat: The Performance of Identity in Foodways......... 79
Nikkei Identity and Belonging Through Religious Practice: Nihonkyo.... 85
Conclusion: An Integrated Perspective from Below ........................................... 87
3. HISTORICAL FRAMEWORK: HOW THE JAPANESE CAME AND CAME
TO LEAVE ............................................................................................................... 88
Mexico: Colonia Enomoto ................................................................................. 90
Peru: From Agricultural Labor to Urban Businessmen ....................................... 91
Pivotal Events.................................................................................................... 93
World War II.......................................................................................... 93
Return Migration.................................................................................... 94
Fujimori ................................................................................................. 94
Mexico: Social, Economic and Political History ................................................ 96
Peru: Social, Economic and Political History ................................................... 100
Conclusion: A History of Ethnic Belonging and Difference ............................. 106

vii

4. ¡I-YA-SAA-ZA!: STAYING, MAKING HOME AND THE REPRODUCTION
OF NIKKEINESS ....................................................................................................... 111
My Entrée: Estella ........................................................................................... 114
Nihonjinron and Social Structure ..................................................................... 115
Nikkei Organizational Infrastructure................................................................ 119
Community Involvement and Social Structure ................................................. 126
Defensive Ethnic Identity................................................................................. 129
Eisa: Ryukyukoku Matsui Daiko, Lima Chapter .............................................. 134
Comparative Nikkeiness: The Mexican Example ............................................. 141
Conclusion: Returning, Reinforcing and Reinventing Nikkeiness..................... 144
5. FRIED SUSHI AND INCA COLA: HOW NIKKEI DEFINE SELVES AND
NEGOTIATE IDENTITY IN RETURN...................................................................... 151
Situating Selves: Nikkei Identity Historically and in Return............................. 152
Political Discourses and The Nikkei Image ...................................................... 154
¡Que Chévere! (How Cool!): The Privilege of Return ...................................... 157
The Art of Creating Identity............................................................................. 164
Food and the Performance of Identity .............................................................. 166
Nihonkyo: Japaneseness as National Religion................................................... 173
Conclusion: Negotiating Complexities ............................................................. 174
6. INTIMATE CHOICES: NIKKEI RETURN MIGRANTS MAKING HOME,
SHAPING FAMILY BACK “HOME” ........................................................................ 179
Life is Full of Hard Choices............................................................................. 181
Return Investment............................................................................................ 189
Social Investment ............................................................................................ 191
Familial Investment ......................................................................................... 195

viii

Practical Investment: Education, Politics and Housing ..................................... 199
Intimate Choices: Marriage Patterns and Return Migration .............................. 202
Conclusion: Going in Order to Stay ................................................................. 206
7. CONCLUSION: GOING AND COMING, RETURNING, REMAKING,
RESHAPING AND REDEFINING CONTINUES ...................................................... 208
Outcomes......................................................................................................... 210
Predictions....................................................................................................... 216
Significance..................................................................................................... 223
Mexico, Chiapas, The Soconusco ......................................................... 224
Peru, Lima............................................................................................ 229
Larger Trends .................................................................................................. 230
Conclusion: Future Possibilities ....................................................................... 233
8. EPILOGUE: TRANSFORMATIONS OF SELF, HOME AND IDENTITY .......... 235
Research Foundations: Exams, Committee and Research Design ..................... 237
Fieldwork Transformations: How Weddings Failed but Marriages Last ........... 241
Fieldwork Transformations: Access Shapes Outcomes..................................... 242
Fieldwork Transformations: Personal Revelations............................................ 246
Finding Selves and Home ................................................................................ 250
REFERENCES CITED ............................................................................................... 253

ix

LIST OF TABLES
Table

Page

1. Fieldwork Timeline and Activities....................................................................17
2. Age Distribution per Generation Based on Year of Arrival (Via
Immigration or Birth) .......................................................................................89
3. Numbers of Return Migrants from the Four Latin American Nations with
the Largest Populations of Nikkei .....................................................................95

x

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure

Page

1. Ganbatte Karate .................................................................................................9
2. Ganbatte Undokai ..............................................................................................9
3. Map of Mexico and Chiapas .............................................................................26
4. Map of Acacoyagua..........................................................................................30
5. Tricicleta Taxi ..................................................................................................31
6. Map of Japanese Population in Peru .................................................................35
7. I-YA-SAA-ZA ..................................................................................................113
8. Japanese Language Class in Acacoyagua ........................................................128
9. Eisa Performance............................................................................................128
10. Mexican and Japanese Flags ...........................................................................133
11. Undokai..........................................................................................................133
12. Perfection .......................................................................................................138
13. Synchronization..............................................................................................139
14. Origami: Hecho en Peru.................................................................................158
15. Fanfare ...........................................................................................................159
16. Waving...........................................................................................................161
17. Names in Japanese, Only Five Pesos...............................................................162
18. Performing Belonging ....................................................................................162
19. Young, Kimono-clad Nikkei ...........................................................................163
20. Eating Potato Chips with Chopsticks ..............................................................168
21. Learning How to Eat with Chopsticks.............................................................171

xi

22. Carlos Kasuga Visits Acacoyagua ..................................................................176
23. Carlos Kasuga Field, AELU, Lima .................................................................177
24. The Social Norms of Beer Drinking................................................................194
25. Socializing at Eisa Practice.............................................................................194
26. Dating ............................................................................................................204
27. Coupling at Eisa .............................................................................................204

xii

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION:
THERE ARE JAPANESE IN LATIN AMERICA?

There are Japanese is Latin America? Why are they there? How long have they
been there? These are the first questions everyone asks when I tell them about my
dissertation topic. Yes, there are Nikkei (people of Japanese descent) in Latin America.
Japanese migration to Latin America began in the late 1890s and lasted until the early
1930s filling a need for agricultural laborers at a time when there were no low-skill, lowwage jobs in Japan and thus there was an excess of laborers. Most interesting, now, a
century later, Nikkei from Latin America are returning to Japan for the same reasons, in
reverse. Recent revisions to Japan’s immigration laws (1990) welcomed and initiated a
massive reverse migration trend of Nikkei throughout Latin America. Migration forces
are now pushing and pulling in the opposite direction due to the demand for low-skill,
low-wage laborers in Japan and with an existing surplus of unemployed laborers
throughout Latin America.
These were also the first questions I asked when making my way to this topic. I had
previous interest and experience in Japan and with Japanese culture, and this was an
obvious focus of my anthropological quest. At the same time, new interests were
beginning to pull me in the direction of Latin America. When Denise O’Brien, a
committee member and mentor, mentioned Japanese in Latin America a huge light bulb
went off above my head, and that light guided me towards a perfectly targeted but diverse
research query. Of particular interest is the fact that the historical, political, economic and

1

social forces at play in Latin America are seemingly the exact opposite, the other end of
the extreme and even the reaction to what drives and shapes Japan.
Cultural factors rooted in processes of capital accumulation drive motivations for
migration. This was as true for Japan’s early 1900s agricultural out-migration to Peru as
it is now for Nikkei return migration to Japan. There are specific ways in specific times
and specific places in which communities balance nation, power and identity on an
increasingly globalized stage. In this context, interlocutors shape the direction and
outcome of global capitalism as much as they are shaped by it. The effects of this recent
momentous reversed labor migration pattern on Nikkei communities in Latin America
should be understood from a current perspective. That is the purpose of this dissertation.
Since the passage of a 1990 law that opened Japan’s doors to Nikkei (people of
Japanese descent) as many as 10 percent of the Nikkei in Chiapas, Mexico, and 30
percent in Peru have returned to the homeland. The Nikkei mass exodus is indicative of
the global economic pattern that has caught Latin American countries in a downward
economic spiral and resulted in joblessness and class polarization. Transnational
migration is the only viable option for economic survival. In this dissertation, I explore
how Japanese in Latin America reconcile their Japanese roots, with their embedded
experience in their Latin American countries of origin and with their newest and current
experience in return to Japan. The purpose of this study is to examine the local impacts
and recent developments of return migration between Latin America and Japan on the
Nikkei sending-communities in Chiapas, Mexico and Lima, Peru. I take advantage of the
unique historical moment documenting the recent and current changes taking place due to
out-migration and based on that evidence project future outcomes. Through the
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comparative examination of Chiapas and Lima, this research seeks patterns in the Nikkei
experience throughout the region of Latin America. I demonstrate how home, family, and
identity are formed, reformed, and transformed as these communities—and marriage
options—are depleted.
The story that I have to tell about the Nikkei sending-communities in Peru and
Mexico, the thesis of this dissertation, is represented by two ideas: the title, Eating Potato
Chips with Chopsticks and the Japanese expression, ganbatte. I argue that the Nikkei in
the face of return migration, are constructing identities (as individuals and as groups)
inside, outside and between two different cultural/linguistic contexts and nation-states
utilizing national and cultural discourses of both the homeland and new homes in Latin
America. The Nikkei are creatively creating permanence, security and “home” in ways
that incorporate strategically national and cultural belonging yet resist strictly uninational or even hybrid affiliations in the mobile, temporary and transnational context of
return migration. This unique positionings Nikkei make for themselves with their potato
chips and chopsticks is not a one-way street but a niche where they are assimilated as
much as they are influencing their homes and homeland. Nikkei are constructing theses
creative and unbound places and spaces for themselves through determination,
perseverance and sacrifice in return migration. Those who go and those who stay are
enduring, giving-it-their-all (¡ganbatte!), for the benefit of the group—family,
community, institutions—back home. This dissertation is a crucial analysis of the process
of decision-making as it happens. I offer a nuanced perspective of the construction of self
and home at this pivotal moment. Local movements—the impact on Nikkei sending
communities—are explored in larger global contexts.
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Nikkei in Mexico and Peru are unique in their boundary formation, and the social
and cultural boundaries of these communities, like any other, remain fluid, contingent
and constantly evolving. In response to the effects of return migration, the Nikkei
communities in Chiapas and Lima are shifting their boundaries, making them more
porous at the same time stronger. The flexibility of ethnic boundaries, especially as
demonstrated by family, marriage and identity, is targeted as a way of maintaining the
core strength of the community, which lies in group affiliation, common ways of being
and shared ideologies. In this strategic and evolving process of ethnic identity formation,
return migration is a catalyst. It serves a primary function of maintaining ethnic
distinction, based on experience with return foremost but secondarily contingent on
linguistic and cultural knowledge. It confirms endogamous marriage as a means of
incorporation into return and the assertion of ethnic belonging. This process of ethnic
identity formation is one in which the individual and collective collide. It is a mutually
affective process in that individual thought and behavior alter group identity at the same
time that collective influences shape individual actions. In this framework, individual
Nikkei are embedded in different social fields, both local (work, school, home,
community organizations) and global (return or circular migration, business), as well as
different life histories and social networks.

¡Ganbatte!
There are certain words in every language that are unique to a specific culture or
subculture, words that for that reason defy translation. The self-labled, “Lipstick Lucy”
(2005) blogger writes about her experience in Japan, explaining that
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The Japanese language is loaded with words that express whole concepts,
ideas, feelings and much more in just one word…I call these words "heavy
words" because they can convey so much in just one word where as in
English it would take at least a sentence or two…We tend to borrow these
words as we borrow some of the culture we are emerged in....we use them
in our everyday conversations to the point we have forgotten it is not a
word from our native language.
Ganbarimasu is one of the most poignant and frequently used of these “heavy words”
Lipstick Lucy describes. It is an expression that goes to the heart of this dissertation. It
exemplifies my passion for this topic. It was the common thread in my experience in
Japan as well as my fieldwork experiences in Mexico and Peru, a reoccurring mantra
crossing national borders, social contexts and bouncing to, from and between different
individuals, including myself, at different times and in different ways. In one heavy word,
“the heaviest of all words,” Lipstick Lucy further writes, it symbolically portrays the
thesis of this dissertation: ¡ganbarimasho! Ganbarimasu is a verb and means “to
persevere or to do one’s best.” When it is noted to someone else, it means “Good luck” or
“You can do it!” When we say it of ourselves, it suggests determination, “I’m giving it
my best shot!”
Generally, the Nikkei to differing degrees in Chiapas and Lima limit their Japanese
language to very specific daily phrases, labels for food or terms of endearment,
expressions, most often words that do not exist outside Japanese culture. Linguistic
differences vary by family and subculture (club, social group or school). Each group has
their own commonly used words, usually particularly meaningful or culturally unique
colloquialism. Japanese language, in this way, unites community, is uniquely Nikkei and
codifies belonging. Ganbarimas (I/we are doing our best) in all its various applications as
echoed over and over in my research with the Nikkei communities in Chiapas and Lima
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is a prime example of language as an identity-marker, one way in which belonging is
incorporated from multiple contexts (national/cultural/linguistic) but made
uniquely Nikkei.
The popularity of the Peruvian Nikkei band, Diamantes and particularly their song,
“Ganbatteando” attests to the way in which this heavy word has been co-opted by the
Nikkei, even hybridized into Japanese-Spanish, signifying the wide acceptance of this
expression as representative of Nikkei identity in return migration. In the case of
ganbatteando, the Spanish present progressive verb ending (“ing” in English) replaces
the Japanese present progressive, “imasu.” Thus, the meaning is the same but by using
the Spanish “ando” the expression takes on particular meaning to Nikkei Latin
Americans. The lyrics of “Ganbatteando” speak to the experience of Nikkei return
migrants and the significance of the ganbatte mantra in motivating Nikkei returnees to
persevere through the hardships and challenges of return.

Ganbanteando (Diamantes 1993)1
Era uno noche oscura
Ya nadie va caminando
Esta con sus dos maletas
El DC-10 esperando

It was a cloudy night
Noone was walking anymore
He with two bags
The DC-10 waiting

Era uno noche oscura
Ya nadie va caminando
Esta con sus dos maletas maletas
El DC-10 esperando

It was a cloudy night
Noone was walking anymore
He with two bags
The DC-10 waiting

Con suenos e ilusiones
Y un deuda pendiente
Ramon se va a trabajar
Al pais del sol naciente

With dreams and illusions
And debts to pay
Ramon is going to work
In the country of the sun’s birth

1

Translated by author.
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Aqui lo que mas le cuesta
Es poder comunicarse
Entre tanta indiferencia
Dificil es aguantarse

Here this is the cost
The power to communicate
In the meantime indifference
Difficulties are to be endured

Aparte de la rutina
Interminable y pesada
Hay gente que discrimina
Y lo provoca por nada

Outside of the routine
Endless and heavy
There are people who discriminate
Without any reason

Para matar la tristeza
Que tiene en su Corazon
Por la familia que espera
“Ganbatteando” va Ramon

To kill the sadness
That he has in his heart
For the family that is waiting
Doing his best, Ramon goes

“Ganbatteando” Si, “Ganbatteando” va
“Ganbatteando” si, “Ganbatteando”

Doing his best, yes, he is going to persevere
Doing his best, yes, giving it his all

“Ganbatteando” Si, “Ganbatteando” va
“Ganbatteando” si, “Ganbatteando”
y suguimos “Ganbateando”

Doing his best, yes, he is going to persevere
Doing his best, yes, giving it his all
And he is going to continue to do his best

Asi comienza la “chamba”
Ocho horas y con “zanguio”
Despues de comer a dormir en el “ryo”
Y en suenos Ramon canto—Salsa!

This begins the job
Eight hours and with overtime
After eating and sleeping in the room
And in dreams, Ramon sings—Salsa!

“Ganbatteando” Si, “Ganbatteando” va
“Ganbatteando” si, “Ganbatteando”

Doing his best, yes, he is going to persevere
Doing his best, yes, giving it his all

“Ganbatteando” Si, “Ganbatteando” va
“Ganbatteando” si, “Ganbatteando”
y suguimos “Ganbatteando”

Doing his best, yes, he is going to persever
Doing his best, yes, giving it his all
And he is going to continue to do his best

“Ganbatteando”
“Ganbatteando”
“Ganbatteando”
“Ganbatteando”

Doing his best
Giving it his all
Persevering
Doing his best

In her blog post, Lipstick Lucy further relates, “This one word can pretty much sum
up the whole of the concept that sits deep in the heart of the Japanese.” It is symbolic of
the Japanese way of being, which urges individuals to always give one hundred percent,
meeting and exceeding expectations as the norm. This crosses over all aspects of daily
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life including work and play and is at all times, the basis of actions and behavior. It
reflects the idea that for Japanese, individual worth is situated in the success of the group
to which they belong. Therefore, while always doing ones best is an individual duty, it is
not self-centered but rather is symbolic of how Japanese self worth is developed through
group affiliations.
As Kondo describes, “In the wider society, throwing one’s all into a task is
thus considered intrinsically good. In everyday Japanese conversation,
people ideally perform their social roles—mothering, studying, working—
isshokenmei ni, with all their heart and soul, or sei ippai, with all their
might, to the utmost…Yet enthusiasm alone will not suffice. You must
also see things through to the end, and as a result endurance and
perseverance are among the most frequently cited virtues in Japanese
society (cf. Lanham 1979) (1990: 109).
In the lives of Nikkei Latin Americans, ganbatte is equally the goal, the social code, the
purpose, arguably even more so. The drive to give everything one’s all is similar but as
this dissertation will show, the act of return migration is itself an act of ganbarimasu.
Nikkei return migrants and those left behind are giving it their all, together, as a group
and for the group; engaging in return migration is the quintessential act of perseverance.

A Personal and Professional Quest
My thesis advisor in my masters program in journalism, Gigi Durham, lived by the
mantra that “No research is worth doing that is not personal.” The truth is that personal
research is excruciatingly hard; it requires questioning self at the same time you question
what is outside yourself. She passed on her appreciation to me or I gravitated toward her
approach and became shaped by the experience of working with her. My masters’ thesis,
in fact, was most directly a search for self, an exploration of what it means to be Southern
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Figure 1. Ganbatte Karate

Forth-generation Nikkei youth giving it his all, ganbatteando, performs in a karate demonstration at the
110th Anniversary Celebration of the Japanese arrival to the Soconusco, May 2007, Acacoyagua, Chiapas.

Figure 2. Ganbatte Undokai

The face says it all: ¡Ganbatte! A Nikkei youth competes at the Asociación Estado La Union (AELU)
Undokai (Sports Festival) in March of 2008.
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through research about my family and the small Alabama town where we were molded.
Honestly, it took the breath out of me at the same time that it defined or solidified
who I am.
At core, I believe deeply in reflexive research and in many ways, that has become
the norm in anthropological research. Who I am as a researcher, where I position myself
in the research and how my own perspective shapes the research is of the utmost
importance to understanding the conclusions I draw. This requires a fundamental level of
honesty and thus in all honesty, I admit that as much as was possible, I sought out
dissertation research, which was completely impersonal. I didn’t think I had it in me to
question something so deeply personal again, at least right away, and I knew that I was
embarking on something that would be larger, longer, more unpredictable and that would
ultimately leave a much deeper mark than a masters thesis. Nikkei Latin Americans
seemed as far removed as I could imagine and yet perfectly rooted in my own
professional evolution as an anthropologist.
In physical appearance, linguistic and cultural knowledge, I am most obviously as
far from Japanese, Mexican, Peruvian or Nikkei as is possible. I am tall, blond and even
if not for this inevitably Gringa or Gaijin as soon as I open my mouth, try to dance or
attempt to sit appropriately Japanese (seiza, pointed feet under butt with knees in front
and together). What I discovered is that beyond research only being worthwhile if it is
personal, it is impossible to not be deeply transformed by the process of anthropological
research. All research is personal!
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Why Nikkei? Why Me?
My fascination with everything Japanese began at age eleven when Eiko Kaneko, a
Japanese foreign exchange student at the local university came to live with my family in
Hattiesburg, Mississippi. She came for a year and ended up staying three with yearly
visits following for the next decade. She became a sister in the deepest sense. She
introduced us to odd foods, games, words, clothes and customs all of which my sisters
called “weird” and I soaked in with enthusiasm. In college I spent a summer with Eiko in
Tokyo and following that a semester near Osaka on an exchange program through my
college. After college and having studied Japanese language for four years, I returned to
Japan but this time to Hiroshima with the Japan Exchange and Teaching Programme.
With my academic training in social science, while I was there I became very interested
the Burakumin (or the outcaste class) phenomena. To that end, I got involved with a local
sociologist and he allowed me to observe his research and political endeavors in the
Burakumin community of Hiroshima. My fascination in everything Japanese was
deepened and encouraged through this process.
Knowing this background, everyone always asks why I didn’t return to Japan for
dissertation research. Like all things anthropological, the answer to that question is as
much personal as professional; the two are inseparable. Professionally, I wanted to
diversify my experience—tie-in my background but expand on it—in ways that prepared
me to be a broadly trained researcher. Most importantly, I wanted to be well-positioned to
pursue research across a range of geographic and topic areas in the future. Personally, I
was compromising, looking to Latin America because my partner at the time had a longstanding interest in Mexico and Latin America and one that I was quickly embracing as

11

my own passion. At the same time that I was dedicating myself to learning Spanish, I was
also drawn to migration research and particularly issues of identity and marriage.
In the topic of return migration, and specifically, Nikkei sending communities in
Latin America, I found a way to connect my seemingly divergent paths into very specific
research. It was both a perfect fit for my very broad interests, and I, a uniquely positioned
researcher to tackle this topic. My interests have always been broad reaching across and
between geographic, linguistic and disciplinary spaces but somehow my generalism
found commonality in the Nikkei.

The Approach: Research Questions
Three questions permeate this research. First, how is out-migration affecting
communities, families and individuals left behind? Return migration is shifting
internal and external axes of difference in the Nikkei community. Political, class and
gender categories are all being transformed and redefined. In very complex ways,
individual ethnic identity and marriage options are changing as well. Most significantly,
this has implications for familial and institutional structures. There is currently emerging
what I will call a forth-generation dilemma. Forth-generation Nikkei are now coming of
age. They are typically, relatively highly educated but with very limited job prospects in
Chiapas and Lima. Japanese immigration laws currently permit up to the third generation
Nikkei to return-migrate for work. Given the economic turn that is now putting less
demand for low-skill, low-wage labor in Japan, this is not likely to change anytime soon.
Thus, while the third generation had options for economic security and advancement
through return, the forth generation will have to find another means of survival.
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Second, I question how ethnic and national identities are formed and
transformed by local and global forces in this process of migration. In 1989, most
Japanese Peruvians positively affiliated with Japan (Morimoto 1991). In the face of
return migration, Takenaka (1999, 2000, 2003) has determined that ethnic affiliations of
Peruvian Nikkei are strengthening. I question how boundaries are created and drawn.
Mexico and Peru share a similar privileged, or “positive minority” status (Takenaka
2003, 2000, 1999; Thompson 1979, 1974; Tsuda 1999, 1998) in their sending
communities and a similar negative reception due to linguistic and cultural differences in
the Japanese “homeland” (Douglass and Roberts 2000; Eades, et al 2000; Linger 2001;
Mori 1997; Roth 2002; Tsuda 1999, 1998). In Lima and Chiapas there are similar
responses in ethnic, national and transnational identity formation. Nikkei in both
negotiate their national origins (Mexican-ness and Peruvian-ness at the same time
Nihonjinron, or Japaneseness).
Those who are implicated in return, combine to differing degrees a greater concern
for losing their Peruvian or Mexican national identity with a stronger understanding of
Japanese language and culture. National ties are consciously maintained with return
migration and yet they are learning more about their Japanese-ness and thus affiliating in
that direction newly, differently and with more conscientious determination. As a result
identity construction becomes more and more complex. Increasingly, a strategic, ethnic
and pan-Latin American Nikkei identity is emerging, as suggested by recent activities of
the Pan American Nikkei Association (PANA), Nikkei Jovenes and Discover Nikkei.
Finally, I ask, what is the relationship between identity, family and marriage
in the context of return migration? Return migration drives identity construction and,
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in turn, influences decisions to marry. Nikkei marriage patterns in different Latin
American settings are distinctive based on period of arrival, generation and host society
reception (Kikumura-Yano 2002). Those who marry Nikkei, tend to affiliate more as
Nikkei or Japanese. This is true for puro-Mexicanos or Peruanos (“pure” Mexican or
Peruvian, meaning not of-Japanese descent. non-Nikkei Mexican or Peruvian) who
embrace the Nikkei ancestry of their spouses and for Nikkei who marry other Nikkei or
Japanese. Generation is a pivotal factor in shaping marriage choices and ethnic affiliation.
There are different outcomes from different generations. Marriage does not determine
ethnic identity but in the context of return, marriage is one strategy for making home,
shaping family and defining selves. There is no, one, predominate response (in ethnic
affiliation or marriage strategies). I question whether to what extent cultural assimilation,
ethnic incorporation, Nihonjinron, or transculturation (Hirabayashi and Hu-Dehart 2002)
occurs, in what combination, when, and under what conditions. I will assess the impacts
of each broad response.
In Peru Nikkei are now paradoxically intermarrying for the first time alongside
return migration (Miasato 2000; Morimoto 1991). For Mexican Nikkei evidence suggests
that stronger ethnic affiliation is leading to an emerging desire to marry endogamously. In
both Mexico and Peru, there are increased numbers of transnational marriage unions, or
unions that include spouses from other Nikkei communities. I determine that alternative
family patterns emerge in return migration including: long-distance and transnational
families where children and parents are separated, multiple spousal unions across
borders, and creative reshaping of courting practices corresponding to developments in
technology and cross-national marriage markets. This reality is that Nikkei are making
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flexible marriage choices in the face of out-migration in both Peru and Mexico. Having
multiple spouses in each geographic home is easier yet at the same time more difficult to
monitor. Similarly, out-migration could be used as a motivation for making a legal
commitment in a case where a non-Nikkei male husband wanted to be able to immigrant
to Japan through his Nikkei wife’s lineage.
Generally speaking, it is the young who migrate. An individual without family ties
is more likely to migrate. Thus, those who stay are scraping the bottom of the barrel so to
speak for dating. This is true across the board, not just with Japanese out-migration.
Generally speaking people marry younger in Mexico than Peru and in both younger (late
teens to late 20s) than in the United States. So, the pre-marriage dating that takes place
usually happens among high-school aged youth, which is just at the cusp of
pre-out-migration.

What I Did: Methods
I conducted approximately twelve months of fieldwork in Acacoyagua, Chiapas
beginning in October of 2006 followed by nine months of research in Lima, Peru
beginning October 2007. I tested the above outlined questions with equal and
comparative ethnographic research methods in both field sites. I explored the specific
conditions evidenced while highlighting common effects of global processes on both. The
research in both sites was broken down into three phases. I began with a community-wide
analysis and narrow to an individual focus. By starting research in the small and spatially
bounded community of Chiapas, I was able to locate significant processes that informed
research in the more geographically dispersed Lima. In Chiapas, I mapped kinship and
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social networks for the families that made up the entire community, while in Lima I
explored the social structure of an ethnic community within a larger urban and
institutionally bounded environment.
There were three phases of research in each fieldsite. Throughout, I conducted
participant observation of community and social organizations, schools, businesses, home
life and social activities. This involved photographic methods as well as traditional audio
recording and field-notes. I began with public participant observations of community
activities and events and eventually moved closer into a private view of a limited number
of families. I did this to: 1) identify social fields and community structure; 2) examine the
flexibility of boundaries, how they are governed and contested including internal axes of
difference (perhaps based on occupation, class consumption, generation, time of
settlement and gender); and 3) confirm individual self-reports of experiences.
But in both Mexico and Peru while community (family/institutions) provides
structure and even a framework for daily and ethnic activities, there are limits to the
significance of community on individual maneuverings in return migration. Thus, I
approached social organization as Granovetter opportunities (1973) in that I examined
individual social fields and followed their connections to their fullest length determining
where they began, ended and how they shifted and bumped along the way. In following
Granovetter and looking for the strength of the weak ties, I observed an individual’s
different, connected sub-communities as a means to understand the multiple,
interconnected and tiered hierarchies. Practically, this is how I operated without
organizational affiliations or official access into the communities and rather working
from individual entrees. This fit best my research goals and fieldwork limitations. My
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interest is in the subtle and nuanced connections that shape individual Nikkei and their
ways of negotiating their lives and identities in the midst of return migration. This is not
something I could have understood from a top-down, insider-only perspective.
Samples of these populations were drawn from a cross-section of the communities.
They were selected in accordance with the internal differences I identify in participant
observation. I sought a representative balance based on key factors of gender, generation,
age, occupation, married and not-yet-married, exogamous and endogamous, and those
who are and are not directly involved in return migration.

Table 1. Fieldwork Timeline and Activities
MEXICO

Fieldwork Activities

Sample

Oct 2006 –
Jan 2007
2-4
individuals
per 10
families

a) Kinship
analysis:
genealogical
interviews
b) Social
network
mapping

PERU
Feb –
May 2007

June –
Sept 2007

Oct –
Dec 2007

Jan –
Mar 2008

35 individuals

4 individuals/
families

75
individuals
(snowball
sample)

10 individuals

a) Survey
analysis
b) Participant
observation
of
public
community
events and
activities

a) Life History
Interviews
b) Participant
Observation of
Individual
interviewee’s
lives

a) Life history
interviews &
b) Participant
observation
expanded to
private spaces

a) Participant
observation
b) Identity
analysis
(intensive
interviews
and
participant
photo project/
elicitation
interviews)

April –
June 2008
Eisa Matsuri
Daiko Group
(Approximately
200
individuals.)

a) Participant
observation of
practices/
performances
b) Interviews
with individual
club members

In Phase I, the first three-four months of research in each field site I explored the
larger communities in an attempt to paint a broad picture of each. In Acacoyagua, I began
by doing genealogical interviews. This allowed me to pinpoint the ten primary families,

17

to understand the demographic make-up of the community and to chart all the family
members in their relations to each other. With the foundation of these kinship charts, I
was then able to follow social ties including weak connections, which explained the
larger network and all its components, sub-groupings. In Lima, I employed a survey of
the larger community. This allowed me to determine attitudes of Peruvian Nikkei towards
return migration, identity and intermarriage. I identified organizational patterns and
networks, individual viewpoints, ethnic orientation and social relations. In conjunction,
survey and public participant observation highlighted an overarching synthesis of
community viewpoints, discourses of pluralism and/or unity and flexibility of boundaries.
Participants were identified through a snowball sample found through the connections
made during preliminary research and in early participant observation.
The second three-four months, Phase II, of research, involved open-ended life
history interviews with a limited number of individuals (identified during Phase I
research), as well as participant observation, including photographic documentation, of
their public and private lives. I compare the stories they tell with observations of their
daily activities to draw a holistic picture of individual experiences with migration. In
these later two phases of research, I became embedded with specific individuals and their
lives in order to gain a deeper understanding of family and migration choices and the
ramifications of identity construction within the wider context of transnational shifts.
In the final three-four months of research, Phase III, I deepened my relationship
with a handful of Nikkei and worked with them one-on-one to understand their process of
identity construction. In Acacoyagua, I did photo identity analysis. This was a participant
photographic project where I gave a digital camera to a handful of individuals and asked
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them to photograph things that represented their identity and were significant to who they
are. I returned after they had enough time to take photos and conducted an interview with
them centered on photo elicitation where they described the image, why it was significant
to them and what made them take the photograph. In drawing conclusions of this
research, I drew on the interview data that emerged out of this photo identity project in
identifying the perspectives of individual Nikkei on their constructions of ethnic identity.
In almost all cases this involved a mix of family, land/place and material culture items
demonstrating their lineage to Japan.
In Peru I also began the photo identity project with one participant/family but once I
discovered Eisa (focus of Chapter Four) and became involved with this group, I realized
that the role of this subculture within the larger institution structure was more obviously
representative of Nikkei in Lima. The intense integration I gained through participation
with this group equaled the closeness I developed with individual families in
Acacoyagua. Further the scale of Eisa (part of a larger community whole) was most
directly comparable to that of individuals/families as part of the larger community
in Chiapas.
The contexts: place, climate, national restrictions, social structure, cultural norms
all shaped my approach to fieldwork and ability to work within these two very distinct
fieldsites and community structures. In Chiapas, the whole process of access, which
determines to a large extent, research success went much more smoothly than in Lima
where I was at a disadvantage from the beginning without formal institution backing to
get me in the door. In Acacoyagua, I was directed immediately to the home of Doña
Emiko (Emi), the eldest, arguably most prominent and certainly most culturally and
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linguistically knowledgeable of the Nikkei community leaders. Doña Emi is a secondgeneration Japanese Mexican whose parents immigrated to Mexico independently of the
major migration waves (for business purposes) and not to Chiapas. She met through
arrangement her husband, who was a third-generation Nikkei from one of the main
Nikkei families in Acacoyagua. They married and she has lived in Acacoyagua for the
majority of her life.
Just by knocking on Doña Emi’s door during my preliminary research visit I was
able to do an informal interview that provided the basic background and framework to the
Nikkei community in Acacoyagua. During the same, initial visit to the Soconusco, she
also arranged a meeting for me with a handful of interested representatives from the
Edomura Association (primary Nikkei association in Acacoyagua), which was held at the
Japanese Community Center in town. During that meeting I established the only real
thing necessary for getting me access to the community: a reputation. By simply
introducing myself, explaining my purpose and providing a synopsis of the research I
hoped to do, I gained acceptance. I formally asked permission to conduct fieldwork in the
Nikkei community during this meeting and was greeted with a welcome invitation such
that when I arrived back to do fieldwork a year later I already had a basis of support.
Word spread fact such that everyone quickly knew who I was and why I was there so all I
needed to do was knock on doors to see who was and was not willing to participate. To
my surprise when I would often stop by for a first visit to hopefully schedule an
interview, people would more often than not, drop whatever they were doing and
willingly talk to me immediately. This is not to say that fieldwork was not painfully slow
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because of the pace of life and day-to-day unpredictable schedules but it was, at least in
comparison to Lima, incredibly open access for my research queries.
If doors were open to me in Mexico, they were closed in Peru. The social situation
in Peru broadly requires an introduction for everything. Ironically the one personal
contact I had upon arrival had “contacts” high up in Peruvian government and economic
circles. I got repeated offers for him to “introduce me” to such-n-such official. Originally
I didn’t understand his offers but eventually I realized that in Lima, introductions are
everything. Access, whether to a party, a boardroom, a date or in my case an inside
perspective and interview comes from a third party introduction—the equivalent of a
checkmark from someone who can then be held accountable. What I really needed was
the low-level introductions, access to average Nikkei, not necessarily government or even
community leaders. Without any institutional affiliations to get me in the doors—to begin
either at the high (institutional leadership level) or low (normal, everyday level), I was
largely treading water, barely staying a afloat.
As a way to get around this quandary, I navigated the Nikkei community as a nonNikkei Peruvian would. As will be explained further in Chapter Four, even with the
security measures in place around the Nikkei community, there are more and more
openings, which allow for, even welcome non-Nikkei who are interested enough and
dedicated enough to learn Japanese language and culture. I took advantage of all these
openings. I found every excuse possible just to hang out at the Centro Cultural Peruano
Japones (Peruvian Japanese Cultural Center, PJCC), even tolerating the continued
scrutiny of the puro-Peruano security guards, who thought me the oddest of non-Nikkei
groupies. I took a Japanese language class at the PJCC and took yoga and swimming at
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the Asociación Estado La Union (or AELU, Nikkei private social and sports club), in
addition to all the hanging out in permitted, public forums, talking to as many people as I
could. My strategy was that anything that would get me in the door would lead to
contacts. That held true, though in the process I met endless roadblocks and dead ends.
Eventually, I found my way to Eisa, the group as I discuss in Chapter Four.

The Setting: Global Out-migration
It is difficult to quantify the impact of return migration but estimates show that up
to 30 percent or 30,000 Peruvian Nikkei have return-migrated; as many as 30 percent of
the Mexican Nikkei families have been directly implicated in return migration:
Bereft of many of the best of their young people, the Japanese
communities in Latin America are clearly facing a crisis…To date, most
of the concern has been paid to the situation of the immigrants in
Japan…What also must be examined, however, are the conditions in the
Japanese communities of Latin America that are being progressively
depopulated, as they lose so much of the vitality of their youth and future
leadership [Masterson 2004: xiii].
Nikkei are privileged in the sense that Japan welcomes them and grants them legal entry,
whereas other emigrants face barriers of illegal residency. The relative position of Nikkei
transmigrants and the means in which they react to and resist global economic forces,
taking advantage of their privileged status, provides a new perspective on
transnational migration.
Comparing Peru and Mexico gives a perspective of how each of these cases is
unique and at the same time emphasizes the common effects of global processes on both.
The privileged, or “positive minority,” status that Nikkei in Mexico and Peru share in
their sending communities is due to their history but even more shaped by transnational
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developments, which have led to their recent success and contributions to the community
possible because of return. The recent economic decline in Latin America has virtually
dissolved the class stratification and made emigration the only option for economic
survival for many. Caught in this downward economic spiral, even the Japanese with
their relatively higher economic status, have suffered. As a result, Nikkei have returned to
Japan in large numbers seeking higher wages. Many Nikkei emigrate from Latin America
with intentions of only working long enough to save money and return home. These
migrants have been called temporary or “dekasegi” migrants, a term that originated in
reference more specifically to internal seasonal workers in Japan. Circular migration
patterns have become a reality for many Latin American Nikkei.
Migration today is a global issue, one where more and more of the world’s
populations are moving, living transnationally. Many of those are undocumented
migrants and as such, it is impossible to know exact numbers for international migrants
but estimates count somewhere between 140-200 million people living for at least one
year outside their home country. Migration is not a new phenomenon but the current
context of globalization, which drives these large networks of transmigrants is new and
the situation directing waves of migrants in particular directions is different. Economic
and demographic imbalances between global powers and developing nations in
combination with related civil and security conflicts, structures circumstances of
global migration.
Globalization creates a situation where core economies, like the United States and
Japan, have a demand for low-skill, low-wage labors and peripheral countries, including
Mexico and Peru face economic insecurities that mount pressures for individual
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migration. This is true equally for rural to urban migration. Core metropoles demand
laborers and diminished economic (and environmental) sustainability in rural locations
encourages migration. The paths from rural-to -urban centers, periphery-to-core countries
are direct and the push and pull between these contexts is intense, increased by historical
connections, particularly, colonialism and contemporary global economic pressures. The
result is that more and more people, like the Nikkei, are facing hard decisions and
choosing migration but in very strategic, negotiated and resistant ways.
As has been traditional with migration patterns, temporary migration often becomes
permanent. Some Nikkei return migrants from Latin America are remaining in Japan and
many of the early male workers have recently brought over families for more permanent
settlement. However, based on the evidence from case studies in Chiapas and Lima,
Nikkei are finding new and creative ways to maintain roots in Latin America. It is
impossible to understand this new migration wave in simple terms of physical
permanence. Nikkei are creating new ways of staying, going and is redefining home that
are dependent on a infinite number of factors including money, time, family,
employment, investments, social networks, national associations, etc. Transnational
processes are embedded in historical, political and economic events, which will drive
future outcomes.

A Portrait of the Cases
The cases of the Nikkei community in the Soconusco region of Chiapas, Mexico
and particularly that of Acacoyagua and Lima, Peru, are each distinct. It is their
differences and similarities that make them particularly useful comparison. Together, in
comparing their patterns, I paint a picture of Nikkei-ness in its regional commonality and
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situated variability. The differences in these two communities can be summed up by their
size/scale (rural verses urban), structure (family verses institution-based) and national
contexts including historical and legal/political context. These cases share significant
similarities including the impacts of Japanese laws permitting return migration, diasporic
forces and the cultural roots of Nihonjinron, or the ideology of Japaneseness. I will now
provide a portrait of each of these cases, which will highlight these similarities and
differences, and specifically in what instances and how I found any of these similarities
were being embraced or rejected and to what extent.

Acacoyagua and the Soconusco Region of Chiapas, Mexico
Life on the Soconusco coast is challenging to say the least. In my stay there, I had
no telephone, air conditioning and constant heat, water limitations, periodic electric
outages, very minimal furnishings, limited health care, no flushing toilet and the only
decent Internet connection a town and fifteen minute drive away. That is a description of
my situation; certainly permanent residents had more developed accommodations but at
the same time the basic limitations reached all equally. Having brought my nine year-old
golden retriever with me to the field and adopted a Mexican dog friend for him in San
Cristobal, my life-situation was more complicated but also a bit less lonely. Twice or
more daily walks through the town with my dogs facilitated relationships and
engagements in the community that I would not have had without them there. From the
very moment I landed in town with my two Gringo-looking pets, I was on display but
only in a way that demonstrated genuine interest in understanding and getting to
know me.
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Figure 3. Map of Mexico and Chiapas

Map of the Soconusco Region highlighting the town of Acacoyagua and including broader illustrations of
the state of Chiapas and Mexico.2

2

Map created by author with basemaps of Chiapas from Maps of Mexico, http://www.maps-ofmexico.com, and of Mexico from the University of Texas Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection,
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps.
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The homes on the coast are all built of cement blocks, and the nicer ones have a
layer of cement covering the cracks and are painted but this is the architectural structure.
There are metal windows with bars on just about all home fronts and mine was no
exception. It is very rare for all family members to be out. It is almost unheard of for
people to live alone or even as single families. It is more common for extended families
to live in multi-home complexes such that at least one family member is always
designated to be working out of the home. Thus, the homes are virtually never closed-up
and especially one would never stay in the home with all the windows closed because of
the suffocating heat. Thus, most days when I wasn’t out meeting people, attending
community events, navigating the city or conducting interviews, I worked at home with
my doors opened and fan always on for both the heat and bugs.
My front windows turned me into a spectacle; I called myself Gringa anthropologist
television. Adults and especially children would unashamedly stop in front
of my windows and stare inside greeting me, and sometimes starting up a conversation
but often just staring and lingering. I was never very interesting or so I thought. What I
realized in hindsight was that a foreigner sitting inside working on a computer was
unusual and my living alone was strange. Thus I was very interesting. At first I tolerated
it but later came to embrace it as part of community. Being watched was a nice safety
measure for a single woman in a part of the world where single women never live alone.
Without a television or telephone, this became particularly important in hurricane season
when neighbors were always around to tell me if I was in danger.
The Soconusco region includes both a distinct physio-geographic zone and a
political/administrative district within the state of Chiapas, Mexico. The region is made
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up of 16 municipios that extend 250 km from the Guatemalan border northwest along the
coast and 25-30 km from the Pacific Ocean to the foothills of the Sierra Madre mountain
range that runs parallel to the coastline. The total area is 5475 km2. (Gasco 2008: 2). The
population of the municipio of Acacoyagua is 14,653 and the more representative town of
Acacoyagua (not including outlying communities) is 6625.3 It is impossible for these
numbers to account for the out-migration of both Nikkei (primarily to Japan) and nonNikkei (primarily to the United States) so the numbers are likely inflated. The population
of the Nikkei community is approximately 500 people so Nikkei make up about 10
percent of the larger population. The wider population is mostly Ladino as
Gasco explains,
Ladino, a term used since colonial times for people who are not culturally
Indian (Adams 1994; Gasco 2006, 1991). The term ladino is not
synonymous with mestizo, which implies miscegenation between one part
of Spanish/European ancestry and one parent of indigenous ancestry.
People who are classified as ladinos are not necessarily mestizos; they can
be people of indigenous ancestry who have adopted certain cultural traits
of the dominant society. (2008: 2-3)
The Soconusco coastal region of Chiapas is incredibly rich—“one of the most
fertile and agriculturally important regions in Mexico” (Gasco 2008: 1)—in both native
diversity and potential growth. However, with the fact that the region and Acacoyagua in
particular are situated at the foothills of the Sierra Madre Mountains, most literally
everything rolls, or more accurately gushes down threatening the region environmentally
and economically. Specifically the lack of government protection and structural impacts
from the free trade liberalization policies (like NAFTA), leave the region and people
unprotected to downpours from above. The gross domestic product of Mexico of
$1,022,816 (in US billions of dollars, 2005 data reported by the World Bank) paints a
3

2005 Mexican Census Data
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very different picture than the reality of poverty, unemployment, exposure to pending
threats that is the reality in this region. Chiapas, located in the southernmost part of
Mexico and with a history of political unrest has always been best described as an
autonomous state within the nation-state. Even more so, the Soconusco is separated from
the rest of the country, and state by the high and difficult to traverse Sierra Madre
Mountains. Driving from the capital of Chiapas (Tuxtla Gutierrez) to Acacoyagua is a
four-hour drive because of the limited and crazy-dangerous road that winds through the
mountain. With more options for access to the rest of the state or other side of the
country, the Soconusco would be much less isolated and by extension less unprotected
and ignored. It is a bleak portrait of a region with such culturally and agriculturally rich
history and potential.
Life, generally speaking, is very informal in Chiapas. Time is measured by the
weather. It is very hot all year round with the primary seasonal difference being rainy
summers and dry winters. Generally speaking people wake up early dictated by the need
to start work before the hottest part of the day sets-in and initiated by the early wake-up
calls of the roaming roosters. Pigs, chickens and dogs regularly wander through yards and
dirt streets. By mid-day, the heat sets in at its worst and people generally break for the
large mid-day meal and siesta time, often in hammocks as the heat inside the houses is
suffocating. Afternoon starts late, after siesta whenever the heat begins to wane or the
rains let-up and people are able to get out and work again. In typical Mexican fashion,
rarely is time specific. Two o’clock can mean three, four or even five is acceptable. I
found the best way to work in this unstructured environment was to put myself out in the
community, knocking on doors and stopping by to chat as much as I could stand getting
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Figure 4. Map of Acacoyagua

Map of the town of Acacoyagua illustrating local facilities and demonstrating placement between the Sierra
Madre mountain range and the Pacific Ocean.4

4

Map created by author.
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out in the heat. Thus, as much as it went against my nature, my fieldwork required a lack
of structure, flexibility and informality equaling that of my fieldsite.
Municipal work was focused during my stay on paving the remaining dirt streets
that ran through town in a grid from the higher elevation, foot of the mountains to the
direction of the coast where town ended as it hit the lower elevation of the Rio Grand
(Big River), which is actually more like a creek. The town is small enough that the only
form of transportation needed other than walking is the tricicleta (bicycle) taxis. There is
much commerce shared with the nearby larger town of Escuintla (population 86915).
Travel between these towns is circular, going requires traveling via the Pan Americana
Highway that runs along the full Pacific coast all down Chiapas, and is about a fifteen-

Figure 5. Tricicleta Taxi

Community member and local Mexican woman who is married into a Nikkei family, arrives with her forthgeneration Nikkei daughter to the 110th anniversary celebration in a tricicleta, the local form of taxis.

5

2005 Mexican Census Data
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minute trip. Returning to Acacoyagua is more direct, only a few of kilometers and
reflects more directly the physical distance (and therefore dependence) between these two
towns. There are auto taxis that run regularly in this circular pattern.
It is no surprise that dating and marriage are similarly unstructured as life in general
in this rural Mexican town. The community is so small that all social activity centers on
family connections. There are no restaurants, few formal parties and virtually no
festivities that do not revolve around school, church or family. Thus, dating takes place
within and between these spaces. Similarly, marriage is informal, often unmarked by
either state or church sanction. More often than not, people fall in love, have kids and live
together without ever getting married legally or even with a religious ceremony. There is
a very engrained social acceptance that follows procreation such that further official
measures are mostly seen as unnecessary or at least unaffordable. This reality very much
speaks to the structuring of the Nikkei and larger community in Acacoyagua.

Lima, Peru
Life in Lima is in many ways, the opposite of Acacoyagua: chaotic, fast-paced,
polluted, crowded and detached. About the only thing the two have in common is the
Pacific Ocean. Lima’s 800 km2 resides in Peru’s flat, coastal plain. Size is the biggest
difference between these two. Lima is in the top-twenty most populous cities in the world
with a municipal population of 7,605,743, and 8,472,935 for the metropolitan area and a
population density of 3,008.8 inhabitants per square kilometer6. It is by Sassen’s
definition a global, mega-city, and the fifth largest city in Latin America. As such, the

6

Instituto Nacional de Estadística e Informática, Perfil Sociodemográfico del Perú pp. 29–30, 32, 34.

32

local, urban impacts of globalization are most evident in the widespread poverty. In the
last fifty years, massive rural to urban migration driven by increased trends towards a
globally connected economy led mostly indigenous (those with minimal mixing with
European descent Peruvians) and comparatively (in the rural/urban context) poor to
Lima. As a result the population and related, poverty in Lima has ballooned in recent
years. Today there is a massive underclass population. The GNP in Peru is 107,399 (in
US Billions of Dollars, 2005 data recorded by the World Bank). However, Estimates
suggest that up to 50 percent of the population in 1990 was officially living under the
poverty rate and another 30 percent were newly poor. In contrast, there is a very small,
mostly white (of European descent) upper class while the majority of Limeans are poor.
In addition the lives of the poor are most strongly affected by high levels of un/under
employment and weak infrastructure (lack of educational opportunities, healthcare, social
support), making their bad situation even worse. The unequal effects of neoliberalism
drive this as I will further discuss in the following chapter.
Limeans are of varied and complex descent with the two largest groups being
Mestizos of mixed European (mostly Spanish) and Amerindian. Nikkei and other ethnic
migrants diversify the population even further. As would be expected in such a large (size
and population) context, community is created and defined in very different ways than in
the smaller, rural Acacoyagua. First of all, while there are Nikkei barrios in Lima, the
community is for the most part dispersed spread across the city and living even in the
most ethnically concentrated areas, among other racial and ethnic populations.
Central organizations create the core infrastructure of the community and with their
buildings and grounds, provide some centrality for this dispersed population. Yet even
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different Nikkei institutions are dispersed across the city. Many Nikkei participate in
local clubs and organizations, neighborhood (within Lima) or regional-origin (from
Japan), closer to their homes. This provides the foundation for less direct affiliations with
the larger organizational bodies that structure the community. The Asociación de
Peruano Japones (Japanese Peruvian Association or APJ) is the central association of
Japanese in Peru. The APJ’s primary facility, the PJCC, is centrally located in the
neighborhood of Jesus Maria in Lima, where a large number of Japanese Peruvians live.
The PJCC with its facilities, services and activities is a testament to the significance and
success of Japanese in Peru. This complex houses an extensive library including
historical, cultural and linguistic material, a commemorative museum of Japanese
immigration to Peru, a computer center, Japanese restaurants, a store selling hard-to-find
Japanese commodities, and numerous classroom facilities where cultural, physical fitness
and language courses are taught and open to the public. Interestingly, the courses, though
they do include extensive Japanese offerings like Aikido, Kendo, origami, Ikebana and
Japanese cooking, are not limited to strictly Japanese subject areas. As such, the cultural
center, while it is a central gathering place for Nikkei, it is also a representative
organization symbolic of the pervasiveness of Japanese culture and the authority,
respectability and power of Japanese in Peru.
The Commemorative Museum of the Japanese Immigration to Peru at the JPCC
houses artifacts and memorabilia marking the beginning of Japanese immigration in
1899. In addition, the community’s self-census survey data from 1966 and 1989, which
marked the 80th anniversary of Japanese immigration and was conducted under the
directorship of Amelia Morimoto, is archived in the museum library. The employees of
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Figure 6. Map of Japanese Population in Peru

Map showing Japanese population as dispersed in Lima Province where eighty percent of the almost
90,000 Nikkei population is concentrated in Peru.7

7

Map created by author including insert basemap of Peru from the University of Texas Perry-Castañeda
Library Map Collection, http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps. Map data on percentage dispersion across
subsections/neighborhoods of Lima was recorded through access to the APJ museum census data archives
collected by published by Amelia Morimoto (1990) and analyzed by author using SPSS and IDRISI
software.
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the museum and cultural center are mostly Peruvian Nikkei and bilingual, but the
conversation that takes place at work is conducted predominately in Japanese. Japanese
customs like bowing, bento boxes and the service of green tea are commonplace.

Community Characteristics: External and Internal Axis of Difference
There are multiple, shifting and malleable axes of difference, which contribute to
the organization of these Nikkei communities. These are both external (separating Nikkei
from non-Nikkei) and internal (differentiating factions within the Nikkei community).
They change over time as often as moment by moment and are different in different
places and contexts (i.e. Acacoyagua and Lima as well as within Acacoyagua and Lima).
At the same time, the axes, how they change, the common patterns across Lima and
Chiapas are pivotal to understanding the broader positioning of Nikkei in Latin America.
There are ten Nikkei families (approximately 500 individuals) making up the
Nikkei community in Acacoyagua. The vast majority of Nikkei in the Soconusco Region
are concentrated in Acacoyagua. The core Nikkei organization in Acacoyagua, the
Edomura Association, is organized through these ten families and their social networks.
There are independent Nikkei organizations in the nearby (and larger) city of Escuintla as
well as multiple Nikkei organizations in the large border city (with Guatemala) of
Tapachula, which is approximately 90 kilometers from Acacoyagua. Youth and
individuals affiliate with multiple associations to differing degrees at different times but
what drives these shifts are cultural and educational events and opportunities. Primary
affiliation in terms of family, membership, financial investment and leadership service, is
typically driven by family history and geographic origins (in Japan). For this reason,
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especially those descendents of the original Enomoto colony continue to affiliate in
Acacoyagua with the Edumura Association, even when they no longer live in the town
(but rather live in nearby Escuintla or Tapachula). Thus, it was logical that I limited my
research to the Acacoyagua community, but this limitation is not anymore geographical
or clear-cut than any other border. For example, I worked with one family, in particular,
which lives in Escuintla but associates with the Nikkei Edomura community in
Acacoyagua because of the wife’s familial roots there. Similarly other Acacoyagua
families have members who live or work in Tapachula so I often followed that link there.
I did not attempt to map the full Nikkei community outside Acacoyagua nor understand
the internal dynamics of these outlying communities.
The Nikkei community in Lima is much larger, approximately 90,000 at the count
of the 1989 self-census (Morimoto 1991). There are two primary umbrella organizations,
the APJ and the AELU, which structure the Nikkei community. Under the APJ and
AELU, there are over 100 smaller organizations in addition to a handful of schools, a
hospital, a clinic system and banks. The smaller organizations include prefectural
associations (for just about all the states of origin in Japan), provincial organizations,
specific interest groups (Kendo, dance, singing, art, theater, language, etc.) and age and
gender-specific associations (Nikkei young, old, female, male, housewives, businessmen,
etc.). In addition to these multiple sub-organizations, there is a tiered system of
leadership. There are elected officers, prefectural representatives and departmental
divisions (cultural promotion, community assistance, social outreach, service divisions
and educational programming). Many of these different factions overlap and individuals
move freely between and within the different factions at will.
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There are Nikkei Associations, like the APJ in every country in Latin America that
has a Nikkei history or presence (Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, Uraguay, Bolivia and
Mexico) in addition to North American associations in the United States and Canada.
Beyond national associations, there are pan-American groups, including the Associations
of Pan-American Nikkei, Discover Nikkei (educational and outreach community across
the regions) and Nikkei Jovenes (young Nikkei across the Americas). These crossnational organizations are currently growing in prominence and developing in numbers
and activities.
More subtle boundaries exist determining Nikkei or non-Nikkei status within the
different national, local and regional communities. These include: Japanese origins
(largely Okinawan in Lima, for example), exogamy/endogamy, political affiliations and
leadership roles, effects of World War II, social participation, cultural identifiers
(individually shaped and imposed), reputation and/or discrimination, national identity
markers, linguistic competency, foodways, possession of documentation of family
origins, migration opportunities and religion. Each of these factors contributes to who is
and who is not considered Nikkei at any given time. For example, in Acacoyagua one
who has papers is today more Nikkei than a Nikkei who does not have family
documentation. In Lima today, Nikkeiness is not exclusively dictated by endogamous
marriage whereas in the past, exogamous marriage was a primary means of exclusion.
Depending on whether community acceptance is being individually defined or imposed,
factors such cultural practices, linguistic competency or physical appearance are more or
less important and change in different moments from different perspectives. Internally,
individuals and groups form relationships, associations and distinctions based on
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generation, gender, marriage (again endogamous vs. exogamous), age, experience with
return migration, employment, descendency (one or both parents/grandparents of
Japanese descent), and language experience.
Class differences are deeply rooted both internally and externally. Further,
socioeconomic status, education and number of children are related. The most wealthy
Nikkei families are higher educated and have fewer children. The opposite is also true.
Nikkei families are smaller than non-Nikkei families and therefore have higher education
and socioeconomic status. In addition, class differences are exacerbated by return
migration causing more internal differences within the Nikkei community separating
those who can return and those who cannot. Experience with return migration is related
to generational divisions. Third generation and below are eligible for return yet most first
and second-generation Nikkei are beyond a reasonable age for migration. Thus middlegeneration and primarily the third generation are privileged in return. Those who return
develop stronger affiliations with Japaneseness, at the same time becoming more
wealthy, successful and educated. Thus, Nikkei returnees gain higher-class status than
non-Nikkei or those Nikkei who do not return. Generally speaking, external differences
are dissolved through generations over time. Up until 1990 when return migration
complicated the scenario, each further generation of Nikkei became more and more like
their non-Nikkei Mexican and Peruvian neighbors. Things are more complex now.
Internal axes are closely aligned with familial lines. For example, in Acacoyagua
there is one family that I would describe as the “most” Japanese. The first descendent of
this family married a adopted child of two first-generation Nikkei from Mexico City and
two of his sisters also married Issei from other parts of Mexico. With endogamy,
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language was more easily passed down. Additionally those who married lower generation
Nikkei, are generationally one step ahead (so to speak) compared to the other Nikkei
families. Their children and grandchildren are all eligible for return migration, instead of
only their children as is the case with other families. Return migration has given the more
distant generations access to language and cultural education in Japan that even further
heightened their Japanese-ness above that of other Nikkei families.
Religion is a factor that diminishes internal difference. Japanese religion (Shinto,
Buddhist, family Butsudans or “no religion”) has not been passed for the most part
beyond an original descendent and eventually even the first descendent, converted to
Catholicism. This is not surprising since all the original descendents were single males
(except one who came with his wife) who married Catholic Mexican females and
because, for Japanese, attachment to religion is often more about the practice of customs
than individual spirituality. The majority of Nikkei today are practicing Catholics.
Similarly, political alliances until recently have overwhelmingly united the Nikkei
community. Today with emerging political factions and influenced by global economic
patterns related to return migration, political associations are now another internal axes
of difference.
Gender and migration are related. Eligible Nikkei men migrate (very few
exceptions). If females are eligible (and married), their going depends on family
obligations. If they go, it has typically been for shorter times (just long enough to create a
path for their Mexican (non-Nikkei), husbands) and then the wives usually come home.
Single females go when there are already male family members established. Both genders
marry in/out equally for the most part. Families are tight units. If a family member
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returns, the ethnic identity of the entire unit strengthens. In other words Japanese-ness is
contagious through families even if only one member is in Japan.
The described internal and external axes of difference provide structure to the
Nikkei community and parameters to Nikkei individuals for in/out group identity.
Generally speaking, disparities in the distribution of wealth, joblessness and subsequent
out-migration are a reality throughout Latin America indicative of conditions of
dependency in peripheral states on core economies like that of the United States and
Japan. The results are significant.
First, Nikkei in both the rural Soconusco region of Mexico and in the urban center
of Lima, Peru, are better off than their non-Nikkei counterparts. Socioeconomic status,
education and family size are intricately connected. It is evident that Japanese value
education more than non-Nikkei. Further, Nikkei have smaller families, prioritizing fewer
children. While these three factors are all related to each other, it is virtually impossible
to say which is causing the others. Likely they are all part of a larger Japanese attitude,
which stresses economic security. Certainly, all are shifting due to return migration.
Second, a strategic, ethnic and cross-national Nikkei identity is emerging and coming to
dominance whereas in the past national affiliations took precedence. Finally, marriage
patterns are shifting alongside return migration and these strategic maneuvers in ethnic
identification such that in Peru, Nikkei are intermarrying more while in Mexico, patterns
are shifting towards endogamy for the first time.

41

Comparative and Representative Cases
Much literature has recently emerged addressing the effects of Nikkei returnees on
Japanese society (Douglas and Roberts 2000; Goodman, et al 2003; Linger, 2001; Roth
2002; Tsuda 2003), but the perspective of the Nikkei remaining in Latin American
sending communities has been neglected. Additionally, ethnographic research in the area
of post-1990 Nikkei return migration has been isolated to the relationship between Brazil
and Japan, while other Latin American countries have been virtually ignored. Brazil has
the largest population of Nikkei in Latin America, yet the Brazilian Nikkei have been
studied extensively (Carvalho 2003; Goodman et al 2003; Lesser 2003; Tsuda 2003).
Moreover, Brazil is an anomaly due to the size and diversity of its population (based on
historical period of settlement, geographic origins within Japan, generation, etc.). If other
cases are not explored, a Brazilian paradigm will dominate. Peru and Mexico, along with
Brazil, were recipients of direct labor migration to Latin America. Other Latin American
countries received secondary flows of Japanese immigrants through one of these
three countries.
Peru and Mexico were the first two settlements of Japanese migrants to Latin
America. Peru was the first Latin American nation to establish diplomatic relations with
Japan and the second, after Mexico (1897), to open its doors to Japanese labor migrants
in 1899. Both Peru and Mexico represent the common history of early Nikkei labor
migration to Latin America, but each is unique. The Nikkei community in Peru is noted
for ethnic boundedness (Hirabayashi et al 2002a; Masterson 2003; Takenaka 2000), while
the Chiapas community has balanced cohesion with community leadership, involvement,
and intermarriage (Mishima 1997). Peru maintains the second largest population of
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Nikkei in Latin America, with 80 percent of its 80,000 to 90,000 residents concentrated
in Lima (Hirabayashi, et al 2002). The size difference is a useful comparison.
I selected these two cases precisely because of their distinctions and not necessarily
as representative of the larger region. Acacoyagua and Lima show the different ways in
which two very distinct communities respond to return migration and create home in a
complex arena of global migration. The distinction between these communities rests
primarily in their sizes but also is deeply shaped by nation-state contexts. The size
difference shaped most evidently my research activities and outcomes. In Acacoyagua, I
mapped kinship and social networks comprehensively and intricately examining the
entire Nikkei community. In Lima, logically because of its size, I had a smaller view of
the whole exploring particular avenues within the social structure of an ethnic community
in a larger urban environment. Thus, while the data I gathered in both cases is
comparable in the sense that it was collected with equal methods and time invested, what
I learned was not always the same in both. Rather, the cases are different and that leads to
a different picture from each.
I focused on the patterns that emerged commonly between these cases and at the
same time highlighted the different ways Nikkei are dealing with return migration in
each. In one I have the web of a whole case, linked by extended family units, in the other
I have a piece of a larger, more complex structure. The similar patterns I found in both
these cases and the unique reactions within each will be highlighted in Chapters 4-6,
where I directly analyze data from both. The advantage to this approach is that the
patterns that cross over both establish a larger and more accurately diverse portrait of the
region than if I had only looked at one case. I am able to compare the patterns between
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these cases with existing research on other Nikkei communities in Latin America, as well
as that of Nikkei return migrants in Japan. Through two historically particular cases, I
offer a new, comparative and representative (sometimes united, sometimes contradictory)
understanding of this new return migration pattern.

Organization and Summary of Chapters
In the following chapter, I will discuss the various theoretical perspectives that
shape the lives of Nikkei Latin Americans as influenced structurally by social, economic,
political and historical forces and locally, individually as I examined during fieldwork. I
position this research within the relevant literature as it is related to the theoretical
perspectives and contributes to our understanding of the lives of individuals. In laying out
the theoretical map, I draw on studies and discussions from transnationalism,
neoliberalism and identity including marriage and family. I ground these theoretical
arguments in applicable literature about similar sending communities and other diasporic
groups implicated in global migration. In Chapter Three, I provide the historical
framework for what brought Japanese to Latin America originally and the more recent
trajectory leading to Nikkei return migration.
Chapters Four, Five and Six are data analysis chapters. In these chapters I will
convey the bulk of what I learned about the two cases I examined and how that
knowledge applies regionally or broadly beyond these specific cases. The data chapters
each generally address one of my research questions, in order of how they were posed
earlier in this chapter. I categorize the three data chapters generally as follows: Chapter
Four, those who stay and the effects of return; Chapter Five, community restructuring
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through ethnic and national identity responses to return migration; Chapter Six,
individual identity choices back “home” in Latin America. Specifically, Chapter Four is a
examination of data on Nikkei who stay, their developing strategies for dealing with the
outcomes of exodus and how they are repositioning identity and community through
organizations like Eisa, the Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko, Lima Chapter. In Chapter Five, I
analyze data which relates to the identity formation of Nikkei, how individuals and
communities are strengthening by strategically redefining selves and restructuring their
boundaries amidst the massive exodus of return migration. In Chapter Six, I evaluate data
on the decision, process, consequences and strategies of leaving (returning to Japan for
work). I examine how migrants navigate rigid boundaries to invest in the “home” of their
choice and in the process reshaping intimacy.
In the Conclusion and Epilogue, I will address the future of the Nikkei in Latin
America and the significance of these two case studies. Specifically, in Chapter Seven,
the Conclusions, I will draw conclusions about the outcomes of research and the overall
process of fieldwork. I will pull all the results together in a discussion that lays out future
predictions and establishes the importance and implications of this case broadly. In
Chapter Eight, the Epilogue, I will specifically discuss how my role as researcher shaped
my data and conclusions and what about my fieldwork experience is important to
understanding Nikkei Latin Americans.
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CHAPTER 2:
FRAMING THE DEBATES:
DISCURSIVE, DIASPORIC NIKKEI IDENTITY IN A
NEOLIBERAL GLOBAL ECONOMY

I, like most anthropologists as Brettel notes, am most interested in the micro or
meso (group level: kinship, organization, friendship, household, etc.) level perspective of
migration. Yet, in examining up-close the lives, decisions and impacts of migration on
individuals, I, like all anthropologists, recognize that individual actions and positionings
are shaped by structural and historical contexts (Brettel 2003: 2). These positionings of
self-making are fluid such that even the notion of identity, itself is too fixed in its
representation. While I approach this research from a micro/meso level, I do so through
structural as well as individual frameworks. The questions I ask about the effects of
return migration, self-making and ethnic boundary maintenance, and the relationship
between kinship and marriage in this process, are all questions that examine individual
and social group reactions to the macro-level forces of migration and globalization. In
those acts, I acknowledge that individual and group actions potentially alter hegemonic
power, shifting structural contexts in the process of self-preservation, yet I do not suggest
that is always the intent.
Specifically, I address the macro forces of global migration through existing
frameworks of migration studies that focus on out-migration through transnationalism,
and I approach global economic structures through the lenses of globalization and
neoliberalism. From that foundation, then, I am able to evaluate individual and group
behavior situated within literature that addresses the tension in discursive identityconstruction as they relate to national, ethnic and familial associations. In this research, I
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focus on how negotiations of identity are shaped by and shaping strategies of cultural and
national belonging in Nikkei sending communities as exemplified through decisions of
home, foodways and religious practices.

The Global Framework: Situating Nikkei Transnational Out-migration
Following Appadurai’s argument for “grassroots globalization” (2000) or
“globalization from below” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998), I seek in this research a micro
perspective, that takes into account the processes of globalization or “modernity at large”
(Appadurai 1996). Specifically I focus on the mass migration as a force of globalization
emphasizing individual, group, marginalized efforts to globalize from below. Appadurai
argues that from this perspective, research “might make its deliberations more
consequential for the poorer 80 percent of the population of the world (now totaling 6
billion) who are socially and fiscally at risk” (2000: 3).
Global processes including the political, economic and social transactions take
place across and between time and space. Through ethnographic analysis anthropologists
have traditionally explored how local contexts (specific and limited times and places)
shapes and is shaped by global processes. In this research, I seek to understand two local
contexts of Nikkei sending communities. I work from the position that Nikkei are
commonly at risk; they are not the poorest of the poor. In migration research it has long
been understood that it is not the poorest of the poor who migrate. It is the poorest of the
poor who cannot afford to migrate. Exemplifying this, Nikkei, are often, relatively more
economically stable in sending communities. However, these two Nikkei cases are
examples of what drives out-migration and globalization broadly.
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As Appadurai explains, the current context of the global economy is “complex,
overlapping and disjunctive” and “marked by objects in motion: ideas, ideologies, people,
goods, images and messages, technologies and techniques” (2000: 3-5), which in-flow
serve as the building blocks for what Anderson (1983) calls “imagined communities.”
Individuals and groups, like Nikkei return migrants, are no longer connected simply by
shared geographic space but rather share historically situated and “deterritorialized”
contexts influenced by global labor needs and are unified by lower-class status. In this
framework, Nikkei return migrants and the sending communities they leave behind face
more complex, and arguably more challenging work in finding or creating cultural
belonging and reproduction. Self- and group-making are primary elements in this
process—the continual definition and redefinition of self and community in relation to
nation, race, and culture in a deterritorialized and globalized context.
Anthropologists turned away from community studies in the 1950s and 1960s when
“it was realized such work was suffering from terminal myopia” (Kearney and Varese
1995) “Ethnographies of transnational migration have been written in opposition to the
stasis theories in sociology and anthropology” (Glick Schiller 1997: x). Transnational
theorists have broadened traditional approaches to international migration (why migration
happens and levels of assimilation). Current transnational and global processes contradict
the assumption that people normally and naturally stay in one place. Rather, migration in
a transnational perspective is a normal state, driven as much by personal relationships as
economic trends. This is most obviously illustrated in the cases of Nikkei sending
communities in Mexico and Peru. Sending communities by definition are those who
remain behind when members of their families, communities or social groups migrate.
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However, in the current transnational and globalized context, especially that of Nikkei
return migration, even the lives of those who stay are characterized by mobility and
transnationalism, outside of and between physical and temporal space.
In one of the first publications to theorize transnationalism, Basch, Glick Schiller
and Blanc (1994) establish it as a relatively new concept within international migration
theory, whereby transnational migrants live in deterritorialized social fields. In earlier
historical contexts, migrants maintained the desire to return to their home countries, but
space and time generally prevented back-and-forth migration. Today, the relative
affordability and ease of travel has made transnationalism a common phenomenon.
Sassen (1998) and Appadurai (2000) have expanded notions of transnationalism to
address larger issues of globalization. Sassen emphasized the deterritorialized nature of
the global world where currency/capital, labor, information and commodities flow freely
outside of nation-state boundaries. Globalization deterritorializes not only markets,
information and symbols, but most profoundly, individuals (Sassan 2000).
In Appadurai’s framework of globalization (1996, 2000), the role of imagination is
a social force, contributing to identity formation. He suggests that the landscapes in
which identities are negotiated, were once local and spatially bounded, but are now
deterritorialized through time and space. Nikkei transmigrants (Duany 2002; Georges
1990; Glick Schiller and Fouron 2001), and those who stay in the sending communities
but are influenced by return migration, are social agents implicated in global economic
and cultural processes enacted on local levels, living in social fields that transgress
geographic, political and cultural borders (Basch, et al 1994).
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The Sending Context of Nikkei Return Migration
Extensive studies of Latin American Nikkei focus on the reception of return
migrants in Japan (Douglas and Roberts 2000; Goodman, et al 2003; Linger, 2001; Roth
2002; Tsuda 2003) largely ignoring, all but the largest sending community of Brazil.
Migration studies, especially anthropological approaches, have shown concern with both
ends of the migration stream (Glick-Schiller and Fouron 2001; Grasmuck and Pessar
1991; Long and Oxfeld 2004; Rouse 1992, 1991; Small 1997; Watson 1977) and the
impact on sending communities (Brettell 2003; Foner 2003; Foner, Rumbaut and Gold
2000). Takenaka (2003, 2000, 1999) provides the exceptional approach to Nikkei
transnational migration looking at this phenomena from the perspectives of Japan, Peru
and the United States. In focusing on the sending-community perspective, I draw on the
literature of the reception context in Japan as it influences decision-making processes of
going and staying.
Initial Nikkei return migrants returned to Japan with the belief that they were, at
least in part, Japanese, and thus, thought of themselves as returning to their ancestral
homeland. They encountered upon return, the realities of linguistic, psycho-cultural and
socioeconomic differences that set them apart from Japanese nationals in Japan. Nikkei
returnees found themselves ethnically segregated and largely discriminated against, a
situation that is surprisingly similar to the one they left in Latin America. Fitting-in the
larger Japanese society was difficult if not impossible and has led to defensive
positionings, ethnic niches in Japan. Japanese sentiments towards Nihonjinron radicalized
in a national ideology of ethnocentrism, have been challenged in recent years particularly
by Japanese youth who do not have personal experience with the Meiji Era imperialism
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that culminated in World War II. However, the footprints linger. Japan welcomed Nikkei
to penetrate national borders but social or racial barriers remain fixed
Thus Nikkei reception in the homeland is rooted in culturally accepted principles of
outsider difference. Kondo relates her own experience returning to Japan as a Japanese
American anthropologist doing fieldwork in the 1980s.
As Japanese American I created a conceptual dilemma for the Japanese I
encountered. For them, I was living oxymoron, someone who was both
Japanese and not Japanese. Their puzzlement was all the greater since
most Japanese people I knew seemed to adhere to an eminently biological
definition of Japaneseness, Race, language, and culture are intertwined, so
much so that any challenge to this firmly entrenched conceptual schema—
a white person who speaks flawlessly idiomatic and unaccented Japanese,
or a person of Japanese ancestry who can—meets with what generously
could be described as unpleasant reactions. White people are treated as
repulsive and unnatural—hen na gaijin, strange foreigners—the better
their Japanese becomes, while Japanese Americans and others of Japanese
ancestry born overseas are faced with exasperation and disbelief. How can
someone who is racially Japanese lack 'cultural competence?' (1990: 11)
What Kondo describes is exactly what the Nikkei faced in Japan. It was hoped that
by encouraging the immigration of those with the “same” blood lineage, other differences
would diminish. The reality is that the Latin Americaness of Nikkei is not so easily
erased and in many cases, the Japanense origins have not been supported with linguistic
or cultural education. The result is that return is hard for all involved.
The literature that examines the effects of Nikkei return migration on Japanese
society focuses on the return migration of Brazilian Nikkei (Carvalho 2003, Goodman, et
al 2003; Lesser 2003, Tsuda 2003). Peruvian Nikkei are the second largest group of
Nikkei in Japan but comprise only 6.8 percent of the overall Nikkei population in Japan,
while Brazilians make up 90.2 percent (Mori 1997). The limited research that has
explored the small but significant case of Peruvian Nikkei in Japan (Takenaka 2003,
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2000, 1999) emphasizes their distinctiveness. Due to abuse of the system by many nonJapanese Peruvians who have attempted to immigrate with forged documentation, all
Peruvians in Japan have faced higher levels of discrimination. Hiroshi Komai notes that
wages for Nikkei laborers in Japan have fallen increasingly since 1991 and, “among the
Nikkeijin, Peruvians have received the greatest shock, and it is among them that one finds
the most unemployment and homelessness” (Komai 2001: x). Peruvians have been
stereotyped as criminals and racially “impure” and, thus, Peruvian Nikkei attempt to
distinguish themselves from other non-Nikkei Peruvians (who either forge paperwork for
migration or migrate along with Nikkei spouses) by asserting ethnic difference
(Hirabayashi, et al 2002).

Nikkei Return Migration, Transnationalism and The Nation-state
It is with the understanding that the cases of Mexican and Peruvian return migrants
are each uniquely positioned but both are related to the dominant case of Brazil that I
approach comparative research in the sending context. Researchers on Brazilian Nikkei in
Japan have noted the complex reconstructions of previously negotiated national identities
in Brazil (Linger 2001) in reaction to “positive minority” status in Brazil and “negative
minority” status in Japan (Tsuda 2003, 1999, 1998). Linger (2001) determines that
Brazilian Nikkei in Japan must remake their ethnic identities they have already
constructed in Brazil. He emphasizes the lived, evolving and interpersonal nature of
transnationalism that forms the basis of national and ethnic identity constructions arguing
that for Brazilian Nikkei, their attachments to their Brazilian ethnic, cultural, racial and
national roots become stronger the longer they are in Japan. Roth (2002) supports this,
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noting that they create a unique Brazilian Nikkei ethnic identity based on a variety of
cultural, linguistic, economic and racial criteria. Carvalho (2003) ties ethnic difference to
linguistic and cultural variables, suggesting that “blood” lineage is only one aspect of
shared identity between Japanese and Nikkei. Blood lineage does not determine the
position of Nikkei who are largely marginalized to mainstream Japanese society.
Brazilian Nikkei are caught in between because linguistically and socially they are
not Japanese nor are they gaijin (foreigners). Thus, they faced a liminal state in return
migration, caught “betwixt and between” (Turner 1969) and largely identity-less. Tsuda
concludes that, in reaction to this “homelessness abroad” (Tsuda 2003), Brazilian Nikkei
switch between primarily national identity affiliations. In Brazil, Nikkei affirm their
Japaneseness but when they return-migrate to Japan, they embrace a Brazilian national
identity. “Instead of simply expanding identity towards transnational possibilities,
globalization can cause a paradoxical intensification of local differences, producing a
number of disjunctures between globalization, identity, community and national-state”
(Tsuda 2003). He argues that Nikkei Brazilians do not resist but, rather, reaffirm the
hegemony of the nation-state. In contrast, he projects that Nikkei Peruvians in Japan tend
to maintain a more consistent transnational identity, though Nikkei Peruvians are not the
focus of his study.
Tsuda’s articulation of Nikkei Brazilian strengthened national affiliations in the
context of globalization and transnationalism, rests in contrast to Appadurai’s early
assertion that “the nation-state as a complex modern political form, is on its last legs”
(1996: 19). In the process of globalization (and migration as a symptom of
globalization), it is now understood that the nation-state and the authority of the nation-
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state are being redefined. In this process, Appadurai suggested that citizens and directly
migrants are finding new, alternative paths to national belonging. This builds on
Anderson’s (1983) notion of nation-states as “imagined communities” whose importance
is defined by connection to the idea of belonging and from that allegiance.
In this research, I work from the position that dual, shifting national identity or
outside of national, ethnic or diasporic affiliations are possible because transnational
migrants are able to choose the most beneficial position or positions for themselves in
different contexts with endless possibilities for national belonging. I do not assume
Tsuda’s conclusion, which assumes belonging must be either tied to one or another
national context or a combination. Rather, I suggest that Nikkei are managing multiple
forces including nation-states, and embracing at different times, in different places and in
to differing degrees multiple national and ethnic belongings. I work from the assumption
that identity is a negotiated process, constructed continually and through this process
migrants fight to position themselves against structural power constraints and are not
merely folded submissively into those limitations.
In this position, I follow Ong (2003) who explains citizenship as social and beyond
the state’s power. She emphasizes the individual migrants agency in defining their own
“flexible citizenship” (Ong 1999) and redefines Rosaldo’s (1994) “cultural citizenship” to
be a more than an act of resistance but rather a continual negotiation between subjects
and states, one of “self making and being made” (Ong 1996: 738) Thus, the nation-state
is not any less significant but that the significance of the nation-state is rather shifting
along with increased globalization (the integration of economic, political and cultural
systems across the globe). In that new order, as exemplified by Nikkei who remain in
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Mexico and Peru facing the consequences of return migration, identity is a negotiation
between multiple nation-states and communities with members in multiple nations and
individuals living in and between multiple national borders.
Similarly, Takenaka (2003, 2000, 1999) examines Peruvian Nikkei return migrants
and their transnational identity formation in both Peru and Japan. She argues that in the
face of return migration, Japanese Peruvians are not simply affiliating with
“deterritorialized nation-states” (Glick Schiller 1999), but rather emphasizing a distinct
ethnic identity. From the perspective of Peruvian Nikkei in Japan, she also emphasizes
the negative minority status. They are caught in between, in a liminal, ambiguous state
where the definition of Nikkei and the boundaries of that cultural group are largely in
flux. She notes that Peruvians who face ethnic exclusion, socioeconomic marginalization
and discrimination in Japan reactively resist by ethnically asserting difference. This is in
contrast to Brazilian Nikkei in Japan, who assert national difference. For Peruvian
Nikkei, transnational developments have led to the strengthening, broadening and
maintenance of the ethnic identity and community. Peruvian Nikkei are engineering a
consistent, coexisting, but contradictory identity within the transnational context.
Takenaka reiterates the need for consideration of the multiple possible strategic
reactions of those who are left to deal with the impact of out-migration (Foner 1997). She
notes that in the past, the Japanese in Peru have largely emphasized their Japanese
ancestry and tended to affiliate ethnically as Nikkei. She suggests that this boundary
formation can be attributed both to the Nikkei’s determination to preserve their cultural
homogeneity and Peruvian discriminatory sentiment. She argues that ethnicity is a
choice, and that in the context of transnational return migration, Peruvian Nikkei in Peru
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and in Japan have chosen to ethnically affiliate as Nikkei instead of Peruvian (Takenaka
1999: 116). She concludes that assessments of cultural identity and studies of acceptance
levels of immigrant groups—including Nikkei in Japan—have done more to “exacerbate
cultural difference than to understand the trajectory of migration and its outcomes”
(Takenaka 2003).

Global Economic Structures: Migration and The Neoliberal Agenda
Acknowledging the role of deregulation, privatization and the declining role of the
nation-state in the economy has on local contexts (people and places, particularly those in
the margins), I focus on a case of not-the-most-displaced, not-the-most-down-and-out but
still a prime case of the “at risk” majority of below as classified by Appadurai (2000).
Nikkei are privileged in this return but this research shows how their lives are deeply
shaped by shifts in the global economy).
Neoliberalism as defined by David Harvey is “a theory of political economic
practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual freedoms and skills within and institutional framework characterized by strong
private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (2005: 2). Inseparable from
globalization, neoliberalism utilizes the world’s resources (cheap labor, raw materialism
and markets) in the most efficient way possible and in this process opens the markets
completely. In this context, neoliberal practices rely on nation-state powers globally to
impose free market imperatives. This has been embraced globally in previous decades by
almost all nation-states to varying digress.
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Neoliberalism takes old policies of liberalization in markets and trade to a new
capitalist extreme. At root, neoliberal policies assume that “individual freedoms are
guaranteed by freedom of the market” (Harvey 2005:7) when, fact, the end result of the
global neoliberal agenda has been widening inequality. Wealth has become more and
more concentrated in the hands of fewer and fewer. The widening gap between these two
extremes leads to more and more inequality. It is the marginalized that take on the
heaviest of that burden of inequality leaving more and more people living in and
under poverty.
Added to this fundamental advantage neoliberalism provides for the few, the
wealthy, the already-elite, wide policies erasing government support for the in-need
further disadvantage the underprivileged. It is a rejection of the Keynesian social contract
in its investment in social welfare, and rather, targets privatization of state entities and
deregulation of the markets. This has wide-ranging implications for wages, prices and the
environment. Perhaps most importantly, it limits support for the disenfranchised (Ong
1999) such that their marginality is fixed and inescapable.
As Goode describes, in the United States, shifts towards the prioritization of a free
global economy, “justified a move away from the former Fordist labor management
relationships in which men were assumed to be breadwinners... A general attack on labor
costs included downsizing firms, shifts from full-time stable employment to part-time
temporary work... " (2002: 73). Though this describes the U.S. context, the overall
characterization of shifts in labor patterns holds true globally. Shifts to neoliberal policies
have been accompanied by shifts to a service, female-dominated, part-time, and migrant
labor force. As a result forces which result in underemployment throughout Latin
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America and create a void of low-skill, low-wage labor in Japan are indicative of larger
global economic patterns. Neoliberal policies are the impetus for return migration from
Latin America back to Japan and it is these same forces that drive migration globally
(rural to urban and from peripheral nations to core economies like the United States and
Japan). I explore the recent wave of Nikkei return migration, as it is a part of these global
forces, as a social process linked to a system of global economic capitalism (Glick
Schiller, Basch and Blanc 1992).
Current global migration pathways, driven by neoliberal economic patterns, are
directly situated in the historical context of colonialism. As Grosfoguel explains, “The
old colonial hierarchies of European/non-Europeans remain in place and are entangled
with the ‘international division of labor’” (2007: 95). In this, Grosfoguel refers directly to
the lingering subjugation between colonies and their colonizers. Today’s migration
patterns attest that old colonial linkages remain. Global migration waves directly
correspond to these historical connections such that, the colonizers of the past continue to
maintain direct holds over their previous colonies driving subjects in these former
colonies to global cities.
The situation Nikkei return migrants leave back in Mexico and Peru is a prime
example of where the structural inequalities are deepest. By examining the case of those
who can leave and those who stay in the sending communities, I am able to better
understand how individual agents utilize the process of migration to strategically deal
with the larger global patterns limiting their local situations. As Saad-Filho explains,
“Latin America has always been characterized by social exclusion and profound
inequalities of income)” (2005: 222). And in more recent years, “Latin American finance
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has become closely bound up with the global circulation of capital, and the state has been
transformed into the armed wing of the neoliberal elite consensus” (2005: 228). SaadFilho argues that changes in the gross inequalities resulting from entrenched neoliberal
state policies are unlikely to change particularly as they are detrimentally evidenced
throughout Latin America without mass mobilization from the majority. In examining the
role of Nikkei in Lima and Acacoyagua specifically, I assume the inequalities are
entrenched in long histories and shaped most profoundly by recent shifts to neoliberal
state policies. I consider the role Nikkei return migration might play in any potential
mobilization (regional, local or global) and I question what
participation/leadership/sacrifice might be necessary to instigate a shift away from
neoliberal state practices.

Making Home, Shaping Family and Defining Selves
In the current context of globalization, people and culture are constantly moving
and identities are intricately connected, moving and evolving constantly. In this process,
individuals are constructing and contesting over and over again identities. Nikkei try on
different ways of being: race, cultural and national belonging. From the micro/meso
level I examine Nikkei individual and collective identity formation as discursive
processes, situated in both ethnic difference and national/cultural belonging (both
Nihonjiron or Japaneseness and that of Latin American homes). I’m approach this as a
creative tension that leads to strategic positionings in the process of reconstructing homes
within return migration. A large part of that reconstruction is the shaping of family,
community and self-making around the limitations of and options provided by the global
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economy (and return). Identity becomes one more way Nikkei invest in their own success
and redefining selves, reshaping of family and remaking of home in this process.

Discursive Nikkei Identities
Relying on Kondo (1997, 1996) and Maira (2002), I work from the premise that
Nikkei in different ways and different contexts are discursively negotiating identities.
This problematizes the notion that identity is limited to one static national belonging or is
simply a hybrid of two or more national homes. Nikkei migrants negotiate each
differently and at different times, neither contesting nor accepting any one or a precise
mix of any options. Rather, Nikkei migrants are picking aspects of each, employing a
variety, changing and negotiating strategies but always within the confines of structural
limitations. In this way, Nikkei are not only surviving but further negotiating the most
powerful position for themselves at any given time.
It is a continual process of constructing selves, identities outside of, between yet
still within any particular time and space, or nation. The result is an incredibly intimate
relationship within, across and between borders. As Kondo relates,
Asian American playwrights problematize notions of a singular home and
of a singular identity. Dislocation, contradiction, unforeseen cultural
possibilities, multiple geographies of identity exceeding the boundaries of
nation-states emerge as motifs…The notion of belonging to the world
subverts and refigures any singular notion of identity and rootedness in
only one place, where stable geography reproduces the stability of the
bounded nomad, the singular self (1996: 100).
Nikkei are particularly well positioned to undermine or subvert the cultural and territorial
goals of the nation-state (Ong 1996, Guarnizo and Smith 1998) through their
relationships cross-nationally, in home/homelands and within the context of
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return migration.
To differing degrees, Nikkei are relying on unity, even cross-national unity, or
Diaspora, as one strategic, group-prioritized way of strategic positioning. By Diaspora, I
refer to shared geographic, linguistic, socio-cultural, religious and national shared
ideologies. By applying the term Diaspora to the Nikkei, I am suggesting that the
communities, individual Nikkei dispersed in different locations outside of Japan (multiple
regions in Latin America), in different contexts and in different ways emphasize
commonality together across geographic differences and based in cultural/national
origins to Japan. By creating “imaginary homelands” (Rushdie 1991) on one level occupy
a single space, and are historically situated, but at heart are entwined in multiple homes—
economic, social, cultural, political and personal circuits encompassing both home and
the homeland (Rouse 1991).
Contradicting arguments that migration decreases national identity or nation-state
control over its citizens, Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001) explain that emigrants
maintain “long-distance nationalism,” or affiliations to national homelands even after
assimilation in new countries. Contrasting old notions that once immigrants migrate, they
shed old nationalistic ties; Glick Schiller and Fouron describe the case of Haitian
migrants in the United States who redefine citizenship, race, nationalism and political
affiliations through long-distance connections. “The road of long-distance nationalism
offers another direction, however. It is a two-way street. Traveling on the same route, yet
in a different direction, a disparate cluster of people have in common their subordination
and disempowerment in relation to global capitalists” (2001: 268). It is an attempt at state
controls from above, indirect hegemonic acts on behalf of nation-states and it is the
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reaction or acceptance of the national agenda from individual citizens, in this case
migrants. Glick Schiller and Fouron argue that long-distance nationalism is a shift in state
policy, a recognition that immigrants will not likely be coming home to rebuild. Rather,
through facilitating and maintaining national ties across borders, nation-states attempt to
ensure loyalty, maintaining some level of control over citizens overseas and migrants
continue to be part of their homeland nation-states. This is seen as a subaltern
(disempowered) migrant positioning in reaction to state hegemony, both from their
immigrant homes and native homelands.
Transnational theorists have come to understand transnational migration and
identity formation as acts of defiance, resistance and opposition by individuals against
state hegemony and global economic forces (Williams 1989). Decisions to migrate are
driven by more than global push and pull, individual and family strategies. Similarly,
Gupta and Ferguson (1997) have seen place making as historically situated resistance in
the form of identity construction and reconstruction. It is in this way that transmigrants
are considered “cultural citizens” (Ong 1999, 1996; Rosaldo 1994) who balance their
options over time and space, developing fluid, situational and emergent identities. This is
an ongoing process, a negotiation between power and a strategic resistance leading to
complex and evolving identities. Consequently, Nikkei return migrants and their sending
communities find new alternatives to identity formation. Transnationalism has led to
bifurcated identities such that transmigrants engage in multiple associations and
activities, positioning themselves in relation to two or more nation-states
(Basch, et al 1994).
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This has everything to do with ethnic affiliations often emphasizing Diaspora and
made malleable in transnationalism. Transnationalism as Sassen (2000, 1998) confirms is
about the transformation of the nation-state “spatiotemporally” and the “unmooring of
identities” from national or village associations to community, membership and
belonging. Thus, ethnic belonging can be seen as one way to assert nationalism.

Nikkei Nihonjinron Imagined
Cultural patterns, core aspects, to all cultures, evolve over time and across contexts.
Nihonjinron or Japaneseness most simply translated, has been the focus of much
academic interest. It evolved out of an ethnocentric national agenda and thus is deeply
rooted in essentialized national belonging. As Befu (2001) describes, "The whole genre
can be regarded as one dealing with Japan's identity, attempting to establish Japan's
uniqueness and to differentiate Japan from other cultures… In Nihonjinron and other
terms in this genre, ron translates as 'theory,' 'view,' 'interpretation,' and the like. It does
not, though it might denote, well-researched scholarly theory" (Befu 2001: 2). For this
reason, it has been thoroughly contested as a limited concept for understanding the
developing, variable, individual and fluid nature of Japaneseness.
In the sense that Nihonjinron is a discussion about Japan’s unique identity, it frames
my discussion of Nikkei identity formation as it evolves, is embraced, imposed, rejected
in different contexts at different times by different individuals/groups. Nihonjinron like
any cultural pattern is limited in its generalizations and most importantly varies from one
individual Japanese to another. At the same time, the common mode that it represents is a
social system on which behavior and ways of thinking have emerged over time.
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Fundamentally, I approach Nihonjinron as a discourse that is appropriated (or not)
depending on the situation or case. I discuss the role of Nihonjinron in the specific
circumstances of my fieldwork with Nikkei in Lima, particularly. I am not suggesting
that Nikkei appropriate an ideology of Japaneseness across the board or as any fixed
method of national belonging. Rather, I suggest that I found elements of Nihonjinron
being utilized in a particular example of group-making in the Nikkei community in Lima.
I suggest that this case, especially in contrast to the case of Chiapas where I did not
necessary see evidence of Nihonjinron, suggests a specific use for a specific outcome at a
specific time in a specific context.
Rosenberger and the contributors to her edited volume, "attempt to render these
dichotomies [individual and society and western vs. non-western] unnecessary by
conveying the complex processes involved in the relationships between selves and the
social in Japan. " (1992: 3). In this volume, Rosenberger introduces work that
demonstrates cases where Japanese people incorporate the facets of the Nihonjinron
ideology in non-essentialized ways and shifting experiences. In this she explains that, the
“Japanese self emerges as neither entirely collective nor completely individualistic”
(1992: 13). This is precisely the way that I approach this concept from a perspective that
acknowledges the problematic nature of the ideology as a concept but at the same time
recognizing the contribution critical debates surrounding this national and cultural
principle offer.
Nihonjinron, as described, particularly as it evolved in the early (1970-1990s) has
been highly contested in its assumptions of static culture (Befu 1980, 1993, Dale 1986,
Miller 1982, Mouer and Sugimoto 1986, Yoshino 1992, 1997). Anthropologists rarely

64

engaged with the literature on Nihonjinron as a subject worth evaluating (Befu 2001: 13).
This is most prominently because the essentialized nature of Nihonjinron is
problematized by the nature of anthropological query—that culture itself is not static but
individualized. The exception is Dorinne Kondo’s (1990, 1996, 1997) repeated challenge
to the static application of the concept in relation to Japanese in the homeland and
the Diaspora.
Yoshino (1992) concludes that different social groups affiliate differently with the
national identity of Japan based on their different daily activities and concerns, their
social groups and family. It is from this perspective, that I explore how Nihonjinron
shapes the ethnic and national identity of Nikkei Latin Americans—how it has been
embraced, altered, reconstructed and/or rejected in the different contexts of my case
studies. It is worth explaining the basic ideology principles of Nihonjinron and discussing
how those principles have been contested in different lines of debate. The intent here is to
provide a foundation for how Nikkei are applying these principles (or not). Thus, I will
now lay the framework, evaluating how Nihonjinron has been defined by its core patterns
and introducing how it has contributed to the development of Nikkei national and ethnic
identity, specifically how that identity is changing in the face of the recent wave of
return migration.
Commonly understood, over-essentialized concepts of Nihonjinron include:
groupism, uniqueness/ethnocentrism and homogeneity (racial, cultural, linguistic,
religious and lifestyle). To some extent, the projection of a common Japanese ideology
drives Japanese belief and behavior, both in the Japanese homeland and in the sending
community contexts, but in differing ways in different locations, among different
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individuals/groups and at different times (based on age, time outside of Japan, generation,
historical experience, gender, etc.) To the extent that Nihonjinron is a national and ethnic
belief system, it sustains itself, regardless of how consistent or overarching the premises,
In the case of Nikkei Latin Americans has been recreated (in different times by different
sub-communities) in the Diaspora shaping the historical evolution and current context of
this group.
The theme of group orientation most significantly drives Nihonjinron, structuring
Japanese society and individual behavior. This is rooted in the concept of amae, or the
idea of Japanese mutual dependency on primary group members (Doi 1973). Within this
framework, there is a clear distinction between in-group (uchi) and out (soto) and related
private verses public. To the extent that culturally and linguistically there are different
ways of approaching each. Omote is what is presented to the outside, publicly visible so
to speak and ura is closed, only shown to the inside (Doi 1986). As Kondo explains,
The term uchi describes a located perspective: the in-group, the “us”
facing outward to the world. It is the ie or other group to which one
belongs. While the notion of ie highlights continuity, generation after
succeeding generation, uchi focuses on the household in close-up, as a
center of belonging and attachment. Uchi defines who you are, through
shaping language, the use of space, and social interaction. It instantly
implies the “inside;” like ie, this inside is not necessarily limited to the
family or even to the household. Depending on the context, it can be any
in-group: ie, company, school, club, or nation… (1990: 141).
In this division between inside and outside, freedom is a constructed in very
different terms than in the West. The individual Japanese is ostensibly (as driven by this
ideology) defined by his loyalty to the group. In that way, loss of the group is actually
loss of self and freedom is the ability to contribute to and be supported by the group.
Along with this, comes an indebtedness to others and the world, a deep understanding
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that one must repay in the form of effort and hard work, for all who came before to pave
the road ahead. This leads to a complete devotion to group over individual members and
that includes family, work and friends. In this way, the self is very much present and
thriving but only through dependence, and thus self is not at the forefront as it is in
the West.
A second structural principle of Nihonjinron is explained by Nakane as the
“vertical principal in Japanese society” which explains how the hierarchical structure of
Japanese society clearly establishes social hierarchy between any two individuals. This is
reflected in the language. Japanese honorifics define the rank and relationship between
people and in this way corroborate and facilitate the hierarchically organized social
structure and way of being (Befu 1993: 112). Thus, there is no strict hierarchy in this
social structure establishing power levels within groups. Leaders are not leaders but
managers, responsible for the balance and productivity of the group “The leader is a part
of the group organization. He does not have his own independent domain separate from
the rest of the members of his group. In fact, the Japanese language has no term for the
word leadership” (Nakane 1972: 69).
What is more hierarchical is paradoxically also much more egalitarian. Primary
affiliations within group (vertical rank as Nakane explains) lead to less significant and
really non-existent connections across groups or along occupational lines (horizontal
rank). “Whereas there is a general absence of horizontal group consciousness within
groups such as executives, clerks, manual workers and so on, there is instead a strong
departmentalism constructed along the functional vertical tie. It may group together a
section head and his subordinates” (Nakane 1972: 37-38). This explains how for
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Japanese, contributions to the group are more important than individual jobs,
accomplishment or gain.
Beyond the problematized nature of conceptual definitions of Nihonjinron, it has
become a tool, functioning in different places at different times and employed by
different entities to varying outcomes. As Yoshino argues (1992), it most prominently has
been used as a form of social conformity. Even more directly, the Japanese nation-state
has “promoted and propagated” (Befu 1993: 120) Nihonjinron overseas as a direct
strategy for defining national ideology globally, performing Nihonjinron beyond it’s own
natural or social self-propagation. This has most directly influenced the Japanese
Diaspora in Latin America. As noted, Nihonjinron as an ideology is the rooted in
ethnocentrism, the idea that comparatively, what it means to be Japanese is different and
as an extension, arguably better. The Japanese government has invested financially and in
the education (cultural, linguistic) of its communities abroad. This has been a deliberate
national agenda (to assure itself a foothold in the West economically and security-wise—
the original quest in Japanese migration to Latin America) but also a cultural agenda of
contributing to the continuation of homogeneity and also the protection of cultural and
linguistic knowledge for its “subjects”.
I acknowledge the power of external, nation-state driven discourses on subject
positionings as defined by states. However, I understand that states are not all-powerful,
dictating nation and cultural ideology to which subjects are obligated to conform, thereby
establishing their belonging to the state. Overemphasizing the role of the nation-state,
fails to recognize subject’s investment in their own positionings (Hall 1996: 6); there are
multiple methods and levels of belonging. The reality is that national belonging, as the
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Nikkei example attests, is a discursive formation, one where individuals, groups face,
react to, reconstruct and resist structural constraints projected at the state and global level.
Thus, national and cultural belonging, whether in the case of Nihonjinron or that of
Nikkei return migrants’ Latin American home nations/cultures, is always a negotiated
process whereby Nikkei imaginings are as important as the constraints that limit their
intimate decisions.
I employ Nihonjinron in this research precisely because I found one strong case in
my data showing evidence for how Nikkei are picking and choosing elements from
different ideologies, cultures, nations, ethnicities. The very fact that I did not find
evidence across the board proves the fact that Nikkei are creatively and strategically
reacting, imagining in the face of global economic processes. Nihonjinron because it is so
closely aligned with Japanese national ideology is a direct pawn in Nikkei attempts to
both belong and separate depending on what is most beneficial at any given time. This
process (identity formation in a transnational context) complicates essentialized notions
of Nihonjinron even further. More and more what it means to be Japanese is being
repositioned in multiple and varying ways through return migration. Thus I do not
incorporate Nihonjinron as a way to introduce unique qualities of Nihonjinron that
contribute to what it means to be Japanese or even Nikkei. Rather, I lean on explanations
for Nihonjinron as one tool among many that specific Nikkei individuals and groups rely
on in different times/places in order to find the most advantageous positions for
themselves in their multiple, varying and evolving sending context in the midst of return
migration. In this way, Nihonjinron not unlike return itself becomes one way in which
Nikkei shape family, remake homes and redefine selves amidst structural constraints of
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the global economy. It is one discourse that I rely upon for the analysis of how Nikkei are
dealing with the effects of return migration.
Defensive Ethnic Identity
Identity is a complex. This is true because it is both self crafted and imposed
(Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001); it is similar, related but potentially different
for an individual and his or her community; and it is time, place and context specific,
constantly changing. In light of research demonstrating that ethnic boundaries are
economically motivated and politically related (Cohen 1969), fluid and contingent (Barth
1969), multiple, overlapping and situational (Cohen 1978), and emergent (Yancy, Eriksen
and Juliani 1976), I approach this study from a transnational perspective. I understand
Nikkei to be social agents implicated in economic and social processes, living in social
fields that transgress borders (Basch, et al 1994). For transmigrants, identity construction
is often a form of resistance against power (Williams 1989). Thus, I consider how Nikkei
transmigrants shape their situations via self-representation, often managing multiple
identities (Goode 1990).
Questions of immigrant incorporation and marginalization, in both sociological and
anthropological perspectives, have been shaped by the concept of assimilation but in
more recent years have been transformed (Alba 2003, Foner 2003, Portes and DeWind
2007, Portes and Rumbaut 2001) to address broader concerns with immigrant success,
differential outcomes based on generation and from a more balanced (or non uni-linear
perspective). These new approaches address the mixing of ethnic and dominant identities
and culture suggesting multiple outcomes including assimilation to different segments of
the population or the elimination of difference within the majority.
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Discussions of immigrant incorporation into the mainstream are useful for
understanding patterns of interaction and the terrain of options immigrants face in their
new homes. The concept of reactive ethnicity explains how immigrants do not melt into
the mainstream but preserve their unique ethnic identity in reaction to negative,
discriminatory reception in the host society (Greely 1971, Glazer and Moynihan 1970). In
the case of reactive ethnicity, real or perceived discriminatory treatment keeps
immigrants from thinking of themselves as part of the mainstream/dominant group. When
the receiving society proves to be a hostile environment for immigrants, they develop
defensive identities in response to contrast discrimination (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).
I build on this notion of reactive ethnicity broadening it to consider the multiple,
mobile, and therefore more complex positionings of Nikkei return migrants. In the case
of Nikkei return migration, there are two receiving societies (one historically rooted and
one, more recent and thus potentially intense. Thus, the reaction or the defensive ethnicity
that emerges is likely to have multiple levels, change in different contexts (times/places)
and be different from the position of Nikkei sending communities, individuals and
national perspectives (Peru, Mexico or Japan). Even with these complications, a reactive
ethnicity is expected due to the history of discrimination in both the homes and
homeland. Thus, this approach should highlight particularly salient, evolving and new
ways in which Nikkei are defining selves and making homes in the face of negative
reception (at least on some levels) in the processes of global migration. Generally
speaking, paradigms of immigrant incorporation are U.S.-centric and are based on a
national model. For this reason, this consideration of transnational influences in Nikkei
immigrant incorporation in cross-cultural contexts is particularly useful.
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A fundamental byproduct of discussions of immigrant incorporation is identity
formation, which is both individual and collective, self made and imposed. There are two
distinct forms of individual identity formation: that of everyday, always changing,
situational identity and the more structural, long-term identity that adjusts at critical life
junctures, such as marriage. In collective identity formation, group boundedness is
strategically constructed, reactive and malleable.
Ethnic identity is further complicated by race and class: “Just as ethnic groups have
class reasons for tearing down ethnic barriers ahead of them, they also have class reasons
for raising ethnic barriers behind them” (Steinberg 1981: x). Takaki (1993, 1979) notes
that different racial groups have different historical and political trajectories that lead to
different behaviors and treatments at different times. For this reason, each group must be
evaluated in its own context. Cohen (1969) discovered economic and political factors
involved in the construction of ethnic identity among the Hausa migrants in Yoruba
towns in Nigeria. He was interested in the processes and motivations by which groups
negotiate their own distinctiveness within the changing dynamics of economic
development. Similarly, I examine how class is integrated in the formation of ethnic
identity with Mexican and Peruvian Nikkei as it evolves in the face of shifting economic
and political currents within transnationalism.
Kinship and Marriage: Strategic Identity Positionings
In anthropology families are usually thought of as kinship groups linked
by relationships of descent—in the sense of biological relationship—from
some common ancestor. Our American notions of kinship as biological
relationship and jural ties (cf. Schneider 1968) profoundly influence our
analytic frameworks and have been the source of much controversy in the
literature on the ie. Rather than a kinship unit based on ties of descent,
however, ie are perhaps best understood as corporate groups that hold
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property (for example, land, a reputation, an art, or ‘cultural capital’) in
perpetuity. They are units of production and/or consumption,
encompassing the roles of corporation/enterprise/household” (Kondo
1990: 122).
In this dissertation kinship, is examined particularly in its cultural aspects. Kinship
is a choice as illustrated through strategic marriage alliances. Nikkei have always relied
heavily on kinship affiliations as the basis of community inclusion and ethnic identity
formation. This is true in both Mexico where the community is structured most directly
through family and where exogamous marriage has been the norm. It is also true in Lima
where endogamy has for the better part of the Nikkei history in Peru functioned to
maintain ethnic exclusion and racial purity.
Currently, in the context of return migration, Nikkei are employing more strategic
“fictive” (White 2004) kinship relationships that lead to direct kinship connections
through marriage. Thus kinship works as an extension of the strategy for broadening
ethnic boundaries in order to maintain an ethnic stronghold. This speaks to the ways in
which traditional kinship studies in anthropology (Evans-Pritchard 1951, Malinowski
1922, Morgan 1871, Radcliffe-Brown 1922, Schneider 1984, Turner 1967) can be built
upon and applied to modern contexts and particularly the context globalization.
In migration, the roles of family (Salazar Parreñas 2005, Gonzalez 1961) and
marriage (Goodkind 1997, Min 1993, Ong 1987) have been emphasized. Constable
(2003) demonstrates “the importance of social positioning, imagination and initiative” in
negotiations of transnational unions. Often familial relationships and marriage unions that
seem to contradict the very notion of unity, are employed as alternative and creative ways
of staying together, even if that means being physically apart.
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Marriage is critical to identity formation and can lead to dynamic and varied
outcomes, aside from absorption into mainstream culture. Marriage plays a versatile and
flexible role in the formation of ethnic identity and its associated strategic use towards
capital accumulation. Existing literature establishes intermarriage as an index of
assimilation. Marriage is a factor in cultural absorption, but it is also strategically
deployed in different ways for different outcomes at different times. Intermarriage has
been considered a relevant and reliable indicator of group cohesion and ethnic
incorporation since Drachsler’s (1920) assertion that the more a group intermarries, the
less cohesive it. Additionally, Gordon (1964) included marriage as the third step in his
seven-step progression of assimilation. However, this approach is as limited as any other
analysis that considers culture and ethnicity to be things contained by concrete
boundaries. While I rely on the premise that marriage patterns are a useful means by
which to examine individual and group ethnic and cultural associations, I will broaden
this use of marriage as an indicator by examining family patterns in general as one
variable among many which are strategically utilized.
Marriage strategies also have been studied in comparable immigrant contexts. Min
(1993) discovered a pattern of endogamy similar to that of the Peruvian Nikkei among
Korean immigrants in Los Angeles. Min relates that among 1.5-generation Korean
immigrants in Los Angeles, almost half married Koreans in the same city, 34 percent
brought marital partners from Korea and only 12 percent married exogamous. This is an
increase from past trends of almost exclusive endogamy and suggests a shift towards
intermarriage similar to the case of Peruvian Nikkei.
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Ethnic identity has been shown to persist even in cases of intermarriage (Greely
1974, 1971). Ethnic affiliation is utilized as a strategy within interethnic marriages
(Goode 1992, 1990; Goode, Curtis and Theophano 1984a). Examining the complexity of
identity construction among Italian immigrants in Philadelphia, Goode notes that
exogamous marriage often leads to the incorporation of the “outsider” into the group that
is dominant in the local hierarchy, and therefore, can be a way of maintaining ethnic
solidarity. Families identify themselves as Italian because that is most beneficial,
regardless of whether the Italian partner was the husband or wife. Within interethnic
marriages, families identify with whichever group is most beneficial, strategically
utilizing ethnic affiliation, often by asserting ethnic food choices at weddings (Goode
1992, 1990; Goode, Curtis and Theophano 1984a, 1984b). I apply this model of analysis
to the cases of Peruvian and Mexican Nikkei. The situation of Latin American Nikkei is
obviously uniquely situated; Japanese in Latin America are not only choosing their
marriage partners, and determining how familial unity is maintained often across an
ocean, but also positioning their own identities strategically. These patterns and strategies
are a direct consequence to return migration.
Wage-earning capacity became increasingly important in marriage alliances in the
changing political economy of Malaysia (Ong 1987). As the economy came to be
dominated by manufacturing and factory work, as opposed to agriculture, Ong discovered
changes in marriage strategies and emphasized the connection between economic and
marital systems of exchange. Taking it a step further, she applied Bourdieu’s (1976)
notion that human action is reflective of social structure and also an instigator of
structural change. Ong (1987) relates that changing positions of identity alter marriage
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strategies just as marriage strategies affect identity formation. This is certainly applicable
to the analysis of marriage and family strategies more broadly, especially as they are
employed in the changing context of transnationalism and migration.

Individual Nikkei Identity Constructions
Beyond, group strategies that assure economic success, individuals are negotiating
their own roles in different contexts (times, places, nations). They are imagining complex
negotiations of selfhood shift, are evolving, malleable, and strategically positioned at any
given time and place for purposed outcomes. Specifically in this dissertation I approach
individual Nikkei identity formation as it is constructed through homemaking, foodways
and religious practices. I will introduce the theoretical frameworks from which I build my
research and then in the following data chapters, offer specific analysis of these
perspectives based on evidenced behavior of Nikkei in the sending communities of
Acacoyagua and Lima.
It’s Not Simple: Making Home by Experience with the Homeland
Especially on a micro-analytical level, notions of identity and belonging
reveal their multiplicity and the terms transnational/cosmopolitan do not
suffice or are misleading as explanatory terms. I replaced them with the
homophone routes/roots which signifies a wider sense that both 'where
people come from and where they travel to are constitutive of identity'
(Friedman 1998: 178)…Home can be both where one comes from and
where one travels to; it can also be a tension between the two. As such the
contours of home are a matter of different orientations affecting each
other: a state of imagination and identification, a state of being and
experience, a state of agency or the lack thereof. I tried to show that home,
thus understood, is mediated in interpersonal relationships and I focused
on intergenerational relationships as the revealed the contestations over
home…The three young men in the city located a sense of belonging in
friendship and like-mindedness that exceeded the boundaries of family
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and community…Home emerged as multi-located and contested site
(Armbruster and Meinhof 2002: 32).
As Armbruster keenly describes above, home is a word laden with physical,
emotional, multiple, complex and changing meanings, all of which have great
implications. For this reason, I will now explicate what I mean by the term and all its
variations and clearly establish how I will use these terms in my discussion of Nikkei
migrants. Home is thought of as both place, or physical space, and as an emotional state
of mind, or evolving process. Colloquial phrases like “home is where you hang your hat”
refer to the physicality of location and space. While others like “home is where the heart
is” imply that the emotional belonging and affiliation associated with this term are the
more significant meaning.
In the case of more and more people today including but not limited to migrants,
refugees, expatriates, travelers, businesspeople, expatriates and even researchers abroad,
home is multidimensional. In this way, homefullness is as appropriate a term as
homelessness. With the movement of people across physical and geographic landscapes,
home is an active process of searching and finding, often in unexpected places and ways.
Every loss of home leads to a discovery of home in new and different ways. Some new
additions change our definition of home and others transform it or replace it completely.
Home is not a singular concept but multiple in physical construction and
emotional development.
Home is a complex concept. We as individuals define home for ourselves in
different ways and at different times, at the same time that others project their own
emerging understandings of where we live, maintain roots or are from. This is
complicated further by the fact that home is intricately connected to concepts and
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understandings of nationality, Diaspora, ethnicity and identity. These terms are often
conflated and confused. Each of these concepts are equally self-constructed and
influenced by others. All of these concepts and particularly homemaking, are rooted in
belonging—social, national, familial and practical belonging. We affiliate and are
affiliated where we have ties and investments.
Finally, home is constantly in-flux. Home changes for individuals and groups at
different times and in specific geographic contexts. It is situated. For Nikkei implicated in
return migration to Japan home can mean one thing today, another thing tomorrow, one
thing in Chiapas or Lima and another thing in Japan. Home can be firmly established
over geographic divides or solidified through emotional, social or familial ties.
Understandings of home change as physical location or emotional investment becomes
more permanent.
Given this explication of home as emotional, physical, multiple, complex and
changing, writing about the term in relation to Nikkei Latin American return migrants to
Japan is difficult. It is impossible to portray the complexity of this term and at the same
time to clearly reference this term in relation to individual Nikkei and their community
understandings of home at different times and over changing geographies. It is my hope
that the reader will hold the above explication in mind throughout this discussion as you
digest the specific circumstances of home I describe for Nikkei implicated in
return migration.
With this underlying understanding, I hope to simplify the discussion by clarifying
at the onset what I mean when I use the term home in all its derivative forms. Home can
logically be Japan in one case or moment and Lima in another and if I were to refer to
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home in this complexity, it would only lead to confusion. Thus, for clarity purposes only
(and not because it is an accurate reflection of its complicated meaning), I will use the
term “home” only in reference to the Latin American locations where I did fieldwork
with Nikkei (Acacoyagua, Chiapas, Mexico and Lima, Peru, specifically). Then, I will
use the term “homeland” to refer to Japan as it signifies the ancestral origin. By
separating this terminology, I hope to be transparent in my writing, making clear
references to specific national and geographic contexts. Similarly, I use the term “return”
only in referring to the process and context of Nikkei migration from Lima or Chiapas to
Japan. Similarly, I label Nikkei who have been migrating to Japan from Latin America in
large numbers since 1990 as “return migrants” and the larger process/context of this
reverse migration trend as “return migration.” When I refer to post-return migration
movement in the opposite direction (from Japan back to Latin America), I use the words
“come back” simply to distinguish the direction of migration. However, this is
complicated by the fact that most often return migrants are involved in moving in both
directions, often repeatedly, circularly, even if only for temporary visits. The label return
migration is equally complex to the process itself.
You Are What You Eat: the Performance of Identity in Foodways
Anthropologists have broadly recognized the relationship between food and culture
and over time have begun to question more and more the nuances of that relationship
especially as it shapes group membership, identity, ethnicity, nationality and religion.
Mary Douglas (1984) has been at the forefront of this discussion and has noted that food
choices indicate shared meaning among groups, are shaped by cultural practices and go
beyond availability having larger cultural significance. There is a basic agreement in the
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literature that foodways are highly symbolic representing deep traditions at the same time
as ongoing group boundary negotiations. Specifically, Lentz (1999) notes that food and
drink mark social boundaries, Brown and Mussell explain how “foodways bind
individuals together” (1984: 5), and Kanafani-Zahar (1997) suggests that social values
are shared and reaffirmed through food.
Meals, themselves, are statements about social belonging, signify life-cycle events
and current states of society as well as distinguish social hierarchies like class, gender,
generation, etc. (Ashkenazi 1990, Gross 1984). Communal consumption on a most basic
level, signifies group membership and distinguishes in-group from out-group (Brown and
Mussell 1984). As Korsmeyer (1999) explains, “those who choose to eat together tacitly
recognize their fellow eaters as saliently equal.” Similarly, what is consumed and how it
is consumed is a statement on social dimensions and structure. As Douglas (1971)
explains, admission to a shared meal symbolizes social incorporation but whether that
meal is a weekly even, life-cycle celebration or holiday festivity has different
implications for in-group and out-group status. Further, sharing of drinks is more fluid,
less bonding and purposefully unstructured thus symbolizing, “the detachment and
impermanence of simpler and less intimate social bonds.” (Douglas 1971: x). On another
level, public verses private consumption of shared food conveys different meaning.
For the purposes of this research, food most clearly is one way in which Nikkei
identity is created, negotiated and portrayed. This begins with the basic premise that food
is one sign, symbol, a language, which creates social structure and identity. As Douglas
describes, "A code affords a general set of possibilities for sending particular messages. If
food is treated as a code, the message it encodes will be found in the pattern of social
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relations being expressed. The message is about different degrees of hierarchy, inclusion
and exclusion, boundaries and transactions across the boundaries... Food categories
therefore encode social events" (1971: x). Understandings of food as code begin with the
core understanding as portrayed by Barthes (1961) that food is a sign among any
particular society and its members, and as such a sign represents social function and
institutional or structural characteristics of that particular social group. Levi-Strauss
(1968) adds to that the understanding that food is language in the sense that it is a way a
society unconsciously conveys its structure. Social relationships are developed and
maintained through symbols.
Building on this understanding of food as sign, symbol and code, classifier and
thus, identity builder, social groups, most obviously in the case of Nikkei in Peru and
Mexico, utilize food in the process of identification. Eating and drinking are “utterly
crucial” to the ways in which individuals make sense of their world and they ways of
structuring people through events and everyday practices (Woodward 1997: 29-35,
Schollier 2001:7). As Fischler explains food is central to ones sense of identity beyond
biology, food is a "principle of incorporation” (1988: 275). He further explains that
migrants retain food habits beyond language differences because food is the basis of
collective identity, cohesion, the way in which self and other are demarcated. “People
eating similar foods are trustworthy, good, familiar and safe; but people eating unusual
food give rise to feelings of distrust, suspicion and even disgust" (Fischler 1988: 275;
Scholliers 2001). The relationship between food and identity is rooted in performance,
which is most applicable to my discussion of ethnic identity in the case of Nikkei. Ethnic
groups utilize and manipulate the symbolic nature of food to create and portray
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group identity.
Barth explains that ethnic groups depend on "signals for identification, but also
structure of interaction which allows the persistence of cultural difference." (1969:16).
Thus, as he notes, signals, like foodways, are rules governing inter-ethnic relations.
Cohen adds to this the understanding that ethnicity is performed. He notes that symbols,
for meanings "evoke sentiments and emotions and impel men to action" (1944: 13-14)
and this is typically expressed through ritual, gift exchange, joking, eating and drinking
together. Clearly all social behavior is symbolic, used to “form, reform and maintain
[ethnic groups] and how group and individual ethnic identity is communicated to ingroup and out-group members by means of symbol and performance. Foodways are one
of many aspects of ethnic traditional culture which can be studied as a communicative or
semiotic system much as language is studied" (Kalcik 1984: 46). It is with this
foundation, that I approach Nikkei use of food in its relation to the performance of
identity in Peru and Mexico particularly as it is shaped and re-shaped in the process of
return migration.
Comparatively, there is a president for examining the role of food in ethnic
affiliation. Goode, et al, argue that ethnic food systems cannot be simplified as either
bounded or not, disappearing or persisting. They note, “Eating patterns are socially
mediated, transmitted, and reinforced. If an ethnic group remains relatively closed,
exhibiting little movement away from group through out-marriage, out-migration, or
occupational class movement, then the structure of the food system continues to be
transmitted and reinforced through social interactions and social sanction." (1984a: 69).
They further explain that ethnic foodways are maintained through household and the
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passing down intergenerationally as well as through community networks whereby
friends and families protect ethnic similarities. In the case of the Nikkei in Lima and
Chiapas, I found evidence for both of these ways food is contributing to ethnic
maintenance, marking social boundaries.
The continuity of ethnic foodways signifies practical struggles for identity in the
face of logical effects of migration. Kalcik explains how traditional, ethnic foodways
provide a link to the past, a connection to the homeland, which can initially, especially,
make the transition to a new home, culture and national identity, easier (1984: 34). In this
way, foodways are symbolic of an internal and external struggle to both maintain
difference and at the same time accept one’s new home (or assimilate). This is interesting
in the case of Nikkei return migration. Return creates new affiliations and at the same
time animosities with the homeland. It also creates a certain public reputation for
everything Japanese beyond the boundaries of the Japanese community. Complicating
this even further, as Masuoka notes, ethnic food choices are strategically socioeconomic
statements as well. He describes how Japanese immigrants in Hawaii initially embraced
Japanese food as a higher-class symbol but eventually these foods took on associations as
outdated and distinctly anti-modern so Japanese began to embrace American foods as a
way of expressing economic status (Masuoka 1945: 762-63). Ethnic food choices are
constantly changing, based on multiple factors and most directly strategically performed.
Thus, Nikkei identity as Japanese, Peruvian, Mexican or pan-ethnic or a
combination/contestation of these will be explored through the expression of food.
Building on this foundation, this research is grounded in the notion that food is
symbolic to national identity formation and specifically Japanese national identity within
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the Nikkei Diaspora abroad. As Barthes establishes in the case of French nationalism, "It
is fair to say that through his food the Frenchman experiences a certain national
continuity. By way of thousand detours, food permits him to insert himself daily into his
own past and to believe in a certain culinary 'being' of France” (1961: xx). Specifically,
Japanese rice holds symbolic importance in national identity. Ohnuki-Tierney explains
that rice in Japan symbolizes “stood for the purity, or positive energy, of deities, whose
consumption rejuvenates humans. But the purity of rice has been used for nationalistic
purposes since the Early Modern period. The rally cry during World War II was to win
the war so that the Japanese could again eat the ‘pure white rice’ that symbolizes their
purity"(1993: 131). Ohnuki-Tierney further explains that the symbolism for rice in what
it means to be Japanese is linked to land and history. As Montanari details, "Identity is a
dynamic, unstable product of history, one born of complex phenomena of exchange,
interaction, and contamination. Food models and practices are meeting points among
diverse cultures, the fruit of man's travels, of commercial markets, techniques, and tastes
form one part of the world to another" (2006: 139). Thus, rice is particular to Nihonjinron
in the sense that it is produced within a unique climate and on an isolated, island
geography. This ties into the Japanese mindset of Nihonjinron in its propagation of
homogeneity, uniqueness and exclusive in-group boundary. In the same way that
Anderson suggests community is imagined, national boundaries are imagined around the
meaning of rice in Japan. Ohnuki-Tierney concludes that rice has particular nationalistic,
spiritual and ethnic significance beyond nourishment creating both community and
individual belonging. She describes that at the core of Japanese identity is “rice as
self” (1993: 132).
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In the same way that Japanese have historically embraced outside ideas and soaked
up things from abroad making them their own, Japanese also Japanized western, foreign
foods, which are distinctly different than their own, rice based creations. As
Ashkenazi explains,
The preference for foreign things is mixed with a strong dose of suspicion
and distancing…As the Japanese have imported new ideas and materials,
they have also modified them to Japanese taste... Hamburgers have been
introduced into Japanese cuisine and have become a standard item. The
standard Japanese cuisine hamburger consists of a meat patty served with
a bowl of rice, a bowl of miso shiru (bean paste soup) and radish pickles, a
thoroughly Japanized product" (1990: 344).
This symbolically is one way that Japanese have incorporated outside influences into
their stronger group identity formation. Similarly, Nikkei in Peru and Mexico have
strategically incorporated traditional Japanese foods into their public and private lives in
ways that portray ethnic identity, inclusion and exclusion.
Nikkei Identity and Belonging through Religious Practice: Nihonkyo
Religion, like food, is symbolic in ethnic identity formation performed to establish
similarity/difference rooted in national belonging. A large part of Anderson’s (1983)
explanation of community as imagined, specifically addresses the role of language in
determining in-group verses out-group belonging. Those who can speak or read a certain
language are distinguished from those who cannot. Befu (1993) extends this to the role of
religion and particularly the role of religion as specific to Japanese national identity.
A religion unique to any given ethnic group can help define the identity of
the group in a way that religion such as Christianity or Islam would have
difficulty doing…Japanese can point to Shintoism as an attribute of
Japan's uniqueness, since Shintoism is a unique indigenous religion.
Elevating it from folk belief to state religion, and putting the emperor at its
center, the Japanese state created for its nationalism a unique religious
basis... (1993: 128)
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BenDasan (1972) explains that religion is symbolic of belief/acceptance of nation;
Japanese regardless of stated religious affiliations belong to the national religion he calls,
Nihonkyo (or Japanese-ism). Japanese are known for managing multiple and somewhat
contradictory religious affiliations and as BenDasan argues this defines and leads to the
acceptance of a national religion, beyond any specific religion or individual affiliation
whether it be Buddhism, Shinto or Christianity. Nihonkyo, a combination and negotiation
of multiple and individual religious affiliations, is a religion common to all Japanese.
And as a nation, Japan seems to define the separation of church and state. The emperor of
Japan is associated with the divine power of Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess, but political
power is distinctly separate from the imperial throne. Yet, as BenDasan notes, Japanese
nationalism is based in civil religion thus defining the Japanese citizen’s belonging,
identifying national identity and place in society and providing a systematic structure to
national values, thoughts, rituals and symbols. “Civil religion as a system of values, too,
creates a normative orientation, an idealized worldview that members are expected to
subscribe to and strive for. This is also precisely what Nihonjinron is" (Befu 2001: 115).
This does not mean that all Japanese or Nikkei do conform or subscribe. Rather the
national precedent allows individuals to position themselves as either belonging or not
based on their religious affiliations. Japanese religion, Nihonkyo, functions as a way of
confirming national citizenship. In the same way, all Japanese defend Nihonkyo as a civil
religion as core to the national polity, symbolizing racial purity, cultural uniqueness,
homogeneity and honor yet ironically rooted in diversity.

Conclusion: An Integrated Perspective from Below
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It is from the individual/group perspective as discursive formation of diasporic
Nikkei identity within the structural limitations of globalization, neoliberalism and
transnationalism that I approach this research. I work from the premise that previous
literature regarding Nikkei return migration, by focusing primarily on Brazil and the
receiving context, has not provided a broadly applicable understanding of Nikkei in the
region of Latin America. This will be important as I more deeply explore negotiations of
individual ethnic identity in the two similar but very distinct cases studied: Mexico
and Peru.
I want to emphasize that especially among such intense and essentialized
discussions of identity, the agency of individual Nikkei. The structural push and pull on
migration, neoliberal constraints on economic choices and the importance of social
structures that define national and cultural identity are real constraints. These issues
matter and often they matter beyond the contemplation of individual players. Global
economic and by extension migration forces are real, they shape positions and reactions
of individuals who each have the ability and act and react. Certainly this holds true for
Nikkei Peruvians and Mexicans. It is to a discussion of their individual and group actions
and reactions in the face of all the factors that shape return migration that I will now turn.
In the following chapters I explore how the Nikkei ethnic community is restructuring
itself in reaction to return migration (Chapter Four), how individual identity formation is
taking place in the current contexts (Chapter Five) of Nikkei in Mexico and Peru, and
decisions to return and how that effects lives back home (Chapter Six).
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CHAPTER 3:
HISTORICAL FRAMEWORK:
HOW THE JAPANESE CAME AND CAME TO LEAVE

In 1873, Peru became the first Latin American nation to establish diplomatic
relations with Japan. Prior to this, beginning in 1612, the Tokugawa Shogunate
implemented a closed-door policy whereby Japan was essentially isolated and
immigration was strictly prohibited. It was not until the Meiji Restoration in 1868 that
Japan opened to international trade and foreign relations. The transformation of Japan
from seclusion to a modernized and “civilized” nation was very rapid after 1868,
especially after the 1889 constitution was ratified. In a very short period (approximately
50 years), Japan went from isolationist to imperialist.
Japan’s rapid nationalization was rooted in two factors. First, Japan’s two and a half
centuries of isolation during the Tokugawa era was also a period of internal peace.
Second, Japanese believed that their royal family members were direct descendants of the
Sun Goddess, Amaterasu Omikami, and that the lineage had never been broken. This
conviction may have lessened over the years but, historically, it is reflective of Japanese
sentiment and national ideology, Nihonjinron. Ethnocentrism led to imperialism during
the Meiji Era beginning in 1868 and continued until World War II. The earliest Japanese
out-migration was primarily driven towards Hawaii, the United States and Canada. From
1868 to 1900 more than 137,000 Japanese migrated to North America. The Gentlemen’s
Agreement of 1907-08, a series of immigration policies, restricted the number of
Japanese who entered the United States. In large part it was this closed-door policy of the
United States that led the Japanese to Latin America.
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Mexico and Peru were the first two recipients of Japanese immigrants in Latin
America. Japanese migration to the region was initiated, organized and promoted
beginning in 1897, but global anti-Japanese sentiment had virtually ended migration to
both by the 1930s. Based on that historical timeframe, the table below demonstrates the
presumed current age-range of Nikkei from the first-to-fifth generations. In compiling
these numbers I presumed an arrival age of initial immigrants to be twenty years old and I
gave separation between generations by twenty years (assuming the average childrearing
age was twenty years as well). As can be seen below and was confirmed in research, the
first generation is virtually non-existent. The last remaining first-generation Nikkei
passed away within a few years of my arrival in Acacoyagua and reportedly, in Lima,
there are only a few remaining first-generation Nikkei, though I did not meet any. As this
chart also clarifies, the young, who are most likely to migrate are now fourth and fifth
generation, which is beyond the permitted third generation according to Japanese
immigration laws. When return migration began almost twenty years ago, the third
generation was on the cusp. As older-than-youth many Nikkei are not able to migrate for
one reason or another. Thus, return migration is a privilege limited to those who meet the
legal requirements of Japanese law and practical requirements that would allow any given
individual to be able to feasibly go.

Table 2. Age Distribution per Generation Based on Year of Arrival (Via Immigration
or Birth).
Generation

First

Second

Third

Fourth

Fifth

Year of Arrival

1897 - 1930

1917 - 1950

1970 - 1937

1957 - 1990

1977 - 2010

Current Age-range

98 - 131

78 - 111

58 - 91

38 - 71

28 - 51
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Mexico: Colonia Enomoto
The first thirty-six Japanese immigrants came to the southernmost coastal plain of
Mexico (the Soconusco Region of Chiapas) on May 10, 1897 and, with Mexican and
Japanese state sponsorship, established the Enomoto Colony. While many of the original
colonists left the area, some of the founding members remained and in the early years of
the 20th century, new migrant waves replenished this community. There are
approximately 500 Japanese in the Soconusco Region today (not counting those who
have return-migrated).
Takeaki Enomoto, a former minister of exterior and head of the Colonization
Society, made an agreement with Mexico in order to facilitate Japanese commercialism
and political expansionism. The result was the Enomoto Colony, an agricultural colony
along the southernmost coastal plain of Chiapas, just across the border from Guatemala
and with this Mexico became the first recipient of Japanese labor migrants in Latin
America. The first thirty-six Japanese immigrants arrived 1897 to the port of Tapachula,
90 kilometers from the colony (on the outskirts of Acacoyagua), which had been
negotiated for them by the Japanese and Mexican governments to establish a coffee
plantation. Immediately upon arrival in the middle of the very wet, mosquito-heavy and,
threatening hot summer, these 36 men walked to Acacoyagua where they had no home,
shelter or tools to begin their new agricultural lives. Their first years were met with
disease, near-hunger and community depletion but as can be seen in their continued
presence and their success today, the community survived. Though the original
agricultural colony failed, a core group of immigrants who stayed in the Acacoyagua
area, created the Japanese Mexican Cooperative Society Company, and continued to
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bring in additional immigrants. The Soconusco Nikkei quickly came to provide
indispensable businesses, branching beyond coffee to ranching and small businesses
contributing to the economy and community, which garnered them respect and influence.
Today the Acacoyagua town square is a testament to the role of the Japanese in this area,
with well manicured landscaping and a large monument to the original 36 colonists.
Nikkei in the Soconusco region of Chiapas, Mexico are an ideal case study for
numerous reasons. First, this was the original colony of Japanese in Latin America.
Additionally, of all the communities in Latin America—particularly in Mexico—the
Enomoto Colony was the least dispersed and affected by World War II relocation
(contrasted with exile to the United States in the case of Peru and other countries).
Finally, this community has maintained a level of boundedness balanced with community
leadership, involvement and intermarriage.

Peru: From Agricultural Labor to Urban Businessmen
Peru was the second recipient of Japanese immigrants in Latin America behind
Mexico, the first recipient of organized labor migration, and maintains the second largest
Japanese population, after Brazil. Japanese migration to Peru was concentrated between
1898 and 1930, though within this period there were two distinct migration waves, 18981901 and 1919-1930. Both were initiated, organized and promoted for the mutual benefit
of both nations. Under the guidance of companies established by the Japanese
government, the first Japanese were brought to Peru as contract laborers to work on
sugarcane plantations (Tigner 1981: 460; Titiev 1951: 228). Controlling and promoting
migration through companies, the Japanese government sought to counter-act a surplus in
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the labor force and further develop diplomatic and trade relations with Latin America.
For its part, Peru alleviated its deficit in cheap, agricultural labor created with Latin
America. The second wave of migration to Peru also came as contract laborers, but this
time they targeted the rubber industry and consisted mostly of Japanese from the Ryukyu
Islands. As Masterson explains, this created an “ethnically dualistic character to the
Japanese immigrant community in Peru” (2004: 64).
By 1924, global anti-Japanese sentiment had risen as a result of Japan’s
increasingly expansionist foreign policy. This led to restrictions on Japanese immigration
that virtually ended immigration to Peru by the 1930s. By 1940 this left 29,000 Nikkei in
Peru. The 1966 self-census estimated a population of 45,644 in Peru, 51 percent women
and 49 percent male (Morimoto 1991). There are a total of 1.5 million Japanese in Latin
America. In 1990 there are an estimated and 80,000 to 90,000 Nikkei in Peru and over 80
percent of these live in Lima (Morimoto1991). Peru maintains the second largest
population of Nikkei in Latin America, following Brazil. Japanese immigrants initially
entered Peru as contract agricultural workers with hopes of temporary migration and an
immediate return to Japan. However, from the earliest wave, immigrants flocked to urban
centers abandoning agricultural labor for small business ventures. Japanese immigrants
initially entered Peru as contract agricultural workers with hopes of temporary migration
and a quick return to Japan. These migrants quickly congregated in urban centers and
became economically successful. They mostly opened small businesses, predominantly
bakeries as well as coffee, candy and refreshment shops (Takenaka 2000). By the late
1970s, they worked mainly as professionals, employers and entrepreneurs
(Thompson 1979).
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Pivotal Events
There are three pivotal historical, political and economic events that have shaped
the lives of Japanese in Mexico and Peru. These include: World War II, return migration
beginning legally in 1990 and the presidency of Fujimori in Peru. Each of these events
had far-reaching impacts across Latin America and uniquely in both Mexico and Peru.

World War II
Anti-Japanese sentiment resulting from Japanese expansionism culminated in the
bombing of Pearl Harbor and led to alienation and discrimination against Japanese
throughout the Americas. This was most obvious in the World War II exile and
internment of Peruvian Nikkei in the United States, which was accomplished with the
cooperation of the Peruvian government. However, in Mexico and throughout Latin
America, Japanese were rounded up and re-concentrated in land-locked urban centers so
that they could be monitored.
In Peru, nearly 1800 Japanese (mostly male community leaders) who were
classified by Peruvian and U.S. investigators as “potentially dangerous” were shipped to
the United States (Gardiner 1981). More than 20,000 Japanese Peruvians who avoided
deportation were left in Peru and endured a “constant battle against fear and economic
hardship” (Masterson 2004). Peru contributed 83 percent of the total 2,118 Latin
American deportees to the United States; Brazil, containing the majority of Japanese
immigrants in Latin America, ironically did not exile any. Gardiner (1975: 85) attributes
this to Peruvian relative intolerance of Japanese, compared to that of Brazil. Of the 1,771
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exiled Japanese, only 800 were eventually readmitted to Peru. Others returned to Japan or
remained in the United States.
Similarly, the lives of Mexican Nikkei were shaped by World War II. By 1942,
Mexico had aligned itself with the United States, severed diplomatic relations with Japan
and declared war. Consequently the Mexican government froze the assets of Japanese in
Mexico and forced Nikkei to abandon their homes and relocate to the interior cities of
Guadalajara and Mexico City. The Nikkei in the Soconusco region of Chiapas were,
compared to other Mexican Nikkei, least affected by the World War II relocation. Most
women and children remained behind in the Soconusco region where men eventually
returned for the most part. So, families did not loose their land and homes like Nikkei
from Baja and other areas of Mexico.

Return Migration
The second critical historical event, which has shaped the current context of Nikkei
throughout Latin America is the 1990 revisions to Japan’s immigration laws, in which
Japan reopened its doors to Japanese descendents abroad. In the late 1980s, Nikkei began
to return to Japan in large numbers. Between 1985 and 1990, economic boom and a
severe labor shortage led Japan to actively seek return migration of Nikkei. At the same
time, Latin American countries have experienced economic downturns such that Nikkei
had trouble making money. Sellek notes,
South American and Caribbean countries have been suffering from
declining levels of economic performance, high inflation rates and the
burden of financing and repaying huge national debts. So they came to
Japan and took the ‘3D’ positions that Japanese nationals rejected (dirty,
dangerous and difficult). They have since become an indispensable part of
the work force (2001: 183).
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A large impetus for this “U-turn” (reverse migration pattern) was the revision of the
Japanese Immigration Control Act, adopted on June 1, 1990, which allowed individuals
with proof of this Japanese ancestry (up to third generation) and this spouse (regardless of
ancestry, minors included), to return to Japan on a permanent resident visa for up to three
years (with the possibility of renewal). This, in combination with the economic situation
in both Latin America and Japan during this time, prompted the mass emigration of first-,
second- and third-generation Latin American Nikkei.

Table 3: Numbers of Return Migrants from the Four Latin American Nations with the
Largest Populations of Nikkei.

Country

Estimated Numbers
of Nikkei Return Migrants

Population
(1993)1
620,370

19953
233,254

19974
133,609

Peru

55,472
(1991) 80-90,0002

40,394

27,112

Argentina

29,262

3,300

2,250

Mexico

11,926

Brazil

1,037

1

Kikumura-Yano, 2002
Morimoto 1991
3
Compiled by Marcelo Higa from Nyukoku Kanrikyoku 1998
4
Japan Statistics Bureau, 1995
2

Fujimori
The above table gives population numbers primarily from JICA but the second,
much larger number listed for Peru is the result of Morimoto’s 1989 self-census.
Morimoto’s self-census is based local, survey research and thus more accurate. For that
reason, it is the number I refer to in referencing the Nikkei population in Peru. Secondly
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in clarification, the numbers for Mexico reference the Nikkei throughout the country
(much larger than the original Enomoto colony descendents I studied in Acacoyagua).
Nikkei in other parts of Mexico mostly arrived in secondary, indirect migration waves
from the United States to work as agricultural workers in Baja. Thus, their historical
evolution is much different from that of the original Enomoto colony I describe.
A third pivotal event shaping what it means to be Nikkei in Peru (and arguably
filtering throughout Latin America) was the presidency of Alberto Fujimori from 19902000. Alberto Fujimori has earned a worldwide reputation of extremes; he is both loved
and hated within Peru and beyond. Fujimori is a Peruvian of Japanese decent and the only
Nikkei to serve as President of a nation outside of Japan. As such his legacy as president
is tied to his Nikkeiness. People who do not necessarily understand the number or history
of Japanese in Peru, know that Fujimori is Nikkei. People who do not necessarily
understand the history or politics of Peru, know of Peru’s famed Japanese President.
Certainly, since 1990, what it means to be Nikkei has been influenced by his
controversial actions and extreme makeover of Peruvian politics. In no way did Fujimori
run on a pro-Japanese platform, nor did he win because he aligned himself as ethnically
Nikkei or with the Nikkei community. In many ways, however, his presidency was
shaped by his Japanese-ness, and at the same time, what it means to be Nikkei Peruvian
has been shaped by Fujimori’s presidency.

Mexico: Social, Economic and Political History
The Spanish arrived in the Soconusco in 1524 (Recinos 1986: 61), which for the
previous forty years had been controlled by the Aztecs (Gasco and Voorhies 1989). This
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led to immediate decline in the indigenous population and did not begin to recover until
the second half to the eighteenth century” (Gasco 1989a; Gerhard 1993:169). When the
Japanese arrived in 1897, they were appropriated land by the agreement between the
Mexican and Japanese. This was land that like all land in the Soconusco had originally
belonged to the indigenous population and was taken under Mexican government control
with the arrival of the Spanish. “Toward the end of the Colonial period… Spaniards and
ladinos (non-Indians) were increasingly making claims on Indian lands in Soconusco”
(Gasco 2006: 389). This history is deep seated in the region and shapes all social
hierarchies in which the Japanese are positioned. However, as noted the majority
population including the Nikkei, long ago adopted Spanish cultural traits. Still, the
socioeconomic and racial dynamics in this region today are part of this early, modern and
always evolving history in the region.
The history of Japanese in Acacoyagua (and Chiapas) is very unique in comparison
that of Japanese in the rest of Mexico. That difference goes to explain why my research is
focused exclusively on Chiapas, not trying to draw larger conclusions about the situation
of Nikkei in Mexico broadly. The details on the non-Chiapas Mexican history provided
below are drawn from Kikumura-Yano (2002) edited volume, The Encyclopedia of
Japanese descendents in the Americas. With the exception of the Enomoto Colony,
Japanese arrived to Mexico beginning in 1901. These early Japanese arrived in Mexico
with contracts to work temporarily, particularly as contract mine, railroad and farm
workers. The majority of Japanese who entered Mexico between 1901 and 1907, came to
Mexico with the intention of going to the United States. However, when in 1907, the
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United States prohibited entry of Japanese, stable Nikkei communities took root in the
northern states of Baja, Sonora and Sinaloa, Mexico as well as Mexico City.
World War II led to the forced relocation, rounding-up of Japanese in Mexico to the
urban centers of Mexico City and Guadalajara. After the war, having lost control over
abandoned lands and homes, most Nikkei remained in Mexico City and Guadalajara. This
led to occupational shifts from agriculture to urban small businesses and allowed for the
creation of a more unified Japanese Mexican community. It is at this point that Japanese
settlement ironically became permanent in Mexico. Today the community remains
centered in Mexico City and to a lesser degree Guadalajara and is organized around the
Japanese Mexican Association, which includes a cultural center and Mexican Japanese
Institute. This common presence of Nikkei in Mexico outside Chiapas is significant as it
does speak to the numbers, unity and prominence of the community. However, the
history, specifically arrival, geographic shifts, work patterns, motivations for staying,
unification forces, etc., are all completely separate what has evolved in Chiapas. The
Chiapas community as centered in Acacoyagua is a unique context and has maintained
throughout its existence a completely autonomous existence from that of Nikkei in the
rest of Mexico.
Fittingly, the state of Chiapas has a similar history of distinction and isolation in
relation to the nation of Mexico. This separation began with the earliest of Spanish arrival
to Mexico. Because mineral resources were not found in Chiapas during the Spanish
colonial period, the state generally was left-behind economically as the rest of the country
flourished. This set into place a history of separation that continues in large part today.
While indigenous in other parts of Mexico, adopted mestizo identity and with that earned
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citizenship, indigenous in Chiapas remained isolated and outside-the-control of the
nation-state. While the indigenous center of the state is located up in the highlands, way
above the Soconusco coast, the roots of indigenous separation in Chiapas established a
general rift for the whole state outside of rule of the Mexican nation. The Soconusco
indigenous, while not necessarily as intent on remaining autonomous, were nonetheless
unreachable, blocked by geographic realities and indigenous efforts above to maintain
autonomy, and thus ignored by the national agenda. The effects of this history of
separation linger today as part of the reality of what has shaped remaining rifts between
the region and the rest of the state, even more nation-state.
More recent historical events in the indigenous highlands demonstrate how these
historical patterns continue to play out today. This is most significant in the Zapatista
movement, which began on January 1, 1994 in four cities throughout the Chiapas
highlands including San Cristobal de las Casas, in reaction to the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The Zapatista movement began to build over a decade
before NAFTA was enacted and is rooted in popular support for the people, in this case
primarily indigenous people, to resist state actions. This initial Zapatista uprising led to a
larger number of autonomous (non-state-controlled), agricultural land cooperatives
throughout the highland jungles of Chiapas. This was a successful effort for many
reasons including the geographic isolation that the jungles provide, and political
segregation due to the history roots.
While the Zapatista movement did not directly involve the Soconusco region, it
does speak to the continued block that geographic, political, ethnic and economic
activities in the highlands create for access to and incorporation of the Soconusco into the
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nation-state (therefore government protections). At the same time, the fact that there was
no similar movement in the Soconusco region or that the Soconusco region did not play a
part in the Zapatista movement, means that they are left without autonomous protections
as well. The Zapatista movement has allowed for the protection of indigenous
communities through farming cooperatives (backed up with armed security), which are
surviving outside the system of government control and even the global economy. This
set into place an ongoing battle that the Zapatistas are fighting largely through the
political and media engagement by engaging a global audience. The Soconusco region,
though located within five-hours of the Zapatista controlled region, is completely
segregated from these efforts, blocked by a mountain range. Further, there is no similar
battle being waged in the Soconusco itself, to fight for what is there and needs protecting.
The same economic, land-rights and agricultural issues are at play due to the global
neoliberal agenda but for now, the reaction in the Soconusco is individual maneuverings
towards out-migration rather than community organizing like the Zapatistas.

Peru: Social, Economic and Political History
Peru’s has a tumultuous history beginning with Spanish conquest of the Incan
civilization that has shaped complex social, political and economic problems ever since.
Core to these issues is the bifurcation that distinguishes poor, Andean mountain
concentrated indigenous from the of-European-descent urban elites. Most recently rural
to urban migration has brought these groups face-to-face in Lima but the distinctions
permeate and the class, racial divisions remain, agitating yet at the same time solidifying
social, political and economic issues.
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The effects of this legacy are largely what led to Alberto Fujimori’s success in the
1990 election and allowed for the corrupt, authoritarian turn in his presidency. Through a
discussion of how he came to power and how Peruvian politics, economy and society
were changed during and after his decade of leadership, I will explain the impact to the
Nikkei community and how they stand positioned today in the aftermath of the
Fujimori years.
The two decades prior to Fujimori’s election, 1970s and 1980s Peru was
characterized by back-and-forth flip flopping of political and economic policies, an
inconsistent, competing agenda that led only to heightened instability on all fronts. In the
early 1970s socialist military dictator, Juan Velasco Alvarado forced ambitious social and
agricultural reform but failed to reach economic stability and was by 1975 ousted from
power by General Francisco Morales Bermúdez who attempted to restore democracy.
The following decade was marked by political impasse as elites increased their influence
and economic stabilization efforts but met the opposition of socialist and populist groups.
The result was a completely stalled political system and economy. Finally Alan Garcia
came to the presidency in 1985 with a clear nationalistic and interventionist economic
agenda. He, too, faced continual political stalemate and only succeeded in making a bad
economic situation worse by refusing to pacify the external lenders of Peru’s by then
massive accumulated debt. The result by 1990 was hyperinflation, two deep and accrued
recessions, a huge informal (and thus unprotected) workforce and enormous external
debt. What followed consequently was extreme poverty, failure of social and political
institutions, widespread violence from insurgent groups and an expanded illegal drug
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trade. Building on this even more, abuses of human rights and military power proliferated
(Cameron and Mauceri 1997).
At the same time that Peru was conflicted by oscillating political and economic
extremes in the 1960s, Japan was emerging on a period of miraculous economic growth.
Asian capitalism began to reach across the globe and included Japanese investment and
trade with Latin America and Peru. In Peru and globally, Japan gained a reputation
extreme economic success to be emulated. Fujimori’s fast and unexpected rise to power
has been attributed to his fierce approach in addressing increasingly dire economic and
security situations in Peru that had emerged by the end of the 1980s. In these
accomplishments, he masterfully utilized his Japanese ancestry to his advantage. He
emphasized his Japaneseness in order to associate himself with the positive economic
reputation at the same time that he indirectly associated himself as an ethnic outsider in
order to align with the Peruvian majority but not so closely as Nikkei to take on the
lingering negative sentiments from ethnic discrimination of Japanese Peruvians during
World War II.
Steven Ropp (2004) explains that Fujimori won the support of the indigenous
majority by aligning himself as one of them. He did this, Ropp concludes by connecting
two disparate ideas in his platform: a) Asian capitalism as the key to Peru’s economic
success and 2) His personal alliance or sameness with Peru’s indigenous minority. He did
this most directly through establishing himself as an outsider, other, minority akin to the
outsider indigenous in relation to the dominate, European class of Peruvians. Ironically,
the Japanese have maintained a model minority status in Peru, separate from the
indigenous poor by economic status and separate from the European white minority by
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racial difference. Thus, Fujimori did not harp on his Japanese-ness directly but rather on
the concept of minority kinship. Fujimori took on the nickname, El Chino, which is a
categorization most Nikkei Peruvians reject as prejudiced and ignorant, a lumping of all
Asians into Chinese. Fujimori embraced the title, using it to his advantage to affiliate as
the outsider, which is essentially the very reason Nikkei take issue with the term, a label
that continues to mark Nikkei Peruvians today.
Fujimori symbolized and practiced what Steven Ropp refers to as Nikkei Political
Discourse (NPD) or “this idea of Nikkei values and Nikkei institutions as positive models
for national identity and development” (2003:225). As Ropp argues this alternative ethnic
hegemony emerged out of the Nikkei community and its history going back to the 1960s
in Peru. However, by the 1980s, NPD was rooted in the community and Fujimori became
its most outspoken proponent aligning his own political agenda with the message of
positive ethnic contributions to Peru’s national objectives and identity. For now, it is
worthy to note Fujimori’s connection to this emerging discourse. The implications and
origins of the Nikkei ethnic and national identity will be further discussed in Chapter
Five. This is one prime example of how ethnic identity is negotiated in different times
and contexts, at an individual and community levels for strategic benefits. Fujimori
masterfully used this to his political advantage.
Fujimori’s election in 1995 largely rested on his positioning himself alongside the
indigenous majority and in opposition to the elite Right and their political candidate,
famed Peruvian author Mario Vargas Llosa. But as president, he did not have majority
party support in congress and thus his attempts at fast economic reforms and swift action
against guerilla violence met continued opposition. In response, on April 5, 1992,
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Fujimori, with the support of the military, carried out what is referred to as the autogolpe
(auto-coup) a presidential coup d’état, whereby he closed congress, suspended the
constitution and purged the judiciary. This fierce act had two primary consequences. First
it allowed him to succeed at his proclaimed goal of resolving Peru’s economic problems
and putting an end to communist guerilla violence. Second, it put him in the category of
authoritarian rulers, though elected, and was the beginning of an autocratic leadership and
a long line of abuses of power for which he ultimately fled Peru and is currently under
trial. In 1992, democratic change was welcomed. As Conaghan relates,
While most Peruvians supported the coup, they also wanted new elections
and a congress. Fujimori ceded to the demands to restore representative
democracy, but the underlying antidemocratic values that inspired the
coup remained. For the rest of the life of the regime, the objective was
subterfuge: disguising authoritarianism as something else, something that
could at a minimum, be sold to Peruvians and the international community
as a democracy. What emerged was not a democracy but a regime closer
to the 'competitive authoritarianism' described by Steven Levitsky and
Lucan Way—that is, a regime that opended 'arenas of contestation' to
oppositions forces then structured ways to render them irrelevant (2005:9).
Fujimori’s 1995 election depended on his success in stabilizing the economy and
getting control over insurgent violence. He was able to achieve both bringing
hyperinflation under control and capturing El Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) leader,
Abimael Guzmán, without opposition in congress. “Fujimori’s success in restoring
economic stability, however, came at the expense of in increase in poverty and inequality,
and pacification was pursued at the expense of human rights and democracy” (Cameron
and Mauceri 1997: 2). Under international pressure, Fujimori conceded to new
congressional elections and a new constitution. However, through the appointment of
Vladimiro Montesinos as his right-hand man, the national Intelligence Advisor, Fujimori
managed to control all aspects of government autonomously through the executive
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branch. Fujimori, with the help of Montesinos illegally funneled government funds into
his private control and bribed media, legislatures and anyone else who stood in the way
of his agenda and complete control. Conaghan calls this “the failure of the elites” and
further the “collective failure to defend democratic principles—the acceptance of the
coup—opened the door to authoritarianism...Whatever the particular motives to
individuals, the aggregate result was an astounding collapse in public ethnic, morals, and
common sense that enabled the regime.” (2005: 252-253).
The aftermath today, almost a decade after the first of many videos came to light
showing evidence of Montesinos’ illegal bribes and Fujimori fled Peru to Japan in order
to avoid persecution, is that Fujimori, Montesinos, Peru and the world await this
judgment. A verdict is due any day now after an extensive trial in Peru for both men. The
more practical opinions on Fujimori’s legacy from individual Peruvians, elites, the
indigenous majority, the Nikkei community, scholars, the international community is still
hotly debated. I got a wide variety of emotional and extreme responses when I asked
Peruvians, Nikkei Peruvian and non-Nikkei, elites and common workers, old and young
their opinion about their controversial leader. The question that divides is not the extent
of corruption because the abuses have been widely documented and publicized at this
point, but whether those transgressions were justified in light of other accomplishments.
With this general overview of Fujimori and his role as President of Peru, now
officially under evaluation in the courtroom I have provided the Peruvian context in
which the Nikkei are shaping their lives. I will discuss further throughout this dissertation
how Fujimori’s position and actions continue to influence the Nikkei Peruvian
particularly as related to return migration, which has coincided with his term in office. I
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will build on this background to explore how the Fujimori legacy contributes to decisions
about return and how ethnic and national identities are formed along the way.

Conclusion: A History of Ethnic Belonging and Difference
Nikkei in Mexico have faced resentment from the beginning because they were
appropriated land that local community members considered their own. Mexican and
Peruvian Nikkei also share a similar negative reception in the Japanese homeland. Nikkei
return immigrants to Japan are not embraced as children returning home but are often
discriminated against for linguistic and cultural differences (Douglass and Roberts 2000;
Eades, et al 2000; Goodman, et al 2003; Linger 2001; Roth 2002; Tsuda 2003).
Thompson applies Blalock’s (1967) theory of the “middlemen minority” to
Japanese Peruvians (Thompson 1979). As he notes, Japanese were barred from the
Peruvian upper class, which is limited by phenotypic differences. On the other hand,
Japanese did not want to assimilate into the lower-class masses, which they were
economically superior. Nikkei in Mexico and Peru, have created their own niche in
society. As Reichl describes, they “filled the middle-class vacuum” (Reichl 1995). Class
status has been a negotiation of power on the part of the Nikkei in both Mexico and Peru,
who sought to secure symbolic capital in a foreign system of stratification. Similarly,
Portes and Bach (1985) describe the “ethnic enclave” of Cuban immigrants in Miami.
Portes and Manning (1986) further relate how Jewish immigrants in New York, Japanese
immigrants in California and Korean immigrants in Los Angeles utilize “ethnic enclaves”
for adaptation and upward mobility as well as ethnic boundary maintenance. By
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balancing separation and economic success, the Mexican and Peruvian Nikkei have
maintained relative prestige and “positive minority” status (Tsuda 2003).
Stereotypes have also contributed to segregated cultural boundaries of Peruvian
Nikkei. Anti-Japanese sentiment lingers as “painful memories” for older Peruvian Nikkei
and symbolizes victimization for their descendents (Takenaka 1999). Added to this, their
unique physical appearance is a source of discrimination. Nikkei boundary formation is,
at least in part, an apparent reaction to their historical development. Cultural and ethnic
boundaries of the Peruvian Nikkei community are a combined result of Nikkei
determination to preserve Japanese cultural heritage by promoting ethnic cohesion and
discriminatory Peruvian sentiment (Takenaka 1999; Thompson 1979).
There is a relationship between socioeconomic status and ethnic cohesion: The
relative high socioeconomic status of Nikkei has also promoted the maintenance of a
distinct identity as Nikkei in countries where more than half of the population lives in
poverty. Conversely, ethnic cohesion has influenced high socioeconomic status.
However, ethnic cohesion is only one factor in the socioeconomic success of Peruvian
and Mexican Nikkei and, conversely, socioeconomic status alone does not explain the
boundary formation of Nikkei.
Upon settling in Lima, Peruvian Nikkei quickly established tanomoshi, or rotating
credit unions, which contributed to economic elevation and increased ethnic solidarity.
Most Peruvian Nikkei rose to middle-class status (Miasato 2002). Additionally, Takenaka
notes, “Peru’s ‘Nikkei’ president has apparently raised the prestige of Japanese
Peruvians, as has the status of Japan as a world economic power” (Takenaka 2003). At
the same time, there is a hierarchy within the Peruvian Nikkei community, based in part
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on socioeconomic status along with adaptation strategies, cultural mixing, origins
(mainland Japanese, or Naichi, verses Ryukyu Islanders), and racial assimilation.
Mexican Nikkei, generally speaking, are similarly distinguished based on higher
economic status. This was initiated with the original land provided to the initial colonists.
Through working together, investing in common ventures, prioritizing education
(comparatively) and fewer children, this status has been maintained. Their higher status
has most recently been sealed through return migration. The one exception is one family
that has maintained higher socioeconomic status but exclusively through education, as
they are not eligible (without papers) to return.
Peruvian Nikkei have preserved a higher level of ethnic cohesion in comparison to
other Nikkei Latin American communities despite the fact that, unlike Mexico and Brazil,
Japanese agricultural labor in Peru was never colonized, and as mentioned substantial
percentage of the population was deported to the United States for internment during
World War II. Related to the above, the Peruvian Nikkei maintained endogamy until
recently. Early contract labor migration did not include financial support for females. As
a result, Japanese men who migrated as contract laborers usually left their families behind
with the intent of returning to Japan.
In Peru, the majority of male bachelors did not intermarry with the native
population but, instead, relied heavily on shashin kekkon, or “picture brides” imported
from Japan. However, along with contract labor migration, the picture bride system was
extinguished in the 1920s. By the 1930s, the male population outnumbered females in
Peru two-to-one. The strong cultural preference within the Japanese community for
endogamous marriage made the imbalanced ratio of males to females even more
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problematic. In his memoirs, Seiichi Higashide, a Japanese Peruvian immigrant, recounts
that there were “several factors deterring Japanese from marrying Peruvians” including;
“no opportunities to get acquainted with Peruvians” and “a strong sense of
discrimination” within the Japanese community against intermarriage with Peruvians
(1993: 76). The result was that many Japanese men in Peru, like Higashide, faced a
marriage dilemma. While many chose not to marry at all, it also became common for
Japanese bachelors to marry Japanese females born in Peru. In various ways, Japanese
have endogamously maintained their ethnic cohesion until recently.
A recently noted increase in intermarriage suggests, however, that this trend is
changing (Miasato 2002; Morimoto 1991) alongside shifts towards return migration. As
new return and circular migration patterns develop, one would expect to find Nikkei
affiliating more and more with Japan and embracing more their Japanese origins.
Paradoxically, Nikkei Peruvians are strengthening ethnic boundaries and at the same time
intermarrying for the first time (Hirabayashi, et al 2002; Morimoto 1991). Ayumi
Takenaka (Takenaka 2003, 2000, 1999) has demonstrated how these ethnic boundaries of
Peruvian Nikkei are strengthening in the face of return migration and at the same time
becoming more inclusive. Historically, Japanese Peruvians have maintained cohesion and
autonomy emphasizing their national Japanese origins as a strategy for building a unified
and powerful community voice. Outsider/insider status has been based on strict criteria of
class, race and marriage, eliminating any Nikkei who were poor, intermarried or from the
wrong part of Japan.
Largely due to their small numbers, Mexican Nikkei have found it more beneficial
to blend in to Mexican society in the past, even re-making Obon rituals into Day of the
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Dead celebrations. This is reflected in marriage patterns. Nikkei have married interethnically throughout their history in the Soconusco region of Mexico. Ironically, the
Nikkei community at the same time has maintained a degree of autonomy and separation.
The current context of ethnic identity formation especially as indicated by marriage
and family patterns, is shaped by historical forces as well as impacted by the current
process of return migration. Nikkei are actively involved in the creation and maintenance
of their individual identities and community boundaries within this current and historical
framework. Having now provided, this historical framework and introduction to the
cases, I will now turn more turn to data analysis in the following three chapters. In the
following chapters, I will explore more closely the specific changes including the role of
individuals and communities in reaction to the effects of return migration. I will in begin
in Chapter Four with an examination of structural shifts in the Nikkei communities in
Lima and Peru are making in the face of return migration.
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CHAPTER 4:
¡I-YA-SAA-ZA!;
STAYING, MAKING HOME AND THE REPRODUCTION OF NIKKEI-NESS

I find myself suddenly in the center of a large auditorium floor, surrounded by
others spread out in orderly rows in every direction. Though I have watched many taiko
drumming performances in Japan, the United States and most recently, in Peru, I have
never witnessed what I now understand to be the unique form of Okinawan drum dancing
called, Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko, whose Lima origins go back to 1997. I am told to just
watch the people around me and follow everyone else. But, after the first few obviously
well practiced twists and turns, I’m left standing in my original position gawking at my
inabilities. There is one repetitive arm motion that seems to constantly and consistently
accompany all moves. I try to focus on that but even it leaves me feeling awkward and
alone wanting to catch-up and fit-in with the dance and chanting going on around me.
When the song is over, I realize I have a huge grin on my face. I’m obviously hooked.
Yet, was I even participating? I’m happy just to have been a witness, and grateful that,
especially through my experience with language learning, I’m very comfortable laughing
at myself. I do look really silly barely moving in the middle of this well-oiled machine
made up of perfectly coordinated individuals. Before I know it, another song begins and
they are off again. What, wait… I want to… no, there, here…where are they now?… can
I…move my hand… no my feet, what will they do next?… they are in the air… no,
facing the opposite direction…what did they just do with their… arms, no feet, wait…
are they saying something about salsa? The last is the only question that actually comes
out of my mouth and that is when the song is over. In response to my question, I get a
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funny look, and a return question from the guy next to me, “Huh, what do you mean?”
“The chanting while they are dancing, what are they saying?” I clarify. He then explains,
“Oh, no, not ‘salsa’. I do not think it actually means anything. They are just yelling as
part of the dance and beat. It is a Japanese chant of sorts: I-YA-SAA-ZA!” Oh…I’m
slowly picking it up, one piece at a time. It seems that is the intent. I will come to learn
that a novice, like myself, being thrown into the group, is a very purposeful, strategic part
of the larger group structure and process that is Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko, Lima
Chapter, or for short (and hear-after referred to as), Eisa. There is much more to this
group and much more I will learn from this group than what is performed and apparent in
their dancing and drumming.
I came to realize that the Eisa group in Lima is in many ways representative of
Nikkei who stay or come back to their Peruvian homes. Through organizations, activities
and cultural reproduction, Nikkei Peruvians are creating and sustaining ethnic identity.
The Eisa group, in which I participated for almost 4 months from March-July of 2008, is
one small subset of the Nikkei Peruvian community and demonstrates how that
community is maintaining its spatial, political, economic and educational strongholds.
This is one, illustrative example of how Nikkei are passing-on cultural knowledge,
shaping family roots and deepening core, social structures. It is in organizations or more
informal activities like this one, that Nikkei are developing new perspectives, dealing
with the outcomes of exodus, and constructing new identities. All of these are evolving
out of return migration. This chapter will be an analysis of what I learned participating,
observing and interviewing members of the Eisa group.
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Figure 7. I-YA-SAA-ZA

A collage of photographs showing Eisa members chanting, I-YA-SAA-ZA while they dance.8

8

All photographs included in this dissertation were taken by the author.
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My entrée, Estella
I met Estella, who told me about and invited me to this group, at the Undokai
(Japanese sports festival) held at the AELU the week prior. It was a momentous meeting,
one that made all the difference in my fieldwork. Estella is puro-Peruana. She is,
however, married to a third-generation Nikkei Peruano and they have three children, each
of whom she describes as either more Japanese (reserved, quiet, intelligent, serious,
focused) or more Peruvian (social, outgoing, warm, caring, gentle, sensitive). When I sat
down to rest with all my camera equipment and surveys on the bleachers at the Undokai
next to her and her family she immediately started up a conversation and was interested
in what I was doing. Within five minutes she was sharing her experiences of having
married into and become involved with the Nikkei community in Peru. “It wasn’t easy,
especially for his family, to accept that we were getting married, because I am not
Japanese.” But now, ten years and three children later, Estella is as permanent a fixture at
the AELU and in the Nikkei community as any other.
She and her daughter, Yuriko, have been participating in the Eisa group for the past
year or two and they love it. “It is beautiful,” was how she and so many others described
it. As she explained, the group is open to anyone but only accepts new members during a
short one-month period every three years. It is virtually free, only a minimal cost of 6
soles (two dollars) per year to participate. The only equipment you need is a bachi, a
thick wooden drum stick, which you can either make on your own for about 4 soles (one
dollar and twenty-five cents) by buying a round piece of wood from Ace Hardware (yes,
in Lima), having them cut it to match the length from your elbow to wrist, sanding the
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edges down to smoothness and covering it in white electrical tape. You can also
purchase one from the group. She further explained that they hold practices on
Wednesday and Saturday nights from seven to nine and that now was the time I should
come if I was interested in participating because it was the open enrollment period.
Though I was not at all sure what I was getting into, I was absolutely sure that I was
interested. We made arrangements to meet at the side entrance of the AELU on
Wednesday at 7 pm. I was concerned that I would not be permitted inside because I was
not a member of the AELU but she assured me that it would not be a problem and she
would meet me at the gate to make sure.
In our brief first meeting, Estella extended an open invitation to her home and
introduced me to all of her children, her husband and her brother, all of who were with
her. I have always heard of anthropologists finding access to a community through one
breakthrough person or event, often after struggling to find entrée for some time. This
was true for me; Estella was my guiding light. When we met, I was struggling to find my
way “in” so to speak. I had met, spoken to and interviewed individual Nikkei as well as
observed many publicly open Nikkei events in Lima for months but was still searching
for access to the real, everyday, private world. As it was happening, I was aware of the
context and significance. It was not surprising that I found entrée through someone who,
herself, had been an outsider.

Nihonjinron and Social Structure
As my experience with the Eisa group exemplifies, in this one case Nikkei are
incorporating various principles of Nihonjinron into the organization of their social
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structure and ethnic identity. This is interesting as it is one way Nikkei are making home
and defining selves. I did not find Nikkei across the board, throughout Lima nor broadly
in both Acacoyagua and Lima to utilize this strategy. This is why in Eisa it is a
particularly noteworthy approach to self- and group-making, most prominently
demonstrated through the co-opting of the concept of ganbatte. It is believed that with
meticulous practice, hard work, perseverance and dedicated practice, individuals and
groups are improved. This is tied to the notion that every individual is responsible not
only for his own job but rather for the outcome of the group. It is through intense study
and dedicated practice that individuals improve their lives and the world.
As explained, Nihonjinron ideology distinguishes very clearly between in-group
and out-group. As Kondo argues (1990), while the family is the basis of in-group
structure, it is not limited to this unit. Rather, the group, uchi is applied across the social
structure in groups including companies, nations and clubs. Specifically in her
ethnography of the Sato factory, Kondo examines the “company as family”:
The situation of Sato Shoten points toward larger lessons about Japanese
firms, however. Though a firm in a contemporary capitalist economy
cannot remain unaware of profit, money, and capital, and still remain in
business, the cultural and historical matrices of meaning—for example,
notions of work as participation and service to a larger group—and the
specific situation of the Sato company as family firm, highlight the
salience of the ‘company as family’ idiom…Economic ties, for them, are
far more than merely contractual, entailing bonds of loyalty, gratitude, and
commitment. Company is economic enterprise, a center of belonging and
attachment... company and family are readily exchangeable templates for
one another (1990: 198).
Similarly, I found the concepts of “club as family” and “community as family” illustrated
in the case of the Eisa group. In this chapter, I examine how this one instance of Nikkei
utilizing the Japanese notion of uchi/ie as a means of social organization. This speaks to
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the role of Nihonjinron in this group only but is one case of how Nikkei are positioning
themselves in Latin America. It builds on the foundation of ie as a kinship system,
through which Nikkei Latin Americas are reshaping family and defining selves.
In reaction to return migration, the Nikkei community in Lima has become more
united and energized. A large part of the philosophy of group orientation is the
responsibility to share information and knowledge, and to generally work together to
achieve the betterment and unity of the community. But, community boundaries are
permeable. Nikkei have non-Nikkei friends, family, colleagues, and acquaintances. Who
is considered or considers themselves Nikkei, varies over time and in different contexts.
Many Nikkei events are open and welcome the public beyond just the Nikkei community.
In fact, the Nikkei community has always prioritized public relations (particularly
through education). It is in their best interest to appear and be open and welcoming as
well as to make education one of their primary agenda items.
This explains the large and diverse school and educational activities organized
under the APJ as well as ongoing community performances and events sponsored by and
about the Nikkei community. Acacoyagua is known for its uniquely manicured town
square, modern school facilities, cemetery pavilion and other public monuments/spaces
dedicated to and by the Nikkei community. It is a balancing act between community
involvement and incorporation on the one hand and highlighting and teaching cultural
distinctions on the other. In both Acacoyagua and Lima, this strategy of groupism has
been incorporated, relied-upon to differing degrees at different times especially in order
to subdue lingering and deeply rooted discrimination.
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Nihonjinron ideology explains that is incredibly difficult to break into the Japanese
inner circle. This does not mean that Japanese are not incredibly welcoming and giving.
There is simply a very strong division between who is inside your group, club, family,
company and outside, public, which is not as personal, close or open. This distinction
crosses over to shape Japanese view of self. Individual needs and desires are not valued
while group concerns and goals have the highest priority. As Doi explains,
It is surely significant in this connection that the Japanese term uchi
(inside) as used in words such as miuchi (family circle) or nakamauchi
(circle of friends or colleagues) refers mainly to the group to which the
individual belongs and not, as with English terms such as ‘private,’ to the
individual himself. In Japan, little value is attributed to the individual’s
private realm as distinct from the group (1973: 42).
In the Nikkei Peruvian Eisa group it is evident that to some degree, Nihonjinro principles
are being weighed, partitioned and utilized or discarded to different degrees in different
circumstances. At the same time that Nihonjiron ideology is picked apart and enacted in
the Eisa group, it is also a prime example of how Nikkei shift in order to fit into and
demonstrate belong to Peruvian society. I will demonstrate how Eisa, like the entire
Peruvian (and Mexican) Nikkei community, continually reshape themselves as
individuals through the group, community, Diaspora and specifically this club. This is
especially significant in the face of return migration. Before I get to this analysis of Eisa,
I will provide a general overview on the structure of the Nikkei community and
individual Nikkei social involvement in this community as it contributes to ethnic identity
formation at the community level.
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Nikkei Organizational Infrastructure
As noted the differences in the Chiapas and Lima Nikkei communities are structural
based on urban/rural, national and historical contexts and institutional/familial
organization. In this chapter, I explore how the organizational structures of these
communities each leads to specific ways of ethnic belonging shaped by return migration.
I will first provide a more detailed description of the two communities and their distinct
organizational infrastructures.
In addition to the social barrier around individual Nikkei, the Nikkei community in
Lima has established physical barriers for protection as well. The history of targeted
discrimination, as especially was evident in the roundup and exile of Japanese to the
United States during World War II, has meant that the position of Nikkei has always been
tenuous in Peru. Most recently Fujimori’s presidency brought the spotlight back on the
Nikkei community and consequently Nikkei have born the brunt of criticism facing
harassment. The high visibility due to Fujimori, combined with the influx of support
capital from Japan and relative higher economic status of most Nikkei, led the Sendero
Lumenoso and Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement (MRTA) to 1990s attacks against
Japanese directly (Ropp 2003:42). Thus, the Nikkei Peruvian community has reason to be
protective. They have installed formal and informal boundaries as security measures not
only for cultural and ethnic preservation.
The organization of the Nikkei Peruvian community is complex, interwoven, highly
structured and informal. There are numerous associations and institutions at all levels that
have developed around all aspects of community life including: education/schools,
geographic/historical origins within Japan, hobbies and extracurricular activities, cultural
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education and interests, language enrichment, economic development and other shared
affiliations including occupation, age, gender, class, business, returnees, etc. There are
also a host of functional support institutions like banks, money exchange, Japanese food,
books and other product distributors and resellers. Then, there are familial organizations,
which are what most people would say, are the strongest of Nikkei affiliations. This is
true because of the in-group/out-group structure in Japanese culture and also the
characteristic close-knit family ties in both Latin American and Japanese culture.
In Lima, the Nikkei community’s formal infrastructure rests on the two, umbrella
organizations: the APJ and the AELU (where Eisa meets and of which it is a part). The
APJ’s focus is on education, both historical and cultural. The AELU, on the other hand,
concentrates on social development providing Nikkei a place for sports, art, music and
other cultural activities. Membership in both the APJ and the AELU is not officially
limited to individuals or families with Japanese ancestry, and in fact, there are nonNikkei members and non-member Nikkei participants in both organizations. Though
there is a correlation between membership and ethnic affiliation. There are informal
limits like the requirement of blood lineage or name associations preventing those
without a background or investment in Japanese ancestry from joining. This creates an
unofficial boundary to the community, especially since most smaller and informal Nikkei
organizations and activities are connected to either the APJ or the AELU or both.
“The boundary maintenance process is handled mostly through restricting formal
membership and maintaining firm control over leadership and organizational culture as
constructed around ‘Nikkei values,’ at the same time that programs and services are
increasingly directed toward the general public” (Ropp 2003: 124). There are various and
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numerous different activities sponsored by or located at the AELU or at the JPCC (the
main APJ facility), which are open to the public including an extracurricular school at
APJ where an extensive array of courses are offered on everything from Japanese art and
cooking to more generic beautician and craft classes. And at the AELU, sports classes in
swimming, yoga, Japanese fencing, and many other physical activities are open to the
general public. Fees for non-members are higher by 25 percent on average because
family membership fees support and maintain the very nice, clean, well-kept, modern
facilities. At JPCC, this includes a multi-level theatre, auditorium, two restaurants,
Japanese gardens, museum, library, office suites for organizations, two small stores,
credit-unions/banks and a full wing of classrooms and teaching facilities. If the location
and space at JPCC is extensive and well developed, it is even more protected, spacious
and plush. Both the JPCC and AELU facilities stand in obvious contrast to what is the
norm of the streets of Lima in their quiet, serene environments. I would describe AELU
as a peaceful oasis in the midst of hectic, polluted, over-crowded and chaotic urban
center. The APJ and the AELU offer Nikkei (and to a limited degree interested nonNikkei) spaces conducive to studying, leisure and community/social bonding.
Both are surrounded, like most buildings in Lima, by walls and guarded security
gates. These gates are highly monitored and secured at all times. Because the school,
restaurants, library and museum at JPCC are open to the public, it is more difficult to
restrict access. At most times, anyone can walk through the entrance by giving the guard
the purpose for their visit, though non-Nikkei looking individuals are always given
tougher scrutiny. Not surprisingly, I was always questioned about my visits as they were
oddly frequent and I stand out as a tall, blond foreigner (and clearly non-Nikkei). During
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specific public events, where seating was limited, security at the JPCC is sealed and only
those who arrive the earliest and get in the front part of the line may enter. The AELU as
a private, participants-only club, maintains a much more consistently tight security
presence. Even non-member participants must register in advance in order to attend
regular classes. Registering and enrollment requires an application, fees, a photograph,
health certificate and identification card.
Thus, entrance is easily limited to those who are either members or are enrolled and
those who are not members are not allowed to hang around inside the facility outside
course time. A member can pay for a guest pass and bring a friend. There are limited
events that are open to the public and of course, there are exceptions like Eisa, which is
open and virtually free but the enrollment period of the group is limited and there is an
official club list at the security gate. Those who join and are not members of the AELU
are eventually given a limited access card for just this activity. I have included this
description of the space, security and structure of these umbrella organizations, because
they both represent boundaries of the Nikkei community in Lima and because they
themselves are the foundation for all political, social, economic and educational
community hierarchies and in-group structure.
The community in Chiapas is equally complex consisting of both formal and
informal networks but it is organization through an extended family network. Size, the
most obvious difference in these two cases, drives this distinction. There is one primary
Nikkei organization, The Association Edomura Nikkei in the area or specifically in
Acacoyagua. There are other associations in nearby, larger cities but these organizations
are more dispersed in historical origins, meaning they do not have the strong ties with the
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original Japanese descendents and continuous presence within the local Acacoyaguacentered colony. Within the Edomura organization, there is an advisory board that
consists of the president and other elected officials. But, beyond that there are more
complex and informal structures based on individual and familial involvement. For
example, when a representative from the Japan International Cooperative Agency or
JICA (the equivalent of the Japanese Peace Corps) visited Acacoyagua just before I left,
the board of advisors were present but additionally, individuals who had no elected role
were invited based on their presumed interest or historical activity record with the
organization and/or community. Individuals gain influence within the Nikkei community
based on educational, economic, political or social status within the community. Perhaps
the most influential community member is an elderly female-head of what I describe as
the most-Japanese of Nikkei families. She is one of the eldest of the Nikkei community
and was also a past president of the Edomura organization. The members of her family
are more fluent in Japanese and have more experience in Japan both before and during
return migration. In addition, her family roots date back to the original Japanese
colonizers. For all of these reasons, she and similarly respected community elders hold as
much if not more clout as community leaders than the elected organization figureheads.
As has been documented elsewhere, in the Nikkei ethnic community, age is more highly
valued as it is through elders that cultural and linguistic knowledge is passed down.
Other than the formal structures of the Mexican community as established by the
Edomura organization’s networks, activities and events, there are significant informal
means of community organization all rooted in familial lines. In Acacoyagua broadly,
social and work-life are centered in family. Friends, social activities, education and
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extracurricular activities are all facilitated through familial connections, particularly
marriage and dating. Many families live cooperatively. A group of siblings and their
spouses/children will have houses grouped together allowing for shared familial
responsibility and emphasizing extended family linkages. Families drive ethnic
association and Edomura affiliation as well.
For example, one family in particular has ties to the Edomura Association in
Acacoyagua through the wife’s family lineage. Her father was one of the founding
fathers, the first doctor, in the early Enomoto colony. Her siblings for the most part
remain in Acacoyagua with their spouses and children, grandchildren. She married
another Nikkei but one from Escuintla, the nearby (approximately 5 km away), larger
town which has its own separate Nikkei organization and infrastructure and is less rooted
in the original Enomoto colony. They now live in Escuintla and have links to the Nikkei
association there through residence and her husband’s lineage. However, the family’s
primary Nikkei affiliation is with the Edomura Association in Acacoyagua. This explains
two things. First family associations are at the root of Nikkei community organization.
Second, the Acacoyagua Edomura-centered community is stronger because the directfrom-Japan, original Enomoto Colony origins have been sustained over time.
This is all driven by familial strongholds and the interconnection between the few
remaining Nikkei families in the area. Marriage between different families has created
additional ties, both weak and strong. Though intermarriage has not been the norm in
Chiapas, the few endogamous marriages between Nikkei families have facilitated bonds
that connect and intertwine the them forming the community infrastructure and
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stratifying the group along economic as well as ethnic lines of affiliation. Kinship is
cultural, maintained through marriage but strategically reinforcing ethnic in-group—ie.
Membership with Edomura the organization is formal and included financial
contributions and a political hierarchy with a president and board. However, affiliation
with the organization is variable and dependent over time and specific family or
individual situations. Family alliances are perhaps the strongest determiner of
associations and hierarchies within the community and affiliations with the organization.
There are only ten remaining Nikkei families in Acacoyagua. All Nikkei are somehow
related to one of these families and each of these families has unique standing within the
community. Hierarchies between families depend on historical roots in the original
community, economic success, experience in or with Japan, and educational attainment.
Of course, each of these is related. The most prominent families are those who have
multiple ties (both parents or multiple grandparents) to the original community, have had
return experience, have been economically successful and are comparatively highly
educated. Again, endogamous marriage, especially because it has been rare, matters;
intermarriage complicates and emphasizes in-group hierarchies even further.
Time and context shape participation in the Edomura organization as well. A family
with children may be highly engaged during their children’s adolescence as a way to
connect them to other Nikkei children and instill cultural (and linguistic) knowledge.
However, as their children go off to college and marry, they may no longer make the
effort to be as involved with the organization or the extreme opposite, they may become
more engaged serving in leadership roles only when their children are on their own and
their responsibility of childrearing free up their time. The point here is that with the
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Edomura community organization, affiliation is grounded in family connections and
blood lineage. However, that benchmark does not determine the importance of the
organization in the community nor the ethnic affiliations of individuals/families. That is
variable and dependent. The organization provides a foundation for maintaining ethnic
identity at a community level; it maintains the outward position of the larger Nikkei
community. Family units and the strategic positions followed by those units (often
spanning households), are what determines and drives the community.

Community Involvement and Social Structure
Individual and familial participation in the ethnic community is variable and
negotiated by different individuals/families over time and context. Over the past two
decades, return migration has shaped that participation more than anything else.
Individuals and families value the organization differently based on their own
involvement with return migration. Perhaps the best example of this is of a Mexican
Nikkei individual, who prior to the post-1990 return migration was able to go to Japan on
scholarship to study. When he returned, he taught Japanese language classes through the
Edomura organization to individuals of the community interested in learning. His
experience gave him more appreciation for the importance of linguistic and cultural
knowledge. He wanted to promote that knowledge and at the same time, share his own
privileged knowledge and experience.
Return migration has created structure within this community, and thus has built
and strengthened institutional and family based community strongholds. Most of the
Mexicans who migrate to Japan, whether temporary or long-term, work at the Narita
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airport and even live in what is known as one of the Mexican Nikkei communities outside
Tokyo. This means that individuals are able to socialize together, maintain associations
with their fellow Mexican citizens and share community norms even while in Tokyo. For
those who do not live or work in the same community, the notion that they have
experienced return migration unites them back in Chiapas. Upon resettling or even if just
visiting briefly back in Mexico, they find camaraderie in other Nikkei who have been to
Japan. There is a certain knowledge, and shared understanding that connects returnees,
even those who have gone for education or family reasons before the current wave of
return labor migration. I, too, found the association from familiarity in Japan useful. The
fact that I have spent time in Japan, even though it was over a decade ago, my acquired
cultural knowledge provided a foundation of trust and shared understanding on which I
was able to build relationships with Nikkei who had similar understandings of Japan.
This was true in both Chiapas and Lima.
Also common to Lima and Chiapas, Nikkei have established group dynamics,
which are distinct from their national surroundings. These dynamics mimic Japanese
models, in order to reproduce cultural knowledge and maintain ethnic identity In Peru,
there are numerous and varied organizational levels as well as extensive cultural and
linguistic education opportunities. In Mexico, the community sustains cultural knowledge
through the Edomura Association’s activities, common political and economic
investments and familial networks. The Eisa group, is one example of how cultural
knowledge and ethnic identity is reproduced and transferred through sub-groups in both
the formally organized and large community of Lima. There is no comparable Japanese
drumming troop in Chiapas, however, there are numerous other fluctuating and changing
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Figure 8. Japanese Language Class in Acacoyagua

Japanese language class (and non-Nikkei, student, replacement instructor in front), wait in line to perform,
bored, hot and nervous at the 110th anniversary celebration.

Figure 9. Eisa Performance

Eisa member ties his headband, part of the Matsuri Daiko costume, in preparation for performance. In both
these photographs, Japanese traditional clothing is worn with pride. contributing to the performance of
ethnic community.
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informal groups like Japanese language class, dance club and Japanese cooking events
and no less significant family-centered, cultural celebrations and ethnic activities that
similarly exemplify cultural reproduction.

Defensive Ethnic Identity
At a community level, ethnic boundaries are a defensive mechanism employed
strategically as a way of balancing the security of acceptance and belonging with that of
ethnic distinction and privilege. The backlash from the Fujimori scandal affects Nikkei
Peruvians most directly even though there has been no direct anti-Japanese campaign like
that which emerged in the buildup and surrounding World War II. As Ropp notes,
There have been isolated incidents and various public protests at the
Japanese Embassy in Lima but the Peruvianness of the Nikkei has not been
called into question, for the most part, and protestors have directed their
criticism at Fujimori and not the Japanese or the Nikkei. This seems to
reflect the solid position of the Nikkei within the national formation, unlike
in the pre-war period when they were easily singled out as scapegoats
(2003: 238-239).
I found, however, that it is not so much that Nikkei have not been targeted, it is that they
have positioned themselves strategically throughout the Fujimori rise and fall as distinct,
thus freeing themselves from that possibility and any responsibility for his actions.
Nikkei have been hesitant from the beginning to support Fujimori because they were
afraid of being accused of ethnocentricity or anti-patriotism to Peruvian candidates.
Currently, as Fujimori’s trial is underway, Nikkei face the brunt of anti-Fujimori
sentiment. Unfortunately, the credit for his positive achievements does not seem to
similarly transfer to Nikkei. For it’s part, the Nikkei community has never come out in
support of Fujimori. They seem to have predicted, or at least trusted their fear from past
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discrimination of being tied to any outcome positive or negative, which would bring the
spotlight back on their community.
At the same time, as Ropp (2003) explains, Fujimori embraced the Nikkei Political
Discourse (NPD) projecting a similar voice to that of the Nikkei Peruvian community.
Looking back at the outcome of Fujimori’s rise and fall and the position of the Nikkei
Peruvian community today, it is clear that Nikkei are constantly negotiating their position
in contrast to what they are not as much as what they are. The NPD emerged in the
Nikkei community but it became most significant when they had to define it in opposition
to Fujimori. Similarly, the discourse itself is about hegemonic distinction, an explanation
for how Japanese ethnic difference is not anti-Peruvian but rather a unique way of
contributing to what it means to be Peruvian. Nikkei have artfully constructed their
community identity defensively.
This defensive ethnic identity as I call it is one example of how Nikkei are using
discourses of in order to position their national belonging back home in Peru. Japan has a
history of absorbing outside influence and shaping it to its own needs and benefit. This is
exactly what the Nikkei Peruvian community has done. As Ropp (2003) explains, the
Nikkei Peruvian community and organizations in particular (the APJ and the AELU),
altered their membership policy to allow for general public participation as higher-paying
non-members. In this way, the Nikkei organization dealt with the practical problem of
decreasing income and membership due to massive out-migration and also managed to
position themselves as belonging inside Peruvian national identity. This was a timely
reaction to two simultaneous processes evolving: return migration and Fujimori’s rise to
power. This is exactly the position Japan took in opening up at the beginning of the Meiji
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era and again in their 1990s opening up to the return migration of Nikkei in order to
satisfy worker shortages. In both cases, Japan positioned itself as opening but in a very
limited or restricted fashion. As Doi explains, it is in seeming to accept uncritically and
completely everything foreign that Japanese are actually preserving their uniquely
Japanese social and psychological principles. She describes the way Japanese “devour”
outside ideas, adopt and imitate but at the same time alter those ideas to fit their own
system (1973:26). The Nikkei Peruvian and Mexican communities have similarly shown
themselves to be open and has reaped the benefits of opening themselves up (to nonethnic participation in their organizations and by highlighting their outsider, ethnic
position) in order demonstrate their own belonging while at root they are re-emphasizing
ethnic identity.
Nikkei defensive ethnic identity is particularly Peruvian in the sense that the goal is
incorporation into a Peruvian/Mexican national identity. As will be explored in Chapter
Six, in the face of return migration, Nikkei are choosing to invest in their Latin American
homes. As an extension of this the Nikkei communities must work to demonstrate their
belonging as Peruvian while at the same time presenting their ethnic differences as not
antagonistic or contrary but rather as contributing to national interests.
Peru’s ex-President Fujimori is the most well-known and visible Nikkei. Thus, to many
Peruvians, even if not to the Nikkei community, he is the representative Nikkei as the most
public face of the community. Unfortunately, Fujimori’s reputation is one of extremes. Currently
he is back from exile in Japan and in prison (a specially-built prison just for him), under trial in
Lima for crimes committed during his two-term, decade-long presidency of Peru. Among the
many Peruvians I asked, both Nikkei and non-Nikkei, no one expressed a neutral opinion of
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Fujimori. Non-Nikkei quickly responded with long explanations of their opinions, while Nikkei
were most often hesitant to respond. Fujimori is credited with substantial economic development
as well as the successful suppression of terrorist activity. The Shining Path had committed
numerous acts of public violence in the years prior to Fujimori’s election. Fujimori is also
accused of money laundering and illegal corruption. It is not surprising that Nikkei have
consciously distanced themselves from this reputation.
Mexican Nikkei similarly employ a defensive ethnic identity as a response to
continued resentment and discrimination, rooted in historical factors, as a result of
economic advantage and distinct ways of being. The Nikkei strategy of emphasizing
community service and support, which will be further explored in Chapter , plays a role
in their defensive ethnic identity. By emphasizing the positive aspects of Japaneseness
and inviting non-Nikkei outsiders to participate in activities that demonstrate ethnic
distinction, Nikkei effectively share, educate, at the same time that they are able to
maintain borders of inclusion and exclusion. However, because belonging is possible
with cultural knowledge even without blood ancestry, it is less easily called into question
as separatist or elitist. As an example, in the photo below, non-Nikkei Acacoyagua
residents participate in the 110th Anniversary celebration of the Japanese arrival to
Acacoyagua. This event welcomed outsiders by including performances and festivities
that appealed broadly. Symbolically the family in this photograph wave both Japanese
and Mexican flags that were distributed equally throughout the crowd.
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Figure 10. Mexican and Japanese Flags

A family of non-Nikkei Mexicans wave Mexican and Japanese flags at the 110th Anniversary Celebration
of the arrival of Japanese to the Soconusco in May of 2007.

Figure 11. Undokai

A student from one of the Japanese schools in Lima at the Undokai (Sports Festival) decked out in
Japanese headband representing both school and ethnic belonging. Both the above images illustrate Nikkei
defensive ethnic identity and its effectiveness.
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Eisa: Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko, Lima Chapter
I was taken aback by the words of one of the group leaders when I was saying my formal
goodbyes to Eisa after my last practice with them before I left the field and Lima in July
2008. I expressed my immense appreciation for each and every group member and
generally for being involved and welcomed as both a participant and researcher.
Afterward, Marco, one of the leaders and one of the most experienced participants in the
group, got up to speak. I expected him to similarly say that they had enjoyed getting to
know me and perhaps that they were pleased an anthropologist had shown interest in their
group. But, I did not expect him to thank me for contributing to the group by sharing
myself and putting forth effort as an individual participant and dancer. All I could think
was I didn’t do anything special. As much as I have marveled at the talent and product of
this group, I knew myself to be inadequate in my dancing skills. Marco went on to
explain that the group is only successful and special because of the sum of its parts and
he thanked me for contributing to that by giving it my all in effort and dedication (if not
skill). “Well, I did try,” I thought, “¡Ganbatte imashita!” Apparently, that is what makes
this group work—the contribution of each member and individual prioritization of the
betterment of the group as a whole. As I soaked in what Marco was saying, I realized that
he summed-up the guiding principles of this organization, the ideology behind the magic
of the dancing. By sharing myself (in spite of and including my research interests) and
putting all of myself (as well as my particular lack of coordination) into the group, and
not just focusing on improving my own dance skills or enjoyment, I contributed to the
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unique, flexible, dynamic, varied, cultural medley that makes this group so very special
and significant of the Nikkei community.
The Lima Chapter of Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko originated in 1997 and celebrated
its ten-year anniversary last year. The group has hundreds of members, some more active
than others at any given time. During the four months I participated in the group, there
were about 75 participants coming regularly. Practices are held two nights a week, on
Wednesdays and Saturdays, officially for two hours. I came in just as the openenrollment period was coming to an end. The new group members who joined during the
open enrollment period became the new class of beginners and bonding within our subgroup, which I will refer to from here on as, the Nuevos (novices), was both encouraged
and initiated immediately. Since enrollment is opened once every three years, the larger
group is informally subdivided into about 3 or 4 different skill levels, each representing a
new class. In addition, there are different sections within different dances, some more
dance-like, flowing, with smaller, hand-held drums and others more powerful, intense
with larger drums. So, practices would logically evolve along these group/level divisions.
Significantly, however, none of the structure-forming rules of the group are strictly
defined or enforced. Practice is from 7 to 9 but if you do not arrive until 8 that is okay
and we will likely still be dancing at 10. If you learned about the group and wanted to
join in 2007, a year when there was no open enrollment, you would be welcomed. If you
were a Nuevo but wanted to dedicate extra time or were naturally talented and learned the
dances faster, you could move into a more advanced group. The flexibility of rules is part
of what makes this group uniquely Latino and Peruvian though employing selectively
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Nihonjinron. The rules of Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko chapters in Japan are much
more strict.
The more advanced groups, pretty much anyone who joined the group before the
newly enrolled class and who had mastered a basic number of dances, are referred to as
Antiguos (older, advanced). In keeping with the terminology they have adopted, I will
similarly use this term. Antiguos include all skill levels, experience and participation
above the most very basic (usually first year). Because of my non-native language skills,
I could get away with mis-using words and liked to jokingly refer to the Antiguos as
Viejos (literally “old people,” a derogatory term for the elderly). Most of the members in
the chapter are between age 20-35 but the range is as wide as 13-50. There is a rule
against anyone under the age of 14 joining but again, that is a rule that has been broken,
particularly when a younger person of Nikkei descent wants to start and one of their
parents or other family members is also involved.
Regardless of age or other differences, beginning Nuevo classes find immediate
commonality in the challenge of enduring initial training and mastering the basics of
Daiko. All practices begin with a warm up that includes a couple of dances in which all
levels, from first timers to the most advanced Antiguos, dance together, each to the best
of their ability. This, as I described in the introduction to this chapter, is often a Nuevo’s
first exposure to Daiko. Experiencing the group, music, dance, rhythm, chant, beat, move,
is enchanting. It is how most become hooked and with that momentum Nuevos are
motivated and come together to learn and practice. The most basic of all the moves, is
called bashimawashi, and is the circular arm swing of the right hand holding the bachi
stick around the left ear over the head down the right side of the body and finally a
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powerful flick of the wrist landing the bachi in just the right location where the center of
the large daiko drum would be if one were holding the drum. The majority of practice for
both Nuevos and Antiguos takes place with only the imaginary use of a large daiko drum.
The drums themselves are too large, heavy and fragile to use regularly. They would only
be a distraction to Nuevos, especially, who are working to master elementary skills,
especially bashimawashi. Learning bashimawashi, the 360-degree swing of the arm and
the corresponding single drumbeat, is at least a month-long endeavor. After the first two
weeks, I asked Estella, when eating with her family after practice one Saturday night,
how long my arm was going to be sore. Everyone giggled and she answered without
hesitation, two months. “Really, TWO months?” my face said for me. She was right,
though. When she told me that, it seemed like a really, really long time and I thought I
would not make it. I quickly learned, that all of my fellow Nuevos and I were similarly
shocked at how strenuous, meticulous, challenging and essential, were the fundamentals
to the dances. In fact, we spent the better part of two months learning bashimawashi and
nothing else. And, after that we were taught and practiced every new tiny movement
endlessly until it was absolutely perfect. In four months, I learn not even one-forth
of a dance.
The drive for perfection extends beyond every individual. There are individuals
who stand out in every class for their talent and lack thereof. This was certainly true of
our Nuevo class. What is important and particularly Japanese about Eisa, however, is that
individual abilities are insignificant and even oppose the goal, which is for the group to perform
as one. The whole group has to advance together, as one. If group timing is not completely in
unison, it doesn’t matter if you as an individual know your part. We were reminded of this
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Figure 12. Perfection

“There. That’s it. Perfect.” An Antiguo checks the position of the Nuevos helping them to find the perfect
alignment and encouraging them to stay straight, keep practicing until it becomes second nature.

repeatedly by different Antiguos as we ran through each little step, lung, turn or swing, endlessly.
Just as I (and my fellow Nuevos) were feeling good about having conquered my first sequence of
movements (really only about three steps), I heard, Koki, the most experienced and advanced of
the Antiguos and our teacher for the night express, “¡Bien FEO (How ugly/terrible)!” I covered
my disappointment with giggles; thankfully we were all able to laugh. We all were clearly
mistaken in thinking we were finally getting it. Even though we had all gotten the sequence, we
were all moving at our own and different speeds. It turned out that the work had just begun. Once
we each learned each specific move, we would practice over and over and over again
together, as one, until we really were synchronized. Through repetition, frustration, pain,
determination, awe, appreciation, diligence and humor, we were socialized, like Japanese,
Figure 13. Synchronization
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The twists and twirls can be terribly difficult to synchronize. Here Nuevos, finally having learned the move,
practice it over and over trying to get it together as a group.

into camaraderie and harmony. We were the Nuevos not just individual dancers and we
were all happy to be included in the group.
Group unity in Eisa is further reinforced through the egalitarian leadership
structure. There are no “teachers” nor “students.” Every Antiguo sees it as his or her
responsibility to pass on his or her acquired knowledge. This includes Antiguos who have
only been participating for a year and those who had been participating for a decade.
When I asked how many dances the Antiguos could do, I was told “many” depending on
how long they have been practicing. In fact there are some who have only been dancing a
year who know 20 or more dances. Other, most advanced members know over a hundred.
The first six months are the hardest, they explained. Once you learn the fundamentals,
many of those movements, those sequences are in other dances and the learning process
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quickens. There was one Antiguo who stood out for his lengthy participation, training
with a Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko chapter in Japan, skill, knowledge and experience.
Thus, he automatically accepted a bigger teaching and leadership role. The unwritten,
unstated rule is that the more you have gotten out of it, the more is expected that you give
back. This was instilled early on even within the Nuevo group. We were constantly asked
to watch each other and act as mirrors for our fellow Nuevos so that we were each aware
our imperfections and could work to correct them. Oftentimes during practice, Nuevos
were split down the middle and asked to face each other while we practiced so that we
could see each other and all of “our” mistakes. In this way, we each learned to give and
take constructive criticism and to own our successes and failures as a group.
Practices evolved into a routine of Nuevo-focused learning on Wednesdays and
unified practices on Saturdays. Some participants were only able to attend one day or the
other. Koki (or another highly advanced Antiguo) would usually teach our group making
certain that we were getting the correct instruction on every tiny detail. Then on
Wednesday, other Antiguos (all at different levels) took on our Nuevo education. That
meant that we had the opportunity to learn from, get to know and experience the unique
teaching assets of almost all the different Antiguos. It also meant that none of them were
teaching every night or every week and thus the focus was on practice for all.
Every practice began with a 3 to 4 minute warm-up of bashimawashi, the one 360degree beat swing repeated over and over again to the rhythm of a particular song.
Towards the end of that song, we would add leg kicks to the bashimawashi to get our
blood moving. This was followed by full-group dancing to a few dances as described at
the beginning of this chapter. When everyone was energized, we were ready to break up
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into classes or sections for specific practice. To an outsider, these were our worst
performances. Before we began the warm-up, Antiguos would purposefully intermingle
amongst the Nuevos within the neat rows and someone would check to make sure that
each Nuevo always had an Antiguo in every direction during the dance to follow and
mimic. After breaking up into our different class levels or dance sections and practicing
in exhaustive detail for an hour or so we would again come back together as a group, in
neat, equally spaced-out rows to dance again together as a group. This was a symbolic
gesture but one with practical implications for training and socializing us all, in unison.

Comparative Nikkeiness: The Mexican Example
Comparatively, the Mexican Nikkei community through its own familial-based
social organization, demonstrates similar patterns of group orientation, flexible
boundaries, Mexican national belonging at the same time ethnic distinction. This is best
exemplified through the language and cultural activities facilitated through the Edomura
Association with the support of Japanese representatives sent by the The Japan
International Cooperative Agency (JICA) and maintained even after the volunteers left
by the Edomura Association and less formal, smaller, family-centered activities.
JICA has over the past five years sent two “volunteers” to Acacoyagua to work
through the Edomura Association and live in the Nikkei community teaching Japanese
language and leading cultural activities. This is symbolic of the way in which Japan has
invested in the development of its peoples abroad. Since the origin of the Enomoto
Colony, Japan has supported the Nikkei community, contributing funds for building the
community center building and other monuments to the history of the Japanese in

141

Acacoyagua. This is most obviously a political and economic strategy by Japan and most
recently that strategy has been social as well. It is in Japan’s best interest to facilitate the
cultural and linguistic knowledge of Nikkei who as potential return migrants would fare
better in Japan with that education and socialization.
The two volunteers who came, each stayed for two years and while they were in
Acacoyagua taught regular language classes, divided by age groups, as well as other
cultural classes like Japanese cooking, music and art activities (calligraphy, origami,
flower arranging). I met the second of these volunteers during my preliminary visit to
Acacoyagua and she was still in town for the first three months of my fieldwork. When
she left, JICA did not replace this position and Acacoyagua was left without a Japanese
language teacher. Fortunately, the star-student in the Japanese language class took over
these classes but momentum was lost. Without an actual Japanese representative,
language learning was limited and motivation decreased. The classes continued but a lot
less was accomplished. It is significant that JICA chose not to send another representative
at a time when Japan will also likely not be increasing the privilege of return to additional
generations. The investment in Nikkei Diasporas in Latin America is indeed dependent
on the national needs of the homeland.
I attended the language classes with the replacement teacher, who was a local high
school student and interestingly non-Nikkei and found it to be an equally representative
example of cultural reproduction, in a different context and thus with different outcomes.
It was all children and youth who participated in these classes, kids sent by their parents
with the goal of indoctrinating them in the ethnic ways. These classes were structured as
closely as possible in Japanese form beginning with a bow and greeting thanking the
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teacher and symbolizing the unification of the learning process. Even though the age
range varied from younger children to youth (and then myself), we were encouraged to
work together in unison. The same principles that drove the structure of Eisa were at play
here: ganbatte as individuals for the group, with an egalitarian (the teacher was even a
student!), we-are-all-in-this-together-and-equally-structure and a routine class structure
that socialized a consistency, a commonality in each student.
In Acacoyagua, there were multiple, family-level daily interactions, ways of living
and special activities in which Nikkeiness is established, community boundaries are
flexed and reinforced. As a daily example, Japanese include rice in their otherwise
Mexican diet. All Mexicans depend on corn as a staple; at least one representative
(almost always female) stands in line at the tortilleria everyday picking up hot tortillas for
the main mid-day meal. In Nikkei families, rice is also offered in combination with corn
tortillas as a staple. It is something that most Nikkei embrace as a way of sustaining
ethnic identity. It is passed on through families and in the case of out-marriage is passed
on based on the preference of the Nikkei spouse. Men are known to demand and teach
their Mexican wives to cook rice the Japanese way. Or Nikkei women marrying Mexican
men continue the practice of cooking rice even in their very Mexican families. This is one
subtle way in which daily life perpetuates ethnic belonging.
On a family-level, Nikkei identity is reinforced through special celebrations, which
include Japanese socialization through food, behavior and culturally-specific holiday
celebrations. For example, individual families have customs of gathering for New Years
in the typical Japanese fashion and preparing mochi or giving monetary gifts to children
in typical Japanese fashion. When I first visited Acacoyagua doing preliminary research,
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I was struck by the difference in the Nikkei and non-Nikkei gravesites at the local
cemetery. I then arrived back in Acacoyagua to start fieldwork just at the celebrations of
the Days of the Dead and spent a lot of time those two days at the cemetery where the
whole town celebrated with their ancestors cleaning and decorating their graves, in
traditional Mexican fashion.
It was later explained to me that the Nikkei did not always participate in the Days of
the Dead celebrations and rather held their own, traditionally Japanese cleaning
celebrations during the Japanese Obon festival in August. However, after they were
ostracized for this separatism, the Nikkei conformed and switched their celebrations to
November and the Days of the Dead. However, their celebrations are still very different.
The main Nikkei families were not at the cemetery during the Days of the Dead. Their
graves were cleaned (usually in advance) and decorated but much more subtly, less
colorfully and in more reverence and with less of a party atmosphere. These differences,
ethnic barriers, are created, facilitated and passed-on through families, even as exogamy
has been the norm. The pattern is the same as that demonstrated by Eisa in the Peruvian
Nikkei community; it is the medium that is different.

Conclusion: Returning, Reinforcing and Reinventing Nikkeiness
Significantly, strategically outsiders, non-Nikkei, are incorporated into the Nikkei
community and even more so in the context of return migration. From the beginning, the
limited number of Nikkei in Acacoyagua and consequent out-marriage has meant that in
order to maintain distinction, Nikkei needed to embrace non-Nikkei into their fold. This
has been done through marriage but again, as in Peru, through cultural and linguistic
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knowledge. The student-teacher replacement for the Japanese language class in
Acacoyagua is non-Nikkei. This at first surprised me but was explained as I came to
understand the strategy of community maintenance through the passing on of cultural and
linguistic knowledge through the inclusion of non-Nikkei with an interest or investment
in Nikkeiness into the group. In this sense, ie, represents community as family. The
primary requirement for entry into the community is family lineage but there other ways
to gain entrance and those back-door methods are being protected, altered and redefined
in the face of return migration equally in Mexico as in Peru.
Equally, the case of the Eisa group, has been and is being shaped by return
migration just like all aspects of the sending community. Participation in the chapter, for
one thing, is changing. In my Nuevo class, participants were about eighty/thirty Nikkei
and non-Nikkei (or puro-Peruano) respectively. In its early years, Eisa was almost
exclusively dominated by Nikkei. Interestingly, non-Nikkei individuals who are now
participating are a unique group of Peruvians with a substantial interest, compassion for
or investment in the Nikkei community. Many have relatives (by marriage, especially)
who are Nikkei. Others have been caught up in the nostalgia for Japan and have either
studied the language or want to go to Japan to work or study. Still others just have lots of
Nikkei friends and thus an appreciation for cultural identifiers like Anime, Japanese food,
or even more specifically, some are familiar with the reputation of the Eisa group.
This is another example of how, Nikkei communities, by including those who in the
past may not have been considered in-group, are now strengthening their ethnic identity
and boundaries. Having outsiders with ties to their community involved makes their
community stronger at a time when it would otherwise be weakened by the decrease in
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sheer numbers (and finances) of out-migration. Additionally, at the same time that return
migration is dissipating the racial purity of the Eisa group, return migration is also
revitalizing the Japaneseness of the group. More and more Nikkei are going to Japan
temporarily and that includes Eisa group members. When these individuals come back
they often come back with more experience and they spread their experience of what it
means to do things the Japanese way. Some have even been involved with Ryukyukoku
Matsuri Daiko chapters abroad, all of which encourage and foster joint membership and
participation cross-nationally.
What I have described in this chapter are particular instances of Nikkei self and
group-making, especially those which highlight how Nihonjinron, or Japanese racial and
cultural distinctiveness, is co-opted and/or discarded in the process of Nikkei establishing
cultural and national belonging. The examples I provide are based on my own
experiences at particular times and in specific places/contexts. They do not necessarily
speak to a representative Nikkei identity either in Peru, Mexico or regionally. This
particular example of the Eisa group is merely one way in which Nikkei are negotiated
Nihonjinron, embracing and discarding different elements, creating and reinforcing a
unique Nikkeiness and passing that on from one Nuevo class to the next. This is not
unlike how individual Nikkei and the Nikkei community, largely, are reshaping multiple
ideologies at will to fit their specific purposes and through that process redefining
themselves and what it means to be Nikkei.
Nikkeiness emerging, is notably, a compromise, a balancing act and not exclusively
a Japaneseness in another geographic location. Rather, every aspect is evolving and both,
a combination. Japanese ways of being, social structure and customs are mimicked but
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they are also qualified, changed or balanced with Peruvian caveats or alterations. It is
always acceptable for group members to take a break or even just come to practice to
watch and not to participate. If you cannot practice this month but can next, that is just
fine. Outside of and usually after the routine practice, Antiguos hang around and continue
dancing, practicing. Inevitably someone would have choreographed a new, dance to a
favorite or a modern, new, hip song and will want to teach others and practice their
creation. These variable, shifting and creative ethnic identity constructions challenge
traditional notions of place and time and work outside of cultural and national norms
rather in transnational arenas and through local individuals, community and Diaspora. I
also demonstrate how similar, smaller-scale and often in more subtle ways Nikkei in
Chiapas and throughout the Nikkei community in Lima are recreating themselves in the
context of return.
The negotiation of Nikkeiness at times was not just complicated but also negative.
In particular, there were cases of battles for individualism evidenced in Eisa. One night in
the Wednesday Nuevo practice, one member who happened to be puro-Peruana was
corrected for not having her arm correctly straight explained that her arm is just funny
shaped. This was very funny to all of us and upon closer inspection, she was right and as
she explained she had always been made fun of for the angle of her upper limbs. The next
practice when our arms were to be bent behind our heads at a straight angle, another set
of Antiguo mentors (Nikkei) corrected her angle. Again, she explained her uniqueness.
The new Antiguos understood what she was saying, but the issue quickly escalated into a
bit of “us-against-them” (Nuevos vs. Antiguo teachers and consequently but indirectly
non-Nikkei vs. Nikkei) subtle disagreement. For this particular stance, the shape of the

147

forearm could not inhibit a perfectly straight angle, thus while the new Antiguos
understood her limitation, they didn’t think it was the cause of her failure to perfect the
stance. The tension, which ultimately dissipated into a personality conflict (a much safer
resolution than inter-group confrontation), was really a cross-cultural battle over
individual vs. group priorities.
I was sympathetic to both sides, especially since I really agreed with the Antiguos
but belonged with and certainly sympathized with the Nuevos. My old running knee
injuries had many times been my excuse for imbalanced and truly imperfect lunging,
which we had been practicing for over a month. While I knew why my lunges were
faulty, I also knew that in a group, my individual issues needed to take a back seat. On a
very minute scale, my struggle, the struggle of my companera with a bent arm and the
Antiguos whose charge it is to both teach and socialize us into the group ways, were a
struggle between Japanese group-orientation and Western individualism. Every Nikkei
and every Nikkei sub-group and community throughout Latin America struggles with this
balance everyday and every moment in every different context for these contrasting
worldviews. That is a constant and changing negotiation with continually
different outcomes.
In a very poignant way, Eisa epitomizes the defensive ethnic identity, which the
Nikkei Peruvian community has consistently exemplified. Group dynamics and
individual socializing that takes place within Eisa is a way in which Nikkei are redefining
selves, identity and community by becoming more inclusive at the same time that they
are subtly redrawing and reinforcing boundaries and rules of exclusion. Anyone is
welcome to join Eisa but only those who can accept prioritizing group over self will
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make the team. Team making is a subtle process; no one is kicked out. However,
conformity is socialized and progress halts when individuality is not set aside.
Defensively, Eisa protects its in-group identity and at the same time embraces and
promotes Japanese values of hard work, dedication and group betterment as they fit into
the immediate agenda. At the same time, they are open its doors to Peruvian national
ways of being, welcoming even the most obviously non-Japanese like myself. Nikkeiness, community inclusion, is no longer based exclusively on blood lineage or even
linguistic or cultural knowledge (that can be taught). It has rather, been redefined
defensively to prioritize basic values and principles picked and chosen from two national,
cultural and linguistic ideologies. It is about salvaging community and protecting cultural
and racial distinction.
Japanese in Latin America broadly, have relied on community to survive,
prioritizing it as a strategy for maintaining strength and surviving, even thriving, through
difficult times. The belief is that “we are stronger together than alone.” Currently, in the
face of depopulation, Nikkei have continued to hold tight to interdependence and
conformity. Their numbers change but the emphasis on unity remains the same; rather
what defines the community is changing. In the midst of out-migration, Nikkei adapt
their individual identities and community boundaries, which determine inclusion and
exclusion. In this process, Nikkei have managed to maintain, and to strengthen
cohesiveness such that group belonging perseveres. Group affiliations, however, do not
simplify individual identity formation, which is ever more complicated in the face of
return migration. It is to the complexities of individual Nikkei identity that I turn in the
following chapter.
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It is significant, that there are Ryukyukoku Matsuri Daiko chapters throughout Latin
America and the United States including in Brazil, Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador,
Mexico City, Los Angeles and Hawaii. This suggests the strength, prevalence and
determination to remake what it means to be Japanese outside of Japan and in some ways
commonly across the region. In the next chapter I will examine this negotiated identity
constructions in all its variability and its significance in relation to national, transnational
and ethnic affiliations.
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CHAPTER 5:
FRIED SUSHI AND INCA COLA:
HOW NIKKEI DEFINE SELVES AND NEGOTIATE IDENTITY
IN THE FACE OF OUT-MIGRATION

In my first couple of weeks in Lima, my friend, Gary, a puro-Peruano I (ironically
who I met in Japan eleven years earlier) took me out for sushi. We went to one of his
favorite places for sushi in the city. It was packed at eleven pm on a Friday night. It is
located within a mile of the JPCC. The décor is modern, hip, and atmosphere geared
towards a higher-class clientele. The customers were almost exclusively Europeandescent Peruvians. We sat down at the bar and looked at the menu. Gary started to point
out some of the specialty house rolls and I immediately noticed they were almost all fried
with heavy mayonnaise-based sauces. “This is not sushi!” I said. Gary laughed and said,
“Yeah, is not it great. It’s Peruvian sushi!”
Sushi has perhaps more than any other Japanese food taken on global popularity.
The basic idea is consistent worldwide but in different places, local flavor shifts the
ingredients, condiments and shape/size. Peru is no different in that regard. Lima as a
global metropole has a plethora of restaurants of all varieties and reflecting the diversity
of economic means—a highly class-divided demographic. This sushi restaurant, in that
respect, was not particularly unique or noteworthy. My initial revelation that Peruvians
made an art of frying sushi, however, reflects the complexities of identity in its evolving,
negotiated nature. It is not the Japanese who are eating fried sushi. They have too high of
a regard for purity, rawness, natural ingredients of sushi, representing the essence of
Japaneseness. Yet they live in a home where their fellow Peruvians are culturally inclined
to fry “their” sushi. Nikkei are constantly faced with non-Nikkei Peruvian notions of
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what it means to be Japanese, Nikkei, ethnic, “Chino” (derogatory term for Nikkei) in
Peru. In reaction, they must chose and construct their individual identities, all the while
balancing community, family and individual interests. This is not a one-way process.
Nikkei are not by-and-large frying sushi, but they are overwhelmingly eating Peruvian
food and most eat Peruvian food the majority of the time (Morimoto 1991). Peruvians
have and are shaping what it means to Nikkei as much as Nikkei have and are influencing
Peru, and particularly Lima. In this chapter, I will analyze Nikkei individual identity in
the context of community, nation and transnational forces.

Situating Selves: Nikkei Identity Historically and in Return
Latin American Nikkei have consistently positively identified with Japan and
asserted ethnic difference throughout their 100 plus year history in Latin America. At the
same time, they have wholeheartedly embraced their Mexican and Peruvian national
identities, especially those who were born in Latin America and have no experience
outside of it. Managing, balancing and finding space for two national affiliations is a
complex process. Return migration adds factors to and alters historical bi-national
identity formation, further complicating the process for Nikkei. Discrimination and
cultural segregation contributed to the ethno-cultural boundary formation of Japanese
Peruvians. Stereotypes have contributed to contemporary segregation and boundaries
around the Peruvian Nikkei community. Nikkei boundary formation is, at least in part, an
apparent reaction to their historical development.
Added to this, their unique physical appearance is a source of discrimination.
Phenotypically, Nikkei do still, even after three-four generations and with the factor of
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intermarriage, still have distinct Japanese characteristics. In Lima, phenotypic
characteristics allow strangers to label Nikkei “Chino” at first glace. Ironically, this term
which essentially lumps Chinese and Japanese as the two largest Asian ethnic populations
in Peru into the same category. Yet if the Japanese are labeled the “positive minority”
both Mexico and Peru the Chinese have the reputation as the opposite. Economically and
socially, the Chinese have not been nearly as successful nor did they come in the same
historical context, which gave the Japanese a slightly better footing due to government
negotiated contract labor positions. Thus, the label “Chino” for the Japanese is derogatory
and physical traits are the primary way the label is appropriated. Ironically, it is socially
accepted. Discussions of slanted eyes (even hand motions pulling the eyes out in slants)
is something that non-Nikkei Peruvians who do not necessarily understand or have ties to
the community will talk about publicly or in social circles where others sympathize with
the Japanese.
In Mexico, phenotypic characteristics do not have the same importance in initially
identifying Nikkei. The reality is that everyone knows everyone else. The community is
that small and family ties that intertwined. So, phenotypic traits might confirm family
connections but they do not mark strangers who would otherwise be unknown. In both
Lima and Acacoyagua, phenotypic traits are socially constrained determining dating,
especially. If you or your family has connections to the Nikkei community, you are
socialized into the cultural differences. The physical differences, then are more “normal”
and thus attractive. If, however, you grow up with no direct associations to the Nikkei
community, the unfamiliar phenotypic traits can appear strange and unappealing. There
are social misconceptions and judgments that mark the Nikkei negatively and ultimately
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lead to social separation. This is explained by the phenotypic differences. Non-Nikkei
might say they simply aren’t attracted to the Japanese but it is ingrained in social
constructions of beauty, difference, Nikkeiness and power.

Political Discourses and The Nikkei Image
Return migration has heightened interest in Japan and brought an influx of Japanese
culture to Latin America. It has caused elevations in recent attention to Japan and the
Japanese communities in Latin America. That attention has been both positive and
negative, often eliciting both reactions from the same people. From one extreme, Nikkei
are resented for the unique opportunity they have for out-migration. This is new
motivation for resentment but builds on old, developed and historical reasons. This stems
from 1) original land acquisition by the Japanese upon arrival (in Acacoyagua) and other
government incentives or support, 2) World War II related anti-Japanese sentiment
(especially in Peru) driven by alliances with the United States, 3) ongoing reactions to
Japanese group orientation, oversimplified as ethnocentrism or intentional lack of
assimilation, and 4) class consciousness.
This is most evident in Nikkei political leadership, which has elicited both positive
and negative responses. Nikkei political service is thought to be self-serving, helping
Nikkei maintain their higher socioeconomic status. At the same time, it is also positive—
a service contribution and sincere dedication to community. In Acacoyagua, political
alliances have contributed to uniting the Nikkei community, but that is changing in the
face of a global economy. Historically Nikkei in Acacoyagua have run the town
government at a higher rate than they are represented in the population. Between 7-8
percent of the population is Nikkei but as many as 30 percent of the mayors of the city
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have been Nikkei. Every Nikkei who has ever run for mayor, has won, with the exception
of 2004 when two Nikkei ran. The younger, non-incumbent, won.
Newly emerging political divisions within the community could signal a new
internal axis of difference and in fact, Nikkei in Acacoyagua suggested that this is due to
ethnic dispersion or assimilation (the idea that the community is not as close anymore
now after high levels of intermarriage over 3-4 generations). Based on my observations
and experiences as an outsider, however, it was clear that community unity is not
dispersing but rather, boundaries are shifting. A clear division in the community in
Acacoyagua has developed between those who return and those who do not. Families
who can trace their lineage and have papers to document that lineage, can return. Unlike
Peru, in Mexico, there are virtually no opportunities allowing those who do not have
papers (or aren’t even Nikkei) to have papers forged so they can go to Japan.
In Acacoyagua, seven of ten families are eligible to return, and some in each of
those families, have. In contrast, the three families that do not have proper
documentation, are not able to return-migrate. The effect is that those whose return or
whose family members return are strengthening their associations with Japan and
deepening their Nikkei identity. On the other hand, those whose families cannot return,
are symbolically and literally left outside the ethnic affiliations. This divide is not
extreme such that insider outsider status is clearly differentiated between those who
return and those who do not. However, there are clear economic, symbolic and cultural
consequences, which very much leave those without experience in return migration on
the outside. It is not surprising then, that the two political candidates who ran against
each other in 2004, were from two sides of this divide, one from a family with many

155

returnees and the younger from a family of no returnees. The differences between them
were framed as historical dominance of one family over the others or as mere political
differences but it is symbolic that the rift emerged in light of the return migration trend.
Complicating this further, are shifting political boundaries within the Mexican
political system corresponding to the larger global economic processes. The younger,
winner in the 2004 election was from the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), which
has been the dominant party in Mexican politics for over eighty years. It was not until the
2000 that Partido Acción Nacional or National Action Party (PAN) one a major
government seat. Though the party has been in existence since 1939, it had no
significance presence in politics until the 2000 presidential election win of Vicente Fox.
Since then, the party has gained a strong foothold in Mexican politics in general and
Acacoyagua is representative of that. This timing of the PAN emergence is not
coincidental but rather corresponds directly to the neoliberal free trade political agenda.
That agenda has shaped the global economy, national economies (including Mexico and
Peru) and local economies like Acacoyagua. It is clear, also, that it is also shaping
communities and individuals politically and socially. All Nikkei town mayors in
Acacoyagua up until this past election (2007) were PRI candidates. The 2004 Nikkei
candidate who lost the election, ran on a PAN platform. He, had, in fact, served as mayor
previously with the PRI party but by the 2004 election, he had embraced Fox’s and
PAN’s neoliberal agenda. This same candidate who lost the 2004 election against the
younger, PRI Nikkei, is who won the 2007 election, again on a PAN platform.
So, while within the Acacoyagua Nikkei community new political divisions are
generally perceived to be the result of the gradual assimilation and loss of community
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solidarity, I discovered they are both a result of and perpetuated by global economic
forces and national neoliberal policy agendas. It is global economic forces that have led
to the massive out-migration of Nikkei by creating a surplus in low-skill laborers in
peripheral economics in Latin America and a need for workers in industrial, core
economies like Japan. Nikkei are reshaping their identities in this process. Yet as they
maneuvering their positions, they endorse and consequently advance the neoliberal policy
agenda at a local level.

¡Que Chévere! (How Cool!): The Privilege of Return
Return migrants send Japanese food items and products along with remittances back
home. These draw the interest of Nikkei and non-Nikkei back home. Additionally, media
exposure, education, cultural knowledge (including that of pop culture) is increased in the
process of return. Those who return, share linguistic and cultural knowledge with those
who stay in the Americas. Those who intend or dream of migrating to Japan, invest time
and money in learning the language, finding scholarships that require language skills, and
building up a bank of social connections and cultural knowledge that will make the
difference in their success in Japan. This all spreads through the Nikkei (and non-Nikkei)
community with incredible speed and purpose. As a result Japan and all things Japanese
are very hip in Latin America A contingency of non-Nikkei are attracted to acquiring
knowledge or participating in Japanese activities. In addition, the coolness factor has
provoked energy in and unity of the Nikkei community (even in times when numbers
are decreasing).
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Figure 14. Origami: Hecho en Peru

Here clothing is for sale at a young Nikkei designer’s booth as part of a local fashion festival in the
Barranco neighborhood Lima. The branding shown (company name, Origami) demonstrates how the
expression of Japaneseness along with clear affiliation to the Peruvian nation (“Made in Peru” marked on
the clothing tags) is utilized as a positive marketing strategy.

In Lima regularly public, cultural events held at the JPCC fill-up and reach
maximum capacity leaving long lines outside waiting to see if some will leave so they
can enter. Similarly, two big Nikkei-centered public events took place (110 anniversary
and a visit by the Japanese ambassador to Mexico) while I was in Acacoyagua and both
brought large crowds of Nikkei and non-Nikkei alike. On my second attempt to see a
popular Nikkei rock band perform at JPCC, I arrived one hour early and still found
myself waiting to enter way after the performance had started. The majority of the patient
and determined few who waited with me were young, female, non-Nikkei. This reflects
the popularity of this particular all-male, all-Nikkei band, which is highly influenced by

158

Japanese music. I was still waiting when mid-performance the band took a break.
Suddenly, all the young girls around me began squealing, rushed the gates reaching their
arms through the bars, and shouted the name of the lead singer, who had come outside to
get some fresh air. Though this lead singer’s appeal is based on his character and talent,
his fanfare goes beyond one individual, one musician, one band, or one type of music.
Nikkei have succeeded at putting out a positive public image in both Lima and Chiapas,
this is particularly significant when you compare it to past negative stereotypes and
discrimination. This has been accomplished through behavior, outreach and presence but
most importantly and recently, it has been ignited by return migration. It is now cool to
be Nikkei. In fact, many non-Nikkei go out of their way to gain the necessary language
skills and education in order to themselves migrate to Japan. There are some scholarships
opportunities to which many strive. As mentioned, Peru is known for those who obtain

Figure 15. Fanfare

Lead singer of the Nikkei rock band described above performs at the AELU in June of 2008.
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false-documentation of Japanese heritage and go to Japan to work as “Nikkei”. This
reputation does contribute to negative reception in Japan (even of real Nikkei) but it also
contributes to the heightened popularity of all things Japanese in Peru.
It is equally evident that Nikkei-ness is intriguing to the non-Nikkei public in
Mexico. The two biggest town gatherings/festivals in Acacoyagua while I was there were
both Nikkei-driven events, first a celebration of the arrival of Japanese to Mexico and
second the visit of the Japanese ambassador. Both were very well attended and had wide
entertainment appeal beyond the Nikkei community. The Japanese ambassador’s visit
was particularly popular as it included an all day performance complete with Japanese
and Mexican indigenous music, dance and martial art performances.
As I’m walking around talking to people and taking pictures/notes at this event in
front of the town hall, I hear my name called by young teenagers and am for a minute
confused. I look up and see a bunch of middle school students decked out in their
indigenous garb waving at me from the second floor balcony outside the mayor’s office.
“Hey kiddos, what’s up?” I say. They all wave and smile so I take a few photos. Aside
from waving at the local gringa celebrity, they also seem to want the attention my camera
suggests possible. I’m all too happy to oblige.
It strikes me as interesting that my status in Acacoyagua was not unlike the elevated
status of the Nikkei. You cannot miss much here since it is such a small town and
everyone constantly has their windows open or are hanging out in the streets in front of
their houses. It took me less than an hour and I only had to ask two people before I found a house
to rent. Everyone knows everyone else and for the most part, their business. And, the fact that I
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Figure 16. Waving

Local Acacoyaguan schoolchildren on the balcony at the town hall wave in greeting and try to get the
attention of my camera.

stand out as new and certainly physically meant that it only took about one day for the
whole town to know I had arrived. Japanese, have had similar physically distinct
characteristics that set them apart. But, they also have had relative economic and political
prestige. By the 1980s after two generations of mostly intermarriage with Mexicans and
as the Mexican economy was slumping, Nikkei were begging to look more and more
Mexican. But, recent return migration has changed that drastically. Families with
returnees have more money and therefore more education. Both of these lead to political
clout and high leadership positions in the community. In this way, they have what I liken
to local celebrity status, certainly influence and respect. This is accompanied by
resentment and bitterness. The very mixed, protected, evolving and complex identities of
Mexican Nikkei and their relationship to non-Nikkei Mexicans are perhaps best
understood visually with these photographs from various local events and activities.
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Figure 17. Names in Japanese, Only Five Pesos

The Japanese JICA volunteer stationed for two years in Acacoyagua (2005-2006) writes names in Japanese
for Five pesos at the Acacoyagua town fair, raising money for the Edomura Japanese Association. Nikkei
and non-Nikkei alike visited the booth to admire the Japanese art and material culture (origami, calligraphy,
kimono display, video about Japanese culture, etc.).

Figure 18. Performing Belonging

The 110th Anniversary Celebration of the Migration of Japanese to Mexico, May 2007.
Third-generation Nikkei (center) dances a local indigenous Mexican dance with his middle school
classmates. This demonstrates how being Nikkei in Acacoyagua is as much about celebrating indigenous
Mexican heritage as well as performing Japanese culture.
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Figure 19. Young, Kimono-clad Nikkei

Young, forth-generation Nikkei, Japanese language students dressed in the Edomura Association kimonos
at the 110th Anniversary Celebration. Nikkeiness is popularized and socialized at the same time in events
like these where the newest Nikkei generation learns and performs ethnic identity.

Non-Nikkei groupies, so to speak, who latch on to Japanese culture find inroads
through the community social structure. In Mexico, that is through familial connections.
There aren’t enough Nikkei to have separate schools so socially the Nikkei and nonNikkei associate from a young age. Just through one Nikkei friend or particularly girl/boy
friend it is easy to learn about Japanese culture and ways of being. Similarly, in Lima, the
institutional structure provides avenues welcoming non-Nikkei to absorb linguistic and
cultural knowledge through formal classes at the JPCC or open events, for example.
These openings in the social matrix combined with the coolness factor of everything
Japanese promoted through return success, allow for the full access and acceptance of
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non-Nikkei who take the time and are willing to ganbatte in order to reach cultural and/or
linguistic competency.

The Art of Creating Identity
The way that social scientists talk about migrant identity—hybrid, fluid, liminal,
transnational, shifting, negotiated, strategic—is on one level, obscure and potentially
unintelligible. On the other hand, migrants live the realities of this complexity on a dayto-day basis. They understand the conflicts, limitations, influences and know from
personal experience the multiple variables and how to manage these issues in creating
and accepting identities in their own individualized, changing and situational contexts. It
may not be something that they discuss or analyze in their daily lives but self-making is
something they engage with and manage daily even if indirectly.
Artists in any cultural context are often at the forefront, evaluating social situations
and making social commentary that at minimum makes light of serious social challenges
and often goes as far as to critique social problems even attempting to cause social
change. This is no less true of the Nikkei community; Nikkei in both Mexico and Peru
are engaged in a wide spectrum of “art” from traditional Japanese mediums of flower
arranging or origami to more modern, western standards of painting, photography and
sculptor. This is a means of self-expression, social commentary and community bonding
for individuals dealing with the effects of return migration and particularly redefining
identities in that context. The following is a description of an art-exhibit, about Peruvian
Nikkei Identity by Young, Peruvian Nikkei Artists. It was on display at the Association
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Japanese Peruano in November, 2007 and was entitled, Puento de Encuentro: Reflections
Sobre la Identidad Nikkei (Point of Collision: Reflections of our Nikkei Identity).
We leave behind all the things we have found in the anthropology
books, the things we have heard and seen and felt. We cannot avoid the
questions of whether we are Peruvian or Japanese. There is a doubt that
we carry and we have used various justifications. We reflect a lot and
arrive at the conclusion that we can only continually question and have an
open attitude. We are proud of the education that we have received from
our parents, all of us after we became used to the label others gave us.
“Chinese”, is a word that emerged to popularly refer to us—the Japanese
are considered Latino.
In the beginning, the first Japanese immigrants did not think they
would stay in our country [Peru]. Nevertheless, with the passing of time,
they thrived through diverse events that made staying definite. This
community little by little grew with the arrival of later immigrants and so
did the problem of identity. Eventually, a balance was adopted in the
middle such that today it is possible to speak of a Japanese culture. A
lucky subculture of Peruvian Nikkei take as their base Japanese culture,
feeling generally adapted (in Peru), not degraded or lessened in their
traditions and with positive cultural evolution.
Breaking from this point, it has been observed that maybe a Peruvian
Nikkei identity globally is emerging but in actuality each generation has
its own problems and this one thinks not of one global identity but of
multiple identities. Point of Collision, is a sample collection, patterns of
art that reflect the identity of Nikkei Peruvians from different points of
view and mediums of art. Together, they represent points of conflict
between Peruvian and Japanese culture.
The artists approach this theme introspectively, individually and
from their own personal perspectives of Nikkei identity. Nori Kobayashi’s
graphic style illustrations reveal identity. Andres Leon focuses on the
concept of dual identity in his samples depicting the process of cultural
adaptation of Nikkei through the medium of digital animation. Akira
Chinen’s focus is on feelings about identity among the first Nikkei settling
in Japan. Through the medium of painting, he explores the inner process
of Nikkei acculturization. Daniel Aguilar’s work remembers the children
and represents that theme from the perspective of objects. Jessica
Ishiyama reflects on the complexities of Nikkei Peruvian identity
formation through photos based in daily life.9
This description and even more so the art exhibit, exemplifies the multiple and
variable positioning different Nikkei consciously choose, creating for themselves at

9

From the exhibit brochure. Transnational by the author.
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different times and from different perspectives. These artists are all Nikkei and they all
work in different artistic mediums. As such, the identities they embrace are very
different. Some are more Japanese, some more Peruvian, some more abstract and some
more directly symbolic. There is no one Nikkei identity, nor any one Nikkei community.
Rather, there are representations that are unique, variable and diverse, but all are
renderings, artistic displays of self and group.

Food and the Performance of Identity
The proper Japanese meal revolves around rice consumption. Rice is a primary
part of the Japanese meal, eaten at least two times a day and in dishes of a variety of sizes
and types. Chopsticks are an extension of the symbolism of rice consumption as core to
national identity. They are uniquely Japanese in size, shape and material. My host mother
in Japan when I was there as an exchange student during college, once explained to me
that she (and by implication all Japanese) preferred wooden chopsticks because they are
warm and personal unlike metal forks which are cold and detached. Japanese are
connected to food intimately, their identity is centered not only in what they eat but in the
appearance and feel of food and how it is prepared and served.
I took a Japanese language course at the JPCC in Lima as a way to meet people
interested in learning about Japan and what it means to be Japanese, possibly people who
planned to return migrant and to better understand the institutionalized system for
teaching linguistic and cultural knowledge. At the end of that class, we had a final
celebratory class meeting and, of course, food was an essential part of that event. Mostly
classmates brought snacks, sweets and drinks for shared consumption. This event was
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marked by its symbolism of inclusion and exclusion in what it means to be Japanese. Not
all the students in the class were Nikkei and even those who were Nikkei were in the
class to learn Japanese, thus their cultural and linguistic knowledge was a
new investment.
A big part of this closing fiesta was an effort to teach those who didn’t already
know, how to use chopsticks. The food included was not necessarily traditionally
Japanese, but rather a mix of very traditional Peruvian sweets, universal snacks like
potato chips and more Japanese rice crackers snacks. We were encouraged to eat all of
these only with chopsticks. Yet the rules were lax. In Japan, there are elaborate
restrictions on chopstick use and the breaking of rules can have very symbolic meaning
from disrespect to pronouncements on death. Thus, the rules are taken seriously. There
was no explanation of rules or implications on social behavior in our Japanese class in
Lima. In fact, it was just the opposite, a statement on the fact that Japaneseness is a
choice and an ethnic invention of hybridity in a community way outside of mainland
Japan but still connected in roots, structure, meaning and most importantly identity, selfdriven and group defined.
I’m walking around the Japanese Food Festival, a weekend event marking the
end of the first week of Japanese Culture Week (really two weeks) organized by the
Japanese Peruvian Association and its smaller subsidiaries. The diversity of Japanese
food available from the different booths from separate regional associations is
overwhelming: sushi, ramen, bento boxes, udon, mochi sweets in all varieties, a large
grill of terriaki chicken. The only thing I do not see is okonomiyaki, especially the unique
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Figure 20. Eating Potato Chips with Chopsticks

Learning to use chopsticks and celebrating the successful conclusion of our Japanese language class at the
JPCC, students enjoy botanas (snacks): potato chips, Peruvian caramel cookies and Japanese rice crackers.
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Hiroshima-style, but that really requires pancake-grill set-up in addition to a noodle
cooking station of some sort, complicated for an outdoor festival and home-cooking both.
I stop by the Hiroshima regional association and am pleasantly surprised to see natto; I
manage to shock them by buying some. I’m still tall and blond and now I’m buying
fermented soybeans, which have the reputation for not being foreigner friendly. I love it!
Despite the fact that it is impossible for me to blend in anywhere I go, I show no
hesitation in walking around the festival for hours taking pictures, eating and talking
to people.
Everyone seems to be enjoying the food and the opportunity for so much Japanese
variety in one location, reasonably priced and in small sizes for convenient sampling of
multiple items. The event is open to the public and free. In typical Japanese style, food
models are set out on the tables so one can shop around before deciding what to buy.
Folks are coming and going, hanging out and eating. Many who are active Nikkei
community or association members are fulfilling multiple roles working behind the
booths, volunteering in different capacities or performing as part of the ongoing
afternoon entertainment, which includes comedy skits, contests, music, dancing, games
and cooking instruction led by local chefs and product companies. There are limited drink
options and that is where the Peruvianness is most present. Options include Peruvian
beer, mostly being consumed in social and purposed group circles, and, Inca Cola, the
drink of choice for most everyone else. Inca cola is the epitome of Peru, bright yellow
syrupy sweet and loaded with caffeine, it is the Coca Cola of Peru and everyone loves it,
except the foreigners and this time I fit in that category. I introduce myself around as I’m
taking photos. Everyone seems very comfortable with my presence and welcoming. A
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few other foreigners come in and enjoy the food sampling. Not a bad way to spend a
Sunday afternoon.
I spot a younger woman and with a young girl, who looks to be about 4 years old,
sitting on the grass, both cross-legged and facing each other. They are sharing a few
different food items including a yakisoba-like noodle dish. The older woman is using
chopsticks to feed the girl the noodles. I shoot a few frames trying not to interrupt but
also wanting to make sure the woman sees me so that she can object if she prefers not to
have her photo taken. I want to introduce myself but do not want to interrupt the moment.
I settle for non-verbal cues to the woman as I’m shooting and decide to explain my
presence and interest afterwards. After a few mouthfuls of noodles, onigiri (stuffed rice
balls), sushi and some chicken, the child decides to try the chopsticks for herself. At this
point I focus on her. She is oblivious or uninterested in my presence, focused on the joy
of this food, learning to control the chopsticks and sharing time with what I gather is her
much older sister. She gets better and better and manages to successfully feed herself
while her sister patiently watches and supports, but doesn’t interrupt or assist. A task like
eating with chopsticks is socialized in Japanese culture like dancing in Latin America,
and in moments just like this one. Everyone around is using chopsticks. It requires no
instruction, just a bit of support and encouragement. It is a one of the very earliest of
identity choices. For most Nikkei like this young girl, learning, experimenting, embracing
different parts of themselves and figuring out how to balance, shift and manage those
identities is both challenging and fun. You can see it on her face—curiosity,
concentration, determination and pure joy. This is a common process of discovering and
embracing new aspects of self.
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Figure 21. Learning How to Eat with Chopsticks

The sequence shown here and described in the text above shows a young child with her sister enjoying the
learning and practice of using chopsticks at the annual food festival part of Japanese Culture Week at the
JPCC in November 2007.
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The wide appeal of Japanese culture, and desire for outsiders to understand and
associate, is evident from the attendance of events during culture week and continually at
the JPCC as well as the AELU. At the conclusion of the two weeks some of the events
like anime, performance art nights, even the lecture series were packed. All were well
attended; events included art, food, language, scholarship, film, and cultural
performances, lectures, instruction and displays. Nikkei and non-Nikkei both are
interested. The week has multiple purposes. First it serves to unite the Nikkei community
as the largest, most involved community event of the year culminating in a huge outdoor
publicly open, cultural festival held at the AELU. This is the biggest Eisa Daiko
performance of the year with hundreds of dancer/drummers participating. It also includes
massive fire and latern-lit floats, which are carried in a parade procession across the
festival grounds. There are events for all ages and interests at this festival. Young people
have live music performances, there is a temporary wall constructed for graffiti artist to
color, lots of tables and chairs where older Nikkei hang out with friends and family
sharing beer, festival food galore and other booths selling Japanese products and products
that appeal to Nikkei. The night’s closing ceremony is a fire-works show but the AELU is
open until the early hours of the morning and stragglers hang on and hang out sharing
space, drinking and socializing. It is a night that offers something for all ages and both for
Nikkei, and non-Nikkei with friends in community or interests in Nikkei or
Japanese culture.
What is coded in all these events, especially through food and drink is the
performance of identity. Nikkei are showing their ethnic selves publicly. They open this
up publicly to demonstrate not only to themselves who belongs but to make a statement
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to others and share what it means to belong, to be Nikkei. This is shaped by return
migration in the sense that it has become more acceptable to be Japanese at this time,
¡que chévere! But it is more than that. It goes back to Ropp’s conclusion that Nikkei
organizational borders were opened as a result of return migration and that Nikkei have
begun to assert their ethnicity as a way to affiliate nationally in Peru (and Mexico). What
it means to be Nikkei today in Peru and Mexico is created by Nikkei and performed
through food as much as language, clothing, occupation or any other characteristic. It is
further, individually chosen. Each Nikkei constructs his or her own identity as more or
less ethnic, more or less national every day and differently at the AELU than in their
homes or in downtown Lima. National and ethnic identities shape one another and feed
each other. Oftentimes one is used to maintain the other or to disassociate from the other
but both at all times are balanced, positioned and illustrated strategically by
different individuals.

Nihonkyo: Japaneseness as National Religion
Nikkei in Mexico and Peru practice a variety of religious activities, not the least of
which are behaviors and traditions that symbolize their affiliations with multiple nations,
ideologies and cultures. In Mexico, Catholicism has been embraced since arrival along
with intermarriage as alternatives in the small town of Acacoyagua were non-existent.
Strategically embracing Mexico’s overwhelmingly dominant religion was one way
Nikkei demonstrated belonging to that nation-state and social order. To a lesser degree in
Peru, Nikkei have blended religiously and largely accepted Catholicism. However, in
Peru, this was less of an issue because the size of the Nikkei community along with the
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size of Lima meant Catholicism was not as closely tied to Peruvian national belonging
(Sakuda 1999; Fukumoto 1997). In both Peru and Mexico, it has not been difficult for
Nikkei to accept Catholicism because, precisely as BenDasan argues, Nikkei religion
allows for multidimensionality at the same time that it reinforces national belonging. So,
embracing Catholicism only broadened Japanese already diverse religious identities at the
same time that it allowed Nikkei to position themselves across and within two
national identities.

Conclusion: Negotiating Complexities
For individual Nikkei, identity is complex, shifting, negotiated, nuanced, hybrid,
liminal, fluctuating, evolving and often competing. Similarly, Nikkei community
boundaries are malleable, shifting, porous, compromised and also continually evolving.
Both group and individual identities are variable based on time, place and context. It is a
continual challenge for balance within individuals, between individuals and between
groups. All the while, structural forces like those forging paths toward migration and
those limiting migration, work to dislodge any accomplished understandings of selves
and others by continually redirecting the options and strategies employed for performing
identity in this Diaspora. In addition, other factors like age and generation are important
factors of identity. With all of these contributing variables, identity formation can be a
challenge to agents actively engaged in the process in their daily lives. It is dramatic,
destabilizing and distracting process that leaves individuals and groups shaky and
displaced. However, Nikkei are very aware of this process and their own positionings.
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Nikkei understand their individual identity formation in all its complexities as they
balance it in relation to group belonging on ethnic, community, familial, social and
national levels constantly. They are successful in negotiating individual and group
identities that position them as economically and socially well-off. A large part of how
they have done that has been through the prioritization and deference to the group, the
community, as noted in reaction to return migration and Fujimori’s influence. Ethnic
identity is seen as exclusive (positive) or ethnocentric (negative).
There is more and more evidence that Nikkei are moving towards pan-ethnic,
identity whereby they are affiliating with other Nikkei across Latin America. There has
been a recent increase in Pan American Nikkei Association (PANA) activities
(Hirabayashi and Hu-DeHart 2002). This includes a proliferation of cross-national Nikkei
clubs and activities like Jovenes Nikkei, Young Nikkei (social organization), and Eisa
(Chapter Four). Jovenes Nikkei is organized by second-generation Japanese Mexican and
very successful Nikkei businessman, Carlos Kasuga. He has served in various leadership
capacities nationally in Mexico and across Latin America.
Kasuga has made it his mission to support the development of the Nikkei ethnic
community and most recently has begun sponsoring activities with the Jovenes Nikkei
like annual cross-national retreats in rotating Latin American countries. The activities of
the Jovenes Nikkei invite and provide scholarships for young Nikkei all over Latin
America including the oldest but smaller, Acacoyagua community. And, these
organizations or events are specially geared at youth and young adults suggesting that it
is a new forward-looking movement. Kasuga is representative of the Nikkei leadership
cross-nationally which has promoted 1) the assertion of ethnic identity in combination
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with local cooperation and national pride/assimilation, 2) education as a priority for all,
especially Nikkei, 3) the protection and transmission of Japanese culture and identity and
most recently 4) regional cooperation and unity among Nikkei. Kasuga is perceptive,
following the emerging trend but he is also a leader encouraging the strategic use of panethnic identity to best deal with issues of identity, economic security and changing
cultural values and norms all of which are effects of return migration. In addition to the
strategy of broadening their alliances to include Nikkei from other Latin American
countries, Nikkei in Peru and Mexico (and across the region), are reshaping themselves
and their communities to be both more inclusive and more exclusive at the same time.
They are becoming more exclusive in that those who have no experience with return
migration are more and more excluded. They are more inclusive in that those who are
more experienced in the context of return, even if they have age, economic or even ethnic

Figure 22. Carlos Kasuga Visits Acacoyagua

Carlos Kasuga visits Acacoyagua in December 2007 speaking to a mixed audience of Nikkei and nonNikkei community members at the Escuela Secundaria General Centenario Migracion Japonesa (middle
school in Acacoyagua whose name commemorates the Japanese migration and which was built with
financial support of the Japanese associations, Carlos Kasuga and the Japanese government).
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Figure 23. Carlos Kasuga Field, AELU, Lima

Children and families play on the new football field at the AELU during the Undokai (sports festival). The
sign above the field gives thanks (in Spanish and Japanese) to Carlos Kasuga for his financial contribution
providing this field. Kasuga’s support for the Nikkei is regional and is symbolic of the cross-national
affiliations of this Diaspora.

characteristics that excluded them in the past, are now being included. For example, a
puro-Peruano who has studied Japanese language is familiar with the culture and has
experience with return migration is now likely to be in-group. Similarly, whereas outmarriage in Peru among Nikkei in the past was a reason for group exclusion. Today a
non-lineaged-Nikkei who is married to a Nikkei and interested/invested in the community
(like Estella from Ch. 4) is embraced as in-group. Marriage is both an indicator and a
determiner of identity affiliation and the barriers for inclusion and exclusion based on
marriage and kinship are porous like all borders but the lines have made distinct shifts
amid return migration.
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There seems to be truth to the notion that all things are connected. I have found and
presented strong evidence for how the local individual and group identity choices of
Nikkei Latin Americans both shapes their current positions within and the future of return
migration. At the same time, it is return migration that leads to these new tactically
positioned reactions in the first place. It is, like all things local and global, connected and
impossible to understand in isolation. Neither is exclusively a cause nor an effect, but
both are both. Thus, the mind-boggling notion of identity becomes even more complex.
For Nikkei who are caught in these complexities, the response has been reliance on
the group. Individuals who struggle lean on their families, communities, national
homelands and strengthen ethnic associations. What does this mean for the future? Do
those who stay, continue to perpetuate a system, which makes return migration the only
viable option? What are the implications for Nikkei on down the line, like the forth
generation who aren’t eligible to return? These questions and future predictions will be
address in the conclusion. In the following chapter, I will turn to examine the decisions of
those who return and the effects of those decisions on Nikkei who stay, at home.
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CHAPTER 6:
INTIMATE CHOICES:
NIKKEI RETURN MIGRANTS MAKING “HOME” AND
SHAPING FAMILY BACK HOME

In this chapter, I will explore how Nikkei are structuring their private lives around
decisions to return-migrate, strategically altering dating and marriage practices, family
structures and practical investments. From the perspective of the Latin American sending
communities, the decision to return is more often than not, an investment in “home” back
in Latin America. Just because individuals return, does not necessarily mean they are
making social, familial and practical investments exclusively in Japan. Rather “return”
and “home” are intimate, complex and evolving choices.
Transnational practices such as transferring money, buying land and
houses or investing in other signifiers of symbolic and economic capital in
their country of origin have been a constant character of Moroccan
international migrants who held a 'myth of return'. More recently,
extraordinary changes in technological communication, travel and
financial services have indeed favored the maintenance of transnational
relations between host and home countries, reducing imaginary and real
distances. Moreover the contemporary post-industrial economic condition
and the local effect of the restructuring of the global economy also
constitute crucial factors that urge contemporary migrants to be
transnational (Rouse, 1995a) ...The transnational relations do not always
seem to forge the sense of belonging simultaneously to two countries. On
the contrary, they may paradoxically reinforce migrants' feelings of living
in more than one country but belonging to 'neither' place (Salih 2003: 52).
Much of what Salih describes above in the experiences of Moroccan migrants, relates that
of Nikkei return migrants. However, I found that in the case of Nikkei in Mexico and
Peru, the importance of investment back home goes beyond economic and symbolic
capital. Rather it is the personal, social, familial investments that make the difference in
the identity formation of Nikkei who go and those who stay. As Salih suggests,
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transnational connections are maintained today with greater ease and more substantially
than ever before and this does allow for multiple, shifting and bifurcated imaginaries for
those who migrate and those who stay behind. However, it is more complex that that. I
found that Nikkei are not situating belonging, with positions in two locations, nor are
they feeling a keen lack of belonging due to not having a full presence in either place.
There is a certain amount of each of these leanings but more than either, Nikkei are using
return as a way to choose the belonging that matters the most and affects the majority of
the group (family, community, institutions) most positively. That is, they are choosing to
deepen their social, familial, personal roots in their Latin American homes. Japan, then,
becomes not home for most but rather the context where home is made possible. It is the
income, the employment that allows for integration back home. Of course, there are those
who return and stay but even that is chosen as a way to preserve the maintenance of home
back in Latin America for the majority, the extended family who remain.
This chapter is organized around the perspectives and experiences of Nikkei in
Chiapas and Lima. I begin by contextualizing short, paraphrased quotes from various
Nikkei individuals in order to portray the mindset of those who are implicated in one way
or another in return migration. This is followed by an introduction to the concept of
“return” investment including a discussion of the role of individual Nikkei agents within
the structural push and pull of migration forces and an explication of home in all its
complexities as I refer to it in this dissertation. Finally, I will introduce the stories of three
Nikkei individuals as a way to frame my analysis of different levels of investment in
home back in Latin America: social, familial and practical. I conclude this chapter with
an evaluation of marriage trends in Latin American sending communities in light of
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return migration. I argue that Nikkei are making intimate and not simply economic
choices. Finally, I argue that going in order to stay, is one way that Nikkei are
strategically making home, shaping family and defining selves back home in
Latin America.

Life is Full of Hard Choices
I prefer to be here [in Peru] but I have to return there for work (Fernando, a 27
year-old third-generation Peruvian Nikkei).
There are plenty of practical and financial reasons to return-migrate to Japan. There are
no options for employment in Peru and young people can make money and save to fund
their educations back in Peru by going. However, the challenge is time. Going to work
there means delaying education at home, even when the choice is to maintain home in
Latin America. Socially, many choose to maintain ties back home in Peru or Mexico
looking at return as a necessary cost for future education or life investment back home.
I miss my family when I am in Japan but I am able to make enough money to
support them back here (Juan, a 45 year-old Chiapaneco married to a Mexican
Nikkei).
It is common for men to go to Japan without their wives to work, even when the wives
are of Nikkei descent but the men are not. There are cases when this strategy is used for
short-term purposes—a targeted time investment with a clearly defined end. There are
other cases, when no matter the intent, separation driven by return, becomes prolonged,
permanent. The has meant for some families constant shifting between locals and for
others decade-long separations which no doubt threaten marriage unions. What is
interesting is that all decisions are targeted, weighed for the potential costs and gains.
This means that the decisions are constantly renegotiated. One strategy may work best for
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a time (while children are younger, for example) and another may work best later.
Further, families do not always know what will be best until they try on the
consequences. So, shifting decisions reflect success and challenges in earlier decisions.
Regardless of the decisions that families make, try on for size, in the process of
return migration, family structures are the most directly impacted by these choices.
Families bear the brunt of decisions to live separate lives, finding alternative methods
(extended family, for example) to maintain the day-to-day functioning of the household.
Even more return shapes dating and marriage. In some cases dating is halted because of
return, in other cases dating in Japan shifts alliances to that homeland. The privilege of
return allows for non-Nikkei who marry Nikkei to be able to migrate. Thus, there is
motivation for non-Nikkei to enter the Nikkei community and strategically associate, date
and even marry Nikkei. Regardless of how return is shifting and defining family
structures, overwhelmingly, family separation is listed as the hardest part of return and at
the same time the motivation for return. Just as related by the Diamantes song,
Ganbanteando, “To kill the sadness, that he has in his heart, for the family that is waiting,
Ramon goes to do his best.”
I will go there only for a short time. I can come back here with the money
I save and buy a house for my new wife and child on the way. I have to
leave them now for the next year, at least, but it will be worth it (Hiroshi, a
23 year-old third-generation Mexican Nikkei).
First time immigrants always intend to only stay for a short time. Going for the financial
security is worth the short time separation even from new babies and wives. Yet the
decision for the wives to stay at home where they will have more family support and
extended family can take up the slack left by the absence of the spouse/father, has
everything to do with the choice of homes. People value the way of life back home,

182

where the pace of life is slower and allows for more flexibility in work-time. They have
social capital, established networks and they realize the value of those and how difficult
they are replicate or replace. This primarily is about family support but there is security in
community, institutions and social connections already established at home as well. It is
more than that these networks are already established at home; it is also that the way of
life in Peru and Mexico is preferable, easier and therefore chosen. The decision to go
even if for just one person is a family, a group investment that involves those who stay
equally. Those who stay are tasked with supporting each other and the household/family
unit as well as in maintaining the established networks and way of life that is so valued.
People who move to Japan (or the United States) have to work very hard
and life is difficult. Life is much better here [in Chiapas] but we have no
money (Yuriko, a 43 year-old third-generation Mexican Nikkei).
Returnees commonly share stories that convey the hard life of return migration to Japan.
Even those without direct experience in return, understand the challenges. For that
reason, return is not idealized at least by those in the Nikkei community. Rather, the
realities are well-known—the constant, heavy work, no time off, lack of comforts of
home and hard living situation. The result is that the economic benefits are envied, the act
of return is not. Consequently, those who decide to return, do so with plenty of
forewarning. Return investment is a hard life choice.
He [my brother] fell in love with a Japanese woman in Japan and they are
married now with two children. He comes back to Chiapas every couple of
years to visit. His wife has been here with him before but she doesn’t
speak Spanish. We miss him but they live there because they are
accustomed to the modern lifestyle there. They work very hard, make
money and bought a house (Victoria, a second-generation Nikkei,
previous return migrant from Acacoyagua).
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There is always the risk that young returnees will create new family networks in Japan.
This means they have both the family/social support and financial security there and will
likely make a permanent investment in Japan. Certainly, many are staying and in this way
temporary migration does lead to permanency in the homeland, no matter the challenges
to living in the culturally and racially closed Japanese society. Noteworthy from the
perspective of the effects of return migration on the sending community, are the numbers
of people and measures those Nikkei take to assure return to Latin America. Many
consciously put up barriers such as leaving family behind, making financial and political
investments at home and choosing to put on-hold social lives while in Japan. All of these
measures are direct efforts to maintain a foothold in Latin America. Thus, no matter how
tempting it might be to make temporary migration permanent, some Nikkei are resisting
that pull, at least providing assurances that even if they do have to go for good, the
majority of their kinship network is able to remain and thrive at home.
My father has been in Japan for over a decade and my mom has been here
[in Chiapas]. That is how I have been able to afford to go to university and
study to be a civil engineer. Now I can get a job here [in Mexico]
(Antonio, a forth-generation Mexican Nikkei).
The families who remain are accepting when individual returnees stay. It is understood as
a family sacrifice. If Nikkei find family there, which makes staying possible, it is
understood as a coping mechanism, not a rejection of what is at home in Mexico or Peru.
Further those who go regardless of whether they stay or not, are facilitating the
preservation of the community through institutional and familial support back home.
Thus any resentment of going and staying is diminished by the benefits back home. This
question of whether benefits, remittances and connections diminish over time like Small
(1997) has documented in the case of Tongan migrants in U.S. remains to be seen. Much
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will depend on what those, who are allowed to stay and whose lifestyles are improved by
those who go, will do with their lives and the communities in Latin America.
I have been in Japan for the past four years. Now I am back [in Lima] and
I would like to find a wife and start a family (Marco, a second-generation
Peruvian Nikkei).
Coming back home after temporary return to Japan is seen as a reward for the hard work
and living involved in migration. The hardest part is suffering through difficult
employment circumstances and being cut off from social and familial life back home.
Coming back to Mexico and Peru, if only briefly, is seen as a respite. Living off of the
financial security and enjoying a period of not working so hard at home—time to balance
the personal, social, family side of life—is making up for lost time away. It is the reward
after the sacrifice. Some migrants are continually shifting between going and coming,
work and rest. Others, spend longer times in each, often not even planning when they will
next be able to return home or have to go back to Japan to make more money. Still others,
who have settled more permanently must be satisfied with limited vacation visits with
extended family in Latin America.
Being in Japan was hard. My husband was working all the time. He spoke
some Japanese but I do not so I was at home with my children and a baby
on the way, not able to communicate with anyone or leave the house. I
was happy to return here [to Chiapas] even though my husband stayed to
work and I was taking care of our children all alone (Francisca, a 48 yearold Mexican married to a Mexican Nikkei).
Regardless of whether the decision is for wives and children to accompany husbands who
return to Japan for work, the outcomes are always hard, challenging in the most direct
ways to family life and daily survival. Overwhelmingly, people in Acacoyagua appreciate
the support that family provides in this community. Everyone has a role in daily life.
Those roles are often very separate but each is directed at the overall good of the family
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structure. For example, there is in almost every Acacoyaguan family one female child
whose job it is to protect the home, remain single and support at-home activities,
household maintenance and daily survival. This means that there is always someone
home both literally and figuratively. It frees up other family members to bring in income
and at the same time allows full coverage for childrearing and food production. Often
these last two are done communally with cousins being raised together by designated
adult caregivers while other adults work, care for stores, take care of home duties, etc.
This same family and community support is not available in Japan and it is the thing that
most Acacoyaguans miss keenly, especially in times of deep need like difficult
childbirths, when multiple young children are at home and household responsibilities are
too much for one person. This was the case with Francisca above while she was in Japan.
She felt keenly the absence of extended kin networks back home.
Now that our children are older, I would like to go back to Japan but my
husband doesn’t want to because he knows he would have to work very
hard, much harder than we work here [in Mexico] (Erika, a 56 year-old,
third-generation Mexican Nikkei married to a puro-Mexicano) .
Even spouses who remember the hard times of raising children and maintaining
households in Japan, realize the benefits of repeat return migration. In this case, Erika
acknowledges that, though it was hard the first time, it would be worth doing it again,
especially now that her children are grown and she would not have that responsibility and
could even potentially work herself outside the home. However her husband, being older
now, too, and knowing that his work life in Japan would not be any different, any less
difficult and “heavy” than the first time, does not look forward to the idea of repeating it.
Especially since, his work life in Acacoyagua, farming and maintaining a small store, is
relaxed and not demanding. Life and work in Acacoyagua is not, profitable. Neither Erika
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nor her husband is happy with the lifestyle limitations of the economy but both are
content with the day-to-day living they are able to maintain in Mexico. In essence, to the
extent that people have the choice, they choose poverty. Age allows for that possibility
more than youth, which holds expectations for future wage-earning in order to provide
for families.
Even though I was in Japan, I didn’t have time to socialize much there. I
kept in contact with most of my friends and family here because I knew I
wanted to come back (Akitoshi, a 25 year, third-generation Peruvian
Nikkei).
There are real, practical limitations on social activities in Japan: working long hours,
required overtime, the time off only leaving exhaustion and limited money due to the
goal of saving. However, it is always a direct choice for many Nikkei who return, to put
social life on hold because the social life in Japan is not satisfying. They do not have the
same opportunities to develop dating relationships with the security of long family or
community connections and therefore social familiarity. Shared culture, which in all
places is more local than national, even distinct based on neighborhood in Lima or small
towns in Mexico. Dating someone from another neighborhood is “foreign” on a basic
level in Lima. In Japan, foreignness takes on different meaning. If Nikkei date, they are
limited to doing so outside their in-group, most often across national origins, linguistic
differences and complex cultural barriers. For all these reasons, it is not surprising that
many Nikkei Latin Americans choose to put social and personal lives on-hold while
in Japan.
The money I made in Japan, supported my family here in Chiapas and
allowed them to build our house where we now live (Paco, a 45 year old
puro-Mexicano married to a Mexican Nikkei).
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For those who go to Japan for shorter times and eventually make it back to their Latin
American homes, the financial security does have clear results. But those rewards are not
limitless or never-ending. The wealth accumulated is not lasting unless return is
prolonged or repeated. For a time, the money matters but it is a clear cost-benefit
analysis. The longer one goes, the harder one works, the more ganbette, the more
sacrifice, the more the whole will benefit.
We are doing okay here but even so, things are hard. Our cyber café and
video store are not doing very well now because no one has any money to
spend. So, even though my husband is not Nikkei, he is thinking about
returning to Japan. He would go with my brother, who was there with us
before. I will stay here because my teaching job is secure and our children
are here (Juanna, a 42 year old, second-generation Nikkei Mexican
married to a puro-Mexicano).
For those like Juanna the consequences of limited upward mobility is that when it stops,
the loss is even harder. Juanna and her husband returned for work, he for a few years and
she only briefly to allow for his migration. With the money they earned, they elevated
their children’s lives, facilitated their university educations and invested in their
household and extended family back in Acacoyagua. But now that their children are older
and almost out of college, the benefits of return have evaporated. It is easy to lose sight of
what was gained when the children’s educations are not yet reflecting the benefits.
Further, when your own lifestyle has economically stagnated, upward mobility which
levels-off when return stops, making Nikkei, even older Nikkei, consider migration
again. However, the decision to return, split families, live the hard life, and face the hard
choices, is all the more difficult with age. Youth means flexibility, more ability to
acclimate and a higher likelihood of survival in the challenges of work and daily life in
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Japan. Those who have experienced it in youth are all too aware, thus hesitant to repeat
the journey no matter how tempting the rewards.

Return Investment
The decision to return is difficult, constantly negotiated and never simple or final.
Return migration is driven by depleted economic conditions in Latin America and is
often the only viable option for economic survival. Within this structural push and pull,
Nikkei strategically manage their individual lives making decisions about whether to go,
for how long, whether to go alone or with spouses and/or children, and how/where to
invest their social time and money. Nikkei are caught in the gravitational forces of
transnationalism but navigate the rigid boundaries in order to secure future roots in the
home of their choice. More often than not, Nikkei are investing back home in
Latin America.
The surplus of low-wage, low-skill jobs in Japan are ones that require little
education and exist because of the lack of an under-educated workforce. The jobs
available are those that Japanese nationals avoid and are commonly referred to as the 3K
jobs (kitanai, kiken, kitsui) or in English the 3D jobs (dirty, dangerous, difficult). These
jobs are more plentiful and profitable than what is available in Latin America. For many
Nikkei returnees, this is a hard pill to swallow. Japanese nationals commonly treat those
well-educated Nikkei, who are not using their education in these 3K jobs in Japan, as
uneducated, low-skill workers. The assumptions that these jobs promote, however, are
the price that Nikkei returnees pay for advancement in their Latin American homes. It is
easy to see how the socioeconomic down-ranking and social alienation Nikkei experience
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in Japan due to the status from 3D employment in addition to their Latin American
cultural differences motivates many to invest socially, personally, economically and
politically, back home in Latin American.
Return migration has become a more profitable option for most Nikkei in Latin
America. Working, low skill, low-wage jobs in Japan is a better option especially if it can
be justified as a means to an end. Nikkei understand going to Japan, as a necessary and
short-term sacrifice to enable a permanent, future home in Latin America. However, the
incentive to migrate for economic betterment, does not dictate where migrants live, date
or marry, raise families, socialize, build homes or invest financial earnings. And more
often than not, Nikkei are choosing to construct private lives back in Mexico and Peru.
The process and decision of Nikkei return migration is an example of the positive
perspective on transnationalism, that of resistance “from below” whereby individual
agents consciously utilize means such as the informal economy, ethnic affiliations and
activism to oppose hegemonic, economic and state control “from above.” (Guarnizo and
Smith 1998: 5). Nikkei face structural domination from the global economy in the form
of joblessness in Latin America and job options in Japan, and in this structure, a statecontrolled option for survival is return migration. I argue that Nikkei while they may not
have “political motives or conscious intentions to resist their subordination” (2003: 122)
in the form of return migration, they are in different, more creative, subtle and intimate
ways resisting from below. Nikkei strategic investment back home is a form of
empowerment and in small ways they are able to escape the domination of structural
forces through this targeted homemaking.
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Social Investment
Fernando, a 32 year-old, male, unmarried, third-generation Nikkei (maternal
descent Japanese, paternal descent Peruvian) explains,
[In Japan] it is work and […] work. No social life. The life is very
mechanized, like robots. They get up at 8 in the morning, work until 8 at
night, eat until 9, then bathe and then bed. Again and again, it is the same
everyday.
Here [in Peru] I studied computer systems… I have not yet finished
my degree. Without a degree it is virtually impossible to find work here.
The opportunities here are very difficult. You need a masters or doctorate
to find good work. So, now I am doing something different. I am studying
human rights law. But I’m in my second year. I haven’t finished yet. I am
studying how to help the poor and to defend the rights of all people. So, I
go to Japan and work for a year and then I come back to continue my
studies. Little by little, I will finish in this way.
The majority of my friends are here in Lima. My parents were one of
the first families to live in this neighborhood. This neighborhood was
nothing when they moved here. Now every time we return from Japan,
there are more houses. I met most of my friends here. We are in contact
[my friends in Peru and I] when I’m in Japan, by email and chat mostly.
There [in Japan], I work Monday to Saturday, and Sunday I only
sleep. I am really tired. For that reason, I haven’t had any serious
girlfriends in Japan. The other thing is that foreigners [in Japan] are very
liberal, living only for the moment. They aren’t serious so I haven’t had
any serious relationships there.
I want to marry someone who understands me and thinks like me. I
would date a Peruvian or a Nikkei. A Japanese would be difficult as our
customs and way of thinking are different. But a Nikkei, Brazilian, or
other would all be okay.
I have really only dated here, both serious girlfriends and those I
have dated for a short time, almost all have been here. Travel has been
hard with all my relationships. I go [to Japan to work] for one year or so.
Then I come back and my girlfriend has found someone else. The women
are not faithful. For that reason, we ended it. All of my relationships ended
that way. We would be very serious before I leave but then when I’m
there, they start dating someone else. I haven’t had enough time here in
Peru to develop a lasting relationship. After two or three years back here
[in Lima], I go back to Japan to work.
It is very common for Peruvians [and other Nikkei in Japan] to leave
spouses here [in Peru]. And many relationships fail for that reason.
The best thing about Japan is that there is work there. There is
security. You can buy whatever you want because you are making money
there. The bad part is that you are there, in Japan. The weather is terrible.
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It is hot in summer and very cold in winter. And the work is very hard,
there are no diversions, the time off is short so the diversions are
superficial, only for momentary fulfillment. The life there is difficult.
Your family is here and your life is here but you are there working hard.
The majority of the time, my family is separated. Like now, my mom
is here, my father is there. Almost all the time has been like that [for the
last 15 years]. There have been times when we were all there in Japan, but
only for a year or so. Now my brother is married and has a child. He is
independent and lives with his wife and child. They travel back and forth
to Japan working also. I will go to Japan again and maybe I will have a
partner again before I go. But I will go and work and probably the same
thing will happen again. That is the life. But the majority of the time is
like now, some of us are here and some of us are there. Some of us are
separated, always.
When I am here [in Peru] I miss the money. I miss the cleanliness,
orderliness and conveniences [cars, house, etc.] in Japan. When I’m there I
miss my friends, my girlfriends, my family, holidays, birthdays in Peru.
The most important things are work and family. If I do not have work, I
cannot have a woman [he laughs]. But it is true, I have to finish my degree
if I want to work here and find a girl here to have a family and children.
Even then, it will be hard because it is hard to find good work here.
Fernando is representative of young, unmarried Nikkei caught in the push and pull
of global economic trends and implicated in return migration. Many, like Fernando, date
exclusively in their Latin American homes putting personal life either on hold while in
Japan or not dating seriously in Japan even when they spend the majority of their time
there. Nikkei, like Fernando, who choose to go to Japan only so that they can maintain
their Latin American home for the future, are prioritizing social and personal preference
but constantly struggle to balance that with economic security. The goal for them is to
spend only enough time in Japan to make enough money, however much they determine
that to be, and otherwise live in Peru or Mexico.
In Japan, Nikkei are largely on the outside of the strict social system. They face
differences in customs, norms and ways of being. As is common when ethnic and
immigrant outsiders exhibit dating preferences, Nikkei seek those who are like
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themselves. In this case, similarities are found most obviously with other Nikkei.
However, facing options of either Japanese or partners from their Latin American home
nations, they seek Latin Americans. This is telling. Nikkei find more commonality in
Japan with other Latin Americans than with Japanese. This speaks to the fact that Nikkei
Latin Americans, regardless of their national origins, are all commonly socially
marginalized in Japan. This is also due to the nature of the different social systems.
Japanese society, characterized by its rigidity, orderliness, formality, reserved behavior
and closed circles, can be off-putting to Latin Americans broadly.
There is more to the Nikkei decision to embrace Latin America as home than
preference for cultural similarities. In addition to embracing a way of life, Nikkei who
settle and marry in Japan do so because they choose economic security over geographic
preference and social belonging. Or, because they find or create a support network
through companionship in Japan. Those who become economically dependent or are
otherwise unable to escape these limitations from above, resign themselves to living with
social difference or actively seek/find acceptance through linguistic competency or
marriage to a Japanese national. From the perspective of the sending community,
however, it is clear that economic incentive is the driving force to stay in Japan and
personal or social factors motivate many to give up economic advancement and come
back to Latin America.
The majority of Nikkei returnees, like Fernando, with clear priorities of living in
Latin America, constantly struggle to achieve both economic security and personal
happiness that comes from social belonging. The goal for them is to spend only enough
time to make enough money, however much they determine that to be, in Japan and
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Figure 24. The Social Norms of Beer Drinking

Young adults hang out and socialize at the AELU late into the night after the Undokai (sports festival).
Events like the Undokai that bring together Nikkei families (and non-Nikkei with an interest or investment
in the community) provide a opportunity for socializing between individuals sharing common Nikkei ethnic
affiliations and identity markers. At the same time, this is a particularly Peruvian illustration of socializing.
Here the group engages in the typical Peruvian form of social drinking where individuals stand in a circle,
passing and sharing a limited cup or cups going through one bottle of beer after another as a group. In this
way, drinking is shared and bonding distinguished from the approach in other cultures where each
individual drinks their own personal beverage.

Figure 25. Socializing at Eisa Practice

As shown in this photo, it is easy to see how Eisa (and other Nikkei association activities like it) provide an
avenue for social networking and community bonding. Here Nuevos work together trying on the Daiko
drums for the first time and the Antiguo teacher of the night looks on and assists. In this example, Nikkei
and non-Nikkei connect and socialize over the common interest in Japanese drumming as it is part of the
Lima community back home.

194

otherwise live in Peru or Mexico. This is not only a personal decision. Families use
similar strategies electing to have only as many as necessary or only those who can be the
most financially productive in Japan and leaving those who are not at home.

Familial Investment
Victoria, a 38 year-old female, married to a Mexican national, and third-generation
Nikkei (maternal descent Peruvian, paternal descent Japanese), further describes,
I left my children with my mom [when I went to Japan]. They were
small kids then. Yoshiko was in her second year of elementary school and
Keiko was in kindergarten. Kenji had not yet entered kindergarten. They
stayed here [in Chiapas] with my mom for two years and then with my
mother-in-law in Mexico City for two years. We talked on the phone
every week and more if they were sick. Then when they were in Mexico
City, we talked via internet with a computer camera. My brother-in-law
bought a camera for the computer so we could talk and see each other over
the computer. It was hard because they [the kids] didn’t want to live in
Mexico City. They missed our home here [in Chiapas] and they missed
me. Especially my eldest, who was in school but her friends were here.
My mom was sick and my sister was married [with her own family
responsibilities]. [My husband and I] wanted them to know their other
grandmother so we left them with her. My mother-in-law is younger and
healthier than my mother.
We love Mexico very much. My husband, he thought that if we
took our children [with us to Japan], they would not want to come back to
Mexico. I wanted to come back here with my family. For that reason, we
did not want to take them to Japan. He said, “I will take my children to
Japan, but for vacation, only for vacation. When we come back to Mexico
to visit we can bring them back with us to visit so they can get to know
Japan.” My children, the three of them, came to Japan with my mother and
my mother-in-law. The five of them came together in July and my
husband and I came back to Mexico for our vacation in December.
Other foreigners with children in Japan… I do not know if it is the
custom of the parents not to teach their children about their [Latin
American] home or what, but the children think like Japanese. They have
ideas like Japanese not like foreigners. We didn’t like that. But it depends
on the family. There are some families whose children are there and they
have ideas like here [in Mexico] and remember their homes here.
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Social scientists have documented patterns in household migration strategies whereby
families designate representative individual members to migrate on behalf of the whole
(Massey 1986, 1990, 1999). This is based not only on who is chosen to be best to go but
also on who is best to stay, is shaped by who is responsible for land or businesses in the
sending community and is socially driven. Often families prefer to endure a geographic
divide in order to maximize social, educational, familial, cultural advantages in one place
while at the same time taking advantage of economic opportunities in another. Thus, part
of the family stays behind whether that means children are separated from parents or
spouses or siblings are separated from each other.
In the case of Nikkei out-migration, females are most often those who stay behind.
Socially, women are family caretakers and men breadwinners. In keeping with their
socially accepted roles, Nikkei Latin Americans designate men to migrate and in cases
where women migrate it is almost never alone, even when it is the female who is of
Japanese descent and not the male. There is both fear of sending women alone abroad and
a belief that women are necessary childcare providers. If it is deemed more beneficial for
wives to migrate alongside husbands, often times other female relatives are employed in
guardian roles to take care of children. Most commonly, this responsibility falls to
grandmothers but also to sisters or other extended female relatives.
Cases where Nikkei females have married non-Nikkei Mexicans or Peruvians are
interesting from this perspective. Japanese law requires that the direct descendant
immigrate first. Thus, if a female Nikkei has a non-Nikkei spouse, she must immigrate
ahead of her husband or first with her husband and she must remain in Japan for an
amount of time (usually six months) before her husband can remain in Japan without her.
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Especially in the Mexican case where out-marriage has been the norm for a longer time,
this has led to preliminary, short-term migration of female Nikkei and has meant that
children have often for these shorter, initial periods been left behind with other females
while wives take care of the set-up for non-Nikkei husbands to remain in Japan alone
often with non-existent linguistic and cultural knowledge of Japan.
A significant percentage of Nikkei in Chiapas hold secure and relatively highearning jobs as teachers. Teaching is a stable, lucrative and therefore coveted career.
Interestingly, teaching positions are handed down from one retiring teacher to their
chosen replacement. It is a professional decision rooted in social investment and with
substantial ethnic, social, economic and political implications. If you walk through town,
the nicest, biggest homes are where the teachers live. A disproportionate number of those
who hold political office and Nikkei are teachers or retired teachers. These jobs are
prized and handed down through families, social networks, ethnic ties and political
alliances. Thus, return migration, regardless of the benefits it promises, must be weighed
in comparison to the benefits of maintaining this long-term familial, economic and social
investment at home. Additionally, most teachers at least at the elementary and even
junior high school level, are women.
As a result of these factors, an interesting migration pattern has emerged. As noted,
it is common for Nikkei Mexicans in Chiapas to have out-married. In the case where
Nikkei men marry non-Nikkei or puro-Mexicana women, family migration decisions are
less complex. It is the man’s right to return-migrate and this fits with social codes that
condone male migration either alone or with his family. In the case where Nikkei females
marry non-Nikkei, males, however, and especially when those Nikkei females hold
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teaching positions in Chiapas, the decision to migrate is more difficult. In these cases, it
is the women with deeper cultural or linguistic knowledge and it is the women who are
permitted and welcomed to return to Japan as descendents. However, this is not what
works practically. Socially and economically for this Nikkei families, it is better if the
male returns and the female remains with the children and in her teaching job in Japan.
What results often is the short term, set-up migration of Nikkei females as described
above. And this is normally timed to coincide as much as possible with school breaks so
that the Nikkei women can keep their jobs.
Interestingly cases like these feed into and promote the popularity and even
faddishness of everything Japanese (popular culture, technology, Anime, language, etc.).
Husbands who find themselves living in Japan and having to navigate linguistic and
cultural differences without their Nikkei insider spouses, are gaining knowledge and
competency on their own. This coupled with the fact that they eventually return home to
Chiapas or Peru, further and faster spreads Japanese language and cultural fads as the
validation from an ethnic outsider is most significant and effective much more so than the
affirmation from within the Nikkei community itself. Thus, the reputation of coolness,
¡Que Chévere!, proliferates and feeds upon itself.
Regardless of the specific circumstances determining different family migration
strategies, return migration leads to long-distance, transnational, split families in some
form and some amount of time for almost all who migrate. I found one spouse migrating
without the other, children separated from one or both parents and siblings divided as the
norm. Decisions about family unity are strategic—ways that Nikkei re-draw boundaries
and determine or assert ethnic identity. Overwhelmingly, I found Nikkei to value and
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prioritize cultural and life ways back home in Mexico and Peru. The slower pace of life,
abundance of low-cost food, emphasis on family solidarity, education opportunities and
less-commercialized environment are all commonly noted as factors that drive Nikkei
back home.
There are many consequences to the decisions to split families within return
migration. Most immediately, family divisions weaken family ties between those who are
separated. On the other hand, extended family ties within the same geographic
communities are often strengthened. For example, when children are left with
grandparents, it is an opportunity for closer ties than would normally develop. Similarly,
individuals who find themselves for a time in multiple homes are both more challenged
but ultimately find themselves with wider options than they would otherwise experience.
Children, for example, who spend time in both Japan and Mexico or Peru normally
develop language and cultural knowledge that they will be able to capitalize on in their
future. More immediately, individuals are challenged to establish roots (friendships,
consistent educations, employment history or depth of social knowledge) in any one
location. This certainly is true for the development of family roots and most directly
shapes marriage unions.

Practical Investment: Education, Politics and Housing
Amelia, a 51 year-old female, third-generation Nikkei (maternal descent Peruvian,
paternal descent Japanese), married to a first-generation Japanese, shares,
We have been living apart [my husband in Japan working and me
here in Lima] for over eleven years. This July we will have been married
for twenty-five years. I was in Japan with him working for a little over 6
years. I went with my children originally. Now my son [22 years old] is
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with my husband in Japan and my daughters are here with me finishing
high school. I travel to Japan every year for a few months and he travels
here but only for two weeks.
In reality, when we lived here [in Peru], economically we weren’t
bad off. We were good. My husband is a chemical engineer and he had
good work. But we knew that we wanted to go to Japan. He [my husband,
who was born in Japan] always knew that he wanted to return to his
country. For that reason, we wanted to go and know Japan, to see if we
wanted to be there. At first, I thought he just wanted to see, to travel there
and know his country. But then, I was surprised, because he wanted to go
and stay.
We wanted our children to live here [in Peru] after elementary
school, for their diplomas. High school in Japan can be very hard socially
and with the bullying. For them to go to elementary school there was okay
but we wanted them to go to high school here where there are very good
schools and it is a good social environment with other Nikkei. They learn
Japanese and Spanish.
I was surprised to find that the school system in Japan, which is known to be
superior in regard to education alone, is often a factor that brings Nikkei back to Mexico
and Peru. Japanese culture is shaped in large part on the premise of group unity, contrary
to principles of individuality or independence. The outcome is a socialization process
within the education system that involves stringent rules and peer pressure to conform. In
extreme cases this leads to aggressive and violent bullying and can particularly impact
Nikkei who are social outsiders. With this reality and often based on the reputation of this
strict socialization process, Nikkei parents often choose for their children to go to school
back in Latin America. Particularly, this is the preference among Peruvian Nikkei who,
because of the size and strength of the Nikkei Peruvian community, have a very good
education system in Lima, with Japanese language and culture-centered school options.
Faced with a lack of jobs in both Mexico and Peru, it becomes harder for Nikkei,
who have traditionally placed a very high value and investment in education, to justify
education and especially university degrees. Until recently, at least from the insider
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Nikkei perspective, education has been justified by higher paying jobs or increased
economic opportunities. But as those jobs become fewer and fewer, more and more, even
those Nikkei who have earned higher degrees are faced with a lack of job opportunities in
their Latin American homes, and are choosing to return to Japan to work where they will
not utilize their degrees.
There are various indications of the Nikkei political investment back home. In
Chiapas, mayoral candidates have been disproportionately of Japanese descent. These
positions are secured with the support of the Nikkei community in Mexico and through
familial and financial ties with those in Japan. In Peru, the political legacy of Fujimori
has led many Nikkei to purposefully be outwardly anti-political, at the same time that
they continue to be influential in politics. The Nikkei communities in both Chiapas and
Lima, maintain a stronghold over political office and an outward influence in political
participation. It is difficult to distinguish between explanations for Nikkei political and
economic status as the two are inherently tied to each other, and they support each other.
Economically, it is substantial that at a time when the job market in Latin America
is depleted, the Japanese community thrives. Nikkei are building and expanding property,
possessions and education in Latin America. They are not simply funneling money back
in the form of remittances for family who stay behind, but are strategically investing
earnings back into their preferred home. As a testament to this investment, it is telling
that by walking around Acacoyagua, it is clear which houses are owned by people
implicated in Nikkei return migration to Japan. Overwhelmingly, housing in Chiapas is
built with cement blocks and in the nicer cases, which is covered with a plastered coat
that is then painted. This type of building is conducive to ongoing construction. A little
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money can buy a few new bricks to build a wall for the second story one year and each
subsequent year, another wall call be built until finally the second floor is enclosed. In the
meantime, the second floor space can be used as a flat roof where laundry is done or
seeds are dried for selling. So, houses, which may start out as one room, depending on the
economic success of the family, could expand out and up to mansions over
the generations.
This is what has happened in the case of many Nikkei families. Familial compounds
are constructed and built upon and in them there is enough housing for multiple families.
Thus married siblings and multiple generations live together and pool resources but
maintain autonomy and privacy. It is significant that the economic profits of return
migration are as blatantly demonstrated in the physical construction of homes and this in
a town and region where relatively everyone is struggling economically. Yet, Nikkei even
in this context stand out as distinct and enviably more advanced.

Intimate Choices: Marriage Patterns and Return Migration
Nikkei marriage patterns in different Latin American settings are distinct based on
period of arrival, generation and host society reception (Kikumura-Yano 2002). Nikkei in
Peru have historically married endogamously. Yet after the beginning of return migration
(post 1990) Nikkei are now intermarrying for the first time (Miasato 2002; Morimoto
1991). This is a seemingly paradoxical shift. However, Takenaka (2003, 2000, 1999)
explains that in reaction to out-migration, the Nikkei community expanded their
boundaries to include Nikkei of lower classes and intermarried Nikkei. By becoming
more inclusive, they have been able to maintain ethnic cohesion at a time when they were
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loosing large numbers due to out-migration. My research further reveals that marriage is
an extension of this principle. In post return migration, Nikkei are intermarrying in larger
numbers. Yet, there is still a preference for a specific type of non-Nikkei partners. Class
and cultural knowledge are the new prerequisites for in-group membership. Class status
now matters as much as ethnic status. The two are certainly inter-related in the case
of Nikkei.
The value placed on knowledge and interest in Japanese culture is noteworthy. The
economic success of Nikkei return migrants is seen through what they send and/or bring
back home to Mexico and Peru. This is easily visible to non-Nikkei and, of course,
coveted. As a result, there has been, especially in Peru, a host of non-Nikkei migrating to
Japan with false paperwork. In addition, Nikkei return migration has fueled an intense
interest in everything Japanese. As a result, scholarships to go to Japan, educational
opportunities and cultural programming about Japan have sprung up throughout Latin
America and are widely popular even beyond the Nikkei community. There are large
numbers of non-Nikkei studying Japanese language, young fanatics of Anime and
individuals impressed by the characteristics of Japanese culture as exhibited in
performing arts, music, food, and other cultural elements.
I was often surprised to find that an individual I was sure was of Japanese descent
based on his involvement with community activities was not Nikkei. Both with an
interest in passing on cultural knowledge and because of the practicality of getting to
know (and therefore date) people who participate in similar activities, it is logical that
Nikkei, faced with a depleted marriage pool, are choosing non-Nikkei partners based on
their cultural interest and knowledge. Furthering Takenaka’s basic argument, Nikkei are
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Figure 26. Dating

A young dating and marriageable aged Nikkei couple hang out at AELU. There is still a preference for
endogamous marriage. It is the options due to massive numbers returning to Japan for work that are now
making that more difficult and changing the boundaries of in-group.

Figure 27. Coupling at Eisa

Eisa members listen to announcements at a group meeting after practice one Saturday night. This image
demonstrates the sociability of this group where friendship, dating and families unite. It is because of
organizations like these that Nikkei are able to maintain ethnic distinction by providing a comfort zone for
cultural expression and building a foundation of the larger community.
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re-shaping and expanding their in-group boundaries and thus perpetuating endogamy.
What has been considered exogamous marriage in the past is now a way of maintaining
ethnic cohesion. The reflects back to the coolness factor and non-Nikkei groupies who
are more and more because of return attracted to the Nikkei community. Japan has a
reputation, socially and economically that is appealing. There are various opportunities
for Nikkei and non-Nikkei alike to experience Japaneseness, through education, social or
employment opportunities. In this way, non-Nikkei witness directly the rewards of
association, even better marriage, into this community.
Because of its size, the individuals within the Japanese colony in Chiapas have
intermarried from its origin. Similar to Peru, in Mexico return migration has heightened
cultural awareness and appreciation. Nikkei from Chiapas who return gain more language
skills and bring back cultural knowledge that they then share and pass-on to others. As a
result, in Mexico endogamy has increased with return migration. Mexican Nikkei like
their Peruvian counterparts are finding new and creative ways to redefine the boundaries
of endogamy. In Mexico, socioeconomic status has always been as important, if not more
important, than ethnicity.
Additionally in both Mexico and Peru, there is a significant development of
marriages between Nikkei from different parts of Latin America. Mexican and Peruvian
Nikkei who return-migrate are meeting in Japan and finding commonality with other
Nikkei cross-nationally. This contributes to a pan-ethnic Nikkei identity. Nikkei are
seeking commonality from Japanese nationals or other minority, immigrant groups in
Japan (other Nikkei and South Asian immigrants especially). Regardless of what group is
targeted, Mexican and Peruvian Nikkei are making seemingly more flexible marriage
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choices in order to reestablish protective boundaries in Mexico and Peru, the home of
their choice.

Conclusion: Going in Order to Stay
In this chapter, I have outlined political, economic, social, familial and ethnic signs
that Nikkei are investing back home. For many Nikkei, social engagements in Japan are
seen as shallow or fleeting whereas connections in Mexico or Peru are deep, long-term
and serious. This mindset carries over to familial relations as well. Many speak of visiting
or reuniting with extended kinship networks in Japan as gratifying experiences but they
do not mention profound, life-shaping relationships developing. Rather, much time,
money and energy is put into maintaining the established social and familial relationships
in Mexico and Peru. Migration decisions are difficult, complex, constantly negotiated and
never simple. Yet, significantly, Nikkei are making intimate decisions in friendships,
dating, raising families, educating children, building marriages, constructing homes and
supporting political candidates in their Latin American homes. In this way, they go so
that they can stay in Latin America or maintain their foothold there. This is a way in
which transmigrants resist the global economic limitations they face and empower
themselves through the freedom of choice and potential for investment.
In marriage, family and dating, Nikkei transnational migrants are both more flexible
in their definitions and more protective of the homes of their choice. Migrants find and
defend multiple homes. With that, comes the privilege to pick and choose the elements of
each place, experience or culture to embrace and own. But, it is also more complicated
and requires more effort to define selves and create a sense of belonging. Nikkei are
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recreating, rebuilding and strengthening an identity separate from both their Latin
American homes and their Japan homeland. What is emerging is an identity outside
national and ethnic origins, one that is nuanced, complex, unique and exclusive but one
that prioritizes Latin America as home.
Unfortunately, in leaving and in focusing on developing an ethnic identity, even in
combination with investing back home, Nikkei are not able to monitor and protect their
regional and national homes from hegemonic forces that are depleting them. They are
putting enormous effort into creating a place and home for themselves but at the same
time unable to protect their homes from environmental and economic destruction that
funnels down from neoliberal economic policies. Ultimately, this will work against them
in that what they value here will not be maintained if global forces deplete resources and
stunt economic growth such that the populations, which is majority non-Nikkei, are
unable to support themselves and their families and grow. The broad implications of the
emerging trends will be evaluated further in the following chapter, the Conclusion, where
I examine the future outlook for Nikkei, their homes, communities and return migration.
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CHAPTER 7:
CONCLUSION:
GOING AND COMING, RETURNING, REMAKING, RESHAPING
AND REDEFINING CONTINUES

Leaving is always accompanied by mixed emotions. In the deepest sense it is
terrifying. Feelings of abandonment juxtaposed with fear of the unknown and hope for
the future are all wrapped up in the process of return migration. It was fitting that my last
weeks in Chiapas were also the last weeks of one of my key participants, Hiroshi (Hiro),
a third-generation, twenty-three year old whose “wife,” Isabella, a forth-generation,
twenty year old had just had their first baby only a couple of months before his departure.
Wife is a relative term because in Acacoyagua, coupling is rarely solidified legally or
even religiously unless it is somehow practically beneficial to return migration. With no
job prospects in Acacoyagua, Hiro and his brother decided to go Japan to work for a year
or two in order to earn money to support their families. Hiro had studied more Japanese
than most Nikkei in Acacoyagua of his age so he had a leg-up on his brother and others
who considered return but he also had a new baby. Leaving meant leaving his son,
Isabella, his mother, siblings and the only home he had ever known. Going meant
embarking on a strange, exciting but potentially uncomfortable land.
I drove Hiro and his family to the nearby town of Tapachula, 90 kilometers away
where they would stay with family the night Hiro departed early in the morning. There
was a lot of talk on that drive and the days building up to departure about leaving. I
shared my experiences in Japan; the closeness of homes one right next to the other, the
spatial differences inside homes and outside between structures and streets; the different,
faster pace of life, stricter time schedules and tighter deadlines; the frequent and extreme
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changes in weather; and the foodways with different staples, schedules, processes of
preparation and production involved in eating. We talked about my own adjustments to
life in Acacoyagua, eating a late lunch as the big meal of the day, followed by hammock/
nap-time and afternoon officially starting when the rains let up around 5 pm. All of these
things take time to learn and acclimating is a negotiation in whatever new cultural context
you enter. Hiro was obviously forewarned about all these Japanese cultural differences;
he like all the Nikkei relied on a social network of information sharing. However, hearing
the differences and finding ways to comfortably shape your own daily life in a different
context is a process. He was obviously nervous, scared and sad, at the same time excited,
hopeful and happy to have this opportunity. My own mixed feelings of leaving
Acacoyagua and transitioning to fieldwork in Lima were echoed in Hiro’s departure.
Ironically, the closer he got to leaving the more Japanese he started to speak. Return
expands thoughts of the homeland and in that way increases or shifts identity markers in
the process. I said two things to Hiro before I left him in Tapachula, both of which were
not things I could have conveyed in Spanish (or English for that matter). The first,
Ganbatte seemed most appropriate for all the reasons I outlined in the introduction. The
second, Kiotsukete literally meant “Take care.” Both of these are commonly used
Japanese colloquialism whereas they are things that would never be said in Spanish or
really English. In Spanish be careful (ten cuidado) is used in the context of something is
about to happen immediately like “Be careful there is a car coming.” “Do your best”
similarly may be used in either English or Spanish but only in rare, specific contexts,
whereas in Japanese it is a constant reminder that we each individually have a
responsibility to do our best for the outcome of the group. These both were very fitting in
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the context of Hiro’s return to Japan, for the greater good of his family. Both phrases
were especially significant in the face of his new fatherhood. He needed to go to Japan
and take care of himself doing his best to make the most financially of the opportunity,
and as efficiently as possible, so that he could build stability for his family and come
back home to be with them as soon as possible. His hope was to return-migrate for no
longer than two-years.
In this final chapter, I discuss the outcomes of this research, future of the Nikkei
sending communities in Acacoyagua and Lima and the significance beyond these specific
cases to understanding Nikkei in Latin America broadly, diasporic identity formation and
the effects of return migration on sending communities in the current global economic
context. This chapter will be organized into sections on outcomes, predictions,
significance and larger trends in that order. These topics will be drawn together around a
discussion of what is happening right now in Acacoyagua and Lima and what that says
about what might happen in the future in these communities or about what might be
happening in similar cases globally.

Outcomes
I will discuss the outcomes of this study as the results address the specific research
questions I set out to answer and that frame this dissertation. First, how is out-migration
affecting communities, families and individuals left behind? Migration is directly
altering communities, families and individual Nikkei who remain in Latin America as
demonstrated by these case studies of Acacoyagua and Lima. Individual lives are being
molded around the limitations of return. For many who find themselves returning with

210

the goal of economic security but the intent of leaving personal security behind, lives are
put on hold or separated such that the economic or professional side is lived in Japan and
another, social or familial life is centered at home in Peru or Mexico. Other individuals,
those who remain in the sending community, find their lives shaped also by those who
return. They come to depend on the remittances of family members and generally
embrace all the things they are sent from Japan: cultural information, linguistic
knowledge and financial gifts. These offerings create ties, obligations that on an
individual level can play out most directly in shaping personal identity formation in ways
that were not possible before return. Being left in the privileged, receiving position at
home, also means that individuals remaining in the sending community are most directly
influenced by close family members who return. They are elevated in economic, social
and ethnic status as well as educational attainment and cultural/linguistic knowledge
beyond what they had before. Return is shaping internal axes of difference within the
Nikkei community making historical hierarchies no longer as permanent as they were and
in their place creating return-dependent divisions based on wealth and attainment secured
through relationships with return. The more security one has due to return, the stronger
one’s ethnic insider status.
Family structures are being recreated in non-traditional ways due to return
migration. Families are splitting for different times and in different ways depending on
what is most beneficial for each individual member or the greater whole at any given
moment. This is evolving constantly and requires ongoing negotiation. Children may be
in Japan for a certain age and in Mexico or Peru for another. The family may be split the
majority of the time but with occasional periods of unity in between. A return migrant
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may have a wife and kids at home in Lima but a girlfriend and job in Japan. None of
these potential scenarios is consistent enough to determine a pattern other than the
creative and strategic nature of all options. Return migrants caught in transnational flows
of return find themselves constantly reconsidering what is best at any given moment and
any family may try various alternatives while they decide what serves the best purpose
for the most. For family unity, this makes for difficult situations where practical and
logistical decisions can be overwhelming and where more often than not there is some
geographic divide. At the same time, return depends on the strength of the family unit.
Going or coming, for how long, in what context, and alone or together are all decisions
that are driven by re-evaluation for what is most beneficial at any given time and those
moves are only possible with the work and support of the entire unit for the good of
the whole.
Massive return migration is depleting the Nikkei sending community of its
numbers. This has forced the remaining community to reconstruct its borders, redefine its
purpose and recreate at the same time redirect momentum for group cohesion. With much
of its vitality depleted from the emigration of large numbers of youth, the communities
have had to find new energy in order to revitalize around what remains. That has meant
in Peru especially, the redefining of what it means to be Nikkei and includes for the first
time individuals with lower socioeconomic status, more dispersed family lineage and
even individuals with strong cultural or linguistic knowledge about Japan but who only
have indirect ties to the nation being incorporated. In Mexico, similarly, inclusion is
shifting but in this case becoming more and more centered around experience with return.
Those who have returned, whether they are non-Nikkei partners of Nikkei spouses or are
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the most Japanese of the Nikkei youth, have come to have a special ethnic status based on
knowledge gained from experience. It is through the incorporation of experience with
return into the sending community’s ethnic discourse and ways of living that ethnic
cohesion has been maintained and community borders solidified even as the community
members have been exiting in mass.
How are ethnic and national identities formed and transformed by local and
global forces in this process of migration? In a return migration context, identity
formations in one or another location and under one or another nation-state are no longer
enough for success. Identity cannot be understood as such a fixed, simplified
construction. People who are caught in transnational waves often maneuver in seemingly
convoluted ways in order to survive and thrive. The result is that ethnic and national
identities become pawns in this game where individuals and families attempt to get
ahead. In this context, Nikkei in the sending communities in Chiapas and Lima are
dependent on the nation-state and even more on national belonging in their chosen
homes. Thus, the ethnic and even pan-ethnic identities are embrace are to differing
degrees at different times in order to situation themselves as a significant minority within
the home nation-state at the same time that they are able to claims roots in but also
disconnects from Japanese nationalism. Fundamentally ethnic identity is both outside
and inside two different national identities, claiming allegiance and belonging in national
homes in Latin America and emphasizing origins or connections but separation from
Japan’s current national discourse. This appears at first to result in a liminal ethnic
identity as would be expected within a transnational, fluid and constantly changing
context. However, as this research suggests, the versatile ethnic identities Nikkei are

213

creating are ways in which this group is finding permanence, locality and security. It is
not that Nikkei are floating in between not belonging in either or even that they are
belonging to both. Rather they are picking which parts of both to embrace and creating
stability with neither but constructing their own space across and within both, defining
their own identities outside but still affiliated with both nation-states to differing degrees.
It is in this context that Diaspora and the transnational unite, overlapping, outside of
bounded, fixed locations or nations but not unconnected to them. Attachment to place and
to nation happens within a complex global network of connections (Gupta and Ferguson
1997), not in opposition to it. Rather, locality is, as described by Gupta and Ferguson,
discursive and historical. For Nikkei belonging and the authentication of identity is not
rooted in any one place but rather is situated in place but not constrained by it. Nikkei
ethnic identity, diasporic identity rests in National (Japanese, Peruvian and Mexican) at
the same time that it is shaped by the global or transnational in-between, is active and
intransitive. It is not being determined or in-progress; it is created through a constant
process. It is a balancing act for Nikkei who seek to position themselves in relation to all
the factors involved: national agendas, group advancement, strategic economic and
personal association, global economic forces driving return and individual belonging,
nostalgia for “home.” As Dorinne Kondo explains,
'Home,' for many people on the margins, is, to paraphrase Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, that which we cannot not want. It stands for a safe
place, where there is no need to explain oneself to outsiders; it stands for
community; more problematically, it can elicit a nostalgia for a past
golden age that never was, a nostalgia that elides exclusion, power
relations, and difference. Motifs for 'home' animate works by peoples in
Diaspora, often peoples of color, who may have not permanent home;
peoples on the margins, such as gays and lesbians, for whom home was
rarely, if ever, safe; and women and children, for whom the 'haven' of
home can be a site of violence and oppression. (1996: 97)
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Nikkei are prime examples of the peoples on the margins Kondo describes, a Diaspora
not tied to locality but rather in local situations negotiating identity and home
discursively amidst larger, hybrid and multiple forces.
What is the relationship between identity, family and marriage in the context
of return migration? This research demonstrates that the relationship between family,
identity and marriage is shaped by return more than any one of those factors determines
the others. In other words, whether a family embraces a Nikkei or non-Nikkei identity at
any given moment rests on that family’s connection with return. If the family is
implicated in return ethnic affiliations are stronger. Marriage choices are driven by return
similarly. Marriage in and of itself does not determine ethnic identity one way or the
other. Rather, in cases where return is possible, non-Nikkei may seek Nikkei partners.
However, in cases where return is not possible, marriage is targeted to increase ethnic
identity affiliations. At the same time, what determines ethnic insider status is changing.
A non-Nikkei with deeper cultural or linguistic knowledge and especially with
experience in return would be a more ethnic choice than a Nikkei by lineage who had no
documentation of heritage or direct experience in Japan. The goal is still ethnic belonging
through familial alliances and this is most directly related to marriage. Shifts towards
more endogamy in Acacoyagua or more exogamy in the Peruvian Nikkei community
since return migration began are less significant when understood as indicative of the
larger shifts towards more regional pan-ethnic and regional centeredness, more reliance
on return and more investment back home in Peru or Mexico.
In this way, family and marriage are tied to the history of kinship studies within
anthropology particularly. Genealogical origins refer to biological, historical and cultural
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descent. Kinship systems in anthropology have been studied as relating to decent and
marriage; this is one way individuals are organized through social groups, roles and
community. In the contemporary context of return migration, Nikkei kinship the
emphasis is on the cultural aspects of kinship patterns. Kinship is a way of sustaining and
reinventing endogamy at a time when the emigration of large numbers of marriageableaged Nikkei make that otherwise impossible. Kinship in Latin American Nikkei sending
communities is tied to strategic maneuvers in ethnic identity and community. It, like
decisions to return and ethnic positionings, serves an economic and social function for
coping with larger global economic forces. Nikkei are one example of the way that
kinship systems are being restructured by current shifts towards globalization,
transnationalism and neoliberalism.

Predictions
On a very basic level, community and familial choices to stay and have individuals
return for the group benefit is a successful strategy for maintaining ethnic distinctions and
an immediate level of economic security. However, it also fundamentally contributes to
an economic system that relies on the marginalization of the majority for the success of a
few, and perhaps most importantly perpetuates itself by making return migration the only
viable option for individuals who are exploited in this context. The current globalized
context is one where capital, media, ideas, culture, people, goods and images are in
constant motion, flowing across time and within space (Appadurai 2000). In this global
framework, “ideologies such as nationalism can be understood more fruitfully as
discursive formations in which shared sets of symbols contain multiple and conflicting
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meanings and messages” (Glick Schiller and Fouron 2001: 347). For Nikkei this means
that identity formation is a negotiation between state structures and individual agency. It
is even more so a complex process resulting in individual and community positionings
that are themselves statements of contention or coalescence. As Glick Schiller and
Fouron further explain,
Oppressed people can go in two very different directions, both of which
are nationalist. Under the signpost of nationalism, they can find
themselves supporting leaders who use the institutions of the state and its
laws to increase the wealth of a handful of the population and contribute to
the continuing or increasing misery of the majority. But there is another
course to be pursued, which contests not just the symptoms of oppression
and exploitation but its causes, and the Haitian poor can choose to take
this alternative direction. (2001: 347).
For their role, migrants, and specifically Nikkei return migrants are both buying into the
role of the state and the global economic system while supporting return as an economic
survival strategy. At the same time, in creative identity strategies that they employ—
ethnic maneuverings for inclusion and status within national and local social entities—
Nikkei migrants are contributing to the opposition of these structures.
As Glick Schiller and Fouron note, the process of migration shifts emphasis away
from the larger structural problems, especially the inequalities created by the opening up
of global markets to free and unregulated exchange, to the individual need for survival.
“Migration can serve as a safety valve, channeling those with energy, imagination, and
ambition into the pursuit of individual rather than collective responses to worsening
conditions and increased exploitation” (2001:347). The case of Nikkei Mexican and
Peruvian return migrants prove exactly this point. Nikkei in sending communities are
thriving, especially in comparison to non-Nikkei, precisely because of the financial
earnings from return. Thus, those who remain, depend on the return of the few, to sustain
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their lifestyles and flourish. The consequence of such dependence is further perpetuation
of the bad situation on which it is built, economic and environmental degradation at home
that drives migration in the first place. The effects of such a cycle are not directly evident
at present nor in the mindset of the individuals whose lives are improved by return.
However, if return migration does not continue to be an option, or a profitable option, the
situation would quickly and easily become dire.
The reality is that if the current regulations on return which limit it to only third
generation and above stay the same, return will very quickly cease to be an option. As it
is, the percent of first to third generation Nikkei especially in Chiapas but also in Lima,
gets smaller and smaller everyday. The first generation is completely depleted in Chiapas
and as we speak dying out in Peru as well. The second generation is older, with grown
children and thus their options for return are limited by age and circumstance. Younger,
coming of age Nikkei today are the ones who would be able and willing to return but that
is now, more and more becoming the forth generation. There is the possibility that Japan
will readjust the law and permit the forth generation to return but that would require the
low-skill labor need to persist beyond what is anticipated. Thus, it is unlikely at
this point.
This will have huge implications for the forth-generation Nikkei back in the sending
communities. Without the opportunity to return-migrate, they are left with the same
options as non-Nikkei Mexicans and Peruvians—to work in the available jobs at home or
to migrate illegally to somewhere like the United States or the U.S. border (in the case of
Mexico). This levels the playing field. However as we have seen in other situations with
the Nikkei, reliance on group could be revamped to allow for strategic redefinition of
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identity and community borders for survival and the continued emphasis on education for
economic and ethnic survival. Additionally, the benefits of present return migration are
likely to linger giving Nikkei a leg-up for the immediate future. Financial security, which
is gained now in return is being reinvested back into education for children. At least in
the case of Peru, that should result in employment security for a significant number of
beneficiaries. That will have lasting effects.
In the case of the Nikkei community in Acacoyagua, the effects are less positive.
There are virtually no job options even with educational attainment, at least not in the
Soconusco region. This has meant that for the most part educated Nikkei have gone to the
capital of Chiapas, Tuxtla Gutierrez, or even as far as Puebla or Mexico City to live and
work. Unfortunately, that means that the community is further depleted, and consequently
ethnic affiliations become less and less local for Nikkei. This scenario is the reality now,
and not something that will necessarily change if return migration to Japan does not
continue. Rather, the larger issues of economic and environmental degradation that have
increasingly resulted from neoliberal policies are driving this Nikkei exodus, and
correspondingly, virtually depleting the community of its highly educated. That is a
consequence of the larger global economic trends, which are driving migration and at the
same time devastating the region broadly.
Migration research has proven that temporary migration does become permanent
(Martin and Teitelbaum 2001, Massey 1986). This is explained by theories of
“cumulative causation” (Massey 1990) that suggest every act of migration sets into action
paths for subsequent migration, which is both easier and more profitable. However, as we
have seen in the case of Nikkei return migration, this is an oversimplified conclusion.
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Those who return are likely to more and more often settle in Japan for the long term. Yet,
at the same time, Nikkei are implementing ways of making certain that the community
and family core remains or continues to be based at home in Peru or Mexico. The
dependence on return requires more and more permanence for the representatives who
return but that is in order to allow for the overall maintenance of the investment back
home. Additionally, within this question of permanence or settlement in one location or
the other, Nikkei are finding room for maneuvering complex affiliations. If the choice of
home, investment in identity, social and familial networks, political institutions and
practical financial and daily activities are back home in Latin America, where individual
migrants physically reside is less important.
The more individual, representative return migrants settle permanently in Japan the
situation back home will likely have different outcomes in Mexico and Peru. In Mexico,
there are more limitations on who migrates because it is more difficult (legally and
socially) to return if one is not first-to-third generation or if a family does not have
paperwork documentation for their Japanese lineage. The result is that those who are not
returning or are not sending representative returnees are less ethnically affiliated.
Families without legal ties to ancestry have been affiliating less and less over the
generations. Now as return motivates those involved to affiliate more strongly as
ethnically Nikkei, those who are not exposed to return are more likely to have stagnant
ethnic affiliations. This has already created economic and cultural rifts within the
community between those who are more closely impacted by return and those who are
less touched. Over time, this will cause more and more distinctions. So at the same time
that ethnic identity becomes stronger through the influence of those who return, it also
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becomes more limited drawing tighter and more distinct internal axes of difference within
the community.
In Peru, options for return are driven more by economic and education status than
by documentation of ancestry because that documentation can be more easily and readily
purchased and the price for that step is less socially regulated because the large
community size means that word of such a transgression will not necessarily be publicly
known. Additionally, those who stay in Lima often are driven by the fact that they have
more options for education or because of education or jobs in Peru. These Nikkei, those
who have found a niche in which to survive economically in Lima are contributing to the
development of the strength of the Nikkei community and the proliferation of ethnic
identity. The end result is that the community is finding new ways of redefining its
boundaries as a way of reinvesting in its maintenance and expanding its foothold
or influence.
In this sense, ethnic boundaries, especially as shaped by family, marriage and
identity are strengthening at the same time that they are shifting in reaction to return
migration. Community boundaries are seemingly more porous as we see especially in the
case of Peru due to both return migration and the Fujimori years. However, this apparent
flexibility is targeted as a way of maintaining the core strength of the community which
lies in ethnic affiliation, common ways of being Japanese and shared ideologies of
Nihonjinron. In Mexico, similarly, boundaries are shifting. Whereas cultural and
linguistic differences have been less significant for longer particularly as represented in
intermarriage from first arrival, return migration has become the primary way of
maintaining ethnic distinction, even initiating more endogamous marriage and thereby
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reaffirming ethnic difference. Shared experience with return becomes the core of ethnic
bonding, above and beyond direct lineage, linguistic or cultural knowledge, or a history
of endogamy.
The question that linear assimilation models of the past (Gans 1992; Glazer and
Moynihan 1970; Gordon 1964) have asked about migration is whether ethnic identity
persists over time and at what rates that persists through the generations. This research on
Nikkei sending communities demonstrates, however, that particularly in the case of
transnational return migration, ethnic identity cannot be understood as simply increasing
or decreasing over time or in the face of return to the homeland. Rather, affiliations are
renegotiated in the process of return such that ethnic identity takes on different meaning
in different contexts depending on the structural limitations and what individual, family
or community positions are most beneficial. This has meant that families are reshaped
creatively across geographic space in order for the greatest unity and targeted outcomes
in educational and economic advancement. Similarly marriage patterns shift to become
more broad (intermarriage for the first time in Peru and more and more transnational
unions for all Nikkei) in order to meet the lifestyle changes involved in return (living in
Japan, across or in multiple geographies). Most significantly, ethnic/cultural identity is
maintained not through the tightening of external axes of difference but through
renegotiation of those lines to be more broad and inclusive. Particularly, a regional panethnic identity is being embraced more and more as a means through which to create an
ethnic stronghold even as numbers of Nikkei in Latin America are more and more
depleted. This strategy is in keeping with reliance on the group for success and individual
value. For the future, this means that regardless of whether out-migration persists or
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whether those who have returned remain in Japan permanently, for those who remain in
Latin America, ethnic identity will continue to change, evolving in reaction to continued
developments but surviving and thriving in whatever forms develop.
Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001: 339) found that Haitian long distance nationalists
work within the national system using dominant discourses of nationalism to engage
within the system but against its oppression. In this way, transnationals find a voice for
themselves, positioning themselves in opposition to state power, challenging poverty.
Nikkei return migrants, similarly take part in national agendas in two nations to the extent
that it allows them to work within a system in order to gain a foothold from which to
resist state hegemony over their lives. Nikkei are making individual, familial and
community decisions for survival and betterment yet they are at the same time
constructing voices to create alternatives to and challenge dominance. Particularly by
developing new pan-ethnic alliances, Nikkei are not rejecting national leanings but rather
expanding their opportunities for having voice and power in a global system that very
much impacts them locally but functions beyond physical and temporal limitations in
new ways everyday.

Significance
Both of these case studies in Chiapas and Lima, are significant beyond their own,
individual and localized contexts. There are shared themes of significance that cross over
both cases at the same time that each is individually unique. Themes include: local
impacts of neoliberal global policies, individual reactions and positionings in the face of
disempowerment from structural constraints, and the consequences of individual and
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familial decisions to migrate, as both contributing to and making a stand against
hegemonic dominance particularly as imposed through neoliberal state agendas.

Mexico, Chiapas, The Soconusco
Unfortunately, the remarkable diversity and agricultural fertility in the Soconusco
has not been adequately developed within the global economic system that requires
massive production of low-cost, highly regulated and low cost products. What this has
meant for farming globally is a movement away from diversification, away from reliance
on native plants, an emphasis on mass-market consumerism at the cost of local
subsistence, and an overall increase in pesticide and chemical farming to meet the needs
of mass production. It is easier within such a system for local farmers to tailor their
production to meet the needs of the market rather than to find a niche for the native assets
they are already producing, no matter how much work it is to replace native production
with new and often foreign staple crops. This is what has happened in Chiapas as much
as anywhere else.
The difference is that since the nineteenth century, with heavy reliance on the
international production of coffee, cotton, mango and bananas, especially (Gasco 2006),
Chiapas has not been particularly successful in terms of economic growth primarily for
two reasons. First, the region is environmentally unique. Staple, high-demand crops that
flourish elsewhere are not as successful in the high, year-long heat with half-year
flooding rains and the flat, coastal land stretch that characterize this plain, which floats
the bottom of the Sierra Madre Mountain range. The climatic diversity within the region
(Villers-Ruiz and Trejo-Vázquez 1997) has contributed to the inability to successfully
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mass-produce across the region. Second, Chiapas has a history of political independence
within Mexico that has meant the region has been cut-off from national support and
control more so than any other state in Mexico. That is both good and bad. Good because
it provides a unique level of autonomy as particularly the Zapatista movement in the
highland farming communities has struggled to maintain. It is bad because a region like
the Soconusco, which has not successfully developed alternative or successful
cooperative farming movements are not flourishing and are only barely surviving.
Economic success is tied to environmental protection. Quite literally for the
Soconusco, everything filters down. So, all successful over-development in the highlands
flows down in torrential downpours to wash away unprotected foothills below—the
Soconusco. Global economic development in the form of massive, low cost agricultural
production is developed at the cost of environmental protection, not to mention the lack
of focus on the livelihoods of individual farmers in the face of low-cost, mass consumer
targeted production. More and more rivers are expanding, natural run-off dams are
destroyed and the massive rains that flood the region are not be harnessed but rather are
rushing through the plain region leaving only a wake of dry, desolation, yet continual
rains. This same description can be applied to the economic reality for individuals who
cling to the region as home. Without jobs, the destruction from above filters down to
destroy more and more options for survival and success in this region such that the only
viable option for maintaining the region is to migrate out (for non-Nikkei, illegal
migration to the United States or legally to the border and for Nikkei who have the
option, legally to Japan). The Soconusco is particularly rich in cultural assets as well as
agricultural potential. The indigenous roots are deep and have been infiltrated by these
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unique waves of Chinese, German and Japanese immigration on top of the earliest
Spanish origin colonizers. The underdevelopment and economy/environmental
devastation from above (both literally the highlands above and structurally from the
global economy) are wreaking havoc on an exposed, unprotected region in a way that is
threatens future cultural and well as economic viability.
Barbara Voorhies and Jan Gasco are two archaeologists who have studied the
Soconusco region for decades and deserve credit for understandings of the history of this
region including crop production, settlement patterns, unique Ladino cultural evolution of
the region and more recent ethnic influx. Voorhies research is more broadly and
archaeologically focused yet both converge around the historical evolution of agriculture
in the region. Currently Gasco (2008, 2006) is engaged in ethno-botanical, ethnoecological biodiversity research in the region particularly focused in and around
Acacoyagua. She is focused on the environmental and economic consequences to the
evolution of agriculture and is invested in reviving cacao production as a solution to these
problems. Ironically, as Gasco notes,
The Soconusco region of Chiapas, Mexico, is ideally suited for cacao
cultivation, and in prehistoric and historic times the area was one of the
principal cacao-producing zones of Mesoamerica (see Bergmann 1969;
Coe and Coe 1996, Gasco 1989, Gasco and Voorhies 1989, Low, Lee and
Espinosa 1982, Million 1955). Although cacao cultivation was once the
predominant economic activity of the region, since the nineteenth century
other agricultural products…have surpassed cacao as primary export crops
(2006: 322).
Her goal is to better understand the native plant origins and current botanical diversity.
Included in this is the application of understanding how native products (and economic
security) have slowly been giving way to larger, non-native export products like coffee,
cotton, bananas and mangos. In the process of this research, Gasco has discovered a
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potential goldmine in native cacao production, which in recent years has been depleted to
the point where it will be completely non-existent if not revived. Thus, by adding an
applied extension to her archaeological research foundations, Gasco has been working
with high-end chocolate makers in the United States connecting them with local,
Soconusco farmers to harvest the cacao potential. Newer products are limiting the
success and freedom of very poor, local farmers, who like all small-scale farmers
globally are finding themselves unable to survive. Gasco hope is that by going back to
what is native (and thus effortlessly produced but not harvested or sold) and organizing,
the farmers will have a better chance of creating a niche in the global market that at the
same time revives the natural, original assets of the region.
She is fighting a battle bigger than individual farmers, however, who are faced with
the immediate economic need of cutting down forestlands where cacao grows in order to
produced non-native, cash crops. Farmers like Don Gregorio who Gasco describes, value
the forest as the “basis for the continued well-being of the people of the Soconusco.” Yet
are unable to “keep this pedacito of forest unproductive forever” (Gasco 2006: 335). The
consequences of deforestation are being seen and felt worldwide. For this region it could
potentially be the nail in the coffin on top of the environmental and economic forces from
above that are already pressing down on the region. As Gasco concludes, “Declining
rainfall, one possible outcome of deforestation, would clearly create a disaster for the
region and its people. The short-term benefits of cutting the forest may create devastation
in the long-term” (2006: 336).
This has everything to do with the local context and Nikkei. Though the extreme
underdevelopment and overall disenfranchisement of the region has been true for years.
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What is different now is the out-migration that is driving Nikkei and non-Nikkei alike to
seek economic opportunities for survival outside the region. On a most basic level, this is
depleting the community. At the same time what drives community depletion and
endangers the community’s changes of survival in the global economy is the strategy by
which individuals, families and the community hopes to maintain a foothold and rebuild
home. Instead of fighting to develop agricultural potential likely requiring a major
transformation to mass agriculture or cooperative agriculture, people emigrate to work in
the United States or Japan.
The value of the region to the local community is family unity, ethnic vitality and
economic potential. The result is that they are giving up on this potential in order to
survive—a short term survival strategy against larger, hegemonic structures which is
short-sighted to long-term success and likely is not going to position the community
(non-Nikkei and Nikkei together) to counteract systematic constraints. Ultimately, this
will work against the region in that what is valued in the region will not be maintained by
remittances alone. What must be done beyond immediate and individual survival, is
targeted investment in developing the community back home, including as Gasco argues
preservation of historical land-use practices (2006). I do not put blame on individual
agents struggling to make their way in order to stay. Rather, I pinpoint larger, global
economic processes that are forcing individuals and families into immediate decisions for
themselves rather than forward thinking or strategies that would unite the community
across ethnic and economic axis of difference for a more powerful group force to fight
dominance from above. In many ways, Nikkei ethnic groupism is working in that
direction but with increased lines of economic and political distinction that result from
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the privileged, legal option to return to Japan, even ethnic unity is working against
regional goals of survival.

Peru, Lima
The local context in Lima is different from that of Chiapas as an urban, global
center. However, the larger global processes affecting this local situation and the
implications for Nikkei and non-Nikkei are similar. Migration trends demonstrate
influxes of migrants to global cities. Lima has that trend with larger number of in-country
rural to urban migrants flocking to the capital city in recent decades as non-urban centers
have increasingly fewer and fewer job opportunities. At the same time, Lima and other
Latin American urban capitals are similarly faced with out-migration of its long-time
residents. Nikkei with the particular privilege of legal return options to Japan, are one
case in point. This is significant because historically Nikkei Peruvians have been proud,
protective and afraid of the implications of their heritage. Because of out-migration,
implications from Fujimori and global economic shifts that highlight Japan’s success,
Nikkei are perceived completely different today than in the past. They are reacting to that
in ways that are likely replicated by and affecting others.
There is less of a drain on community, Nikkei, and Lima in general, due to massive
out-migration in Peru than in Chiapas. Yet, the president is the same—leaving
perpetuates return as the best option for economic and ethnic survival. Thus, at the same
time that return migration is helping individuals, family and the Nikkei community, it is
not necessarily helping to counteract the national hegemonic and global economic
structures which drive the need for migration in the first place. Thus, by leaving the
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problem is not being addressed or solved. That requires an additional step where
investment back home is investment in local development beyond that of individuals,
families and the ethnic community. However, return is differentiating Nikkei more and
thus, it would require a concerted effort to create bridges where the community reaches
out beyond itself to work with non-Nikkei Peruvians creating unified oppositional and at
the same time survival strategies for dealing with the neoliberal agenda that has
disenfranchised the masses.

Larger Trends
The importance of local impacts of global economic processes that drive outmigration in sending communities like that of the Nikkei Diaspora in Chiapas and Lima
as I outline above speak to the fact that these cases are exemplary of larger trends. I was
challenged from the very onset of research by the theme of significance that emerged in
discussions with both academic anthropologists and local citizens interested in my
fieldwork. The question that many posed was, “Why does or should this research, this
fieldwork matter [to me or us]?” The Nikkei, of course, wanted to know why I was so
interested in their lives and non-Nikkei questioned why the Nikkei were particularly
worthy of investigation. My answers at the time, were never very good but my purpose
was clear. The reality is that I was drawn to these cases, those of Nikkei in Peru and
Mexico out of an appreciation for lingering ethnic distinctions, my deep affinity for both
and all the unique cultural contribution in the creation of this Diaspora (Japanese,
Mexican, Chiapanecan, Peruvian, Limenan, Nikkei).
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The value of the Latin American home contexts was most obviously apparent from
my earliest preliminary fieldwork visits to both Chiapas and Lima. I fell in love with the
same things about these places that made the Nikkei choose to call them home and
continue to struggle to make a space for themselves in these places. The people, the
unique ethnic and cultural groups, the land, the places are worth investing in maintaining.
Beyond that, the fact that the infinite resources of these places, again in people, culture,
land were most obviously being depleted in the face of return migration. I wanted to
explain why and how because that was the pattern that mattered beyond these specific
examples. What is shaping return migration, the effects of return on these communities
and ethnic identity are the trends that are common globally and similar in other diasporic,
out-migration, and local contexts where larger global economic pressures are exerting
themselves on the people, cultures and land. The contribution of this research is a deeper
understanding of the cases of the Nikkei in return migration out of Acacoyagua and
Lima, but that speaks to larger trends across Latin America and the globe.
In Peru, the seemingly paradoxical shifts in community boundaries in the face of
return migration are, in fact, exemplary of the complexities and resiliency of national
belonging and ethnic identity in the process of global migration. Nikkei broadening their
inclusion is a way to strengthen their position in transnational developments allowing for
more social, economic, ethnic and national security. Peruvian Nikkei, as exemplified by
the community changes alongside return migration and the Fujimori years, are rooting
themselves more in the discourses of nationalism of Peru at the same time that they are
redefining what it means to be ethnically Nikkei. This speaks to the larger trend
throughout Latin America where countries in their very extreme political leadership
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choices (history of dictatorship in the region combined with more recent increases in
Leftist and out-of-the-box leadership) are struggling to create national identity and to
build support for their national agendas. The region as a whole is struggling as is evident
in economic decline. Unfortunately the common struggles that Latin American nations
face is not leading to alliances between countries or across the region politically,
economically or in security measures.
Another theme emphasized over and over again by individuals in both fieldsites
from a broad spectrum of individuals and in different formats was the idea that I am
lucky to be an American and how much they would like to migrate to work in the United
States. I also struggled to come up with a proper response to that comment. Knowing the
current political climate and crackdown on illegal immigration in the United States, it
seemed misleading to suggest that yes, that is a great idea. I knew it would be giving false
hope to suggest that Americans in general are open to difference and want to learn about
others as almost every person I interacted with in Mexico and Peru expressed they were.
There was a very fundamental curiosity about me and my work, something I had not
commonly witnessed in American interactions with foreigners, and certainly not with
illegal immigrants. So, I feared this would be the reception they would expect if I was too
encouraging of the idea. At the same time, I understood the dilemma. I was living in their
world and I understood their limitations and life challenges, especially the economic
ones. Through piecing together the patterns in my research on the effects of return
migration on the Nikkei, I eventually came to understand the larger structural constraints,
individual and familial goals in pursuing strategies of migration, and the effects this
exodus on the homes, families, communities and identities involved.
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Conclusion: Future Possibilities
I do not have a solution, nor is there likely one to the individual and familial
dilemma—to migrate or not to migrate. I’m not even sure that I have come up with a
good response for an individual who is contemplating that choice. Rather what I have
done in this dissertation is what anthropology seeks to do broadly: discover, highlight and
analyze cross-cultural patterns about local situations in order to better understand the
global forces. This study contributes a broader, regional and global understanding such
that in making individual and familial decisions, ethnic and local communities will be
better positioned to counteract the debilitating effects of the global market economy
above and beyond contributing to the survival and success of its individual members. In
addition to assessing ethnic identity and incorporation in Peru, Mexico and Japan, I have
contributed to our understanding of the impetus and strategies for migration and its
outcomes. I have done this through an emphasis on sending communities as the missing
link to understanding Nikkei return migration to Japan, especially outside the unique and
over-studied Brazilian case.
This study offers another view of ethnic and diasporic identity construction as
situated strategically within and around national affiliations and across national borders
to include regional pan-ethnic unity when it is beneficial to individuals who find
individuality only through contributing to the group. As dire as the situation back home
in Acacoyagua and Lima is, and as much as the global economic and environmental
pressures constrict the lives of individuals, by depleting resources, I am not without hope
for individuals, community, the maintenance of ethnic distinction and cultural knowledge
and even local and regional development. Alternative and creative Nikkei strategies for
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economic, familial, social, ethnic, cultural and national survival are not a solution but
they are the first step towards challenging local exploitation. The key to potentially
slowing or reversing negative effects of oppressive global processes is not individual or
familial decisions to migrate. Those will persist as long as livelihoods are challenged.
Rather, the inclination for group cohesion among the Nikkei especially presents a step in
the right direction and one that, if it is recognized, will potentially lead to coordinated
group efforts of struggle against exploitation and social injustice. This research highlights
just that cohesion and the success that comes from it. In this way, it lays the groundwork
for potential coordinated group opposition for the future.
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EPILOGUE:
TRANSFORMATIONS OF SELF, HOME AND IDENTITY

All research is personal! It is with that understanding that I include in this epilogue,
a reflexive discussion of how research shaped me and in turn my own background,
experiences and personal revolution through the process shaped it. Specifically, I offer in
this epilogue personal reflections on how my fieldwork experience shaped my data and
conclusions, methodological considerations.
In the final months of writing this dissertation, Dustin Wax, a colleague and
confidant keenly related, “Just about every anthropologist I know has had an unhinging
of identity the first time in the field.” “Really, I thought it was just me,” was my
response. Anthropology is a lonely quest whether it is fieldwork in our home university
setting or in the remotest of locations across the world. Most of us work in isolation even
if not as a lone anthropologist in a geographic location, English speaker, westerner or tall,
blond American, than at least rarely in collaborative research with co-researchers. The
majority of us work in departments surrounded by colleagues with divergent and remote
research interests spread out across the four fields of anthropology. This is even more
significant for graduate students, like myself, pursuing dissertation fieldwork. More often
than not without previous fieldwork experience we flounder in one direction or a
thousand not always able to see the bigger picture until we have followed enough paths to
see where the patterns emerge. The Patterns of Culture as Benedict defined (1934) are
the guts of anthropology but those patterns only become evident over time and through a
holistic approach with diverse, far-reaching and often futile tangents. The endeavor of
holism can be disorienting in its broadness and even more in its requirement of depth.
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Whether an anthropologist approaches cultural understanding on their own street corner
in a global metropole or among an indigenous community in a far-off jungle, as a
prerequisite we must look beyond our own individual perspectives in order to better
understand humankind.
Inevitably, this requires a basic level of questioning, reevaluating and altering of
self. In the process of asking, “Who are they?” we more often than not find ourselves
asking, “Who am I?” This unhinging of identity as Dustin described, is always more
intensely off-putting in our first fieldwork experience, that of dissertation research. It
doesn’t matter how many fieldwork reflections we read in graduate school or how many
times our mentors and colleagues say this to us in preparation, it is not real until you
experience the unhinging for yourself. And even then, it is all too easy to assume you are
alone because more often than not, we are alone in the “field” in one way or another—the
only anthropologist in a 100-kilometer radius, the only Gringa in town, the only social
scientist working on this project or the only anthropologist pursuing this topic. For me,
dissertation fieldwork was just this, a lonely transformation but one in which I redefined
my identity, remade home, and found myself more grounded, whole, balanced and
ultimately a better anthropologist and a person, in ways and places I never would have
expected. Ironically in the process of preparing for, planning, doing and writing this
research, I, came to see how much I share with Nikkei in Mexico and Peru and how much
their process of dealing with the effects of return migration is similar to the process we all
react to and manage everyday in the face of whatever structural and global processes that
affect us as individuals.

236

A theme throughout this anthropological quest, this dissertation process is
something else which didn’t become clear to me until I found myself alone, or so it
seemed, in the midst of fieldwork. I spent endless nights swinging in a hammock and
staring up at the stars over Chiapas and it was there I came to embrace a new mantra,
“The stars align as they should.” The importance of this theme took on different meaning
in Mexico, later in Peru, and then writing in the isolation of pine trees back in south
Mississippi. However, it is of reoccurring significance throughout this anthropological
quest that is both ending and beginning with this dissertation. That will be appropriately
highlighted in this epilogue.

Research Foundations: Exams, Committee and Research Design
I will always remember fondly my comprehensive oral exams as a moment of
coalescence in this endeavor of a doctoral degree, which more often than not has been
discouragingly lonely, seemingly never-ending and completely anti-climatic. In my
experience, oral exams followed a week of at-home written exams and included questions
about my proposed research in light of the literature I had reviewed on my dissertation
topic. Before I relate the importance of my oral exams and the shaping of fieldwork, I
provide some background on my dissertation committee in the context of how each
shaped its outcomes. Perhaps for most, but certainly for me, building a dissertation
committee was politically charged on top of practically and academically challenging. In
the end, I could not have been more blessed. My committee from the beginning—Judy
Goode, Sherri Grasmuck and Denise O’Brien—were the best team I could have
imagined: balanced, incredibly well grounded and role models I look to for guidance all
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along the way. I did not purposefully seek-out females but I realize in hindsight the
importance of this next example of stars aligning. The path of women in academia has
been paved by the legwork of my anthropological foremothers and certainly that includes
all my committee members past and present. The road we walk and the challenges I will
face are different. I am incredibly lucky to have had this unflinching, solid foundation to
build and on which to lean.
Judy was my guiding light even before she officially became the chair of my
dissertation committee; and immediately after she easily became the rock on which I
have depended. She exemplifies the geographic diversity I embrace but more importantly
has a natural, broad and ever-expanding anthropological competency. On every tangent I
take she is able to direct and push me in the right direction. Her grounding in literature
across this spectrum of Japan, Latin American, migration, ethnicity, food and
anthropology, neoliberalism, urban and transnational anthropology, and on and on is aweinspiring and has been immeasurably important to my research. Our arrangement has
always been based on a foundation of respect for who we each are as individuals. With
my limited reputation in the department after only a couple of years, she recognized my
independent streak and for that reason alone took me on, at a time when her own health
and the taking on too much responsibility with graduate students should have stopped
her. She has always recognized my determination and appropriately found ways to light
sparks sending me off to feed the flame, never squashing my motivation with overdirection or limitations.
I found Sherri at the end of a rope where I was floundering for direction on
immigration and particularly in the role of gender in that process. I knocked on her door
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and she answered my plea for help, not because I was worthy (or even in her department)
but because she saw in me potential and a willingness to work hard in the pursuit of good
research even if I at the time had no idea what that was. We found common footing on all
manner of research questions and share a passion for questioning beyond ourselves and
perhaps to our detriment a willingness to lose ourselves in pursuit of that passion. She
drives me. And it thrilled me, thrills me that she brings diversity to the table. Even if still
a social scientist, she is a sociologist and she forces me to think outside disciplinary
boundaries, which especially in migration research are only limiting. She is the opposite:
motivating, inspiring and bridging of all gaps.
Denise O’Brien was an obvious mentor from my very entrance into the department.
With her interest and experience in Japan and visual anthropology, in particular, she was
an ideal fit. Beyond this foundation, however, Denise from the very beginning made a
personal investment in me. As I came to know her over the next seven years, I realized
this was her way. She made quick judgments and acted on those with the deepest of
commitments. For whatever reason she saw in me something worthwhile, perhaps my
strength which was most certainly unequal to her own. Aside from committee
responsibilities, Denise proved to be my personal savior in what I would only recognize
later to be the most pivotal of my graduate experiences. One prime example, was her
introducing me to her colleague, Barbara Voorhies, from her graduate work at Yale.
Barbara largely facilitated my entree into the field in Chiapas and as importantly allowed
me to stay in her home in San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas, while I did language
training for three months before moving to the Soconusco coast.
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I have discussed Barbara’s research and how that has influenced this dissertation in
the Conclusion and will discuss further her role in facilitating and shaping my fieldwork
later in this epilogue. What I want to convey here is the part that Denise played on my
committee up until she passed away in November of 2008. Actually, however, her role
did not stop there. The last time I saw Denise was when I visited Philadelphia in July of
2008. We had dinner and among a whole slue of essential writing advice she gave me
over that dinner, the most important has stuck with me throughout the finishing process.
She said, “This is only a license to practice. It is a beginning not an end. You cannot do
everything in your dissertation. Do enough. It is going to be my role to remind you of
this.” She conveyed this message in various ways over that dinner and many others
echoed her advice over the coming months. It was like she knew she needed to repeat it
and say it firmly so that I would remember it even when she was gone. It became another
mantra and one that has saved me, over and over through the writing process, telling for
her role in this whole endeavor.
These three women, role models of the sort we can never seek out but who end up
in our midst at the right times, gathered with me for my oral defense in May of 2005. I
wasn’t sure what to expect and after months of intense exam preparation and a crunched
week of writing, I was too engrained in the process to think of it beyond meeting the
passing standards. What I found in that very pivotal meeting with my full committee
gathered together with me alone for the first time, was clear direction, support and
guidance. I had three of the most amazingly intelligent, passionate, experienced,
successful and grounded in my research topic social scientists together and all focused on
my research for an intensely rewarding time. It didn’t feel much like an end or a
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beginning but it was a show of unified force from a support network, the professional
example targeted for my own progress and many shoves that would set a standard for the
many more I would need as I went off to embark on research.
Practically, during that oral defense, my three committee members picked apart my
proposed research methods more than any other part of my dissertation proposal. The
most important message they conveyed (as a united front) was that I needed to be
prepared for things to not work out the way I had planned in the field. It was essential,
they said, that I have a reasonable plan, not one that shot for the stars, because inevitably
you will have hiccups in the field that will mean you are unable to do the research as
planned. I heard them and I shifted my methods according to their feedback, making the
plan more manageable and targeted. Yet still, I missed the message; the reality of what
they tried to pound into me didn’t hit home until well, I faced issues that inevitably
altered what I was able to accomplish in the field. This was true primarily in relation to
my intended research on weddings (as visual markers of identity formation in inter-ethnic
marriage) and in regards to access in both Mexico and Lima (especially as it shaped
outcomes of research).

Fieldwork Transformations: How Weddings Failed but Marriages Last
I designed my research around the theme of intermarriage specifically as it was
shifting in the face of return migration with fewer and fewer marriageable-aged youth in
both Chiapas and Lima. As a visual anthropologist, I planned to examine the ethnic
identity formation of Nikkei through the visual performance of weddings. This seemed
the ideal means through which to access visual representations and an even more perfect
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venue for documenting visual representations photographically. I had planned for this to
be the final stage of fieldwork beginning with a community-wide and eventually working
towards more intimate, inside perspective with a few, engaged couples. The reality that
this wasn’t going to be possible hit me after a few months in Acacoyagua.
I had developed the seemingly well-planned design around the assumption of
formalities in both dating and marriage, which just did not exist in Chiapas. The fact that
weddings weren’t taking place contributed to my understanding of this community and
individual strategies for dealing with return migration. At the same time, it did
fundamentally alter my research design. I was not able to study weddings, visually or
otherwise. The stars did not align anywhere near where I expected they would but they
did align to put me along the path that answered questions I had not directly planned
to ask.

Fieldwork Transformations: Access Shapes Outcomes
Similarly, my research design for Lima was rooted in the assumption that access
would be easy both at the institutional and individual levels. This assumption was that,
unlike in Mexico, I would only be able to do research in Lima with institutional funding
and that if that became a reality, the funding agency would facilitate institutional
affiliations and acceptance in Lima. This was thoroughly worked into my funding
proposals such that the only link would be the stamp of approval, which would come
along with funding and thus allow me to do the research in the first place.
I had done preliminary research in both Chiapas and Lima before initiating this
current research. From that preliminary research, it was very clear that institutional
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support was necessary in Lima while in Chiapas it wasn’t crucial. My preliminary
research revealed the informality of that community rooted in familial structures and the
fact that it was navigable with the personal introductions of the two American
archaeologists who have worked in the Soconusco for decades. Barbara Voorhies, who I
mention earlier as a friend of Denise O’Brien’s, was the key to my initial access in
preliminary research. In one email she was able to give me the town layout, names of key
Nikkei community members, who I should talk to in order to get my foot in the door and
practically where to stay and how to survive while I was there on my preliminary visit.
That got me started but like everything in Chiapas, this was slow, at least slower progress
than I was accustomed to in the very fast-paced northeast United States. So, when the
second archaeologist, Jan Gasco, showed up for a brief research stint during the third
week I was on the coast, I was overjoyed to meet her and tag along with her for a few
days. Neither of us knew to expect that the other would be there at the same time but I
could not have been luckier to connect with Jan during this first visit—stars
again aligning.
Both Jan and Barbara did much to pave the path for my research both in the
moments after connecting with me by facilitating my entree but also in developing stellar
and long-standing relationships with the community that made my own acceptance as just
another gringa anthropologist coming to town, that much easier. In addition they each
continued to direct my research throughout, before and after fieldwork in Chiapas. They
served as sounding boards (more essential and unexpected female role models) in this
process and specifically served as foremothers walking before me and exemplifying how
to best navigate research in this challenging but rich Soconusco region of Chiapas.
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Perhaps most importantly, through their own work in this region, I was better able to see
the broader themes to my own research. The effects of return migration on the Nikkei
community and the historical evolution of agriculture in this region are seemingly
disparate topics but the reality is that the shared concerns are the most important aspects
of both. It is where our research converges that it all really matters.
The reality of Lima is much more formal, institutionally structured, and as
described protected by physical, economic, racial and social security measures. I wasn’t
getting in without the right introductions and those needed to be institutional. I believed
that to be less significant or at least more manageable than it was before I left or I would
not have attempted the research. During my preliminary research visit, I met one
researcher who seemed open enough and that gave me the impression that there would be
more like her and that they would be able to create entrée. Additionally, I had managed as
any other non-Nikkei Peruvian to participate in the public or non-member activities at the
JPCC so I assumed that would quickly lead to more individual acceptance. I did not
anticipate the structural limitations on access I outline in the introduction.
The Graduate School at Temple University funded me for dissertation research in
Lima—a concession to make up for the mistaken failure to submit my Fulbright
application. Though I didn’t realize it when I left for Lima, the replacement of Fulbright
funding with university funding was a huge detriment to my research design. I had
written into my Fulbright application a very specific approach to gaining access, the
names of individual researchers in Lima. Without the backing of Fulbright, that access
wasn’t facilitated. Temple could replace the money but they did not replace the
institutional support.
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In the end, again, stars align, as they should. My access problems in Lima certainly
made research slower and less productive than I would have liked or had planned.
However, the fact that I had the access problems, in itself, was significant. Through the
process of continually running up against security walls and shut doors, I learned a
tremendous amount about the structure of the community and the permeable and
impermeable boundaries that define it. Further, I never would have ended up in the
research niches that I found had I made my way along the more formal paths I originally
planned. The best example of this is the Eisa group. I would never have stumbled across
Estella nor recognized the significance of such a group if I was already ingrained in
previously planned research networks. Running into access issues was debilitating but
that struggle was ultimately a huge part of what I learned from this research. In the end
the stars aligned again, and I ended up where I could never have planned to be. I can now
see what my committee was trying to tell me in my oral exam defense. It is not important
that you follow a well thought-out research design to a tee. What is important is that you
have a well thought-out research design and that if you cannot follow it you find another
way based on what you learned making the first plan, and that you see the process of
access as a significant perspective on research outcomes.
As much as the community structure and institutional support, my own position as
an individual, educated, American with experience in Japan, shaped my access and
research outcomes. There is a level of privilege that comes with being an American in
both Mexico and Peru and that shaped how I was received in both communities. For
Nikkei and Non-Nikkei alike, The United States represents a place of privilege and hope,
a place where some go and flourish and others try to go but do not succeed. Regardless,
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being an American citizen is privileged. It means we can travel in Mexico and Peru
freely, with few restrictions. I was able to conduct fieldwork without major visa
restrictions in either country and faced very few issues even with traveling across borders
with dogs. At the same time, the unique position that comes with American citizenship in
both Mexico and Peru granted a position that shaped my research differently in both. In
both, there was fascination from Nikkei and Non-Nikkei about my lifestyle and
viewpoints, genuine interest in learning about me and my perspective. That meant on a
very basic level that I was accepted by most people.
From the perspective of most Nikkei, I was even more respected for my educational
investment that as a standard is expected to be higher in the United States than in both
Mexico and Lima (though that is highly variable by socioeconomic background).
Japanese value education and hard work—ganbatte again!. As an American and as a
Ph.D. candidate, I gained their respect immediately. It was also helpful that I had
experience in Japan and with Japanese culture. We could relate on that level; I
understood the same colloquialisms, unique food choices and what it might be like to be a
return migrant in Japan. My American-ness explained that interest, educational training
and travel experience. So as much as my tall, blond Gringa-ness highlighted my
difference, it also conveyed a certain status. In many ways, I was the
privileged ethnographer.

Fieldwork Transformations: Personal Revelations
I would have never predicted the fieldwork transformations I faced, which emerged
over the two years I spent in Chiapas and Lima. Similarly, I could never have anticipated
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the life transformations I underwent over that same two-year period. I left Philadelphia in
July 2006 in a station wagon filled with books, my dog, my computer, camera and
minimal life necessities. I left a home and a partner of nine years who stayed with a job in
Philadelphia. I left without funding support for the dissertation research and no
possibilities of working in the field. The plan was to sell our house in Philadelphia in
order to fund my research. My partner would likely join me in field in a few months but
that was uncertain. By November, I had completed sufficient language training in San
Cristobal and settled into life on the Soconusco coast, the house was sold and my partner
was making plans to move to San Cristobal.
With my partner in Chiapas by November, San Cristobal became my place of
respite for brief monthly visits to a higher altitude and thus a thankfully cooler climate.
However, by January life on the coast was getting challenging. I managed to cause some
serious back problems by using the machete to cut weeds and the traditional straw broom
to sweep my yard clean regularly like all of my neighbors. That meant that I needed a
much longer, forced break in San Cristobal—three weeks of recovery time. By the time I
was able to get back to the coast, I was anxious to get back to fieldwork and actually
missed the harder living which was also balanced by family and community support that
just wasn’t the same in the larger, more urban and touristy San Cristobal.
My next visit to San Cristobal wasn’t until March. It was during that visit that my
relationship, which had been rocky since before I left Philadelphia, officially fell apart. I
wasn’t expecting the timing and was left broken with a hard choice of what to do about
putting the pieces of my life back together and also finishing fieldwork. It became clear
only because of family and friend support that I could not do both immediately and I was
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wisely advised to come back to the states for life healing. Leaving the field, especially
having only driven away from the coast with an intended brief visit to San Cristobal, but
that turning into a longer six-week break away, was one of the most difficult things I’ve
ever done. I was heavily invested in fieldwork at that point. Interviews were going well. I
was getting more and more integrated in the community and patterns were beginning to
emerge. Of course, I most deeply feared that if I left I would somehow not find my way
back to fieldwork.
What I realized over the next six weeks was that breaks from the field, especially
ones in which we invest ourselves in healing, are essential. They are rejuvenating; we all
should take time to breath. But even more, they provide perspective on fieldwork. I did a
lot of driving over the next six weeks: Texas, Mississippi, Florida, North Carolina,
Florida and Mississippi again before finally starting back on the four-day journey to the
coast. I was emotionally better and itching to get back to fieldwork and my new “home”
in Acacoyagua after week four. Practically, I had all the loose ends of the break-up tied
up by week six which cleared me for going back to Mexico, really a fresh start. I came
back to the field having done a lot of formal and informal data processing. I had clarity,
purpose and drive on the research that I would never have found without the life break.
Leaving is harder than staying sometimes but it is so very important to the process
of research. I learned this lesson over and over throughout the process of fieldwork, first
with the break-up, then with the transition to Lima and finally with having to force
myself out of the field for writing. By the time I found out about the funding issues with
Lima it was August and I was still on the coast. I was content and likely would have
stayed indefinitely following fascinating but never-ending lines of research and possibly
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even writing in San Cristobal. Chiapas was working for me professionally and personally.
But, I could not pass up the opportunity to do a comparative study in Lima so I made the
hard decision to leave and in hindsight I am so very thankful I did.
I needed the perspective mostly to see that I had more than sufficient data from
Chiapas. Yet, without a forced end-point I would have continued the research and likely
never finished. Transitions are the hardest part, as Judy reminded me, and that was
certainly true for my leaving Mexico which had become very much home to me. At least
I got to take my hammock with me! A similar cycle occurred in Lima. Fieldwork access
was excruciatingly slow but once I found entrée and a groove, I didn’t want to leave.
Likely I would have tried to stay if my funding wasn’t limited and personal obligations
hadn’t been pulling me back to the states. Again, getting away, getting perspective made
all the difference in the world. Lima also had become home to me, not as much because I
became as attached to place or local ways of living but because I found home in the
Nikkei community there, the Eisa group and the camaraderie of
transnational orientations.
By the time I left Lima in July of 2008, I had been un-rooted from place for two
years, my worldly possession, not to mention family and friends were spread all over.
Home had taken on very different meaning. It was at that point that I decided to head
back to the first and only consistent home I had known. Dorinne Kondo relates, “Only the
master Subject can presume to speak from everywhere and nowhere. Edward Said
proposes the metaphor of the academic as traveler, who transgresses national and other
boundaries, as a replacement for the image of academic as potentate, issuing decrees of
truth from the Ivory tower" (1997: 183). At the time that I decided to come back to
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Mississippi where I would have academic support by adjunct teaching at the University
of Southern Mississippi while I wrote, it seemed more of a practical decision than
anything else. I had personal support in the form of my parents, a free, isolated and
serene place to focus on writing and access to a university library. What I didn’t realize is
that coming “home” would allow me to work through issues of home, identity and selfmaking that transcended my research flooding into my own life. This would be a
completely different dissertation written from any other local, and more than likely
unfinished, abstracted, and lost along with my own unhinging.
I had begun processing data in the field such that I had a grasp on where the
research was pointing before I arrived home. But, if I had stayed in the field (either Lima
or Chiapas), I never would have started writing. There is nothing like taking a step back
to see what you have, and in that, realizing the only thing left to do is to put it out there—
write it down! The idea of writing from the field always seemed like such a good one, yet
all my mentors discouraged it. I only listened for practical reasons; it was time to come
back to the states. However, it is so true. Sure I needed a library, a job and an easy living
situation but most important for writing, I needed to get away, get outside the local
perspective in order to see it comparatively and globally.

Finding Self and Homes
As many times as mentors told me that my research design would change, everyone
faces heartache in the field, transitions are terribly difficult and any number of other
accurate forewarnings, it was never real, never until it happened to me. It takes a while
and often a certain distance, or at least new vantage point, to get perspective on
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fieldwork. When I started writing, the first few months in Mississippi, I found myself
terribly challenged to articulate the theme of identity, and especially struggled with how
to portray its shifting nature, its complexities and at the same time patterns in the data I
had collected. It was not until I realized that I was struggling at the same time with my
own identity construction and especially with the placement and displacement of
transitioning, coming “home”, leaving the field and uncertainty about permanence in the
future that I was able to find clarity in writing.
At a time when I struggled with understanding my own identity and framing that of
the Nikkei in writing, I also struggled with the loss of a dear friend and committee
member, Denise O’Brien. Again, stars aligned and Jessica Winegar agreed to step in for
this last stretch, for my finishing and defending this dissertation. As another female role
model, she adds youth to the mix, contributing a well-situated perspective on national
identity formation. She has energized this work and at the same time helped
tremendously in the untangling of some of the identity complexities within (this research
and consequently myself). The two are interrelated, I realize.
There are so many similarities between the choices I’ve made to do fieldwork in
two locations, to sell a “home”, find and leave multiple a homes and lose a partner in the
process. I could not explain why this topic was so personally important to me from the
beginning. It wasn’t directly personal, purposefully. However, my passion for pursuing it
was personal and I understand now why. I am, perhaps like all anthropologists, driven to
question, search and find new perspectives. That means for me concepts of home, self
and identity are always evolving, driven by my choices of transience and strategically
embraced in redefining and remaking. It is a constant search. That is who I am. It is
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perhaps most importantly, something I share with the Nikkei, whose life choices also
cause permanent transience and consequent unhinging that results in strategic, creative
and unique constructions of self, community, identity, family and “homes”.
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