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Part I



1

Social Cohesion and the Challenge 

of Globalization

Ernest Healy, Dharma Arunachalam, and Tetsuo Mizukami

Introduction

Since the mid-1990s, there has been a rapid growth of interest in the issue of social 
cohesion by academics and policy professionals and in public commentary. The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) economist 
Michael Woolcock (2013) presents citation data relating to social cohesion for the 
period 1985 to 2009, along with data for a number of closely associated concepts, 
including “social capital,” “human capital,” “social exclusion,” and “civil society.” 
The number of citations relating specifically to social cohesion increases markedly 
from the early 1990s, and particularly from the mid-1990s, from a low base of 
fewer than 1,000 to 10,000 by 2009. The data also show a dramatic increase in cita-
tions to civil society and human capital, from a low base in the early 1990s to a 
peak of nearly 35,000 citations for civil society and to around 27,000 citations for 
human capital in 2005–2006.

A pervasive sense of anxiety has characterized this focus on social cohesion, 
reflecting the great uncertainties and perceived ill effects of globalization. Ritzen 
(2000: 1) points to “one of the paradoxes of our age”: “the more things come 
together, the more they fall apart.” Snowballing global interdependence is accom-
panied by an opposing tendency to retreat into localism and minority identity, 
something manifest in the “proliferation of new states based on ethnic identities in 
the aftermath of social or ethnic conflict.” Similarly, Castells (2010: xxiii) observes 
that “the more the world becomes global, the more people feel local.” This paradox 
has been accompanied by “deep concern about how and whether society as we 
have known it will remain possible” (Ritzen, 2000: 1). Similarly, James (2009: 22) 
observes that some of the most difficult barriers to globalization are sociopsycho-
logical in nature and that “it is here that a sense of helplessness is profoundly 
pervasive.” By the closing decade of the twentieth century, there was, for many,  
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a sense of being caught between the “backward utopia” of a national past and the 
uncertain “forward utopia” of global citizenship (13). Increasing doubt about the 
capacity of national governments to act effectively in the face of global pressures, 
and the implications of this for the functioning of democratic institutions, has 
also been a source of widespread anxiety. Drezner (2001: 54) adds: “The question 
of national policy autonomy has triggered the most public anxiety about globali-
sation,” and cites Friedman (1999), who dramatically asserts that nation-states are 
left with a stark choice between “free market vanilla and North Korea.”

Of course, social cohesion is a long-established area of social analysis, having 
been a central concern of founding social theorists such as Durkheim and Marx, 
and more recently of many other social analysts. Nevertheless, the increase in the 
sheer volume of discourse and policy development dealing with social cohesion 
and related concepts over the past two decades in academic and public policy cir-
cles is remarkable. It is all the more remarkable for its international scope, encom-
passing Europe, the United Kingdom, North America, Asia, and middle-tier 
economies, including Australia.

The work of US sociologist Robert Putnam since the mid-1990s, dealing with 
social capital and civic engagement, is sometimes cited in explaining the rapid 
increase in interest in these concepts (Larsen, 2009; Wilkinson and Bittman, 2002). 
Indeed, the number of citations relating to social capital does begin to increase 
markedly from around 1994, when Putnam published his seminal work on civic 
traditions in modern Italy (1994), which focused on the importance of civic 
engagement and social capital for the functioning of democratic culture. His sub-
sequent publication Bowling Alone (2000), which documented the erosion of civic 
engagement and social trust in the United States, is also seen as having added 
momentum to the concern about social cohesion.

However, a broader historical view is required to explain the high level of atten-
tion currently given to the issue and to understand its full importance. In this 
context, Putnam’s work seems to represent an intersection of sorts between 
nationally focused concerns about social cohesion and anxiety about the effects of 
globalization. Although his recent work has been largely concerned with develop-
ments within the United States, his troubling findings resonated in other national 
contexts. The impact of globalization, in its many manifestations—international 
trade and migration flows, increased ethnic and religious diversity within societ-
ies, increased foreign investment, the outsourcing of production and jobs to for-
eign locations, the emergence of a globally mobile labor force, and the ascendancy 
of a free-market ethos—have presented new and fundamental challenges to inher-
ited identity and culture (local, regional, and national) and to the capacity of gov-
ernments and societies to act coherently and effectively in the face of rapid change.

The broader, systemic impetus to the discourse on social cohesion is explored 
below. In particular, the roles of two peak international organizations, the United 
Nations (UN) and the OECD, are examined as two significant sources of high-
level discourse on social cohesion.

The ways in which these organizations have articulated anxieties about the 
effects of globalization upon social cohesion are important. This is because the 
conceptual frameworks formulated by these organizations have influenced national 
and subnational policy responses to contemporary problems of social cohesion.
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Moreover, these organizations have assumed a proselytizing role, promoting a 
particular viewpoint regarding how current challenges to social cohesion should 
be understood and responded to. Unfortunately, the way the contemporary chal-
lenges to social cohesion have been conceptualized seems prescriptive, limited, 
and ideological. An understanding of these limitations is necessary to better grasp 
the different ways in which societies may respond to the pressures of globalization 
in practice.

Clarity on the nature of the debate on social cohesion to date is a prerequisite 
to the focus of this book, which examines the challenges of maintaining social 
cohesion in the particular and contrasting situations of Australia and Japan.

Before examining the ways in which the UN and the OECD have dealt with 
issues of social cohesion, a brief outline is provided of the nature of recent dis-
course on the issue.

Discourse on Social Cohesion

Berger-Schmitt (2000) had observed that in the context of the growing uncertain-
ties of the late twentieth century, there had been a shift in the way social well-being 
was conceived and measured. Discourse shifted from a preoccupation with 
“wealth” to a broader concern with “quality of life.” At the same time, there was a 
shift in focus from empirical measures relating to the individual to indicators of 
social qualities, such as the quality and structure of social relations, and feelings of 
security. Against this background, social cohesion emerged as an important 
research and policy focus.

In this context, the range of meanings attached to the term “social cohesion” 
increased. As ever more indicators were proposed, the need to discern which were 
causal antecedents, mediating factors, or the consequences of social cohesion 
became more pressing (Freidkin, 2004). Freidkin stresses the complexity of social 
cohesion, that it is not a unitary phenomenon, but multidimensional—“a domain 
of causally interrelated phenomena.” A coherent theory of social cohesion, he 
argues, requires an understanding of the attitudes and behaviors of the individuals 
participating in group activity, as well as of the social processes or environments 
within organizations or networks that affect individuals’ attitudes and behaviors. 
This is a view similar to that put forward by Glaeser (2001). Likewise, Berger-
Schmitt (2000) reiterates the idea that social cohesion is not limited to issues relat-
ing to the nature and quality of relationships among individuals, but between 
social units—groups, associations, and territorial units. Furthermore, an intrinsic 
part of the challenge of understanding social cohesion in times of rapid social and 
economic change is to grasp it as a dynamic process.

A number of terms used in the contemporary debate have closely related or 
overlapping meanings. “Social cohesion” is closely associated with “social capital,” 
and the latter with “human capital.” Easterly et al. (2006: 106) argue that “social 
capital” is often used to refer to “the resources inhering in relationships, networks, 
and other forms of social connection.” Berger-Schmitt (2000) observes that 
 theorists most frequently regard social capital “as a property of a social entity and 
not an individual.” “Social cohesion” is therefore a more appropriate term for 
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describing and analyzing society as a whole (Easterly et al., 2006: 106). By contrast, 
“human capital” is most often used to refer to the aptitudes, education, communi-
cation skills, and other personal resources that individuals can bring to bear upon 
their social circumstances. Alesina and La Ferrara (2000) suggest that transmis-
sion of knowledge is facilitated in associationally intense societies, which in turn 
increases the creation of human capital.

Nevertheless, there is considerable variation within the academic literature 
about what these terms encompass. In defining social capital, Putnam (2007) has 
stressed the horizontal associations between people within networks of civic 
engagement. Coleman (1988) includes vertical associations between corporate 
actors within the social structure as something facilitated by social capital. North 
(1990) extends this approach, including the formalized relations of macro- 
institutions such as political regimes and judicial systems in the discussion of 
social capital (see Berger-Schmitt, 2000).

As indicated, a broad range of social attributes have been identified for the 
measurement of social cohesion and to understand the social factors that either 
facilitate or inhibit it. Foremost among these attributes are social trust, shared 
values, sense of community belonging, and sense of shared purpose or common 
enterprise (Easterly et al., 2006; Ritzen, 2000). Among the indicators used to mea-
sure these attributes are membership of organizations and the frequency and type 
of civic participation, volunteering activity, and attitudinal measures relating to 
perceptions of trust and well-being. Indirect measures have been used to identify 
the relationship of social inequality to social cohesion, such as differences in edu-
cational attainment or income. The quality of political institutions and the preva-
lence of corruption, as well as levels of racial and ethnolinguistic fractionalization, 
have also been explored as factors relevant to understanding social cohesion 
(Easterly et al., 2006; Ritzen, 2000).

There is an extensive body of literature on the economic benefits that charac-
terize cohesive communities. Strong social capital within a community can facili-
tate overall economic performance, such as in the creation of trust between 
individuals when undertaking uncontracted transactions or in overcoming the 
free-rider problem in the provision of public goods (Glaeser, 2001). An important 
consideration from an economic standpoint is to understand the circumstances in 
which individuals invest in a community without any expectation of a commen-
surate, direct, and immediate personal return, but is nevertheless an investment 
which enhances the capacity of a society to cooperate and coordinate action (and 
presumably social cohesion) for the benefit of the community as a whole. Freitag 
(2003: 994) argues that generalized trust “stimulates a type of generalized reci-
procity where altruistic behavior and obligations will be repaid at some unspeci-
fied time, at some unspecified location, by an unspecified person . . . [incorporating] 
people who are not personally known.”

Other analysts have argued that economic development and resilience are 
greater in societies which have effective public institutions. In turn, effective pub-
lic institutions are seen as more likely to be found in societies with greater social 
cohesion. Easterly et al. (2006) argue that social cohesion determines the quality of 
institutions. From an examination of a broad range of data from both developing 
and developed nations, the authors conclude:
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these suggestive empirical results show that building social cohesion—through the 
construction and maintenance of high-quality institutions pursuing the common 
good, and through the lowering of economic (and other) divisions—has been, and 
remains, a vital task for countries wrestling with development. (111)

In this context, Easterly et al. (2006: 110) conclude that the most cohesive societies 
ranked “within the lower half of ethnolinguistic fractionalisation” and in “the 
upper half of share of middle class.” The share of population falling within the 
middle class was taken as a measure of inequality (or lack of it), or as a proxy for 
social division. The authors conclude that societies that are characterized by sig-
nificant inequalities (e.g., in relation to class and income) and ethnic/linguistic 
divisions will have a much more difficult time creating social cohesion, efficient 
institutions, and, consequently, economic growth. They also argue, however, that 
the state may compensate to some degree by fostering unity. A study by Alesina 
and La Ferrara (2000), which analyzed survey data on group membership and 
locality data within the United States, drew similar conclusions. The authors found 
that participation in associational activities was significantly lower in localities 
that were more unequal and ethnically or racially divided.

The level of educational attainment has been identified as a particularly strong 
indicator of social cohesion (Easterly et al., 2006; Glaeser, 2001). Glaeser (2001: 16) 
states that “[u]nquestionably, the most robust correlate of social capital variables 
across individuals is years of schooling.”

Easterly et al. (2006) also identify education as an important area for govern-
ment involvement in the creation of social cohesion, particularly in heterogeneous 
societies. Not only can public education be used to instruct individuals about 
appropriate interactions with others and between individuals and the state, but it 
also has the potential to “create harmony within a nation of divergent peoples” 
(Heyneman, 2000, cited in Easterly et al., 2006: 117).

The close linkages between strong civic networks, community trust, and vibrant 
democratic culture have been a key theme within the literature on social capital. 
Putnam’s research comparing regional governments in northern and southern 
Italy highlighted these linkages. The “inefficient, lethargic and corrupt” govern-
ment in some regions stood in stark contrast to the creative and prosperous gov-
ernment which characterized others (Putnam, 1993: 2). The strongest predictor 
identified by Putnam to explain these differences was the strong tradition of civic 
engagement that existed in the more democratic, economically prosperous Italian 
regions. This civic engagement involved a wide range of overlapping organiza-
tional activities, from soccer clubs to choral societies. Such activities, in turn, were 
associated with greater commitment to democratic outcomes: high voter turnout, 
newspaper readership, mutual trust, commitment to equality, and institutional 
integrity. Citizens do not consciously take part in civic activities to create or 
increase their shared stock of social capital; rather, Putnam argues, social capital is 
a by-product of their preferred associational activities.

However, research findings that highlight the significance of social cohesion for 
institutional efficiency, democracy, and economic growth present a potential 
dilemma for governments and communities being subjected to relentless social 
and economic change. On the one hand, there is a growing body of research which 
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indicates an inverse relationship between social division—along racial, ethnic, and 
class lines—and social cohesion. At the same time, the impetus from globalization 
toward ever greater international and regional people flows, which are likely to 
increase social fractionalization, appears unavoidable. In some cases, as in Europe, 
migrant settler populations are characterized by both cultural and class marginal-
ization within their respective host societies. Research suggests that the coinci-
dence of increasing ethnic diversification with the concentration of social 
disadvantage presents a serious challenge to the creation or preservation of social 
cohesion. Further, such coincidence of social disadvantage with ethnic diversity 
can make analysis of social cohesion difficult. Thus, Demireva (2011: 2) notes:

The empirical evidence from the US suggests a negative relationship between diver-
sity and cohesion. The evidence from the UK and rest of Europe is more mixed. 
British and other European studies have raised the yet unresolved question whether 
it is income inequality, in particular deprivation and impoverishment of an area, 
rather than diversity per se that serves to estrange people. 

The ongoing destabilization of societies as a result of global interdependence may 
make the preservation of social cohesion increasingly difficult for societies with 
either high or low levels of social cohesion. Even in societies with a strong inher-
ited stock of social capital, disruption of economic and social norms may make the 
preservation of this stock challenging. Similarly, for societies with low inherited 
stocks of social capital, uncertain conditions and disruption may diminish the 
capacity to establish the networks of civic engagement necessary for the creation 
of a civic “tradition.”

Significantly, Putnam also points to the potential threat to social capital from 
economic and social restructuring initiatives of government and other public 
agencies:

[W]hen considering the effects of economic reconversion on communities, we must 
weigh the risks of destroying social capital . . . some government programs them-
selves . . . have heedlessly ravaged existing social networks . . . Shred enough social 
fabric and we all pay. (1993: 6)

Such damage may be inadvertent. Research findings which indicate that ethnic 
diversity may inhibit social cohesion present a further dilemma. Some govern-
ments, such as in the United Kingdom, acknowledge the importance of shared 
values for the maintenance of social cohesion, but then embrace ethnic diversity as 
a core national value to serve this function (Crowley and Hickman, 2008). 
Embracing diversity is thereby seen as a means and prerequisite for preserving 
social cohesion at the national level. However, much research suggests that the 
adoption of core values-based ethnic and racial diversity may be self-defeating.

Therefore, a problematic attribute associated with the definition and measure-
ment of social cohesion is social inclusiveness. It has been frequently assumed by 
policy makers that socially cohesive societies are inclusive, a correlate of shared 
purpose and sense of belonging. However, the prospect that highly cohesive 
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societies with a strong sense of shared values may, as a consequence, set significant 
barriers to entry represents a dilemma for those who recognize the contemporary 
global challenges to social cohesion, but who nevertheless remain committed to 
the ideal of cosmopolitan inclusiveness (see Berger-Schmitt, 2000). The following 
sections show how this dilemma was writ large during the 1990s and 2000s.

The United Nations—Social Cohesion

On the fiftieth anniversary of the UN in 1995, when Secretary General Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali delivered his opening presentation at the World Summit for Social 
Development, in Copenhagen, he was eager to portray a great continuity of pur-
pose since the organization’s founding. During the UN’s 50-year history, it had 
pursued an unswerving purpose in promoting recognition of human rights, social 
and cultural rights, and the struggle against poverty and inequality (Boutros-
Ghali, 1995). The Summit also focused upon another established UN goal: “the 
right to development.” Under the rubric of social development, issues of social 
integration and social cohesion figured prominently.

Today’s global economy affects everyone. We also know that its effects are not all 
positive. It erodes traditional ties and solidarity among individuals. It has margin-
alised entire countries and regions. The gap between rich and poor is getting wider. 
(Boutros-Ghali, 1995: 128)

And,

there are negative developments that include social polarisation and fragmentation, 
widening disparities of income and wealth within and among nations . . . marginali-
sation of individuals, families, communities and institutions as a result of the rapid 
pace of social change, economic transformation, migration and major dislocations 
of population. (United Nations, 1995b) (Part C of the Copenhagen Declaration, and 
the associated Action Statement on social integration)

In reality, however, the UN’s development agenda had altered significantly since 
the 1970s and 1980s. The UN’s criticism of North–South disparities and its 
demands for a new international economic order to radically redistribute wealth 
between the North and South had, by 1990, been superseded (Noel and Therien, 
2008: 154).

The ascendancy of neoliberal politics in the United Kingdom and the United 
States during the 1980s had a profound effect upon the way that the UN would 
subsequently frame its development agenda.

Elected in 1979, Margaret Thatcher took exception to the way the UN posited a 
bipolarity of interests between the North and South, and she rejected the validity 
of the distinction altogether (Noel and Therien, 2008). In 1984, the United States 
withdrew from the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), and the United Kingdom in 1985. Further, in 1985, the United States 
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withheld its financial contribution to the UN budget. The consequences of this 
challenge to the UN were significant.

The pressures brought to bear during the 1980s put the UN on the defensive . . . in 
the field of development it assumed a much lower profile. The very idea of overhaul-
ing the world economic order was dropped . . . when the UN initiated a comeback in 
the area of development in the 1990s, it adopted an approach that was plainly less 
ambitious . . . the UN increasingly fell into line with the prevalent orthodoxy . . . 
development policies had to rely upon the market. (156)

Throughout the 1990s, the UN continued to accommodate demands for market-
orientated ways of addressing global disparities of wealth and well-being. In part, 
this pressure was encapsulated in what, in 1989, US economist John Williamson 
labeled the “Washington Consensus.” The reforms associated with the Washington 
Consensus included a reordering of public expenditure priorities by govern-
ments toward high-return, pro-growth initiatives; a broadening of the taxation 
base; trade liberalization and the liberalization of foreign direct investment; the 
privatization of state assets and enterprises; economic deregulation and a reduced 
role for the state (WHO, 2012; Williamson, 2004). With the collapse of Soviet 
state planning at the end of the 1980s, globalization based on the principle of 
multilateral free trade was increasingly promoted as irrevocable and inevitable 
(James, 2009).

The UN’s reconciliation with the primacy of markets helps explain its promo-
tion of interest in “social capital” and related concepts during the 1990s and 2000s. 
The concept of social capital could be promoted as a way of achieving social 
 stability and cohesion while rejecting strong government in favor of open markets. 
The idea that communities may progress not on the basis of a direct redistribution 
of resources by governments, but by reliance upon local initiatives and informal 
networks, emerged as the preferred basis for policy development for the UN. 
Interest in the idea of social capital from this vantage point was shared by many 
free-market advocates. From the early 1990s, neoliberals:

advanced social capital as crucial for solving collective problems, and for creating 
civil society, democracy and development . . . The ideal state now is decentralised and 
participatory. (Sinha, 2005: 166)

The UN’s social cohesion agenda resonated strongly with Third Way politics, 
which found particular expression in the United Kingdom, Australia, and the 
United States during the 1990s. As the willingness and capacity of governments to 
direct national economies was weakened during the 1980s and 1990s, traditional 
left demands for the redistribution of wealth appeared increasingly unachievable. 
By the turn of the millennium, many former critics of globalization, including 
many on the left, had become persuaded not only of the inevitability of global 
economic integration and the limitations this imposed on intervention by national 
governments, but also of its potential merits. 
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The emergence of Third Way politics (particularly in the English-speaking 
countries) appears to have been an expression of this ideological turning point. 
This perspective was succinctly described by former Australian Labor Party leader 
Mark Latham:

The Third Way is more interested in the relations between people than controlling 
economic relationships . . . It . . . marks a change . . . away from empowering the state 
and towards dispersing power to the regions, communities and citizens instead, 
 giving people the raw materials with which they might build a more mutual, caring 
society. (2005: 105)

The adoption of a “people-centred” framework for social development by the UN 
at the Copenhagen Summit in 1995 may be interpreted as an expression of this 
market-centered outlook. Familiar social justice concerns remain about the 
 alleviation of poverty, the advancement of human rights, and development, but 
they are refracted through the lens of a devolved self-help agenda, to empower 
“people to maximise their capacities, resources and opportunities,” and to enhance 
peoples’ capacity to share in the responsibility for their own lives (United Nations, 
1995a: 5).

Governments, accordingly, are called upon to allocate “resources to promote 
local initiatives in maintaining and increasing community cohesion”; to strengthen 
“the capacities and opportunities for all people . . . to establish and maintain inde-
pendent organisations representing their interests”; to give “community organisa-
tions greater involvement in the design and implementation of local projects”; and 
to encourage “the free formation of cooperatives, community and other grass-
roots organizations, mutual support groups, recreational/sports associations and 
similar institutions that tend to strengthen social integration” (United Nations, 
1995b). The UN’s diminished support for centralized governance was accompa-
nied by a more pluralistic and open concept of community and community devel-
opment (discussed below).

From the standpoint of contemplating the options available to governments for 
preserving stable and cohesive societies in the face of destabilizing global pres-
sures, the UN perspective seems limited and problematic. It appears blind to a 
range of potential responses by national governments that are not premised upon 
Washington Consensus priorities. The primacy of markets is taken for granted, as 
inevitable and compatible with the preservation of strong, cohesive communities 
as they undergo ever greater enmeshment.

However, having accepted the primacy of markets and global economic inter-
dependence as an inescapable precondition for nurturing social stability, the UN 
was confronted with a Gordian knot, in part of its own making. The experience of 
the 1990s had led to the realization that the global economic system is inherently 
unstable and subject to periodic shocks, in both the periphery and the core of the 
global system (James, 2009). Reliance upon the primacy of markets would prove 
an unreliable basis for meeting humanitarian objectives, including social inclu-
sion, stability, and cohesion.
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By the end of the 2000s, it was becoming evident that the potential for global 
market integration to create a win-win outcome for developed and developing 
nations alike, as well as for improving living standards across the board, was not 
being fulfilled. To the contrary, the great promise of global economic integration, 
promoted under the rubric of the Washington Consensus, was being subjected to 
ever greater skepticism. It was increasingly recognized that, in the contemporary 
global economy, it may be inherently difficult to simultaneously maintain high 
economic growth rates, full employment, and economic stability, a dilemma man-
ifest in the United States, Japan, and Europe. Indeed, conventional approaches to 
economic analysis were proving unable to explain economic reality (Alpert, 2013; 
Summers, 2014). Some commentary pointed to the prospect of slow economic 
growth in the US economy for the foreseeable future (Gordon, 2014). Reinert 
(2012) argues that the tenets of the Washington Consensus, which were initially 
conceived for application in the Third World, had by the 2000s come to destabilize 
First World economies, through deindustrialization and financial crisis. He points 
to a trail of destruction of wealth, wages, and productive capacity in different 
national settings since the 1970s. Neoclassical economics, he argues, which had 
informed the West’s approach to globalization, had led to a situation where 
Western democracies had unlearned “how their own economies became rich”; 
average incomes had diminished, manufacturing declined, there was a failure to 
distinguish between the financial economy and the real economy, and an austerity-
based attack on purchasing power had undermined the capacity of societies to 
recover from financial crisis and sustained sluggish growth. Alpert (2013) points 
to the disruptive effects of the greater integration of the Chinese and Indian econ-
omies into the global economic system from the 1990s. So great has been the con-
sequent oversupply of cheap credit, labor, and productive capacity emanating 
from these emergent economies that normal macroeconomic policy mechanisms 
used to manage the developed economies now fail to achieve the necessary adjust-
ments. Neither the favored economic stimulus perspectives of the political left nor 
the austerity strategies of the right could be effective in restoring the economic 
vitality of the developed economies. Under contemporary circumstances, eco-
nomic stimulus packages by governments in the developed world are more likely 
to generate off-shored jobs in India or China than in their own economies (Alpert, 
2013). Prestowitz (2009: 3) similarly argues that globalization had been guided by 
a theory of trade, the policy assumptions of which were “increasingly divorced 
from reality.” Whereas US-led globalization had met expectations in the early 
post–Second World War period (1950–1975), it had begun to falter during the 
1980s. The current reality, however, is one of chronic trade imbalances between 
the United States and East Asian nations, and growing inequality. Markets had 
failed to correct and orthodox economic doctrine had proven wanting. As a con-
sequence, globalization had resulted in a growing divide between rich and poor in 
many countries, including the United States; environmental degradation had 
accelerated and democratization (an assumed natural corollary of free trade) had 
been very uneven. Indeed, in some cases, globalization appears to have strength-
ened undemocratic regimes. Global corporations, Prestowitz observed, tended to 
be more responsive to authoritarian governments. His central concern is that the 
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growth of international trade had proceeded on the basis of “two economic 
 systems”: countries pursuing universal free trade and governments pursuing neo-
mercantilist policies, a situation which had largely led to perverse outcomes (5). 
Elkus (2008) maintained that so great had been the loss of manufacturing func-
tions in the United States, associated with free-market economic strategy, that the 
United States had undermined its ability to innovate.

Furthermore, as noted above, by the late 2000s, a substantial body of social 
research had emerged which suggested that ethnic diversification combined with 
social inequality may be counterproductive for social cohesion. This did not bode 
well for the UN’s commitment to open, increasingly pluralist societies and small 
government. Alesina and La Ferrara (2000), for instance, observed a vicious cycle 
whereby low social capital and low community trust leads to a decline in the 
capacity of public institutions to rectify the negative effects of low social capital. 
Updated research by Putnam generally corroborated such findings. He found that 
ethnic diversity and social solidarity were negatively correlated, potentially engen-
dering a withdrawal from collective life (Putnam, 2007). To the extent that global-
ization facilitated ethnic diversification and inequality within many societies, such 
research might have resulted in a greater level of caution among one-world advo-
cates than it did, particularly among the left.

However, from the 1990s onward, the overriding belief in small government 
and self-correcting economies became closely associated with an assertive cosmo-
politanism. From this perspective, a more united and prosperous economic world 
would be naturally accompanied by cultural convergence toward economically 
open and culturally inclusive societies based on cosmopolitan principles. As the 
economic dimension of this vision came under strain in the face of the global 
financial crisis of the late 2000s, efforts to shore up the cosmopolitan ideal never-
theless increased. It seemed that the more threatening the consequences of global 
economic integration, the more fervent were efforts to promote convergent cos-
mopolitan solutions to social and cultural dislocations. Social cohesion initiatives 
were largely circumscribed by this policy hegemony. The next section explores the 
role played by the OECD in this context.

The OECD—Social Cohesion

By the early 2000s, widespread concern had emerged within Europe about the 
 difficulties of reconciling ever greater global interdependence with social stability. 
Strong reaction to the settlement of poorly integrated migrant minorities had 
emerged within some Western European societies, and against the disruptive 
effects of unceasing economic restructuring and the pursuit of open markets. 
Nevertheless, the OECD’s efforts to reconcile the disruptive effects of global devel-
opment with a vision of social stability based on cosmopolitanism became more 
pronounced.

In 2011, the OECD hosted the International Conference on Social Cohesion 
and Development. The Conference focused on better understanding “the complex 
and pertinent relationship between social cohesion and development”  
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(OECD, 2011). Three major dimensions to the creation of social cohesiveness 
were posited:

building networks of relationships, trust and identity between different groups; 
fighting discrimination, exclusion and excessive inequalities; and enabling upward 
social mobility.

Further:

Many groups in society, such as minorities, migrants and the elderly have been 
largely excluded from the benefits of growth, leaving them more vulnerable to the 
shocks that come with the opening of economies. (OECD, 2011)

The Conference presentations reflected these themes. The Deputy Head of the 
UN’s Development Program, Rebecca Grynspan, pointed to increasing “evidence 
that widening social divisions, growing inequality, and increasing alienation are 
important obstacles to development progress.” She added:

[I]n many countries of the world, many forces are causing people to lose their sense 
of belonging, their identification with collective objectives and their bonds of soli-
darity . . . this reveals the importance of efforts to actively “create societies” that 
embrace diversity and demonstrate an awareness of social responsibility of individu-
als and groups. (Grynspan, 2011)

Significantly, Grynspan alludes to an approach not so much focused on preserving 
inherited social cohesion within societies against destabilizing influences, but 
upon how to create social cohesion anew in the context of global disruption. 
Grynspan’s perspective may therefore be understood as challenging inherited 
structures of social cohesion while advocating the re-creation of social cohesion 
on an alternative basis.

Grynspan’s statements highlight an essential bind facing the OECD. Like the 
UN, it was committed to continued global economic integration and economic 
growth. It took for granted that closing the gap between rich and poor, both within 
and between societies, would be achieved through the expansion and further inte-
gration of the global economy. At the same time, it was forced to acknowledge the 
continued potential for serious social and cultural dislocation through globaliza-
tion, including the prospect of social alienation and cultural and ethnic conflict. 
However, despite growing evidence of such conflict, human global mobility and 
cultural diversification within societies were deemed inevitable and a necessary 
social and moral good.

In this context, cosmopolitanism emerges as a template for development. One 
of the principal areas of difficulty associated with global integration was thereby 
prescribed as part of the solution, and proselytizing the high moral virtue of 
“social inclusion” emerged as a priority. Further, this perspective implicitly 
assumed that globalization would inevitably lead to cultural convergence around 
the cosmopolitan ideal.
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Some contributors at the Copenhagen conference were more forthright in 
asserting the cosmopolitan implications of globalization and the imperative to 
absorb migrant minorities into host societies. Cassam Uteem, former president of 
Mauritius and member of the Club de Madrid, advocated the creation of “shared 
societies.” These societies are defined as stable and just, where human rights are 
respected, and as tolerant and diverse (Uteem, 2011).

Uteem suggested that the poor integration and economic performance of some 
migrant minorities in Western European societies reflected a failure of authorities 
to adopt a sufficiently inclusive approach. Significantly, Uteem rejected demands 
for migrant integration into host societies. In his view, the challenge is not one of 
“fitting others in,” but of finding “common ground.”

Again, the OECD sidestepped the contradiction of advocating a cosmopolitan 
template in a global context where mass international migration and the settle-
ment of migrant minorities had proven politically and culturally problematic in a 
growing number of countries. Essentially, it did this by resorting to a simple moral 
assertiveness: that any form of cultural exclusion is wrong and must be supplanted 
with a morally superior cosmopolitan outlook.

The Minimal Cosmopolitan Society

The OECD recognized that societies varied in their respective understandings of 
social cohesion. It nevertheless prescribed a cultural/political template for the 
achievement of social cohesion. In effect, the OECD relied upon a basic liberal 
perspective with which it could easily reconcile its cosmopolitan commitment. In 
adopting this approach, the OECD’s commitment to social equality extended 
beyond narrow economistic issues related to the distribution of wealth, wages, and 
individual opportunity to the advocacy of an open cultural pluralism in which all 
cultures and identities may belong equally. Thus conceived, social inclusiveness 
conformed to a cosmopolitan standard.

In elaborating this perspective, the OECD drew upon the thinking of liberal 
American political philosopher, John Rawls. The appeal of Rawls appears to be 
that he challenges the ideal of an overarching dominant culture which may func-
tion as a delimiting principle for social inclusion, integration, and stability. Rawls 
advocates the coexistence of different comprehensive belief systems, whether 
moral, religious, or nonreligious. His perspective does not require that, over time, 
an overarching framework of durable, shared social values and axioms should be 
established to supplant a potentially kaleidoscopic range of competing values and 
belief systems. Indeed, the common ground negotiated by those holding different 
value systems may be minimal and residual. Again, Rawls explicitly rules out a 
liberal democracy where citizens hold the same comprehensive doctrine or value 
system. He asks instead:

[W]hat political conception of justice can provide the common basis of principles and 
ideals to guide public political discussion on which citizens affirming conflicting reli-
gious and nonreligious yet reasonable comprehensive doctrines can agree? (2005: xl)
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Rawls’s view is that a just and fair system of social coexistence can be negotiated 
between persons and groups with diverse, even incompatible, religious and other 
values and interests. An “overlapping consensus” is thereby deemed possible “as 
long as members of society are open to compromise, i.e. [are] ‘reasonable’” (OECD, 
2012: 53).

Numerous philosophical and pragmatic criticisms may be made concerning 
this viewpoint. However, it is not intended to enter into a thorough discussion of 
them here. Nevertheless, one implication of the OECD interpretation of Rawls is 
that “bonding capital” of the type described by Putnam (linkages among persons 
perceived to be homogenous) would virtually cease to exist within societies most 
impacted by globalization.

Both this report’s and the Club de Madrid’s concepts of social cohesion are different 
from narrower ones that highlight the bonding nature of networks and institutions 
that shape collective action. (53)

Conversely, “bridging capital” (social linkages and networks between socially 
 heterogeneous persons and communities) is implicitly elevated as a substitute for 
bonding capital in the face of incessant social disruption.

In addition, although promoted in defense of tolerance and inclusion, the liberal 
cosmopolitanism promoted by the OECD appears to suffer from an inherent 
inconsistency. This is that the established concept of the nation-state, based on pri-
mary allegiance to a sovereign national community, as the basis of rights and obli-
gations, is rejected as insufficiently tolerant or inclusive, while the intolerance often 
inherent in many ethnic, religious, and other bases of identity is largely ignored as 
benign in the hope that Rawlsian processes of overlapping consensus will succeed.

Cosmopolitan Convergence and the Redefinition of Rights

As noted, the UN and the OECD both prescribed a small government, cosmopoli-
tan response to globalization. In the case of the OECD, this was linked to a funda-
mentalist liberal view of society. By the 1990s, these organizations considered 
cosmopolitanism to be a more or less natural outcome of globalization and as 
largely inevitable.

This sense of inevitability seemed plausible during the 1990s because of the 
utopian mind-set among some analysts and commentators. After the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, optimism spiraled about the prospects of an international 
 cosmopolitan order. Calhoun (2002) remarks:

In the wake of the Cold War, it seemed to many political theorists and public actors 
that the moment had finally arrived . . . for cosmopolitanism to extend beyond mere 
tolerance to the creation of a shared global democracy. It seemed easy to denigrate 
states as old-fashioned authorities of waning influence and to extol the virtues of 
international civil society. (87)

As in earlier historical periods of international economic expansion, globalization 
was associated with the prospect of universal peace (James, 2009; Werner Muller, 
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2013). Increasingly, individuals were not understood as having entitlements 
derived from their status as citizens of sovereign nation-states, but as citizens of 
the world uniting in free exchange within markets (Gowan, 2000).

Some commentators confidently asserted the emergence of a postnational basis 
for the exercise of rights. The European Union passport is sometimes presented as 
the clearest example of this development. The recognition of dual citizenship and 
the increasing rights claims of transnationally organized identity groups are also 
cited (Soysal, 1997). Such arguments often rest upon the observation that, since the 
1980s, there had been a proliferation of groups and communities that were dissatis-
fied with an exclusive identification with the sovereign nation-state (Sassen, 2006).

A number of factors are identified as having contributed to “changing param-
eters of claims-making, and participation” (Soysal, 1997: 510). The vast expansion 
of post–Second World War labor migration and the associated settlement of 
migrant minorities within Europe and other regions, led to the establishment of 
ethnic and religious minorities which made demands upon nation-states while 
maintaining a primary identification with transnational communities and value 
systems. As a result, established understandings of citizenship and the public 
sphere had been largely supplanted (521). Soysal points to the capacity of transna-
tional communities to strategize in making demands upon nation-states, while 
remaining essentially independent of them. Islamic migration to Europe is high-
lighted as an example of the new reality:

The assertive presence of Islamic groups in European public spheres delineates two 
specific features of the emergent modes of collective claims-making: First . . . the 
groups that partake in the public realm deploy identity narratives, couched within 
the axiomatic verities of universalistic discourses. Second, the terms of the participa-
tion extend beyond the confines of the nation, span multiple localities, connect (and 
simultaneously construct) transnational communities, and thus diversify the “spaces 
for and of politics.” (515)

Such developments, it is claimed, reflect a breakdown of the linkage between 
national identification and rights. This disassociation involved the recasting of 
citizenship rights, which are linked to formal membership to discrete national 
communities, into human rights, which are conceived as universal. The UN played 
a role in promoting this shift (Soysal, 1997). The shift legitimized claims upon 
nation-states based upon group identities other than citizenship status. The main-
tenance of ethnic, religious, and other bases of group identity was thereby viewed 
as “natural” and legitimate.

One consequence of the shift in emphasis from state-based citizen rights to 
universal human rights has been the legitimization of multiple identity claims, 
which were seen to cut across and supersede the citizenship ideal. Soysal cites the 
example of Islamic mobilization in Britain:

When urging Islamic instruction in public schools and the recognition of Muslim 
family law, during the 1987 national elections, the Islamic associations in Britain 
asserted the “natural” right of individuals to their own cultures . . . To frame their 
position, they directly invoked the international instruments and conventions on 
Human Rights. (516)
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In such situations, the priority given to universal human rights and rights claims 
based on comprehensive belief systems like Islam are mutually reinforcing in the 
pressure they bring to bear upon nationally circumscribed citizenship rights.

The “open republic” concept of Delbruck (1994) is a further expression of the 
utopian postnational thinking that flourished during the 1990s. Like Soysal, 
Delbruck assumed that the traditional nation-state was already obsolete. A recon-
ceptualization of the nation-state was thereby deemed necessary. National interest 
must be redefined to incorporate the notion of a “global public interest,” to replace 
the traditional concept of the closed, self-centered, and self-reliant nation-state 
(54). In Delbruck’s view, these changes would, in turn, require an extension of the 
forms of democratic participation “to the supranational level to give greater legiti-
macy to the process of global decision making” (54). The result of such changes, if 
applied universally, would be a world “Confederation of Republican States” or 
“Open Republics” (57). Delbruck posits a:

close connection between the demand for the “Open Republic” and the irreversibly 
growing recognition of universal human rights . . . This . . . cuts to the roots of the 
traditional, exclusive, and in-group oriented nation-state. (58)

By the end of the 2000s, however, heightened expectations of a shift to a suprana-
tional cosmopolitan democracy had become significantly tempered. Sassen (2006) 
was correct to emphasize the difference between denationalization and “postna-
tional” developments. Rather than representing an independent, alternative basis 
for collective and individual rights, many of the developments highlighted by 
Soysal and others may simply “be interpreted as a decline or devaluation of 
 citizenship” (306). It was not at all clear, even within the European Union, that 
rights, entitlements, and obligations ultimately rested upon anything other than 
the depleted but continuing authority of member nation-states. Although claims 
may be made through an appeal to universal human rights, the nation-state ulti-
mately met such demands. Soysal nevertheless highlights a dilemma for nation-
states in the current context:

One of the main premises in theorising democratic society is that networks of civic 
engagement and associations should foster collective “trust” and “solidarity” by cut-
ting across social cleavages. However . . . it is precisely on the basis of these “social 
cleavages” that mobilisation of civil societies takes place. (1997: 515)

Ideological Limitations of the Liberal Cosmopolitan Orthodoxy

Contrary to stated intentions, the cosmopolitan orthodoxy of the 1990s and 2000s 
may, in practice, jeopardize social stability rather than facilitate it.

The continued weakening of national sovereignty and identity may awaken 
suppressed social divisions that had been previously sublimated. Greenfeld (1992) 
highlights the way in which the establishment of national identity involved the 
sublimation of received differences and grievances within populations:
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Every member of the “people” thus interpreted partakes in its superior, elite quality, 
and it is in consequence that a stratified national population is perceived as essen-
tially homogenous, and the lines of status and class as superficial. This principle lies 
at the basis of nationalisms. (7)

Gowan (2000) argues that the 1990s saw the consolidation of a more aggressive 
form of cosmopolitanism which found particular expression in the Anglo-
American world, and which he labeled the “new liberal cosmopolitanism” (NLC). 
While the NLC foreshadowed a singular world order, Gowan points to the pros-
pect of the entrenchment of global inequalities.

Although having much in common with previous globalist perspectives, he 
observes significant differences. Whereas previous liberal internationalist formu-
lations had been premised on the existence of the Westphalian order, the NLC 
sought to “overcome absolute states’ rights through the development of a global 
order governing the internal as well as the external behaviour of states” (Gowan, 
2000: 2). Rather than sovereign states being conceived as the basis of citizen rights, 
the NLC posited the subordination of states to a global order as a means of “pro-
tecting the rights of individual citizens from state authorities.” State authority 
would be transformed from an absolute right to a license to govern, which could 
be withdrawn from recalcitrant states: “States will continue to exist, but their sov-
ereignty will be both conditional and partial” (2, 3). Not only are free markets 
advocated as a means for the generation of wealth, but also as a way of establishing 
individual liberal freedoms, including in the areas of civic life and politics (3).

Although the NLC envisages humanity as being “finally united in a single, just 
world order,” Gowan points to the more sober reality of a perspective premised 
upon the reinforcement of asymmetrical international relations—guaranteeing 
the “rights of foreign operators to gain ownership of domestic assets, to establish 
businesses within states which can have the same rights to operate as domestic 
private or public companies” (2000: 27, 20). The international “norms” that are 
advocated as the foundation stone of the NLC are “really reflections of American 
and West European principles” (Kagan and Kristol, 2000, cited in Gowan, 2000: 
22). In his view, the current:

trends both in international trade and in the internal transformations of non-core 
political economies are very far from guaranteeing virtuous circles of cosmopolitan 
economic and social gains for the world’s populations. (20)

The UN is implicated as a source of legitimacy for such asymmetrical interna-
tional power relations (10).

Similarly, Calhoun (2002) observes that the meaning of cosmopolitanism 
tended to be ill-defined, it being assumed that the movement toward an interde-
pendent, cosmopolitan world was natural and self-sustaining. As a result, advo-
cates often failed to sufficiently differentiate an authentically democratic 
cosmopolitanism from that promoted by transnational corporate business inter-
ests, motivated by a desire to bypass or weaken state-based regulatory structures. 
Often, little thought was given to the prospect that undermining the legitimacy of 
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nation-states, while positing poorly defined cosmopolitan alternatives, may erode 
efforts to defend past gains in the provision of social equity, let alone advance 
them (Calhoun, 2002: 90–93).

Part of the appeal of cosmopolitanism since the 1990s derived from its associa-
tion with Third Way politics. Noel and Therien (2008) make the observation that 
with the explicit rapprochement between the UN and Bretton Woods institutions 
(e.g., the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization) that 
occurred by the end of the 1990s, “[a] global version of Third Way politics then 
seemed to be emerging” (183).1

As noted, Third Way politics purported to chart a political path between the 
allegedly oppressive and overnurturing social–democratic welfare state and mar-
ket-driven winner-take-all neoliberalism. Similarly, in the realm of international 
relations, a form of Third Way cosmopolitanism was advocated that claimed to 
offer a developmental pathway between “rampant corporate globalisation and 
reactionary traditionalism or nationalism” (Calhoun, 2002: 91). As traditional 
social–democratic perspectives were abandoned and the role of markets given 
greater legitimacy, national identity was supplanted with more diffuse cosmopoli-
tan notions of identity and entitlement.

When contemplating what changes in identity and culture societies undergo in 
response to the pressures for globalization, it is important to consider the extent to 
which such adjustments are embraced, rather than imposed. In what circum-
stances can people genuinely consider cultural, social, and economic adaptation to 
be their own? As Calhoun (2002) points out, the ideal of global civil society is 
often argued in the name of democracy. But:

Democracy must . . . empower people not in the abstract but in the actual conditions 
of their lives. This means to empower them within communities and traditions, not in 
spite of them, and as members of groups not only as individuals.

We need to pay attention to the social contexts in which people are moved by 
 commitments to each other. (93) (Our emphasis)

This more sympathetic understanding of cultural adaptation to globalization 
stands in contrast to the neoliberal cosmopolitanism and to its Third Way variant 
of the 1990s and 2000s. In contrast to a more endogenous adaptation to globaliza-
tion, the neoliberal orthodoxy has advocated a worldview largely devoid of a cul-
tural or national vantage point (Calhoun, 2002). A cultural leveling takes place, 
whereby no cultural or traditional viewpoint is deemed to have precedence over 
any other. The link between identity and place is compromised, as is any intimate 
link between identity and territorial sovereignty. The cosmopolitan ideal is thereby 
rendered compliant with rampant market access and global free trade. No national 
or traditional cultural vantage point can be legitimately advanced to fundamen-
tally limit or shape the operation of markets. Calhoun (2002) highlights the dan-
ger of cosmopolitan advocates acquiescing to neoliberalism:

The affinity of cosmopolitanism to rationalist liberal individualism has blinded 
many cosmopolitans to some of the destructions neo-liberalism—the cosmopoli-
tanism of capital—has wrought and the damage it portends to hard-won social 
achievements. (109)
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Furthermore, perhaps counterintuitively, there is an implicit intolerance of 
received identities and cultures within some of the cosmopolitan formulations of 
the 1990s and 2000s. The neoliberal cosmopolitan formulations of this period do 
not so much express enthusiasm for customary differences, even when conceived 
in pluralist terms, as with multiculturalism, but as the rarefied cultural fabric of a 
largely uniform, all-inclusive, post-parochial world—of an all-encompassing 
break from the past. Similarly, Brennan (2001) observes that cosmopolitanism:

designates an enthusiasm for customary differences, but as ethical or aesthetic mate-
rial for a unified polychromatic culture—a new singularity born of a blending and 
merging of multiple local constituents. (76)

The prospect of societies developing broadly consensual and culturally distinctive 
approaches to the maintenance of social cohesion in response to global pressures 
is thereby circumscribed.

How Might National Communities Respond in Practice?

If the assumption of global cosmopolitan convergence, as formulated under the 
rubric of the Washington Consensus, is questioned, what may then be the options 
available to nation-states for preserving social cohesion in a globalizing context? 
Once multilateral free trade and the maximization of open markets are no longer 
accepted as the key factors governing cultural adaptation, the options then avail-
able to societies to respond to global engagement may broaden significantly and in 
ways more reliant upon and sympathetic to received identity and culture.

To explore the possibilities for preserving social cohesion in both developed 
and developing countries in the context of global enmeshment, it may be useful to 
briefly reflect on how societies underwent the transition to modern nationalism. 
This may provide insights into how societies can adjust to pressures for change 
while managing the potential for social and cultural dislocation. This is because 
the social and cultural unification that typically characterized the establishment of 
nation-states involved the subordination of inherited cultural, religious, and other 
cleavages (see Joppke, 2004: 239).

With the exception of the first modern nation, England, the emergence of 
national identity entailed the adoption of foreign ways of thinking and acting. 
Ultimately, the compulsion to adopt novel, foreign bases of political organization 
and collective identification was rooted in the overwhelming success of societies 
that had already done so (Greenfeld, 1992). Nevertheless, as Greenfeld argues, the 
fundamental transformation could not be accomplished without significant mod-
ification of the introduced ways of thinking, through adaptation to indigenous 
norms and traditions. This adaptation often involved a simultaneous reinterpreta-
tion of both the imported national idea and traditional values:

Such reinterpretation implied incorporation of pre-national modes of thought 
within the nascent national consciousness, which were then carried on in it and  
reinforced. (15)
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The compulsion to adopt an introduced model of collective action and self- 
identification has often been characterized by ressentiment, a tension between 
 recognition of the limitations, or even the inferiority, of one’s received culture and 
a continued subjective commitment to traditional identity (16). Modern Chinese 
history provides an example.

Levenson (1958) argued that when Chinese tradition was defended in the face 
of foreign alternatives, it was inevitably redefined in the process.

When Confucian traditionalism comes to be accepted not from a confidence in its 
universal validity but from a traditionalistic compulsion to profess that confidence, 
Confucianism is transformed from a primary, philosophical commitment to a sec-
ondary, romantic one, and traditionalism from a philosophical principle to a psy-
chological device. (xvi)

The struggle between traditionalism and iconoclasm in times of rapid change had 
not been conducted in purely abstract terms. History is not understood as some-
thing that may be either modified at will or by ahistorical standards. In the Chinese 
context, “two reciprocal processes” developed side by side. In their different ways, 
both Confucian traditionalists and iconoclasts were concerned to demonstrate the 
“equivalence” of China and the West. In adjusting to external challenges, both were 
therefore concerned with the search for “ideas that Chinese could accept” (xvi).

The ambiguous feelings that can arise may thereby be eventually reconciled. 
However, this accommodation may be fraught with lasting cultural stresses and 
strains. In a statement that resonates in the context of early twenty-first century 
globalization, Levenson declared:

[N]o one is so ethereal, so cleanly delivered from native soil and the limited culture 
which formed him, that he can see its relative disqualification with perfect equanim-
ity. If a foreign answer is to be intellectually accepted as right, the native culture’s 
emotional claims must somehow be squared. (xviii)

Sometimes foreign ideas and practices may be accommodated by identifying a 
traditional precedent that is consistent with the imported elements. Japan’s Meiji 
Restoration—the creation of a new order, a period of rapid economic moderniza-
tion and adjustment in response to the challenge of Western incursion—provides 
an example of the way in which cultural stresses and strains may be played out in 
the adoption of introduced thinking and practices. Nineteenth-century Japanese 
intellectual Yukichi Fukuzawa provides an example of the deep-going critical self-
reflection of this period:

[W]ith our recent ties with foreigners we have begun to contrast our civilisation with 
theirs. Our inferiority to them on the external technological level is obvious, but our 
mentality also differs from theirs. Westerners are intellectually vital, are personally 
well disciplined, and have patterned and orderly social relations. In our present  
state . . . we are no match for them. (2009: 227)

However, Western ideas and practices could not be simply adopted without any 
reconciliation with the inherited Japanese identity. While adopting a constitutional 
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government largely based on European precedents and embarking upon a modern 
national education system, the Emperor remained a unifying element that all 
 sections of society could relate to. Hirai (1983) points to a number of features of 
traditional culture which leveraged Japanese modernization, in particular the this-
worldly focus of Japanese culture and religion, Shinto. This is deemed to have 
assisted modernization through its emphasis upon the ideal of continued striving 
and refinement.

The physical and psychological stresses and strains of modernization would be 
tempered by a reassuring sense of continuity with the past. The modernization of 
Japan did not equate with “westernization” in any simple sense; indigenous 
 cultural elements were molded into a new form (Hirai, 1983).

Alternatively, the potentially deep social anxieties created between the compul-
sion to adapt to external pressures and the impulse to preserve a sense of continu-
ity with inherited identity and culture can devolve into violent, uncompromising 
opposition to change.

Midlarsky (2011) documents numerous instances during the twentieth century 
and since, where societies or social groups which are subject to apparently irrecon-
cilable change have given rise to extremist-induced carnage. Examining the emer-
gence of fascism, communism, radical Islam, and extreme nationalism, he 
identifies a number of factors associated with this type of outcome. Where there 
are perceived historical injustices, perhaps a period of subordination after a 
 perceived glorious and distant past, a sense of loss and individual and collective 
humiliation may give rise to apocalyptical violence. Further, “ephemeral gains,” in 
the form of a temporary or partial victory against the perceived agency of loss, 
may act to trigger an escalation in violent behavior (62–68).

The crisis of contemporary Islam provides a compelling example. Gerges 
(2006) cites the “conventional Western wisdom,” which explains the rise of Islamic 
militancy as a response to the overwhelming of traditional life by rampant indus-
trialization, urban decay, and unfulfilled promises made by elite and corrupt secu-
lar state bureaucracies. He emphasizes, however, that in the eyes of Islamic radicals, 
religion was not perceived simply as a means to an end, but as an end in itself.

Iraqi statesman Ali A. Allawi refers to the impersonal global forces that weighed 
upon the world of Islam. These forces, which increased after the fall of the Soviet 
Union and which eclipsed the “power of nations”—“lightly regulated markets,” 
“financial liberalisation,” and “unimpeded capital flows”—“increasingly defined 
the substance of power” (2009: 8). He states:

As the gap between what is perceived as the latent potential of the Islamic world and its 
reality of economic backwardness and political dependency becomes ever more obvious, 
the siren song of the ideologues of political Islam reaches more and more ears. (8, 9)

Allawi makes a salient point in relation to the current prospects for social stability 
and cohesion in the current circumstances:

The crisis of Islamic civilisation arises partly from the fact that it has been thwarted 
from demarcating its own pathways into contemporary life. (8, 9) (Our emphasis)
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In contrast to the spiritual emptiness of secular progress as perceived by many 
Islamic radicals, the turn to Islam held out the promise of an alternative and 
authentic route to social and cultural legitimacy.

The above discussion not only raises the question of whether the liberal cosmo-
politan prescriptions of the 1990s and 2000s are appropriate and acceptable as a 
cultural template for global engagement, but also whether, in some contexts, they 
may engender violent opposition. The apparently benign character of the cosmo-
politan ideal may entail greater risk for the preservation of social cohesion than 
has been obvious.

Australia and Japan Compared

The discussion above provides a backdrop against which to examine the ways in 
which two very different societies, Australia and Japan, have dealt with challenges 
to their cultural and institutional fabric and to social cohesion arising from accel-
erating global enmeshment.

The approach of this publication is unusual in that it juxtaposes the study of 
two societies which, although developed, are contrasting with regard to their 
 historical origins, cultural legacies, and levels of economic sophistication. More 
usually, international comparisons focus upon like societies. By contrast, using 
Australia and Japan as instructive counterpoints, the collection of papers presented 
here contributes to an understanding of the contemporary challenges to social 
cohesion and, it is hoped, to the ways in which global enmeshment may be accom-
modated by societies from their distinctive historical and cultural vantage points.

Japan provides an example of a society that has undergone a profound and 
rapid economic transformation since the nineteenth century without, until 
 relatively recently, a commensurate reformation of traditional institutions and 
values. Indeed, until the last quarter of the twentieth century, Japan’s meteoric 
technological modernization was largely premised upon the reinforcement of core 
Japanese values. Traditional values, which had previously focused on the ideals of 
family solidarity and loyalty, obedience to authority, and reinforcement of the 
paternalistic family ideal, were partially redirected toward the modern Japanese 
state and toward national progress. Governance of the economic transformation 
also relied somewhat upon the ethics of frugality, self-discipline, and the subordi-
nation of individual aspirations to group success.

By contrast, Australia, a foundling settler society at the periphery of empire, 
was by the early twentieth century lauded as a social laboratory with the highest 
living standards in the world; born modern, egalitarian, and socially innovative. 
This success was underwritten by the abundant resources of a vast, easily exploited 
“virgin” environment, a protectionist compromise between labor and capital, and 
a privileged economic relationship with British industrial power. By the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century, however, key aspects of the Australian high-wage, 
high-tariff, nation-building compact were being dismantled. Australia would 
become an exemplar and advocate of multilateral free trade in the Asia-Pacific 
region. In turn, this profound economic reorientation was reflected in the 
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adoption of multicultural idealism as the national creed, reinforced by ongoing 
high immigration from diverse countries of origin. The national story was rewrit-
ten. Free trade had become synonymous with the idea that Australia is, and always 
had been, “a nation of immigrants.”

The ways in which Australian and Japanese societies have become increasingly 
engaged with one another over recent decades as a result of global economic 
enmeshment and people flows, whether through tourism, education, or business-
related movements, should not be underplayed. Globalization has acted as a cata-
lyst for engagement, even between societies that are culturally distant. Indeed, this 
publication is a product of this process.

However, can Australia and Japan continue to accommodate global integration 
without serious loss of social cohesion?

The contributions in this volume suggest a complex interplay of factors that are 
sometimes mutually reinforcing and sometimes cross-cutting in relation to social 
cohesion. Some factors or processes may act to increase social cohesion in some 
ways, but inhibit it in other ways or actually detract from it.

Several contributions have focused on issues relating to the challenges associated 
with immigration. By broad comparison, Australia and Japan stand at very different 
stages of development in relation to immigration. Australia has had a mass immi-
gration program in place since the early post–Second World War period until rela-
tively recently, based principally on settler migration, rather than upon temporary 
flows. Although Japan has experienced significant growth in immigration from a 
low base, there appears to be reluctance on the part of the Japanese government and 
the Japanese public to embrace large-scale settler immigration (Chapters 5 and 14). 
This challenge could be avoided for a long period because Japan was able to supply 
its own labor needs during times of rapid economic expansion through internal 
migration from rural to urban areas (Chapters 2 and 5). Only now, at a relatively 
late stage in its economic development, is Japan confronting the option of mass 
immigration, and it remains widely controversial. For the most part, immigrants to 
Japan are looked upon as temporary and are expected to return to their countries 
of origin, which, in turn, seems compatible with their role as low-status nonregular 
workers or de facto “guest workers.” A major consideration for Japanese authorities 
and the Japanese public appears to be a desire to preserve valued notions of national 
character and cultural norms (Chapters 5 and 10).

In this regard, mass immigration is not something to be taken lightly because 
the consequences of mass immigration for identity and culture are profound and 
can be relatively swift. Healy (Chapter 3) notes how the Australian population of 
the early postwar period (which was over 90 percent Australian-born) was initially 
persuaded to accept a policy of mass immigration on the basis that migrants 
would assimilate to the Australian way of life—that migrants would become 
Australians. Within 25 years, a national conversion to multiculturalism was well 
and truly on the political agenda. By the 1980s it had become dogma, with the 
inherited national identity reduced to one “ethnic” identity among many—and 
regarded with suspicion among political and cultural elites.

Although the pathway that Japanese society will go down in relation to this 
dilemma is not clear, the consequences for social cohesion appear significant 
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either way. As Mizukami (Chapter 2) highlights, population aging and localized 
decline are already impacting negatively upon the social fabric of many communi-
ties in Japan. The growing presence of visible immigrant minorities in exploitative 
nonregular employment has almost certainly already resulted in anxieties about 
the meaning of community. Just how long perceptions of ethnically bounded 
Japanese “communities” can be preserved in the face of a growing foreign presence 
is not clear. From a different perspective, Machimura (Chapter 6) analyses the 
consequences of globalization for the multiple re-scaling of governance and 
meaningful social inclusion in Japan.

By contrast, having gone down the mass immigration route, Australian society 
currently appears unable to extricate itself from high immigration flows. So closely 
has immigration become associated with the ideals of tolerance and inclusion, 
under the rubric of multiculturalism, that for many, particularly among the left 
intelligentsia, any lapse of confidence in high immigration is interpreted as a sign of 
reemergent xenophobia. A factor here appears to be the extent to which universal 
human rights and a cosmopolitan worldview have eclipsed the notion of citizen-
ship rights embedded in the ideal of a sovereign nation-state. For some sections of 
the Australian population, perceptions of “rights” have been largely disassociated 
from national identity; for others, sovereignty remains a principal point of anchor-
age for allegiance, identity, and entitlements. For the free-market right, any relax-
ation of high immigration levels tends to be seen as a regression to the  protectionist 
“malaise” of the early nation-building period. Just how these internal fault lines pan 
out and what their consequences for social cohesion will be is uncertain.

Nevertheless, the analysis of intermarriage in Australia by Arunachalam and 
Karidakis (Chapter 9) provides a valuable alternative vantage point for under-
standing the relationship between immigration and multiculturalism and social 
cohesion in the Australian context. Notwithstanding differences in the rates of 
intermarriage between ethnic groups, the high overall rates of intermarriage, even 
among some relatively recent migrant groups to Australia, suggest that any essen-
tialist conceptualization of multiculturalism in Australia is seriously mismatched 
with the current reality. What meaning can an essentialist approach to minority 
cultural maintenance (and “rights”) have in a population which is increasingly 
comprised of persons of mixed descent? Contrary to the continued ideological 
thrust of essentialist understandings of Australian multiculturalism among 
 elements of the Australian intellectual elite (see Healy Chapter 3), the high inci-
dence of intermarriage may open up possibilities for a unified national identity on 
a new basis. Ethnicity may once again become a residual factor in identity forma-
tion and allegiance. One caveat to this is that sustained high rates of immigration 
result in substantial first-generation cohorts who may identify more strongly with 
multicultural doctrine.

The contribution of Kessler (Chapter 7) adds a further note of caution against 
essentialist notions of Australian multiculturalism in his discussion of the chal-
lenges to Muslim integration into Australian society. Policy perspectives which pre-
sume ethnic essentialism, as well as migrants with essentialist and “majoritarian” 
expectations, appear inadequate to the task of meaningful engagement in a liberal 
democracy. Although the analysis of Arunachalam and Karidakis (Chapter 9)  
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does suggest significant levels of intermarriage between Muslims of different 
national or ethnic backgrounds, in-marriage between Muslims remains high. In 
turn, this may be a factor behind Markus’s observation (Chapter 4) that around 
one in four Australians think negatively about Muslims. In a society where inter-
marriage is the norm and a major integrative force, strong in-group behavior may 
attract disdain.

Such high rates of intermarriage raise questions about the meaning that should 
be attached to the high levels of support for multiculturalism in Australia, as 
shown, for example, in the survey analysis by Markus (Chapter 4). As noted above, 
the meaning which survey respondents attach to multiculturalism is often not 
clear. Where there are high rates of intermarriage between ethnic groups, it is 
unlikely that respondents perceive or are endorsing multiculturalism in essential-
ist terms, which place a high priority on the preservation of primordial identities. 
For many, such support may merely signify endorsement of some basic notion of 
fairness between persons from different backgrounds. Similar to Putnam’s (2010) 
observation that a high proportion of secular Americans consider that religion can 
play an important part in American life, many Australians who are not strong 
 supporters of multiculturalism may indicate that they think it has been “good” for 
Australian society.

The exploration of altruistic behavior, through volunteering, among Vietnamese 
Australians by Misajon et al. (Chapter 8) provides further insight into the relation-
ship between in-group behavior and social cohesion. Arunachalam and Karidakis 
(Chapter 9) observe relatively low rates of intermarriage among Vietnamese 
Australians. At the same time, Misajon et al. find robust altruistic behavior within 
the Vietnamese community. These findings raise questions about the geographic 
and social levels at which social cohesion functions. Strong social cohesion at the 
local or group level may not say much about social cohesion at higher social levels, 
including the national level. Yet, it is at the national level where responses to the 
uncertainties of globalization would seem crucial. While empirical studies may 
show that sustained high immigration and multicultural policy appear compatible 
with local social harmony, for example, as measured by feelings of trust within 
persons’ neighborhoods, there is no guarantee that this translates into a national 
political culture capable of responding democratically and coherently to the chal-
lenges of an unstable global environment, and with a coherent collective view of 
the sovereign interest. Without bridging social capital to complement strong local 
in-group altruism, the overall outcome may remain relatively balkanized.

The discussion of intermarriage in Japan by Takeshita (Chapter 10) stands in 
stark contrast to the Australian experience. With the exception of Westerners mar-
rying Japanese spouses, the expectation is that foreigners assimilate to the culture 
of their Japanese spouses. As described, this appears to be especially the case where 
Japanese men in traditional rural situations marry foreign brides with a view to 
having children who will be raised as Japanese. Nothing analogous to the Japanese 
expectation that the children of mixed marriages should be indistinguishable 
from Japanese exists in Australia.

Notwithstanding the very different levels of development and size of the 
Australian and Japanese economies and different labor relations institutions, the 
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impact of global economic competition, investment flows, and associated eco-
nomic restructuring has had serious deleterious consequences for the domestic 
labor market in both countries. Hosogaya (Chapter 13) and Fujioka (Chapter 14) 
point to the sharp rise in nonregular employment in Japan and to the increased 
levels of exploitation of those in precarious employment. Fujioka describes the 
particular difficulties faced by Japanese graduates in gaining entry to good jobs 
and the rise of highly exploitative “black companies.” Birrell and Healy (Chapter 
15), likewise, highlight how the employment prospects of Australian youth, par-
ticularly those seeking entry level jobs, have deteriorated in a period of sustained 
high immigration and slow jobs growth in recent years. The consequences of dete-
riorating labor markets for social cohesion are profound and a potential source of 
social disillusionment. In the Australian context, government inaction on labor 
market competition for scarce jobs from migrants, including temporary resident 
migrants from countries with high levels of unemployment, suggests an increasing 
commitment to the idea of a borderless labor market, where the interests of 
domestic workers are not, in practice, given priority.

There is a broad similarity between Australian and Japan in the way that their 
tertiary education sectors have been utilized to facilitate global engagement. Of 
course, the detail of how this has been pursued has differed in each country. It is 
notable that in each case, a key purpose has been to create people with a global 
outlook. Faine et al. (Chapter 12) argue that Australian universities have become 
essentially cross-border institutions with a focus on producing global citizens 
and increasingly managed according to corporate business logic. As such, univer-
sities have become largely detached from any clear concept of the national inter-
est and no longer strive to inculcate a nationally circumscribed view of collective 
well-being. There have been multiple drivers of this process in Australia. 
University intellectuals have been a significant social force in articulating and 
promoting internationalist perspectives since the 1970s. It therefore should be no 
surprise that Australian universities have been so amenable to global enmesh-
ment. Another factor has been the increasing reluctance of the Australian gov-
ernment to fully fund universities, which has led to the heavy marketing of 
Australian universities to the overseas student market. In turn, overseas student 
recruitment has been linked to the prospect of favorable immigration outcomes 
to Australia. As a result, student life in many Australian universities has in many 
ways become an international experience. Yonezawa and Yonezawa (Chapter 11) 
similarly show that the Japanese government’s attempts to internationalize 
Japanese universities has been linked to efforts to regenerate Japan’s economic 
relevance through human resource development in a rapidly changing global 
economic environment.

A sobering observation from the contributions in this volume is the ways in 
which social sensitivities and anxieties over the preservation of collective identity 
and culture, in two societies as different as Australia and Japan, have been so 
bluntly mediated by the pressures of economic adjustment, as societies are drawn 
into the maelstrom of the global economy. Any more sympathetic accommoda-
tion of economy with culture appears allusive.
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Note

1. The UN had been adopting a Third Way approach to international development 
throughout the 1990s and set the precedent for the application of the Third Way 
approach in the sphere of international relations. 
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Japan’s Social Cohesion in Relation 

to Immigration Issues

Tetsuo Mizukami

Introduction

In contemporary social research—whether dealing with the involvement of citi-
zens in social life, national character, or the relationships between immigrant or 
minority groups and the host citizens—social cohesion has become a major topic. 
However, there is no universal definition of social cohesion (Demireva, 2015; 
Markus, 2010), though there have been some common understandings of the con-
cept. In addition, this concept is also found in the elaboration of political doc-
trines as well as in academic analyses, and there are some key terms which can be 
identified when attempting to define this term. In the United Kingdom and other 
developed democracies, “[s]ocial cohesion is often identified as ‘solidarity’ and 
‘togetherness.’” The OECD, in its report Social Cohesion in a Shifting World, sug-
gests three perspectives: “social inclusion,” “social capital,” and “social mobility” 
(2012: 53–54). Another way of considering this is to focus upon three common 
elements: “shared vision,” “a property of a group or community,” and “a process” 
(Markus, 2010: 8). Extensive surveys of social cohesion have helped define the 
national character of some societies, and will often include a nation’s attitudes 
toward newcomers who arrive via some form of immigration. On the other hand, 
social cohesion is also interrelated with the way in which immigrants and minority 
groups become participants in social life and therefore in their relations with the 
citizens of the host nation. The dynamics of social cohesion are central to the ways 
in which they develop solidarity with the host community. According to the OECD 
Director for Employment, Labor, and Social Affairs, Mr. Stefano Scarpetta: “The 
policy objectives for migration have also shifted, as has the perception of the role 
of migration. Today’s policy debate places greater emphasis on social cohesion and 
less on urgent recruitment needs” (OECD, 2014: 10).

Japan’s situation has been complex for some time. For example, in terms of 
responding to the need for labor, the approach taken by Keidanren (the Japan 
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Business Federation)1 has not always been aligned with, or developing in the same 
direction as, government policies. In Japan, the current debate about migration 
and the growth of a significant immigrant labor force have not been explicitly 
associated with social cohesion. Rather, while the debate has concentrated upon 
the demand for more labor, it has also been the consequences of an increase in the 
population. In Japanese research, via extensive surveys that claim to investigate the 
phenomenon, the term or concept of social cohesion has not hitherto been gener-
ally applied, nor has it been referred to research frameworks or policy doctrines. 
However, this does not mean that governments, academics, and the general public 
are not keen to promote social cohesion. In other words, although the term has 
not yet been widely used, there is voluminous research relevant to an understand-
ing of the concept and the key elements of Japanese social cohesion, as they have 
investigated social trust, social networks, social capital, and so on. In this chapter, 
I first discuss population issues and then explain how current migration issues are 
integrally related to these issues, highlighting some findings from Japanese research 
which are relevant to social cohesion.

Population Issues and Japan’s Demographic Character

Considering life expectancy, Japan’s figures show some outstanding characteris-
tics. Japan ranks first among the World Health Organization (WHO) member 
countries in several respects. The statistics for 2012 report that “women in Japan 
have the highest life expectancy in the world at 87.0 years, followed by Spain, 
Switzerland and Singapore,” while Japanese men are ranked eighth (80.0 years) 
(WHO, 2014: 42). In terms of “healthy life expectancy,” Japan ranked first in 2010: 
“men were 70.42, while women were 73.62” (Koseirodosho, 2014: 44). People may 
live longer in Japan, but serious problems have arisen from the combined effects 
of such population aging and a very low birthrate. These trends have given rise to 
one of the more heated debates in Japanese society about deeply rooted problems 
relating to an insufficient labor force and the decline of local communities. These 
issues have required much public and private sector deliberation and are closely 
associated with issues related to the relaxation of immigration restrictions on 
overseas labor. In turn, public debate has also focused upon the deterioration of 
local communities in relation to the lack of, or underdevelopment of, personal 
support networks, which is in evidence around the country. These issues have 
been a major concern for governments and various scholars.

Birthrates and Population Pyramid

Japan experienced a rapid increase in the birthrate after the Second World War. In 
1947, the total fertility rate was 4.54, and in the three years between 1947 and 1949, 
some 8.057 million were born in Japan (Kato, 2004: 35). This group is the Dankai 
sedai, or the baby-boomer generation. In 1966, the rate had declined to 1.58 due to 
the “Fiery Horse” superstition. This is the forty-third of a sexagesimal cycle. The 
superstition has persisted that girls who are born in this Fiery Horse year have 
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fiery temperaments and may kill their husbands, and 1966 was the last Fiery Horse 
year (the next will be 2026). However, in 1989 the total fertility rate dropped even 
lower than 1.58, and was designated the “1.57 shock.” After 1989, the rate has grad-
ually declined to the low point of 1.26 in 2005 (Naikakufu, 2015). Since then, the 
rate slightly recovered to 1.39 in 2011, but the decrease in absolute population 
numbers had begun a few years before that. Indeed, the numbers of people who 
marry at a later age or who are not married, including single-households, have 
increased partly due to the extension of women’s participation in the workforce 
and a delay in policymaking to improve the work conditions of married people. 
According to Noro (2015), the decrease in Japan’s population is now over 200,000 
per year and thus Japan needs nearly 3 million additional people per decade to 
maintain the same population. This scenario of population decline and rapid 
aging has now activated a debate on immigration in Japan.

According to Jinkomondai kenkyujo (National Institute of Population and 
Social Security Research, 2015), in 2010 the national population was 128.06 mil-
lion, and the proportion of people who were 65 years of age and over was less than 
a quarter (23.0%), while the age cohort of 0–14 years was 13.1 percent. In 2010, 
there is a relatively large age group of those in their mid-60s—this was the first of 
the baby-boomer generations, the Dankai sedai, as previously mentioned.

The second baby-boomer cohort can be found in the mid-30s age groups. 
These are those born during 1971–1974; this group is evident from the second 
protrusion in the population pyramid. However, a third baby boom did not take 
place, and the proportion of the 0–14 year age cohort has constantly decreased, 
while at the same time, the size of the 65 year and over age cohort will be gradually 
augmented every year. The latter age cohort is expected to occupy nearly one-third 
(31.6%) of the entire population by 2030. The population is expected to decrease 
constantly, and it is estimated that in 2030 the number will be 116.62 million 
(Jinkomondai kenkyujo, 2015). These data have helped to generate the debate 
about the introduction of foreign labor into Japan, as the decline of the domestic 
labor force is indisputable.

To Open or Close the Country

When social planners seek to identify the size of the working-age population, 
they are confronted by these figures which foreshadow a serious shortage in the 
numbers of people of working age. This problem has been reflected in public 
discussion about immigration. Japan’s immigration debate commenced in the 
1980s, when the number of foreign visitors rapidly expanded. Since the mid-
1980s, the massive intake of Asian foreigners has become a matter of significant 
public concern, and by the late 1980s, it had become a dispute over whether to 
develop a “closed” or an “open” country. The idea of Japan as a “closed country” 
can be traced back to the Edo period when, during 1633–1639, the Shogunate, 
Iemitsu Tokugawa, introduced the policy of banning most foreign relations. 
Foreigners were forbidden entry and no Japanese person was permitted to leave 
the country. There were, however, some trade-related relationships with China 
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and the Netherlands. Thus, to be exact, Japan was not a completely closed coun-
try, but some heavy restrictions were introduced. This so-called closed country 
policy was retained until 1854, the year of the Convention of Kanagawa or when 
the Japan–United States Treaty of Peace and Amity was concluded. This argu-
ment as to whether Japan should be open or closed has occurred at the time when 
Japan has to decide upon the proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
agreement.

Newcomers’ Influx and the Formation of Ethnic Communities

At the time the government commenced compilation of “immigration control” 
statistics in 1950, the number of foreigners who entered Japan was almost 18,000 
(Homusho, 2015a). These statistics include foreign nationals who landed in Japan 
for both short-term and long-term stays. And, the number increased to over 
200,000 in 1962, and reached approximately 775,000 in 1970. It then dropped 
down for a few years and started to increase again from 1975. In 1978, the number 
of foreign nationals reached over 1 million and grew to 2 million in 1984. In 20 
years, there had been a threefold expansion, and in 2005 the number was recorded 
at 7,450,103 (Homusho, 2015a). More recently, in 2013 the number of foreign 
nationals who visited Japan was 11,255,221. This number basically consisted of 
two types of visitors: foreign nationals who reentered Japan with a reentry permit 
(1,700,806) and new entrants (9,554,415) (Homusho nyukokukanrikyoku 2014: 
32). The increase in the number of foreign visitors is considered to have been 
caused by the decline of the yen’s value and the government’s introduction of 
deregulated visa requirements for persons from the Association of South-East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN).

Registered foreign nationals are those who live in Japan for the medium term 
or long term, and do not include foreign visitors. In 2013, there were 2,066,445 
such persons. This count of foreign nationals excludes those persons who stayed 
for a short term, such as tourist visa holders staying for less than three months, as 
well as “special permanent residents.” As Japan’s population in that year was about 
127.298 million, this meant a foreign population of 1.62 percent (32). When com-
pared to other industrialized countries, the proportion of foreign residents in 
Japan can be considered low. Nevertheless, as mentioned, the number of foreign 
nationals in Japan for medium- or long-term stay has been increasing, and some-
times persons of non-Japanese ethnicity are quite visible in certain inner-city 
areas.

Since the 1980s, Japan has experienced a persistent inflow of newcomers, 
mainly from neighboring Asian countries. The background to this is related to 
Japan’s postwar industrialization and urbanization. Postwar economic develop-
ment was facilitated from the 1950s by government development policies, which 
saw the nation’s youth leaving agrarian villages and towns for metropolitan areas 
for employment in manufacturing and other industries. In the 1960s, Japan’s rapid 
industrialization necessitated massive infrastructure construction, which drove 
the rural–urban population mobilization. This postwar economic development 
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and rapid urbanization was in striking contrast to developments in Western 
Europe, North America, and Australia. In particular, postwar economic devel-
opment in Australia was supported by settler immigration, which provided  
“50 percent of labor growth between 1947–1973, giving Australia the highest rate 
of increase of any OECD countries” (Castles et al., 1988: 24). In other words, when 
the “Western” industrialized countries needed large-scale labor forces, they 
resorted to massive migration from overseas, whereas in Japan the necessary work 
force was provided by internal labor migration. In Japan, massive economic devel-
opment continued to rely upon internal population movement up until the oil 
crisis of 1973–1974; following this, Japan experienced inner-city decay, with a 
sharp decline of population in these areas. With subsequent suburban develop-
ment, those who had moved into the inner cities from all over Japan then moved 
to the outskirts of the metropolises, particularly when they married and formed 
households. In turn, such suburbanization contributed to problems associated 
with an aging community in inner-city areas.

Between the mid-1980s and the early 1990s, however, the labor pipeline was 
opened to overseas workers. Labor supply was no longer from rural to urban areas, 
but from foreign countries to Japan. In spite of the Japanese government’s exclu-
sionary policies, ethnic businesses—including ethnic food shops, entertainment 
centers, and financial institutions for transferring savings to migrants’ home-
lands—have developed significantly. Newspapers and journals have regularly car-
ried articles about non-Japanese-speaking foreign residents. At the same time, 
multicultural perspectives on Japan have appeared and the myth of Japan’s homo-
geneity has been attacked, at least in the sociological arena.

Because the Japanese government has been sluggish in assisting with the prob-
lems faced by foreign residents, since the mid-1980s various civic organizations 
have been established across Japan to address issues associated with the settlement 
of newcomers in local communities (Mizukami, 1998). Some major organizations 
have been established in metropolitan areas to deal with these problems. In April 
1986, Kyofukai (the Japan Christian Women’s Organization) established the House 
in Emergency of Love and Peace (HELP) in the Shinjuku area of central Tokyo, to 
provide a shelter for women and children who face difficulties with life in Japan. 
In Yokohama, Kalabaw-no-kai2 was formed in May 1987 for the protection of the 
human rights of migrant workers and other foreign residents (Mizukami, 2010). 
In December 1987, an organization designated the Bangladesh–Japan People’s 
Friendship Society was established by several Japanese citizens and other foreign-
ers. Its name was later changed to Asian People’s Friendship Society (APFS), its 
aim being “to promote a mutual aid system and foster interchange between com-
patriots who have similar backgrounds, namely foreign students and workers” 
(Yoshinari, 1993: 61–62).

Changes in Immigration Policies

From the early 1990s, foreign workers became quite visible in metropolitan areas 
in a variety of industries. This was discernible not only in the manufacturing 
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sector or among laborers on construction sites, but also in key places at the center 
of major cities where groupings of diverse ethnic populations came to the fore. In 
response to the increasing foreign population, which included many undocu-
mented migrants, the Immigration Act was amended in 1990, severely restricting 
unskilled labor migration, while at the same time opening the door to people of 
Japanese descent from some South and Central American countries such as Brazil, 
Peru, Bolivia, and Argentina, who could gain lawful employment even though 
they may have been unskilled laborers. This in turn introduced a legal distinction 
into immigration policy between persons of Japanese descent (jus sanguinis) and 
the right to citizenship based on birth within a territory or nation (jus soli) 
(Mizukami, 2000: 105). In addition, this revision of the Immigration Act insti-
tuted penal regulations for Japanese employers who hired undocumented foreign 
workers. The major streams of newly arrived foreigners have been from neighbor-
ing Asian countries, but, as noted, since the early 1990s, another stream has 
occurred—those of Japanese descent from southern Central America. In Japan, 
these two types of arrivals during this period have generally been designated with 
the sociological term “newcomers.” At the initial stage of their settlement, many of 
these foreign residents were regarded as “migrant workers” who were expected to 
return to their homelands after a few years or so; in practice, some of them have 
developed distinctive settlement patterns within the host Japanese community. 
Many did indeed return to their home country. Some, however, have become 
transnational migrants who have retained a strong tie with their country of origin 
while living in Japan. Others have become rooted to Japanese society, marrying 
and establishing families.

In terms of the undocumented foreign population, in 1993 (as of May 1) the 
number reached a peak of 298,646. But, in 2014 (as of January 1), the undocu-
mented foreign population was estimated to be about 59,061. This was said to be 
due to Japan’s economic recession, with contraction in some sectors leading to a 
decrease in undocumented foreigners. On October 17, 2003, Homusho (the 
Ministry of Justice), Tokyo Municipality, and Keishicho (the Tokyo Metropolitan 
Police Department) made a joint declaration that “the number of illegal residents 
will be reduced by half in five years’ time” (Asahi shinbun, 2003: 14). They then 
embarked upon a strict implementation of this policy of 2004. In fact, after this 
declaration, the number of undocumented foreigners gradually decreased: in 2004 
(as of January 1), the number was 219,418, but by 2008 (as of January 1) it declined 
to 149,785, and in 2009 it was 113,072. By 2010 it had decreased to 91,778 
(Homusho, 2010: 33).

Increase in Foreign Population

The number of registered foreigners has also been augmented: since the mid-
1980s, the foreign population has increased and the list of source countries has 
expanded. Since the early 1990s, the population of foreign residents has steadily 
increased: the number in 1991 was almost 1.22 million. By 2007 the number had 
reached over 2 million, as shown in Table 2.1. This number does not include the 
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short-term stayers (such as tourists) and special permanent residents (mainly 
Koreans).

After 2008, the number of registered foreigners decreased for the first time, 
with a decline of almost 19,000 from 2008 (2,144,682) to 2009 (2,125,571). The 
reason for this decrease is possibly a result of the “Lehman shock” of 2008, bring-
ing depression to the manufacturing industry and thus inducing an exodus of 
Brazilians who were residents in Japan. The Tohoku earthquake of March 1, 2011 
also had an impact that can be discerned in the official data. When the foreign 
population (2,066,445 in 2013) is disaggregated by nationality, it can be seen that 
Chinese people occupied nearly one-third (31.4%) of the entire group. In the last 
decade, there has been a remarkable increase in the numbers of Chinese people.

The newcomers from neighboring Asian countries have created ethnic com-
munities in some metropolitan areas. For example, Shinjuku ward has embraced 
the largest number of newcomers and has the largest proportion of foreign 
population in Tokyo’s 23 wards: in 2014, the population of the ward was 324,082 
of which 33,568 (10.4%) were foreign nationals (Shinjuku-ku, 2015). The 
Shin-Okubo district (of Shinjuku ward) is well known for its ethnic Korean 
neighborhood, selling Korean cuisine and groceries, and attracts a steady flow 
of tourists.

There has also been a tendency for newly arrived migrants to cluster around 
metropolitan areas. Mizukami (2000: 113) notes:

The ethnic concentration in metropolitan areas is explained in terms of a synergy 
between job opportunities and accessibility of settlement services not only from gov-
ernments but also from the community efforts offered by compatriots of the same 
ethnic background. 

And:

In recent years, the eastern part of the Shin-Okubo station is identifiably Korean, 
while in the western part of the station, Chinese shops and other ethnic shops have 
been increasing, and the northwest area is known for its Muslim streets on which 
Halal grocery stores and restaurants have been located. (Mizukami, 2015: 55)

Changes in Immigration Control Acts

Some metropolitan inner-city areas have flourished with the development of eth-
nic businesses. However, these ethnic businesses are not directly connected to the 
business prosperity of the areas in which they are located. In other words, custom-
ers of ethnic shops tend to be distinct from those at the local shopping malls. In 
addition, Japan’s inner-urban areas have encountered serious problems with aging 
populations. As mentioned previously, the lack of a sufficient labor force and the 
decline of local communities have been a significant source of concern. Hence, 
public concern is rising, and in recent years various books relating to migration 
issues have been published. Some support the immigration intake, namely 
Sakanaka (2012) and Menju (2011), who emphasize the need for large-scale 
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immigration. There are also opposing opinions, as with the contribution of Saeki 
(2010), who argues that “immigrants are unnecessary.” As noted, the debate about 
immigration suggests that Japan has to decide once again whether to be an open or 
a closed country.

A major recent policy change has been the implementation of a points-based 
system that provides preferential treatment to highly skilled professionals. In addi-
tion, the 2012 revision of the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act 
has received wide attention in the media. The points-based system aims to:

provide preferential treatment—including expanded accompanying family permis-
sion and the permission to bring domestic staff, as well as faster access to permanent 
residence—was introduced in May 2012. In total, about 430 individuals were recog-
nized as highly-skilled professionals in the eleven months after the start of the sys-
tem, more than half from China, although most were already in Japan. (OECD, 
2014: 268)

According to the Immigration Bureau, Ministry of Justice, the 2012 revision of 
immigration control requires that:

from July 2012, a foreign national who is residing in Japan for a medium to long-
term period is issued with a residence card at the time of receiving permission relat-
ing to residence such as landing permission, permission to change the status of 
residence or permission for extension of the period of stay. This residence card gives 
such details as the name, date of birth, sex, nationality or region, place of residence, 
status of residence and period of stay of the foreign national. (Note) The alien regis-
tration system was abolished in July 2012 at the time of the implementation of the 
new residency management system. (Homusho, 2015d)

This means that a new system was introduced for foreign nationals who stay in 
Japan for medium and long terms, who are issued a residence card, while a “certifi-
cate” is offered to those who possess special permanent residency. Before this revi-
sion, these foreigners were managed by the Alien Registration Act, which was 
abolished, and they are now registered under the Residential Basic Book Act, as are 
Japanese citizens. Implicitly, there has been a positive shift in viewpoint in the 
2012 revision of immigration control, and this has arisen in response to the 
increasing demand for highly talented foreigners. However, there have been some 
criticisms of the revision, because it has also strengthened the way in which for-
eigners are subject to strict controls. For example, a foreign national who has over-
stayed his/her visa is unable to renew or receive a residence card and is not allowed 
to access public welfare.

Community Decline and Need for Social Cohesion

Japan’s aging population and very low birthrate have not only brought about labor 
shortages, but also a decline in the social viability of local communities. In Japanese 
society, if a sense of belonging to the local community decreases, it is said that local 
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connections have been diluted (Koseirodosho, 2014: 123). As mentioned previ-
ously, although the concept of social cohesion has not been adopted, there is, nev-
ertheless, extensive research relating to this concept. One of the extensive surveys 
conducted by Koseirodosho (the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare) in 2014 
is titled “Conditions Awareness of Health.”3 In previous research in 2007, 65.7 per-
cent replied that they “had no neighbors with whom they could cooperate” 
(Koseirodosho, 2014: 123).

According to the surveys conducted by Naikakufu (Cabinet Office, Government 
of Japan), the recent results of nationwide public opinion polls regarding social con-
sciousness indicated that many people felt stressed in the course of their daily lives. 
It was found that, some Japanese people hardly had any family members to have 
meals with or neighbors to cooperate with. Nearly 70 percent of respondents 
answered that a desirable local community is one in which the residents help one 
another when they encounter problems (41.9% of the respondents desired to live  
in a local community where all residents help one another, while 26.4% responded 
that people should support “agreeable residents” within a local community) 
(Koseirodosho,2014: 124–125). In fact, many people tended to think that a desirable 
local community is one in which residents come together to help one another in 
times of trouble, as they could not find any appropriate people to share company 
with. The share of respondents who answered this way increased in comparison 
with 2002, indicating a discernible increase in people wishing to find some help each 
other in local areas. This is certainly a problem in relation to social cohesion in Japan.

There have also been extensive surveys conducted by Tokeisuri kenkyujo 
(The Institute of Statistical Mathematics),4 which include research into the 
Japanese national character. In the twelfth survey of 2008, the results indicated 
some pessimistic views from Japan’s youth:

The most conspicuous change of the past 20 years in the attitudes of Japanese people 
must be the rapid spread of what might be called “the pessimistic view of society” 
that took place from 1993 to 1998, and such phenomenon may be said to constitute 
the “loss of confidence” among the Japanese. (Tokeisuri kenkyujo, 2015)

And:

We see that throughout the survey years, around one-fourth of respondents have 
expressed a pessimistic outlook toward the future as the view that “people will be 
unhappy”; more than half the respondents still say that “people’s health will get 
worse” though the proportion taking this stance has decreased for the past decade. 
(Tokeisuri kenkyujo, 2015)

To one of the many questions related to the nation’s view of its social life, the 
respondents chose between answers, which were either: “I think that I will be 
definitely rewarded someday if I continue to make a serious effort” or “I think 
that no matter how much I try, I am not likely to be rewarded.” To the latter nega-
tive answer, in 2013, 26 percent indicated that it was how they thought. This was 
an increase from 17 percent in 1988 (Tokeisuri kenkyujo, 2015: 4), as shown in 
Tables 2.2 and 2.3.
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Table 2.2 Response to the Question as to Nexus between “Efforts” and “Rewards” in 1988

Age, sex Rewarded Not rewarded Other Do not know Total (%)
Number of 
respondents

Total 79 17 2 2 100 1,824

Male total 76 21 2 1 100 805

20s 70 26 3 1 100 153
30s 72 24 2 2 100 151
40s 74 24 1 1 100 169
50s 84 13 3 — 100 159
60s 77 20 1 2 100 110
70 and over 79 17 2 2 100 63

Female 
total

82 14 2 2 100 1,019

20s 79 18 1 2 100 190
30s 83 11 3 3 100 220
40s 84 14 1 2 101 199
50s 84 14 1 1 100 178
60s 80 16 2 1 99 147
70 and over 80 9 4 7 100 85

Source: Nakamura et al. (2015).

Table 2.3 Response to the Question as to Nexus between “Efforts” and “Rewards” in 2013

Age, sex Rewarded Not rewarded Other Do not know Total (%)
Number of 
respondents

Total 72 26 1 2 101 1,579

Male total 68 29 1 2 100 714

20s 62 37 1 — 100 73
30s 61 37 1 1 100 122
40s 67 31 2 — 100 115
50s 72 26 1 2 101 109
60s 71 25 1 4 101 162
70 and over 74 23 1 2 100 133

Female 
total

75 23 0 1 99 865

20s 77 22 1 — 100 88
30s 73 25 — 2 100 127
40s 77 23 — — 100 143
50s 74 24 — 2 100 144
60s 79 19 — 2 100 176
70 and over 73 25 1 2 101 187

Source: Nakamura et al. (2015).
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When we focus upon some particular age cohorts, such as those in their 20s 
and 30s, one-fourth of the female respondents chose the answer “I think that no 
matter how much I try, I am not likely to be rewarded”; over one-third (37%) of 
male respondents answered negatively in 2013. More precisely, a relatively large 
proportion of the younger generation, in their 20s and 30s, answered the question 
negatively (not rewarded), an increase of nearly 10 percentage points when com-
pared to 1988.

In some areas, ethnic businesses have been prosperous, but this prosperity has 
not always been shared by local communities. In fact, some surveys have shown 
that Japanese communities now need a renewed understanding of social cohesion 
or need to develop a new sense of solidarity to aid in the revitalization of inner 
cities. In Japanese sociological research, multicultural perspectives and ethnic 
research have now become a major part of the discipline’s response to the need for 
positive social change, including the preservation of social cohesion.

Notes

1. Nippon keizaidantai rengokai (Japan Business Federation) was founded in May 2002 by 
the amalgamation of Keizaidantai rengokai (Japan Federation of Economic Organizations, 
established in August 1946) and Nihon keieidantai rengokai (Japan Federation of 
Employers’ Associations, established in April 1948). On June 2, 2015, this federation 
consisted of 1,329 companies, some 109 industrial associations, and 47 regional eco-
nomic organizations (Nippon keizaidantai rengokai, 2015).

2. Kalabaw (carabao) means a water buffalo in the Tagalog language.
3. This research was designed by Koseirodosho for investigating generational and regional 

differences in consciousness of health, and it was conducted on February 21–26, 2014 
throughout the entire country. The methodology was an investigation that assumed trust 
and gathered 5,000 respondents (Koseirodosho, 2014: 43).

4. “The project began in 1953, and since then a new installment has been introduced every 
five years. In principle, these survey installments have been conducted with the same 
methodology, using the same questionnaire items each time” (Tokeisuri kenkyujo, 2015).

References

Asahi shinbun [Asahi Newspaper], 2003 (October 10 evening edition). “Kongo gonen de 
fuhotaizai o hangen [The number of illegal foreign-residents will be reduced by half in 
five years of time].” p. 14.

Castles, Stephen, Mary Kalantzis, Bill Cope, and Michael Morrissey. 1988. Mistaken Identity: 
Multiculturalism and the Premise of Nationalism in Australia. Leichhardt: Pluto Press.

Demireva, Neli. 2014. “Immigration, Diversity and Social Cohesion.” Migration Observatory 
Briefing, COMPAS, University of Oxford, UK, April 2014.

Homusho [The Ministry of Justice]. 2010. Heisei 22 nenban Shutunyukoku kanri [2010 Immi 
gration Control]. Tokyo: Homusho.

Homusho “Heisei 24nen no puresurerisu [Press Release in 2012].” http://www.moj.go.jp/
nyuukokukanri/kouhou/nyuukokukanri04_00015.html (retrieved May 25, 2012).

Homusho nyukokukanrikyoku [Immigration Bureau, The Ministry of Justice] (ed.). 2014. 
Heisei 26nenban shutunyukoku kanri [Press Release in 2012], Tokyo: Homusho 
nyukoku kanrikyoku.



JAPAN’S SOCIAL COHESION IN RELATION TO IMMIGRATION ISSUES 45

Kato, Hisakazu. 2004. “Dankaisedai no jinkogaku [Demography of Baby Boom Generation].” 
In Y. Higuchi (ed.), Dankaisedai no teinen to nihonkeizai [Retirement Age of Baby Boom 
Generation and Japan’s Economy], pp. 35–54. Tokyo: Nihonhyoronsha.

Koseirodosho [Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare]. 2014. Heisei 26 nenban kouseirodo 
hakusho [White Paper on Annual Health, Labour and Welfare 2014]. Nikkeiinsatsu.

Markus, Andrew. 2010. Mapping Social Cohesion, the Scanlon Foundation Surveys Summary 
Report 2010. Melbourne: Monash Institute for the Study of Global Movements.

Menju, Toshihiro. 2011. Jinko gekigen: Nihon ni imin wa hituyoudearu [Population sharp 
decline; Japan needs immigrants]. Tokyo: Shincho-sha.

Mizukami, Tetsuo. 1998. “Urban Residents’ Movements and the Settlement of Foreigners in Japan: 
Activities of the Asian People’s Friendship Society.” Asian Studies Review, 22(3): 357–371.

Mizukami, Tetsuo. 2000. “The Myth of Cultural Homogeneity and Living Together: Studies 
of Assimilation and Australian Multiculturalism.” Hyogokyoikudaigaku kenkyukiyo 
[Hyogo University of Teacher Education Journal], 20: 105–116.

Mizukami, Tetsuo. 2010. “A New Epoch of Immigration for Japan: Directional Shift in Civic 
Organizational Support for Newcomer Settlement.” In H. Vinken, Y. Nishimura,  
B. White, and M. Deguchi (eds.), Civic Engagement in Contemporary Japan: Established 
and Emerging Repertoires, pp. 101–116. New York: Springer.

Mizukami, Tetsuo. 2015. “The Characteristics of Notable Ethnic Towns in Tokyo.” Gurobaru 
toshikenkyu [Global Urban Studies], (8): 49–59.

Nakamura, Takashi, Takahiro Tsuchiya, and Tadahiko Maeda. 2015. Kokuminsei no kenkyu 
dai13ji zenkokuchosa [A Study of the Japanese National Character: The Thirteenth Nation 
Wide Survey (2013) ISM Survey Research Report], No. 116.

Noro, Yoshiaki. 2015. “Shoshi koreika wa gaikokujin ukeireni donoyoni eikyosuruka [How Do 
the Population Decline and Rapid Aging Trends Have Effects upon Acceptance of 
Foreigners].” In K. Yoshinari, T. Mizukami, and Y. Noro (eds.), Shimin ga teiansuru korek-
arano iminseisaku [Citizens’ Proposal for Prospective Immigration Policies], pp. 19–30. 
Tokyo: Gendaijinbunsha.

OECD. 2012. Perspectives on Global Development 2012: Social Cohesion in a Shifting World. 
OECD Publishing.

OECD. 2014. International Migration Outlook 2014. Paris: OECD Publishing.
Saeki, Hirofumi. 2010. Imin fuyoron [Doctrine for Immigrants Are Unnecessary]. Tokyo: 

Sankeishinbunshuppan.
Sakanaka, Hidenori. 2012. Jinkohokai to imin kakumei: Sakanaka Hidenori no iminkokka 

gsengen [Population Collapse and Migration Revolution: Declaration of Sakanaka Hidenori’s 
Immigration Nation]. Tokyo: Nihon Kajo Shuppan.

Tokeisuri kenkyujo [The Institute of Statistical Mathematics]. 2015. “Nihonjin no koku-
minnsei dai, 13ji zenkokuchousa.” Tokyo: Tokeisuri kenkyujo [The Institute of Statistical 
Mathematics].

World Health Organization (WHO). 2014. World Health Organization. Geneva: WHO Press.
Yoshinari, Katsuo. 1993. “Kokusaitoshi Tokyo—Banguradeshujin to tomoni [International 

City, Tokyo: Living together with Bangladeshis].” In Y. Hase and H. Miyake (eds.), 
Banguradeshu no dekasegi rodosha [Overseas Transient Workers from Bangladesh],  
pp. 61–90. Tokyo: Akashishoten.

Websites

Homusho [The Ministry of Justice]. 2015a. “shutunyukoku kanri tokei [The Number of 
Foreign Nationals Entering Japan and Japanese Nationals Leaving Japan].” http://www.
moj.go.jp/housei/toukei/toukei_ichiran_nyukan.html (retrieved June 10, 2015).



46 TETSUO MIZUKAMI

Homusho [The Ministry of Justice]. 2015b. “Kokuseki-chiikibetsu zairyugaikokujinsu no suii 
[The Numbers of Foreign Population by Countries and Regions].” http://www.moj.
go.jp/content/001129794.pdf (retrieved June 8, 2015).

Homusho [The Ministry of Justice]. 2015c. “Kokuseki-chiikibetsu zairyugaikokujinsu no suii 
[The Numbers of Foreign Population by Countries and Regions].” http://www.moj.go.
jp/content/001127994.pdf (retrieved June 10, 2015).

Homusho [The Ministry of Justice, Immigration]. 2015d. “Immigration Control of Japanese 
and Foreign Nationals.” http://www.moj.go.jp/ENGLISH/IB/ib-01.html (retrieved June 
8, 2015).

Homusho “Heisei 24nen no puresu rerisu [Press Release in 2012].” http://www.moj.go.jp/
nyuukokukanri/kouhou/nyuukokukanri04_00015.html (retrieved May 25, 2012).

Jinkomondai kenkyujo [National Institute of Population and Social Security Research]. 
2015. Population Pyramid. http://www.ipss.go.jp/index-e.asp (retrieved June 10, 2015).

Naikakufu [Cabinet Office, Government of Japan]. 2015. “shoshika taisaku no genjyo to 
kadai [Contemporary Situation and Problems of Countermeasure for the Population 
Decline].” http://www8.cao.go.jp/shoushi/shoushika/whitepaper/measures/w-2013/25 
webhonpen/html/b1_s1-1.html (retrieved June 10, 2015).

National Institute of Population and Social Security Research. 2015. “Population Projections 
for Japan: 2011–2060.” http://www.ipss.go.jp/site-ad/TopPageData/Pyramid_ea.html 
(retrieved June 6, 2015).

Nippon keizai dantai rengokai [Japan Business Federation]. 2015. “Keidanren Policy & 
Action.” http://www.keidanren.or.jp/ (retrieved June 10, 2015).

Shinjuku-ku. 2015. “Shinjuku-ku no tokei [The Number of Foreign Nationals Entering 
Japan and Japanese Nationals Leaving Japan].” http://www.city.shinjuku.lg.jp/
kusei/38toukei.html (retrieved June 11, 2015).

Tokeisuri kenkyujo [The Institute of Statistical Mathematics]. 2015. “The Surveys on the 
Japanese National Character.” http://www.ism.ac.jp/kokuminsei/ks_e/index_e.html 
(retrieved June 11, 2015).



3

Australian Multiculturalism—

“Natural Transition” or  

Social Coercion?

Ernest Healy

Background

Few countries embodied the UN’s cosmopolitan ethos of the 1990s more than did 
Australia. However, Australian society was squarely on this trajectory prior to the 
1990s. From the early 1970s onward, the Australian political elite were persuaded 
that Australian society should be identified as multicultural. This fundamental 
shift was partly due to the influence of a small and determined group of multicul-
tural intellectuals and lobbyists. Their influence, however, was greatly enhanced by 
the rapidly changing international strategic and economic environment of the 
1970s, and by anxiety among Australia’s political and business elites about 
Australia’s viability in the emerging new world order. The Australian government’s 
increasingly Asia-focused foreign policy aspirations provided a fertile environ-
ment for multicultural lobbyists to consolidate their influence. So, when liberal 
cosmopolitanism gained international momentum during the 1990s, Australian 
governments were primed to showcase Australia to the world as an exemplar of 
the new paradigm of economic and cultural openness.

It is often claimed that Australian society has successfully managed a mass 
immigration program since the early post–Second World War years, accepting 
migrants from an increasingly diverse range of countries, while embracing an 
explicitly multicultural policy outlook, with little overt evidence of conflict and 
social dislocation. Australia had been remaking itself and, it seemed, was on the 
side of history.

In exploring the implications of globalization for Australian identity and social 
cohesion, it is necessary to recognize the degree to which the pursuit of multilat-
eral free trade and the embrace of cultural openness, which took the form of mul-
ticulturalism in Australia, have become intertwined since the 1970s. As detailed 
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below, by the 1990s, for sections of the Australian intelligentsia, the abandonment 
of the founding legacy of national economic protection had become closely asso-
ciated with the perception that economic openness necessitated casting off an 
alleged xenophobic cultural inheritance. Left-liberal support for cultural diversity 
and tolerance meshed neatly with the economic right’s quest to remove inherited 
cultural and institutional barriers to international flows of goods, capital, and 
labor. As time passed, the economic rationalist drift in Australian economic policy 
became intertwined with the advocacy of multiculturalism.

The much heralded openness of Australian society in the 1990s was closely 
associated with the dismantlement of the protectionist national ethos which dates 
from the early federation period, often referred to as the Australian Settlement. 
The Settlement institutions had served as the basis for nation building since the 
Federation of Australia in 1901. As discussed below, the rapid transformation of 
Australian society from a highly protected economy, with highly centralized regu-
lation of labor relations and restricted immigration, to an open globally orientated 
economy, involved an attempt to strip the Settlement heritage of legitimacy. A 
positive national memory of strong, centralized government, restrictive immigra-
tion, and of industry and jobs protection was perceived to be a serious impedi-
ment by advocates of multilateral free trade, particularly given Australia’s proximity 
to the emerging economic powerhouse of Asia.

Advocates of Australia’s transformation to an economically and culturally open 
society have often portrayed this process as having been an inevitable and largely 
unproblematic adjustment to changing domestic and international circumstances. 
It is argued here, however, that social stresses and strains associated with the rapid 
recasting of the nation’s founding institutions and identity have periodically sur-
faced and are still being played out.

The Australian Settlement

The latter half of the nineteenth century saw the development of two rival per-
spectives on how economic and social development within the colonies should 
proceed. Protectionists feared that if Australian colonies simply remained suppli-
ers of raw materials without acquiring the capacity to produce finished goods, 
colonial societies would remain dependent and immature. The protection of 
nascent secondary industries and high wages against cheap imported products 
and labor would facilitate the emergence of a balanced economy and a higher 
level of social development. By contrast, landed rural interests opposed protec-
tion, fearful that it would increase the costs of equipment, labor, and capital. Such 
landed interests were joined by commercial and other elements that stood to 
benefit from the importation and distribution of cheap goods (Clark, 2006; 
Miller, 1959).

The unresolved struggle between these competing perspectives spilled over into 
the early federation period, when the protectionist approach to nation building 
gained majority support in the Australian Parliament. The Australian nation-
building experiment was not premised upon small government (Rosecrance, 
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1963). Early Commonwealth legislation addressed issues relating to immigration 
restriction, labor arbitration, and social services—key planks of the protectionist 
nation-building agenda.

Since the 1970s, the 1901 Immigration Restriction Bill has been widely cited as 
evidence of the early incorporation of racist attitudes into the political fabric of 
Australian society. Indeed, there were vocal racist elements at the time. Nevertheless, 
federal parliamentary debate on the Bill, which lasted for five months, points to a 
more nuanced set of concerns. Although initially ambivalent toward the protec-
tionist perspective, Labor Party parliamentarians swung their support behind the 
Bill. They opposed the prospect of employers importing cheap labor, which would 
pose a threat to trade union objectives—something for which there had been a 
precedent during the nineteenth century (Windschuttle, 2004). After significant 
trade union defeats in the early 1890s, this prospect was a sensitive issue.

Parliamentary debate on the Bill shows that there was considerable reluctance 
to restrict entry to Australia simply on the basis of race or skin color. Willard 
(1923: 191) distilled the mood of the parliamentary debate by emphasizing that 
Australian political leaders were not motivated “by any idea of the inferiority of 
the mentality or physique” of those who would be excluded, but by cultural con-
cerns relating to immigrants’ capacity for successful integration into the foundling 
society (Willard, cited in Windschuttle, 2004: 284). Many believed that restricted 
immigration was necessary to ensure the success of the still fledgling national 
experiment in democracy building (Windschuttle, 2004).

In 1903, the Parliament passed an Act creating the Commonwealth Court of 
Conciliation and Arbitration to resolve industrial disputes which extended beyond 
state borders. In 1906, a benchmark decision by Justice Higgins established the 
concept of the basic wage in Australia. Higgins determined that the role of the 
Court was to secure for workers that which they could not obtain through indi-
vidual bargaining (Clark, 2006). The passage of this bill was linked to legislation 
providing increased tariff support for most goods manufactured in Australia. In 
return, employers were required to pay “fair wages” (Birrell, 1995).

In 1908, the Commonwealth government passed the Invalid and Old Age 
Pension Act. It decided upon a noncontributory, but means-tested scheme, where 
applicants needed to have resided continuously in Australia for 25 years (Kewley, 
1980). Such pension arrangements were not considered charity, but citizenship 
entitlements. As such, their enactment reflected an enlarged attitude toward the 
legitimate role of the state.

Shifting International Alignments—1970s

A seismic shift in international power relations during the early post–Second 
World War period had, by the 1970s, prompted a serious reconsideration of 
Australia’s role within Pacific Asia. It also brought a critical focus to bear upon the 
Australian Settlement institutions.

Key elements of the changing international context included Britain’s military 
withdrawal from Malaysia and Singapore by 1971, Britain’s acceptance to the 
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European Economic Community in 1973, the US retreat from the Cold-War foreign 
policy orthodoxy, and the US retreat from forward military involvement in Asia.

Moreover, Australia’s trade patterns had been shifting toward Asia. By 1966–
1967, Japan had overtaken Britain as the Australian economy’s largest buyer. The 
share of other Asian nations in Australian trade had also been increasing. 
Further, US policy priorities in Asia had become focused upon regional eco-
nomic growth and securing a stable investment environment for US transna-
tional investment.

Increasingly, it was perceived by Australian political and business elites that a 
new, dynamic situation had emerged to which Australia needed to either 
respond proactively or enter into decline. Various policy options surfaced in the 
course of debate. Those which predominated were the ones most sensitive to the 
economic growth signals associated with the US policy shift. In this context, one 
function of “second-tier” countries like Australia would be to steer countries 
within the still politically unstable Asia-Pacific region to embrace liberal trade 
relations and foreign investment flows. By the late 1970s, this second-tier role 
was clearly recognized by its Liberal Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser (cited in 
White and Kemp, 1986: 26).

Reflecting the expectations associated with this second-tier role, Australia was 
promoted as a politically secure base for transnational capital, a base from which 
to engage the growing business opportunities within the Asia-Pacific region, and 
as a genuine regional participant (Camilleri, 1990; Hyde, 1978). However, major 
adjustments in national culture and outlook would be required to legitimize any 
such initiatives.

Labor Party leader Gough Whitlam was quick to grasp the direction of events. 
As federal Opposition leader in 1968, he was propounding economic internation-
alization in South East Asia and recognized the role that Australia might play 
(Hyde, 1978). In doing so, however, he had to deal with aspects of the Australian 
Settlement heritage.

National Culture Problematized

While Opposition leader in the late 1960s, Gough Whitlam lamented that 
“Australians have yet to learn to think regionally” and that “there is abroad in 
Australia a spirit of isolationism which runs in head on conflict with Labor’s inter-
nationalism” (1968: 38–39).

After winning government in early 1974, Whitlam visited Malaysia, Thailand, 
Laos, Burma, Singapore, and the Philippines. The themes pursued in the course of 
these visits included: a new independence and maturity in Australian foreign pol-
icy; a deepening engagement by Australia with Asia; the development of a new 
forum for economic cooperation; greater cultural exchange; and a refutation of 
the White Australia policy (Whitlam, 1974). In the Philippines, Whitlam empha-
sized his government’s support for the UN resolutions on Southern Rhodesia and 
its intention to ratify the International Convention against Racial Discrimination. 
He stated:
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The timing and nature of these actions were deliberate. They were intended to signal 
to the world the priority which the newly elected government would give from then 
on to questions of race in formulating its policies and were designed to initiate the 
visible process of ridding Australia of any racist image. (46)

A number of other developments contributed to the Whitlam Labor government’s 
proactive internationalism and domestic accommodation of cultural differences. 
One was the middle-classing of Labor Party membership and its support base 
from the 1960s. This provided internal party support for his regional initiatives 
and a more open national cultural outlook.

At the same time, there was significant pressure for progress in race relations 
from the UN and the British Commonwealth. It was becoming increasingly diffi-
cult for Australian delegates and those from former colonies to relate formally as 
equals when Australian immigration policy was foreclosing the entry of these 
same peoples on racial terms (Dyster and Meredith, 1990).

Domestically, there was a growing gap between official migrant assimila-
tion rhetoric and the high levels of discontent among migrants from non-
English-speaking backgrounds (Birrell, 1982). The Whitlam government 
finally abandoned the migrant assimilation policy, with Immigration Minister 
Al Grassby’s 1973 statement, “A Multicultural Society for the Future,” signaling 
this change.

In this context, the Whitlam government opened the door to incorporation of 
migrant elites into the state apparatus. For the first time, migrant members were 
appointed to the Commonwealth government’s Immigration Advisory Committee. 
Further, in 1973, Migrant Task Forces were established in six capital cities to inves-
tigate, consult, and report on migrant concerns (Castles et al., 1988). The Australian 
Assistance Plan (AAP), established in 1973, which aimed to actively involve local 
and regional communities in the provision of social services, explicitly set out to 
involve migrant representatives. In so doing, the AAP facilitated:

scattered groups of migrants and migrant oriented welfare organisations [to] move 
towards the centres of political power, and also acted as a catalyst for the develop-
ment of more integrated and articulate migrant organisations. (Martin, cited in 
Castles et al., 1988: 61)

Whitlam clearly set a precedent for future governments. However, it is also impor-
tant to note the discontinuities between Whitlam and subsequent Labor govern-
ments. Whitlam’s initiatives were pursued under the rubric of a confident and 
progressive nationalism. His vision for regional Asian engagement was based on 
the ideal of independent sovereign states acting out of mutual respect and enlight-
ened self-interest. By contrast, by the mid- to late 1980s, Australian government 
perspectives on regional engagement would be increasingly refracted through the 
prism of an ascendant neoliberalism. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, the iden-
tification of Australia as a multicultural society would be integral to an increas-
ingly aggressive pursuit of an open, deregulated national economy and multilateral 
free trade.



52 ERNEST HEALY

The Fraser Government—1975–1983

The Fraser Coalition government represented a further stage in the redefinition of 
Australian identity.

Following the recommendations of the Review of Post Arrival Programs and 
Services for Migrants (popularly known as the Galbally Report) in 1978, a 
number of initiatives were implemented to address the needs of migrants, 
especially those from non-English-speaking backgrounds. Notable develop-
ments in this regard were the establishment of the Australian Institute of 
Multicultural Affairs in 1979, the extension of ethnic radio beyond the existing 
services in Melbourne and Sydney to all capital cities, and the establishment of 
ethnic television. Ethnic Affairs Commissions (EACs) were also established at 
the state level as permanent advisory bodies to government. A purpose of the 
EACs was to facilitate the participation of migrants in matters that affected 
them, especially in relation to government decision making. In effect, this 
often meant the increased participation of ethnic elites, who acted as gate-
keepers, mediating between their respective minority constituencies and gov-
ernment agencies, and who had a vested interest in the promotion of 
multiculturalism and the politicization of minority identity (see Jakubowicz, 
1994; Jupp et al., 1989).

The Galbally Report also facilitated and legitimized government endorsement 
of the maintenance of minority cultural identity. In a speech to the House of 
Representatives in 1978, Fraser endorsed the principle adopted by the Report, that 
“every person should be able to maintain his or her culture without prejudice or 
disadvantage” (3).

Just how radical the implications of this position was for the received national 
identity and how great the potential uncertainties of adopting the policy became 
evident in a speech by Fraser to the Institute of Multicultural Affairs in 1981, the 
year his government formally adopted multiculturalism as a policy.

Here, Fraser acknowledged that the adoption of a large-scale immigration pro-
gram in the early postwar period was only politically palatable to the Australian 
public on the condition of migrant assimilation to Australian norms. Fraser (1981) 
observed that, by the 1970s, mass immigration had delivered a very different out-
come in having created “one of the world’s most diverse populations” (1). 
Assimilation, he maintained, had proven unworkable in practice. Migrants had 
held onto their respective values and heritage and had endeavored to pass them on 
to their children. Indeed, migrants had established a broad range of culturally spe-
cific organizations.

Fraser claimed that this largely unexpected outcome had proven Australian 
society to be capable of “embracing an ever increasing degree of ethnic and cul-
tural diversity” (Fraser, 1981: 2). Australians had been progressively persuaded as 
to the merits of the national multicultural perspective:

Patiently and doggedly ethnic communities sought out and changed the attitudes of 
the press, educators, welfare agencies, churches, politicians, public servants and the 
general public. (1, 2) (My emphasis)
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In the process, Fraser argued, the Australian identity had been fundamentally 
altered. An ethnic dimension had not been simply grafted onto “an otherwise 
unchanged conception of ourselves”; “[t]here has been a fundamental reappraisal 
of the established way of seeing Australia” (3). Much more than a “passive tolera-
tion of diversity,” multiculturalism involved a profound cultural leveling of 
Australian society, whereby each culture was deemed to be of equal status, no mat-
ter how recently introduced.

Despite government endorsement of the right of migrants to preserve their 
minority cultures and identities, Fraser did not assume that this would occur spon-
taneously without significant, even ongoing, government intervention. It was 
deemed necessary to foster “a multicultural attitude in Australian society” and “the 
retention of the cultural heritage of different ethnic groups” (Fraser, 1978: 6–7). 
Further, it cannot be assumed that proactive government involvement in the cre-
ation of a multicultural ethos was solely aimed at a recalcitrant Anglo-Celtic main-
stream; many migrant minorities themselves stood to be converted to the idea of a 
pan-ethnic, multicultural Australian awareness. Lopez (2000) observes that mem-
bers of non-English background migrant communities in the early 1970s were 
tightly focused on the interests of those within their respective communities. 
Furthermore, “most ethnic groups resented being treated as if they shared a com-
mon voice and interests with other ethnic groups” (23). There was no pan-ethnic 
consciousness to speak of. Major initiatives in schools, in the training of profes-
sionals, and indeed in the provision of specialist migrant media, would be required 
to help socially engineer this outcome (Fraser, 1978).

There was also a significant gap between rhetoric and reality with regard to the 
degree to which Australian society had actually undertaken the transformation to 
multiculturalism. This disassociation between rhetoric and reality would continue 
to dog Australian multicultural policy over the coming decades.

From the perspective of Australia’s ethnic communities, the basis of multicul-
tural policy from 1981 was premised on the expectation that migrant minorities 
would leave homeland prejudices and rivalries behind and concentrate on the 
interests of their respective communities in Australia through a form of interest 
group politics.

Multiculturalism—An Elite Vision

In hindsight, it might seem that multiculturalism was inevitable. But, as Lopez 
(2000) cogently argues, support for multiculturalism within the Australian popu-
lation during the early 1970s was very marginal. The limited polling available from 
that time indicates that around 90 percent of Australians did not support multi-
cultural ideas. Limited support did exist, however, among tertiary-educated pro-
fessionals and specific ethnic communities.

From the late 1960s onward, a very small number of determined and articulate 
lobbyists had pushed their multicultural message among the political elite and 
within the apparatus of government, and were eventually able to embed them-
selves within the machinery of government. Malcolm Fraser was personally 
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introduced to, and converted to, the perspective in late 1973, after which he had it 
included in the Opposition policy platform in early 1974, prior to coming to gov-
ernment in 1975 (Lopez, 2000). Lopez states:

The events that led to the success of the multiculturalists in establishing multicultur-
alism as a basis for ethnic affairs policy during the 1970s presents an ideal case study 
of elite politics, lobbying and the power of influence. (27)

Although support for multiculturalism did grow from the 1970s, it continued to 
be concentrated among particular segments of Australian society. Tables 3.1–3.3 
help illustrate this outcome. The survey data cited below are from the 1988 Issues 
in Multicultural Australia survey conducted by the Office of Multicultural Affairs. 
By this time, surveys often included questions about the public’s attitudes toward 
multiculturalism as well as toward immigration.

The statements used in the survey were designed to gauge the level of support 
for multiculturalism among the general population. Each table shows the responses 
to one such statement. The responses in each table are cross-tabulated against the 
level of Australian qualification held by the respondents.

Table 3.1 shows responses to the statement “Migrants should keep their culture 
to themselves.” The statement runs counter to the multicultural orthodoxy that 
migrants should be encouraged not only to maintain their cultural identity in 
Australia, but also to engage in an open appreciation of cultural difference. 
Examining the educational profiles of those who either strongly agreed or dis-
agreed with this statement, a striking difference is observed between those with 
university degrees and those with trade qualifications. Support for migrants keep-
ing their respective cultures to themselves was strong among tradespersons, but 
very low among the university trained. A similar observation is made for the state-
ment “People who come to Australia should change their ways to become more 
like other Australians” in Table 3.2. Again, this statement contradicts the multicul-
tural tenet that assimilation is an outmoded principle and should not be an expec-
tation in contemporary Australia. The contrast is most striking of all with the 
statement in Table 3.3, where responses are to the statement “Having lots of differ-
ent cultural groups in Australia causes lots or problems.” Again looking at those 
who most strongly agreed and disagreed, 47 percent of those with trade qualifica-
tions agreed, while 43 percent of the university trained disagreed. This statement 
deals with one of the core principles of multiculturalism; whether cultural diver-
sity is something to be celebrated as a source of cultural enrichment for all, or 
regarded as a problem to be managed.

The data show that Lopez’s observation of the early 1970s, that the tertiary 
educated provided a sectional support base for multiculturalism, persisted to the 
late 1980s. The data suggest strong differences of opinion about multiculturalism 
based on class. The characterization of Australian society as multicultural had 
remained controversial for many Australians. Significant sections of Australian 
society had not been persuaded to surrender their inherited identity to multicul-
turalism. As discussed further below, public opposition to and uncertainty about 
multiculturalism persisted into the 1990s and beyond.



AUSTRALIAN MULTICULTURALISM—“NATURAL TRANSITION” OR SOCIAL COERCION? 55

Ta
b

le
 3

.1
 

Le
ve

l o
f 

A
u

st
ra

lia
n

 Q
u

al
ifi

ca
ti

on
 b

y 
R

es
po

n
se

 to
 t

h
e 

St
at

em
en

t “
E

th
n

ic
 G

ro
u

ps
 S

h
ou

ld
 K

ee
p 

T
h

ei
r 

C
u

lt
u

re
s 

to
 T

h
em

se
lv

es
,” 

A
u

st
ra

lia
 1

98
8

St
at

em
en

t

E
th

n
ic

 g
ro

u
ps

 s
h

ou
ld

 k
ee

p 
th

ei
r 

cu
lt

u
re

s 
to

 t
h

em
se

lv
es

H
ig

h
er

 
de

gr
ee

B
ac

h
el

or
 

de
gr

ee
D

ip
lo

m
a

Tr
ad

e;
 

A
pp

re
n

ti
ce

H
ig

h
er

 S
ch

oo
l 

C
er

ti
fi

ca
te

 
(T

A
FE

)*

B
u

si
n

es
s 

C
ol

le
ge

 
C

er
ti

fi
ca

te
TA

FE
 e

tc
. 

C
er

ti
fi

ca
te

A
du

lt
 E

d.
 

C
ou

rs
e

In
-h

ou
se

 
co

u
rs

e
O

th
er

 
C

er
ti

fi
ca

te
N

E
S 

O
th

er
To

ta
l

A
gr

ee
 v

er
y 

m
u

ch
0

4
8

68
5

11
23

3
0

1
3

12
6

A
gr

ee
 a

 li
tt

le
11

19
9

57
3

13
22

9
0

0
2

14
5

D
is

ag
re

e 
a 

lit
tl

e
16

51
21

43
5

24
44

8
2

3
7

22
4

D
is

ag
re

e 
ve

ry
 

m
u

ch
 

15
39

29
31

3
9

27
6

1
1

2
16

3

N
ot

 s
ta

te
d/

re
fu

se
d

0
1

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
1

D
on

’t
 k

n
ow

 
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
To

ta
l

42
11

4
67

19
9

16
57

11
6

26
3

5
14

65
9

* 
Se

co
n

da
ry

 S
ch

oo
l c

om
pl

et
io

n
.

So
ur

ce
: D

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
of

 P
ri

m
e 

M
in

is
te

r 
an

d 
C

ab
in

et
, I

ss
u

es
 in

 M
u

lt
ic

u
lt

u
ra

l A
u

st
ra

lia
, 1

98
8,

 C
an

be
rr

a,
 A

u
st

ra
lia

n
 D

at
a 

A
rc

h
iv

e,
 t

h
e 

A
u

st
ra

lia
n

 N
at

io
n

al
 U

n
iv

er
si

ty
, 1

98
9.



56 ERNEST HEALY

Ta
b

le
 3

.2
 

Le
ve

l o
f 

A
u

st
ra

lia
n

 Q
u

al
ifi

ca
ti

on
 b

y 
R

es
po

n
se

 t
o 

th
e 

St
at

em
en

t “
Pe

op
le

 W
h

o 
C

om
e 

to
 A

u
st

ra
lia

 S
h

ou
ld

 C
h

an
ge

 T
h

ei
r 

B
eh

av
io

u
r 

to
 b

e 
M

or
e 

Li
ke

 O
th

er
 A

u
st

ra
lia

n
s,”

 A
u

st
ra

lia
 1

98
8

St
at

em
en

t

Pe
op

le
 w

h
o 

co
m

e 
to

 A
u

st
ra

lia
 s

h
ou

ld
 c

h
an

ge
 t

h
ei

r 
be

h
av

io
r 

to
 b

e 
m

or
e 

lik
e 

ot
h

er
 A

u
st

ra
lia

n
s

H
ig

h
er

 
de

gr
ee

B
ac

h
el

or
 

de
gr

ee
D

ip
lo

m
a

Tr
ad

e;
 

ap
pr

en
ti

ce

H
ig

h
er

 S
ch

oo
l 

C
er

ti
fi

ca
te

 
(T

A
FE

)*

B
u

si
n

es
s 

co
lle

ge
 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
TA

FE
 e

tc
. 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
A

du
lt

 e
d.

 
co

u
rs

e
In

-h
ou

se
 

co
u

rs
e

O
th

er
 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
N

E
S 

ot
h

er
To

ta
l

A
gr

ee
 v

er
y 

m
u

ch
3

12
14

80
4

13
30

4
0

1
3

16
4

A
gr

ee
 a

 li
tt

le
16

39
30

75
6

15
37

10
0

2
7

23
7

D
is

ag
re

e 
a 

lit
tl

e
16

30
10

31
4

13
33

10
1

1
3

15
2

D
is

ag
re

e 
ve

ry
 

m
u

ch
 

7
31

13
13

2
16

16
2

2
1

1
10

4

N
ot

 s
ta

te
d/

re
fu

se
d

0
1

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
1

D
on

’t
 k

n
ow

 
0

1
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

1

To
ta

l
42

11
4

67
19

9
16

57
11

6
26

3
5

14
65

9

* 
Se

co
n

da
ry

 S
ch

oo
l c

om
pl

et
io

n
.

So
ur

ce
: D

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
of

 P
ri

m
e 

M
in

is
te

r 
an

d 
C

ab
in

et
, I

ss
u

es
 in

 M
u

lt
ic

u
lt

u
ra

l A
u

st
ra

lia
, 1

98
8,

 C
an

be
rr

a,
 A

u
st

ra
lia

n
 D

at
a 

A
rc

h
iv

e,
 t

h
e 

A
u

st
ra

lia
n

 N
at

io
n

al
 U

n
iv

er
si

ty
, 1

98
9.



AUSTRALIAN MULTICULTURALISM—“NATURAL TRANSITION” OR SOCIAL COERCION? 57

Ta
b

le
 3

.3
 

Le
ve

l o
f A

u
st

ra
lia

n
 Q

u
al

ifi
ca

ti
on

 b
y 

R
es

po
n

se
 to

 th
e 

St
at

em
en

t “
H

av
in

g 
Lo

ts
 o

f D
if

fe
re

n
t C

u
lt

u
ra

l G
ro

u
ps

 in
 A

u
st

ra
lia

 C
au

se
s L

ot
s o

f P
ro

bl
em

s,”
 

A
u

st
ra

lia
 1

98
8

St
at

em
en

t

H
av

in
g 

lo
ts

 o
f 

di
ff

er
en

t 
cu

lt
u

ra
l g

ro
u

ps
 in

 A
u

st
ra

lia
 c

au
se

s 
lo

ts
 o

f 
pr

ob
le

m
s

H
ig

h
er

 
de

gr
ee

B
ac

h
el

or
 

de
gr

ee
D

ip
lo

m
a

Tr
ad

e;
 

ap
pr

en
ti

ce

H
ig

h
er

 s
ch

oo
l 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
 

(T
A

FE
)*

B
u

si
n

es
s 

co
lle

ge
 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
TA

FE
 e

tc
. 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
A

du
lt

 e
d.

 
co

u
rs

e
In

-h
ou

se
 

co
u

rs
e

O
th

er
 

ce
rt

ifi
ca

te
N

E
S 

ot
h

er
To

ta
l

A
gr

ee
 v

er
y 

m
u

ch
1

15
19

94
6

19
36

10
1

1
2

20
4

A
gr

ee
 a

 li
tt

le
16

41
21

66
5

26
39

12
2

2
5

23
5

D
is

ag
re

e 
a 

lit
tl

e
7

26
15

27
3

12
27

3
0

2
3

12
5

D
is

ag
re

e 
ve

ry
 

m
u

ch
 

18
31

12
12

2
0

14
1

0
0

4
94

N
ot

 s
ta

te
d/

re
fu

se
d

0
1

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
1

D
on

’t
 k

n
ow

 
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0

To
ta

l
42

11
4

67
19

9
16

57
11

6
26

3
5

14
65

9

* 
Se

co
n

da
ry

 S
ch

oo
l c

om
pl

et
io

n
.

So
ur

ce
: D

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
of

 P
ri

m
e 

M
in

is
te

r 
an

d 
C

ab
in

et
, I

ss
u

es
 in

 M
u

lt
ic

u
lt

u
ra

l A
u

st
ra

lia
, 1

98
8,

 C
an

be
rr

a,
 A

u
st

ra
lia

n
 D

at
a 

A
rc

h
iv

e,
 t

h
e 

A
u

st
ra

lia
n

 N
at

io
n

al
 U

n
iv

er
si

ty
, 1

98
9.



58 ERNEST HEALY

The Hawke Keating Years—1983–1996

By the time the Labor Party, under Prime Minister Bob Hawke, was returned to 
office in 1983, multicultural policy enjoyed bipartisan support. Although Labor 
had not formally adopted multiculturalism under Whitlam, by the mid- to late 
1970s many senior Labor figures had been personally won over to the perspective. 
The bipartisan environment of the 1980s resulted in a constrained intellectual 
environment surrounding both immigration and multicultural policies. This had 
the effect of dampening criticism of multiculturalism and a reluctance to recog-
nize widespread, but politically diffuse dissatisfaction toward it from some sec-
tions of Australian society. Bipartisanship also created a very favorable political 
environment for those who were most committed to multiculturalism.

This was a period in which considerations relating to the scale and composition 
of immigration could not be easily separated from multicultural issues. Any ques-
tioning of immigration ran the risk of being interpreted as an assault on multicul-
tural principles and regression to an alleged national xenophobia.

At the same time, immigration and multiculturalism continued to be a central 
plank in the Australian government’s efforts to promote Australia as a genuine 
participant in the rapidly changing Asian region. Nevertheless, continued uncer-
tainty and concern among sections of the Australian population about the impact 
and purpose of multiculturalism and high immigration would periodically sur-
face as a source of social anxiety.

The Intelligentsia Flexes Its Muscle

The growing confidence and determination of the left intelligentsia in its advocacy 
of multiculturalism was demonstrated in 1984 in response to a speech made by the 
highly regarded Melbourne University historian and Dean of Arts, Professor 
Geoffrey Blainey, to a local Rotary Club gathering in the regional city of 
Warrnambool in the state of Victoria.

Blainey cautioned that the proportion of Asians in the Australian immigration 
intake had risen sharply and moved ahead of public opinion, particularly in rela-
tion to the values of “old Australians,” and that the current approach may put 
social harmony at risk (Lewins, 1987). He argued that many migrants were from 
cultural backgrounds very different from Australian mainstream norms and values 
and that the establishment of a good social fit into Australian society may be a long 
way off. He further argued that the continuation of the current approach to immi-
gration may engender resentment within the community (The Australian, 2005). 
Blainey pointed to the historically high levels of unemployment at the time and 
was concerned that the suburbs where many Asian migrants tended to settle were 
those with severe unemployment. Significantly, Blainey criticized what he saw as 
hypocrisy among political elites and the intelligentsia concerning their unqualified 
support for high levels of Asian immigration at a time of labor market stress.

In hindsight, the Warrnambool speech may seem unremarkable. What was 
remarkable was the fierce, sustained reaction against Blainey for his comments. 
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Within weeks of Blainey’s Warrnambool speech, 24 of his History Department 
colleagues at the University of Melbourne published a letter in the Melbourne 
newspaper The Age, dissociating themselves from Blainey’s views. Students boy-
cotted his lectures and he was unable to speak at public functions on campus for 
the remainder of 1984 (Windschuttle, 2008). Blainey’s family was threatened with 
violence. Reluctantly, he resigned in April 1985, one year after the speech.

It became clear that many of Blainey’s critics held the Australian mainstream in 
contempt. One line of argument against Blainey’s recourse to public opinion to 
question the insensitivity of immigration policy to a large section of public opin-
ion was that he ignored the prejudices that informed public views (Lewins, 1987). 
Indeed, at times, it was argued that “public opinion” should not be taken seriously, 
but be understood as a rhetorical intellectual construct.

Historically, it was noted, immigration policy had been implemented despite 
widespread public opposition to it; why should this not continue? Blainey had con-
fused “ethics with politics” (Lewins, 1987: 269). His claim that “in recent years a 
small group of people has successfully snatched immigration policy from the public 
arena, and has even placed a taboo on the discussion of vital aspects of immigration” 
was deemed to be historically inaccurate; it had never been treated democratically 
(269). Therefore, according to this logic, Blainey’s argument was not legitimate.

The CAAIP Report

An unexpected source of criticism of the way immigration and multicultural poli-
cies had been handled by the Australian government during the 1980s was the 
handing down of the 1988 Commonwealth government-commissioned Report of 
the Committee to Advise on Australia’s Immigration Policies (CAAIP). The Labor 
government clearly expected to have its management of immigration—and, by 
association, multicultural policy—endorsed by the Report. However, although the 
Report recommended immigration at even higher levels than had been set by the 
government, and defended multicultural policy in principle, it was highly critical 
of the way these policies had come to be identified in the public mind with minor-
ity interests. This, the Report contended, was the prevalent perception among the 
Australian mainstream.

Significantly, the CAAIP Report did not assume that the mainstream distrust of 
the way in which immigration and multiculturalism had been managed was alto-
gether misplaced.

The views of foreign governments may be heard and our immigration policies 
should take into account our international interests, as well as the interests of intend-
ing migrants. But only in the context of a purposeful view of the Australian interest. 
There are voices in the immigration debate which would seek to prescribe an Australia 
based on other cultures, as though there were no Australian dimension at all. (CAAIP, 
1988: 10) (My emphasis)

The CAAIP Report found widespread distrust and confusion surrounding the 
relationship of multiculturalism and immigration. Many people felt that 
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multicultural policy was driving immigration policy, rather than immigration 
being conducted in the interests of the whole Australian community (CAAIP, 
1988). Critical of the government’s management of immigration, the Inquiry 
Committee asserted that:

[M]ulticulturalism provides important support for immigrants, but as a concept it is 
not something with which many can identify . . . It is the Australian identity that mat-
ters most in Australia . . . if the Government will affirm that strongly, multiculturalism 
might seem less divisive or threatening. (11) (My emphasis)

In addition, the CAAIP Report considered there was too little distinction between 
the rights of citizens and noncitizens, and that a broad consensus on immigra-
tion may depend on greater cultural selectivity in the choosing of migrants, in 
the sense of choosing migrants who would be willing to cast off those aspects of 
their cultures of origin not acceptable in Australia. The Report stated that “we 
need to make it very clear that the unacceptable and repugnant are not to be 
transplanted” (4).

The CAAIP Report was received with hostility by Commonwealth government 
leaders and by ethnic leaders who had benefited from the federal government’s 
pursuit of minority-patronage politics. Nevertheless, its impact was significant 
because, as noted, the years prior to its release had been ones of high confidence 
for the multicultural elite. Indeed, a concerted push had been under way to recon-
figure Australian institutions to reflect Australia’s cultural diversity. The goal was 
structural, rather than symbolic pluralism. An Office of Multicultural Affairs1 
document, published in 1988, just prior to the CAAIP Report, stated:

At the core of this situation [the disadvantage of non-English-speaking migrants] is 
the fact that most of Australia’s structures and mechanisms are derived from a par-
ticular cultural tradition, that of Britain. For much of the last 200 years it has implic-
itly been assumed that Australia was a British society transplanted to the other side 
of the world. (161)

The message from such multicultural advocates was clear: Australian mainstream 
culture was obsolete and illegitimate, and should be supplanted with a thoroughly 
institutionalized form of ethnic pluralism as quickly as possible.

Australia—“A Nation of Immigrants”

The Australian government’s determination to promote Australia as having cast 
aside its past cultural insularity had been a significant factor in the empowerment 
of multicultural elites during the 1980s. The multicultural message complemented 
the Australian government’s changing perception of its role in Asia and, in turn, its 
trade liberalization overtures in the neighboring region.

The Prime Minister Bob Hawke frequently cited Australia’s diverse immigra-
tion program and multiculturalism as evidence that Australia should no longer be 
perceived as a European outpost in Asia. His efforts to convey this message help 
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explain his hostility to the CAAIP Report, which called upon the government to 
reassure mainstream Australians that their identity was not threatened by immi-
gration and multicultural policy.

The CAAIP Report was delivered just prior to the Australian Bicentenary cele-
brations, which Hawke had planned to utilize to the full to showcase Australian 
society’s cultural openness to the Asian region. Ignoring the CAAIP Report rec-
ommendations, Hawke reiterated the claim that Australia was naturally and inevi-
tably a “nation of immigrants,” a message that he conveyed both domestically and 
internationally. Addressing the Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils of 
Australia in 1988, he stated:

We are, and essentially remain, a nation of immigrants . . . Above all else, our 
Bicentenary has been a celebration of our identity as a nation of diverse ethnic origins. 
(Hawke, 1988: 501)

The Australian government’s virtual abandonment of any recognition that 
Australian society had developed a valuable and distinctive national culture, and 
that it was not simply a British outpost in Asia, had patchy support at best within 
the Australian community, as the survey data above indicate. The elevation of eth-
nicity as the definitive criterion by which to characterize the inherited national 
culture was simplistic at best. As Hirst (1994: 2) noted, “mainstream Australian 
society had been reduced to an ethnic group” and “its right to primacy denied.”

Consistent with this perspective, the Australian government’s approach to citi-
zenship became increasingly “procedural,” whereby immigrants could be included 
as citizens as long as they were law-abiding and tolerant. Citizenship, according to 
this view, did not require any strong sense of belonging to a distinct people, shared 
history, evolved culture, or sense of a common future (Betts and Birrell, 2007: 47).

Inner social tensions would inevitably build during the late 1980s and 1990s as 
a consequence of the mismatch between the escalating government rhetoric—that 
Australian society had undergone a decisive cultural and economic break from the 
past—and mainstream public opinion, which held to the ideal of a distinctive and 
positive national inheritance.

Breach in Bipartisan Support for Asian Immigration—1988

In August 1988, the federal Liberal–National Opposition, under the leadership of 
John Howard, announced a shift in its policy position on immigration which 
breached the tacit bipartisan agreement to depoliticize the immigration issue, and 
by association multiculturalism. Against significant opposition within his own 
party and the Coalition, but sensing the Labor government’s vulnerability on the 
issue, Howard asserted the right of the Australian government to determine the 
composition of immigration intake in such a way as to ensure social cohesion.

This presented a challenge to the new orthodoxy that immigration selection on 
the basis of ethnicity or culture was inherently racist and a thing of the past. 
Howard’s maneuver invoked a hostile response from the Labor government and 
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resulted in a frenzied defense of uncompromising national openness by Labor 
leaders and multicultural elites.

The Opposition’s breach of bipartisanship on immigration and multicultur-
alism occurred at a time when net overseas migration to Australia had reached 
its highest level in the postwar period, at nearly 173,000 persons, or approxi-
mately 1.7 percent population growth over the previous year (1987) (ABS 
Catalogue 3101.0). It had been rising steadily since Labor had come to office in 
1983. Yet, as noted, this was also a time of significant public unease about high 
immigration and its ethnic composition. The 1987 Australian Election Study 
Survey indicated that 23.2 percent of survey respondents thought Asian immigra-
tion should be limited to a small quota of the overall intake. A further 39.5 percent 
thought “[w]e should not have any more migrants at the present time” (McAllister 
and Mughan, 1987).

Economic Recession and Its Aftermath—1990

The early to mid-1990s was a turbulent period of reaction and counter reaction, 
for and against high immigration and multiculturalism. The period of high confi-
dence for multicultural elites had waned. Howard’s retreat from bipartisanship on 
immigration policy was soon followed by the onset of economic recession, which 
created a dilemma for the Labor government’s commitment to sustained high 
immigration. A business-as-usual approach would have been political suicide.

Economic recession created an environment in which critics of the way immi-
gration had been managed could speak more confidently. Moreover, unease about 
high immigration was set against a background of growing dissatisfaction with the 
federal government’s economic rationalist policies, which were not yielding the 
benefits that had been foreshadowed.

Furthermore, the early 1990s saw a split within the political right in Australia. 
Robert Manne (1992), a conservative who was editor of the conservative political 
magazine Quadrant, pointed to the insensitivity of economic rationalists to the 
unforeseen and detrimental impact of rationalist policies:

[T]he rationalists are extraordinarily impervious to evidence . . . those who now 
adhere to this ideology could not surrender significant parts of it without real psy-
chic cost. Their faith insulates them against clear-sighted appreciation of the failures 
of their reforms. (56)

Manne might justifiably have leveled similar criticism at the multicultural elite 
over the preceding period, who had bolstered Labor leaders’ support for an aggres-
sive multiculturalism in support of their regional free-market agenda.

By November 1992, national unemployment had reached a record postwar 
level of 11.3 percent. By January 1993, youth unemployment reached 32 percent. 
In December 1992, the Senate Standing Committee on Employment, Education, 
and Training warned of the emergence of an alienated underclass of unemployed 
youth, many of whom were second generation unemployed (The Age, 1992).  
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In September 1993, economist Bob Gregory highlighted the rapid decline in the 
male full-time job to population ratio, stating that this was probably the largest 
employment loss in Australia’s history (Sydney Morning Herald, 1993). 
Nongovernment welfare agencies were being stressed to the limits of their resources, 
with the Salvation Army criticizing politicians for their single-minded pursuit of 
economic restructuring at the expense of social cohesion (The Age, 1993).

The less constrained intellectual climate surrounding the immigration issue 
ushered to the forefront of public debate criticism of the spurious demographic 
arguments that had been used to support it. Australian National University 
demographer Christabel Young (1991) entered the debate, feeling that it was 
imperative for demographers to correct faulty demographic arguments used by 
the pro-immigration lobby during the 1980s. Exaggerated claims as to the benefits 
of immigration for the national economy were also challenged at this time. 
Stephen Joske (1990), researcher for the Legislative Research Service, asserted that 
the Bureau of Immigration Research, which had been established by the Labor 
government in 1989, had propounded a one-sided optimism concerning the eco-
nomic benefits of immigration to Australia.

Formerly muted voices within the Labor government itself became more obvi-
ous from this time. Federal government backbench member Graeme Campbell, 
who had been a consistent critic of Labor’s immigration and multicultural poli-
cies, gained in prominence, although he was later expelled from the party for his 
views. Senator Peter Walsh, a formidable center-right presence within the govern-
ment, also a critic of Labor’s immigration and multicultural policies, utilized his 
regular column in the Australian Financial Review for this purpose from May 1990 
onward.

Scandal surrounding the Business Migration Program in 1991—based on alle-
gations of its manipulation by Asian criminal elements and revolving door money 
flows by applicants with phony business plans—did not help the government’s 
reputation on immigration management. The Immigration Minister Gerry Hand 
was forced to suspend the program for six months in 1991 (Australian Financial 
Review, 1991).

Under these conditions, high immigration intakes became difficult to justify. 
Net overseas migration, which had already been declining since its zenith in 1998, 
declined further to only 34,900 in 1993.

Counter-Reaction

Although economic recession and social crisis had forced the Labor government 
to cut the immigration intake, this did not mean that immigration ceased to be an 
important part of its agenda to transform and internationalize Australian society. 
No sooner had Labor reduced immigration than the stage was set for a reformula-
tion of its arguments for immigration and multiculturalism. The fact that the 
Labor government unexpectedly won the 1993 federal election meant that Labor 
leaders and the multicultural lobby gained extra time under the leadership of Paul 
Keating.
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The ministerial shakeout that followed the 1993 election saw Labor Left Senator 
Nick Bolkus receive the immigration and ethnic affairs portfolio. This was a turning 
point in the efforts of immigration and multicultural advocates to recover lost ground. 
Although Bolkus was constrained in some degree by more moderate elements within 
the Labor Party, he nevertheless pushed multicultural ideology to new extremes in 
asserting a decisive cultural and economic break from the nation’s past. Bolkus (1993) 
considered the inherited mainstream culture immature and Anglophile.

Even as federal Labor was living on borrowed political time, Bolkus and federal 
Labor member of parliament (MP), Andrew Theophanous, who was also closely 
associated with Labor’s ethnic group lobbying and the Office of Multicultural 
Affairs, were key figures behind the release in January 1996 (only months from 
Labor’s 1996 election defeat) of Our Nation, the Labor government’s updated mul-
ticultural vision for Australia (Birrell, 1996). This policy document demanded an 
even more “aggressive propagandisation of ethnic diversity” and “‘ethnic propor-
tionalism’ in the allocation of government positions on the basis of ethnicity” (19).

Bolkus’s period as Immigration and Ethnic Affairs Minister is notable for the 
way left-liberal and economic rationalist perspectives converged. Under Bolkus, 
multiculturalism was presented as an indispensable element of the international-
ist, free-market agenda even more explicitly than had previously been the case. 
Labor’s “Productive Diversity” policy was the principal ideological formulation of 
this period and was formally launched at the Productive Diversity in Business 
Conference in 1992.

During the low point of the economic recession, Australia’s large non-English-
speaking background population and workforce had come to be viewed by some 
as a liability. Significant concentrations of heavily welfare dependent ethnic 
minority populations had consolidated in Australian capital cities, particularly in 
Melbourne and Sydney.

However, the “productive diversity” rhetoric turned this perception on its head. 
An elaboration of the idea from the mid-1980s that “people-to-people” links with 
Asia through immigration would help link Australia with Asian economic dyna-
mism, “productive diversity” asserted that immigration and multicultural policies 
provided a competitive advantage, enabling business links with Asia-Pacific mar-
kets. In launching the Productive Diversity Conference, Paul Keating stated:

Productive diversity [is a] turning point in the way we regard multicultural 
Australia . . . we have a market in Australia whose diversity is a virtual microcosm of 
the world into which we trade. (1992: 1, 2)

Nevertheless, it is also clear that, at this time, Prime Minister Keating was mindful 
of the skepticism within the Australian population concerning immigration and 
multiculturalism. In 1994, he expressed a more conciliatory approach, for exam-
ple, when addressing the Australia–Asia Institute:

We do not and cannot aim to be Asian or European or anything else but Australians. 
But we can and should aim to be a country which is deeply integrated into the region 
around us. (1994: 12)



AUSTRALIAN MULTICULTURALISM—“NATURAL TRANSITION” OR SOCIAL COERCION? 65

Now, Keating implied, multiculturalism and immigration policies did not entail a 
break with the nation’s past. Moreover, it had grown organically from Australians’ 
commitment to democracy and egalitarianism. Keating (1993) thereby character-
ized the radical change of the previous decade as a consensual adaptation on the 
part of the majority of Australians.

Some expert commentary, however, pointed to a more sober reality. Hugh 
Mackay, in the 1993 publication Reinventing Australia, observed that Australians 
were in a state of anxiety about what it meant to be Australian:

about changes in the racial composition of the Australian population, about 
appropriate levels of migration, about the long-term consequences of multicul-
turalism and about Australia’s relationship with the rest of the world—especially 
Asia. (154)

Survey research conducted in the wake of the 1996 federal election lent support to 
this contention. The results showed that a large share of Australians still held to a 
strong sense of Australian identity and were concerned about the effects of immi-
gration upon employment prospects. These views were also often held by signifi-
cant proportions of migrants. The 1996 Australian Election Survey indicated that a 
large share of Australians supported national independence in world affairs, with 
43 percent agreeing that Australia should “follow its own interests even if this leads 
to conflict with other nations” (Jones et al., 1996). Despite more than a decade of 
concerted derision of the Australian identity and history by the multicultural 
lobby, under the rubric of federal government policy, 81 percent of respondents 
indicated that they were either “very proud” or “fairly proud” of Australian history 
(Jones et al., 1996). Sixty-three percent thought that the number of immigrants 
being allowed into Australia had either “gone too far” or “gone much too far” 
(Jones et al., 1996).

Concerns about the negative impact of immigration on unemployment were 
shared by many migrants. Markus (1993) notes that concerns had been expressed 
over the previous period that high unemployment may trigger racist attitudes 
within the Australian community, especially toward Asians. The economic cir-
cumstances of the early 1990s provided the conditions to test such claims. A 
survey conducted in the middle Melbourne suburb of Springvale in December 
1992 set out to examine “attitudes toward immigration and other aspects of gov-
ernment policy” (35). The survey included questions on government cultural 
policy and feelings about being Australian. Springvale was chosen because of its 
high migrant and very diverse ethnic population, including a significant Indo-
Chinese presence. Most respondents thought immigration was too high and did 
not support multicultural policies which “involved state support for the mainte-
nance of ethnic cultures” (36). Fifty-five percent of respondents thought that 
migrants should fit into the Australian community “as soon as possible,” while 
another 21 percent thought that people should be left to fit in at “their own pace” 
(36). Only 12 percent supported government funding for cultural maintenance. 
Nevertheless, 65 percent of all respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that 
Asian migrants had “a great deal to offer the Australian way of life” (37). The 
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share of the Australian-born answering in this way was also 65 percent. Markus 
concluded that:

Most respondents appeared capable of holding views opposed to immigration and 
active multiculturalism while, at the same time . . . showing a tolerant disposition 
towards recently arrived Australians—including Asians. (36)

Howard Coalition Government—1996–2007

By 1996, the electoral tide had well and truly turned, with the Liberal–National 
Party Coalition, under the leadership of John Howard, coming to office with an 
overwhelming majority in the House of Representatives, but a finely balanced 
upper house.

As Opposition leader, Howard had stepped away from the tacit bipartisan 
agreement on immigration policy in 1998, which contributed to a freer intellec-
tual environment for critics of the government’s management of immigration. 
Howard had also adopted a more skeptical posture toward multiculturalism, 
which he continued to articulate on coming to office.

Implying that the previous Labor government had gone too far in favor of cul-
tural diversity at the expense of national unity, Howard urged a greater sense of 
balance in the debate about national identity. Immigrants came to Australia, he 
maintained, because they wanted to become Australians. Implicitly contesting the 
largely negative characterization of the inherited national identity under Labor 
and by multicultural advocates, Howard (2006) maintained that Australia had 
become a magnet for migrants around the world, “not because of what it might 
become, but because of what it has become” (1). In his view, Australia’s history and 
heritage was something that Australians should be proud of, that migrants should 
learn about and, in turn, would contribute to in a spirit of loyalty and patriotism. 
Howard tried to square the circle, describing cultural diversity as a national 
strength, but also as something that should be accompanied by an overriding 
commitment to Australia.

Like Fraser more than a decade before, Howard’s endorsement of cultural 
diversity was tempered by the implication that the preservation of social cohesion 
in the face of such diversity could not be taken for granted. Beneath his stated 
optimism is an undertone of doubt: “In the 21st century, maintaining our social 
cohesion will remain the highest test of the Australian achievement” (4) Australia’s 
celebration of diversity should not be at the expense of the “common values that 
bind us together as one people” or “at the expense of ongoing pride in what are 
commonly regarded as the values, traditions and accomplishments of the old 
Australia” (4). Presciently, he warned that without common values, Australia 
risked becoming a “society governed by coercion rather than consent” (4). Pointing 
to the multicultural excesses of the Labor years, he declared:

We’ve moved on from a time when multiculturalism . . . came to be associated with 
“the transformation of Australia from a bad old Australia that was xenophobic, racist 
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and monocultural to a good new Australia that is culturally diverse, tolerant and 
exciting”. Such a view was always a distortion and a caricature. (4)

Howard was clearly concerned about rescuing the cultural reputation of the “old 
Australia” from the ashes of the cultural nihilism that had been unleashed during 
Labor’s period in office. However, he was also careful not to alienate migrant con-
stituencies, including the more recently arrived. Reflecting Malcolm Fraser’s com-
ments more than a decade before, he reiterated that there was “no hierarchy of 
descent” in terms of being truly Australian (5).

However, a much less compromising voice against the policy extremes of the 
Labor years was emerging on the margins of Australia’s political landscape.

Pauline Hanson and the One Nation Party

The election of political outsider Pauline Hanson to the Australian Parliament in 
1996 provided the catalyst for an explosive demonstration of accumulated public 
grievance against the concerted and at times aggressive efforts of government 
leaders and cultural elites to internationalize the Australian economy and redefine 
the Australian national identity over the previous period. Equally intense was the 
reaction against her. Not since the Blainey “debate” of the mid-1980s had public 
discourse on the issues of immigration and national identity been characterized 
by such naked vitriol.

Elected to the Australian House of Representatives as an independent, Hanson 
was already controversial as a result of her disendorsement as a Liberal Party can-
didate immediately prior to the election, because of her criticisms of Australian 
Aboriginal funding. She secured a voter swing of 19 percent to take the seat of 
Oxley in the state of Queensland. Hanson was immediately polarizing because of 
her views on national identity, immigration, Asian immigration, and loss of eco-
nomic sovereignty. Like Blainey, she took aim at the cultural elites who had spear-
headed the criticism of Australian mainstream culture and who had, she claimed, 
personally benefited in the process.

Her maiden speech in parliament created a sense of moral panic among 
multicultural advocates and broader sections of the left intelligentsia. She criti-
cized not only the fundamental tenets of multiculturalism, but also the inter-
national free-market agenda over which there was still strong bipartisan 
agreement. Initially at least, Hanson’s appeal was increased by her awkward-
ness in speech and her untutored media presence. Referring to herself as an 
“ordinary Australian” whose views were based on “common sense,” Hanson’s 
(1996) pedestrian demeanor became a credential in giving political focus to 
grievances that were widespread, but up to that point had remained diffuse. 
Her appeal in this respect may have in part reflected the low standing of politi-
cians in the eyes of the Australian population at this time. In 1996, national 
survey data showed that 30 percent of respondents considered that people in 
government “usually looked after themselves,” rather than doing the right 
thing (Jones et al., 1996).
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She pointed to “a type of reverse racism” practiced against mainstream 
Australians by “those who control the various taxpayer funded ‘industries’ that 
flourish in our society servicing Aboriginals, multiculturalists and a host of other 
minority groups,” who stood “to lose the most—their power, money and position, 
all funded by ordinary Australian taxpayers” (Hanson, 1996: 1). Rejecting reliance 
upon racial criteria in public policy, she advocated a vision “of a single society in 
which racial emphases were rejected and social issues addressed” (2).

Hanson argued that for “far too long ordinary Australians have been kept out 
of any debate by the major parties” on the issues of immigration and multicultur-
alism (3). Therefore:

I and most Australians want our immigration policy radically reviewed and that 
of multiculturalism abolished. I believe we are in danger of being swamped by 
Asians. (3)

She added: “A truly multicultural country can never be strong or united” (4).
Hanson also opposed the reduction of tariffs on imported goods, which had 

contributed to large-scale job losses for Australian workers: “We must look after 
our own before lining the pockets of overseas countries and investors” (5). 
Referring to the acutely high levels of unemployment in Australia, particularly 
among youth, Hanson called for a temporary cessation of immigration, highlight-
ing the contradiction of admitting many migrants who were unskilled, with poor 
English proficiency, in such circumstances. Nevertheless, she added:

I must stress at this stage that I do not consider those people from ethnic back-
grounds currently living in Australia anything but first-class citizens, provided of 
course that they give this country their full, undivided loyalty. (4)

Hanson was variously labeled as extreme right, racist, parochial, and a populist for 
her allegedly irrational appeal to the imagined virtues of “the people” (Stokes, 
2000). There was a virtual closing of ranks between left-liberal cosmopolitans and 
the free-market right in condemnation of Hanson. In the eyes of many converts to 
either the new world order of multilateral free trade, or to the spell of global cos-
mopolitan inclusiveness, Hanson was a throwback to the xenophobic protection-
ism of the Australian Settlement era. Some analysts, however, saw through the 
haze of Hanson’s comments about race to appreciate the profound alienation 
which had resulted among some sections of the population from the breakneck 
pursuit of economic rationalism. The National Affairs commentator of the Courier 
Mail (1998) saw Hanson as a product of, and a response to, the globalization of 
capital and the use of the market as a replacement for state intervention. Ipswich, 
where Hanson had been elected, was a downtrodden rust belt area, a “classic bat-
tlefield in the economic rationalism war” (The Courier Mail, 1998).

Following Hanson’s personal electoral success in 1996, she formed the Pauline 
Hanson One Nation Party (ONP) in 1997. The first test of the ONP was the 1998 
Queensland state election, where it attracted nearly a quarter of the total votes and 
won 11 of the 89 seats in the Queensland Legislative Assembly.
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The subsequent 1998 federal election, however, produced a lesser result. 
Nationally, the ONP received 936,621 first preference votes for the House of 
Representatives, or 8.4 percent of the total votes. This was greater than for the 
Nationals Party, the Australian Democrats, and the Greens, which received 5.3 per-
cent, 5.1 percent, and 2.1 percent, respectively. However, because its voter support 
was widely distributed across electorates, the ONP secured no seats in the House 
of Representatives. For the Senate, the ONP received over 1 million first preference 
votes, or 9 percent of the total first preference vote, which gave it one Senate rep-
resentative (Australian Electoral Commission, 1998).

Analyses of post-election survey data provided some insight into the socioeco-
nomic composition of the ONP support base. It remained strongest in Queensland, 
the state where the party had been founded. This is not unusual for minority polit-
ical parties in the Australian context (Bean, 2000). Those least likely to vote for 
Hanson’s party were people with a university education, who worked in manage-
rial or professional occupations, who had high incomes, and immigrants from 
non-English-speaking countries, especially Asians. Geographically, ONP voter 
support was found to be strongest in rural areas and weakest in inner-city areas, 
with outer metropolitan areas representing an intermediate position.

Although the ONP has remained part of the Australian politic, it subsequently 
underwent a process of decline, partly as a result of internal conflicts. Nevertheless, 
the brief One Nation flourish may be significant for understanding the longer-
term implications of the economic and cultural renunciation of the Australian 
Settlement institutions for social cohesion. ONP reflected, and was able to draw 
upon, deep historical grievances that had remained unresolved within some sec-
tions of the Australian population, since the 1970s at least.

Social survey data still strongly suggest that, after more than 30 years as policy, 
multiculturalism has only become widely accepted in a “soft” sense. In this con-
text, questions which ask respondents if multiculturalism has been good for 
Australia do not mean a great deal. This is because even those who are weak sup-
porters of multiculturalism may answer “yes.” State-resourcing for minority cul-
tural maintenance is not accepted by a significant proportion of Australians 
(Markus, 2014). There is still a strong normative national sentiment among the 
Australian people. Anything significantly beyond “soft” multiculturalism remains 
the preserve of intellectual elites and sections of the broader intelligentsia, who 
have now been inculcated into a cosmopolitan world view.

Antidiscrimination Legislation and the Inculcation of  
Multicultural Principles

The central argument presented here is that, despite various claims to the contrary, 
multiculturalism did not reflect a “natural transition” in public outlook at the time 
of the policy’s adoption, and is now only accepted in any strong sense among par-
ticular sections of the Australian population. As documented above, the rejection 
of the inherited national identity by multicultural elites, premised upon a repudia-
tion of the national past, has subsequently led to episodic political dislocation and 
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expressions of disillusionment among significant sections of the population. 
Indeed, there now appear to be significant divisions within Australian society 
along class lines on the issues relating to national identity and sovereignty. This 
raises important questions about the future consequences of multicultural policy 
for maintaining social cohesion in an increasingly unstable global context.

Such concern is further justified because the Australian legislative framework, 
developed during the 1980s and 1990s, aimed at the promotion of multicultural 
principles, has been based on a fundamentalist perspective, quite remote from 
commonplace, “song and dance” perceptions of multiculturalism which predomi-
nate among the general public.

An examination of how this legislative framework has been deployed suggests 
that the maintenance of multicultural policy in Australia may ultimately rely upon 
the threat or exercise of coercive state powers. This is reflected in the legal and 
institutional framework pertaining to antidiscrimination on the basis of race, eth-
nicity, and national origin that has been established over the past few decades.

The Racial Discrimination Act

In October 1975, the Whitlam government enacted the Racial Discrimination Act 
1975, the primary focus of which was to make it unlawful to unfairly discriminate 
against a person on the basis of ethnicity or national origin with regard to access to 
employment, remuneration and working conditions, treatment before the law, 
access to housing, access to goods and services, and trade union membership. The 
benchmark international instrument for the Act was the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Significantly, however, 
the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 did not make racial defamation and propaganda 
unlawful (Human Rights Commission, 1983: 1, 2). The Act appears to have been a 
preliminary step toward the adoption of a Human Rights Bill, and ratification of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Whitlam Institute). However, 
the Whitlam government lost office before this latter initiative could be enacted.

The Human Rights Commission

The Fraser government (1975–1983) built on this initiative by establishing the 
Human Rights Commission (HRC) in 1981 as a statutory authority under the 
Human Rights Commission Act. The Commission was established with a “sunset” 
clause and was thereby due to cease in 1986. Its principal role was to scrutinize 
existing and proposed legislation for consistency with human rights and to 
“inquire into any act or practice that may be inconsistent with or contrary to any 
human right” (HRC, 1983: vii). Its role also included recommending legislative 
change relevant to human rights to the minister, to make recommendations to the 
minister to ensure compliance with international covenants and other interna-
tional treaties to which Australia is a signatory, and to promote understanding and 
acceptance of human rights.

From the outset, the HRC faced a dilemma concerning the obvious trade-off 
between freedom of speech and the sanctioning of racial defamation, which it had 
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defined broadly to include defamation on the basis of descent and of national and 
ethnic origin. Although the Commission recognized the right to free speech as the 
“hallmark of a true democracy,” it nevertheless recommended that free speech 
should be curtailed if it came into conflict with another human right (1).

In 1983, the HRC released a report which recommended a number of amend-
ments to the Racial Discrimination Act 1975, dealing with incitement to racial 
hatred and racial defamation. The recommended changes were designed to cor-
rect perceived shortcomings of the Act, as inherited from the Whitlam years. The 
Commission recommended that two new provisions should be added and a new 
definition incorporated. The first provision addressed the issue of “racial hatred” 
and would “make it unlawful for a person publicly to utter or publish words or 
engage in conduct which . . . is likely to result in hatred, contempt or violence 
against a person or persons, or a group of persons, distinguished by race, colour, 
descent or national or ethnic origin” (14). The second recommendation dealt with 
“racial defamation” and would make it “unlawful publicly to threaten, insult or 
abuse an individual or group, or hold that individual or group up to contempt or 
slander, by reason of race, colour, descent or national or ethnic origin” (14). A 
broad definition of “publication” was advocated, to “cover the print and electronic 
media, sign boards, abusive telephone calls etc.”(14). Under this definition, both 
the individual making a statement and the publisher could be held accountable.

It is notable that, at this stage, the Commission advocated that infringements of the 
proposed amendments, should they be legislated, would fall under civil rather than 
criminal law. On British experience, it was considered that conviction would be more 
difficult under criminal law, as intent would need to be proven according to a higher 
standard. Under the proposals put by the Commission, unlawfulness would not rely 
on intent on the part of a perpetrator, but on level of harm incurred (HRC, 1983).

The HRC argued that the first recommendation was aimed at protecting racial 
and ethnic groups from statements or propaganda of a serious kind, for example 
from extremist organizations. The second focused on the defamation of individu-
als by virtue of their membership of a particular group, which may in turn consti-
tute defamation of the group as well. Such defamation may involve statements 
which would “detract from the humanity of people” and which may involve “unfa-
vourable stereotypes” (15). The Commission noted that its recommendations did 
not explicitly cover religious groups or individuals, as this was not covered by the 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
upon which the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 was founded. However, religious 
defamation may be indirectly covered via association with ethnic identity.

A number of observations can be made about the content of the proposed 
changes, which are relevant to understanding how such legislation has been used 
to enforce multiculturalism. A primary motivation from the Commission’s per-
spective was to ensure a decisive break from the nation’s cultural past, which it 
deemed to have been racialist and exclusionary. The HRC concluded:

Many would argue that the time has now come to make a break with the past and for 
Australia to take a clear stand and declare through legislation that incitement to 
racial hatred and racial defamation are not acceptable behaviour. (1)
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The HRC’s sense of urgency about the prospect of racial and ethnic discrimina-
tion or hostility is notable, as there appears to have been little hard evidence that 
such discrimination was a significant problem at the time. The Commission virtu-
ally admitted this when it stated: “In Australia racial violence is now an exceptional 
occurrence” (1). Nevertheless, the Commission considered that “inaction” may 
encourage “members of the Majority” to attack “members of minority groups” 
(1). Conversely, it was argued that, if racial and ethnic minority groups became 
frustrated in feeling that their rights were not being protected, they may resort to 
racial violence themselves.

The HRC proved unsuccessful in persuading the then federal government to 
legislate its recommended amendments. However, its successor organization, the 
Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), created in 1986, did achieve this 
goal in 1995, during the Keating Labor government’s dying months in office 
(detailed below). As a result, since the early 1980s, there was in existence a gener-
ously resourced, government-created organization with powers mandated in leg-
islation, whose brief was to ensure that Australian government actions and 
legislation remained consistent with an essentially cosmopolitan ideology enshrined 
in an international convention. This convention was premised on the supremacy 
of international human rights over national sovereignty and citizenship rights. 
The AHRC leadership considered that it had a mandate to promote its agenda 
regardless of, and even in opposition to, the policies of the Australian government 
of the day (Berg, 2013).

The 1995 Racial Hatred Reforms

The Racial Hatred Act was introduced late in 1995 as an amendment to the Racial 
Discrimination Act. As indicated, the 1995 amendments closely reflected recom-
mendations for alteration of the Act in 1983. The thrust of the Racial Hatred Act 
1995, in Section 18C, was to make it unlawful public behavior to “offend,” “insult,” 
“humiliate,” or “intimidate” another person or a group of people on the basis of 
race, color, or of national or ethnic origin. To establish a breach of the Act, it would 
be necessary to establish that the abuse or defamation was made because of the race, 
color, or national or ethnic origin of the plaintiff (Australian Government, 1995).

A number of exemptions were provided for under Section 18D of the Act. 
These related to artistic performances and exhibitions, or in the course of any 
“statement, publication, discussion or debate made or held for any genuine aca-
demic, artistic or scientific purpose or any other genuine purpose in the public 
interest” (3). Exclusions were also included in relation to fair and accurate report-
ing of any event or matter of public interest, as well as “fair comment on any event 
or matter of public interest if the comment is an expression of a genuine belief 
held by the person making the comment” (3).

In addition to the above amendments to the Racial Discrimination Act 1975, 
the Labor government proposed the addition of three criminal offenses to the 
Crimes Act 1914. The first two dealt with offenses in public against people or 
property on the basis of race, color, or national or ethnic origin. The third prohib-
its acts done in public with the intention of inciting racial hatred (Hansard, 1994: 
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3337). In contrast to the civil regime which would apply under the proposed 
amendments to the Racial Discrimination Act 1975, a breach of the proposed 
additions to the Crimes Act 1914 would potentially attract a prison term.

Within the Australian Parliament, there was extensive debate about the Racial 
Hatred Bill. The federal Liberal–National Coalition opposed the Bill. One com-
plaint was that, there was no need for it, as there were already sufficient laws, 
including criminal penalties, to cover the more extreme cases of threatening 
behavior and intimidation. Further, existing defamation law could be resorted to 
under the Civil Code. Along these lines, the Liberal MP Philip Ruddock argued: 
“At no stage has the government demonstrated a need for a racial vilification bill 
as wide as the one put before the House today” (3345), and that the Racial Hatred 
Bill was “divisive and unnecessarily restrictive” (3342).

Concerning the low threshold proposed, Ruddock added:

The Commonwealth standard of “‘insult and offend” is both broad and vague in our 
view in that an extraordinary range of statements are likely to be included under this 
definition. (3347)

Nor had the government, in Ruddock’s view, demonstrated that legislation per se 
has a proven capacity to address the fundamental causes of racism (Hansard, 
3344). Yet another shortcoming of the Bill, it was argued, was that it did not pro-
vide a clear test of intention of incitement to racial hatred:

What the government has introduced is not a test of intention but a test of some 
other person’s view of what is reasonably likely, in all the circumstances, to incite 
[racial hatred]. (3343)

Given these concerns, what may the Labor government’s motives have been for the 
proposed legislative changes? The parliamentary address of the Labor Attorney 
General, Michael Lavarch, provides some insight.

Beyond talking about a desire to address actual transgressions, Lavarch alludes 
to the defense of principles. This suggests that a motive for Labor in advocating 
amendments to the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 was to establish multicultural-
ism as an unassailable expression of universal human rights within Australian law, 
rather than as simply a government policy which may potentially be superseded or 
replaced at some future date. The significance of doctrinal considerations pertain-
ing to universal rights in putting forward the Bill is further suggested in a report of 
the Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislative Committee (SLCLC) in March 
1995, which stated that the Bill:

was introduced as a response to a number of reports which had addressed the issue of 
racial vilification, and in furtherance of international treaty obligations concerning 
incitement to racial hostility or violence. (1) (My emphasis)

The sense of urgency with which the Labor government pressed ahead with 
amendments to the Racial Discrimination Act in 1995, does not appear to have 
reflected a pressing need to counter actual racial abuse, defamation, or violence, 



74 ERNEST HEALY

but a compulsion to establish multicultural ideology as an immutable legislative 
reality. This goal was pursued through the incorporation of the doctrine of univer-
sal human rights, as it related to race and ethnicity, into Australian law, as defined 
in the international treaties to which Australia was a signatory. If this ideological 
task was the principal purpose of the Racial Hatred Bill, then restricting infringe-
ments to the most extreme cases of racial vilification would have fallen short of 
sending the broadest possible message to the Australian population that the threat 
to multicultural tolerance is ever present and pervasive.

The sense of urgency which characterized the federal Labor government’s racial 
vilification initiatives in 1995 almost certainly reflected the sense of crisis that 
existed in the wake of economic recession in the early 1990s and the associated 
questioning of the management of immigration and multiculturalism at that 
time. As noted above, the period when the Racial Hatred amendments were being 
promoted by Labor was one characterized by a counter-reaction by multicultural 
elites in an attempt to recover the credibility and momentum that had been lost in 
the preceding period. Many of the figures recruited for the drafting of the 1991 
National Inquiry into Racist Violence in Australia were prominent members of the 
multicultural elite. By 1995, the federal Labor government knew that its days in 
office were numbered, as did the multicultural elite who had grown dependent 
upon Labor’s patronage.

As a result of widespread resistance to the criminalization of racial “insult” and 
“offense,” the inclusion of criminal provisions in the Crimes Act 1914 was dropped 
from the Bill. However, the civil amendments to the Racial Discrimination Act 
1975 were passed into law.

The first high-profile test of the new racial discrimination provisions came in 
2009, when journalist Andrew Bolt, writing for the Melbourne daily newspaper 
the Herald Sun, criticized fair-skinned individuals of part aboriginal descent 
who, he argued, had chosen to identify as indigenous for purposes of personal 
advancement, including access to funding specifically available for aboriginal 
people. The case was brought against Bolt by the principal litigant, Ms. Eatock, 
and on behalf of others like herself who had “a fairer, rather than darker skin, 
and who by a combination of descent, self-identification and communal recog-
nition are, and are recognised as, Aboriginal persons” (Federal Court of 
Australia, 2011: 2).

In part pointing to the inflammatory tone of Bolt’s opinion piece, Justice 
Bromberg found that Bolt had breached Section 18C of the Racial Discrimination 
Act 1975:

I am satisfied that fair-skinned Aboriginal people (or some of them) were reasonably 
likely, in all the circumstances, to have been offended, insulted, humiliated or intimi-
dated by the imputations conveyed by the newspaper articles.(2)

Several aspects of Justice Bromberg’s determination are relevant here. First, the 
Justice concluded that such fair-skinned aboriginal people of mixed racial descent 
have no choice about identifying as aboriginal, as they had been raised to believe 
this and were recognized by others as indigenous.
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None of them “chose” to be Aboriginal. Nor have they used their Aboriginal identity 
inappropriately to advance their careers. Each is entitled to regard themselves and be 
regarded by others as an Aboriginal person. (3)

This is an extraordinary position, suggesting that people are locked into racial and 
ethnic identities by virtue of upbringing and enculturation, whereby identity 
becomes something from which individuals cannot escape by rational thought 
and free choice.

Second, the test of whether an act is “reasonably likely to offend, insult, humili-
ate or intimidate a group of people” was determined by Justice Bromberg to be an 
“assessment . . . by reference to an ordinary and reasonable member of the group 
of people concerned and the values and circumstances of those people” (4). This 
judgment amounts to an endorsement of cultural relativism as a basic tenet within 
the framework of Australian law.

Third, in making the determination, Justice Bromberg interpreted the pur-
pose of the Act, which is to defend ethnic and racial pluralism as the basis of 
identity in Australian society and that challenging multicultural doctrine carries 
legal risks.

In reaching those conclusions, I have observed that in seeking to promote toler-
ance and protect against intolerance in a multicultural society, the Racial 
Discrimination Act must be taken to include in its objectives tolerance for and 
acceptance of racial and ethnic diversity. At the core of multiculturalism is the idea 
that people may identify with and express their racial or ethnic heritage free from 
pressure not to do so. (6)

Although Justice Bromberg indicated that his judgment in the Bolt case did not 
suggest that it is: “unlawful for a publication to deal with racial identification, 
including by challenging the genuineness of the identification of a group of peo-
ple,” there is little doubt that the judgment has created a high level of uncertainty 
about the reach of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 relating to issues that may 
be sensitive to minority groups, but which are nevertheless critical to a broad-
based discussion about what it means to be Australian in a globalizing context (7). 
A fully developed discourse about the merits of multiculturalism as a policy and 
as an ideology has become more difficult. It is likely that an attempt at any such 
debate would now be scrutinized in terms of the Act, and possible prejudged as 
racist and discriminatory.

Soon after the Bolt judgment, in November 2012, the federal Labor govern-
ment attempted to push antidiscrimination legislation to greater extremes with 
the release of an exposure draft of the Human Rights and Anti-Discrimination 
Bill, which aimed to consolidate various antidiscrimination Acts, introduce 
additional areas of discrimination relating to the expression of political views in 
the workplace, and to reverse the onus of proof (Section 124 (1)) for anyone 
accused of discrimination on the basis of a “protected attribute,” including race 
(broadly defined) and religion (Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 
2012). It is notable that this Bill was much more explicitly couched in terms of 
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human rights and in relation to the international conventions and instruments 
to which Australia had become a signatory. Seven human rights conventions and 
four International Labor Organization instruments were cited in the draft  
bill, with a stated objective of the proposed legislation being to meet these 
obligations.

In the face of strong opposition to the draft bill, by early 2013, the Labor 
Attorney General announced that the federal government had directed the draft 
back to the department for major changes, as it had not, in his view, struck an 
acceptable balance between free speech and providing a disincentive to discrimi-
nation (Sydney Morning Herald, 2013a). The Bill had proven highly divisive, 
receiving strong support from some quarters, including the Greens Party and from 
elements within the legal fraternity, and derision from others.

The Liberal–National Opposition opposed the Bill. Some were concerned 
about the way antidiscrimination laws may be used for vexatious litigation and 
that complaints would be heard by the AHRC, an institution “desperate to increase 
its relevance” (Sydney Morning Herald, 2013b).

Almost from its inception through to the Labor Party’s electoral defeat in 
2013, the development of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 had reflected a 
multicultural perspective that a significant proportion of the Australian popu-
lation did not share. As shown above, most Australians understood multicul-
turalism as implying that overseas-born Australians could maintain elements 
of their cultures of origin, but that this should largely be a private matter and 
should not attract strong government support and resources. By contrast, the 
model of multiculturalism favored by many among the political elites and 
 sections of the left intelligentsia has been much more focused on the ideali-
zation and preservation of cultural difference and pitting such difference 
against the mainstream national identity, which is deemed to be historically 
moribund.

The extremes to which the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 had gone had not 
become obvious to many until the Andrew Bolt litigation. These were further 
highlighted with the terrorist attack upon Charlie Hebdo staff in Paris in January 
2015. After the attack, the libertarian Human Rights Commissioner, Tim Wilson, 
argued that many of the Charlie Hebdo cartoons would be banned under exist-
ing Australian racial discrimination legislation. He proposed that the Racial 
Discrimination Act 1975 be changed, particularly in relation to Section 18C of 
the Act, which made it an offense to “offend,” “insult,” or “humiliate” on the basis 
of race (broadly defined). The Liberal–Nationals Coalition government, which 
had previously committed to removing Section 18C, had capitulated, citing con-
cerns from the Australian Muslim community. Wilson argued that the Act as it 
stood amounted to censorship. Under Australian law, Charlie Hebdo would 
likely have faced ongoing litigation. Such circumstances, Wilson argued, had led 
to self-censorship within Australia (Australian Broadcasting Commission, 
2015). He stated:

People are either being hypocrites when they say Je Suis Charlie and saying they 
defend these people’s right to free speech, or they . . . recognise that laws that make it 
unlawful to insult or offend people are censorious. 
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Conclusion

It is often considered that shared core values and a sense of common purpose are 
prerequisites for a society to function cohesively. However, it is not clear whether 
multicultural policy can provide these prerequisites at the national level. The doc-
trine became orthodoxy in Australia during a period of ascendant neoliberal eco-
nomics and the pursuit of multilateral free trade—a time of economic and cultural 
dislocation. In this context, under the rubric of multiculturalism, the meaning of 
Australian citizenship became increasingly “procedural” insofar as “belonging” to 
the Australian nation did not require any strong sense of belonging to a distinct 
people, a shared history, or even a strong sense of a common future. As “a nation 
of migrants,” being Australian no longer involved any collective sentiment which 
linked the past to the future through collective memory. The idea of an Australian 
mainstream culture was rendered ever more tenuous.

The essentially cosmopolitan values that have informed the world view of multi-
cultural elites in Australia have meant that multiculturalism has not so much pro-
vided an alternative basis for national identity, but an anti-identity whereby individuals 
may slip seamlessly from the global to the local or the individual. Multiculturalism 
has been largely defined by what it was against—the received mainstream culture 
from the protectionist nation-building period. In many ways, this has been a socially 
damaging exercise. For Australian society, there was no syncretic moment where the 
old was alloyed with the new through a gesture of collective reconciliation; the new 
supplanted the past on the basis of rejection. Can a perspective as diffuse and as nega-
tively defined as Australian multiculturalism provide an adequate basis for a cohesive 
and robustly democratic national response to the challenges of globalization?

It might be expected that, with the passing of time, social anxiety around issues 
of national identity will attenuate as immigration supplants the remnant “old 
Australian” population that can remember an earlier time and an earlier cultural 
milieu. For example, in September 2014, The Australian newspaper referred to 
recent immigration having resulted in a “kind of benign cultural genocide” 
whereby “The old race of ‘Austral-Britons’ is gone forever” (). In reality, the resolu-
tion of the social divisions discussed above may not be so easy. Although senti-
mental attachments to the idea of the “old Australia” will certainly fade, emergent 
aspirations for a coherent national response to global challenges may highlight the 
inadequacies of multiculturalism as a unifying national ethic.

Note

1. As an indication of its influence, at this time the Office of Multicultural Affairs was 
located within the Office of the Prime Minister.
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Contemporary Australian 

Attitudes to Immigration

Andrew Markus

Surveying in Australia

Given the significance of immigration for the development of Australia, there has 
been surprisingly little systematic public opinion research into attitudes to immi-
gration and cultural diversity until recent years.

Within the European Union, public opinion is tracked by the annual 
Eurobarometer, established in 1973, which surveys a minimum of 1,000 respon-
dents in each member state, and the biennial European Social Survey, which has 
been conducted since 2001 to “measure attitudes, beliefs and behaviour patterns 
of diverse populations” in more than 30 nations.

In England, the British Social Attitudes survey has been administered annually 
since 1983 to monitor and interpret the British public’s changing attitudes toward 
social, economic, political, and moral issues. It is completed by a sample of 3,000 
respondents. In addition, wide-ranging citizenship surveys were conducted 
between 2001 and 2011. The first three citizenship surveys were each administered 
to 15,000 respondents (including a minority ethnic boost of 5,000) in face-to-face 
interviews, taking approximately 60 minutes to complete.

In Canada, the Department of Citizenship and Immigration commissioned 
tracking surveys on quarterly basis between 1996 and 2005 and has conducted 
annual surveys in most years since. (Butler, 2014; Ekos, 2010; Pollara, 2003). 
Immigration Minister Jason Kenny observed in 2012, “I keep a very close eye on 
public opinion . . . We want to avoid the disconnect between popular opinion and 
policy on immigration that we’ve seen in Western Europe” (Canadian Press, 2012). 
An Ethnic Diversity Survey, conducted in 2002 by Statistics Canada in conjunction 
with other departments, set a standard of excellence involving personal interview-
ing of 42,500 respondents, utilizing a rigorous sample based on the 2001 census.

Australia lacks government-sponsored surveying on the scale of the EU, 
England, and Canada. The main source of long-run time series data is the 
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relatively underfunded work of researchers at the Australian National University 
(ANU). ANU researchers conducted the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes 
between 2003 and 2012, with the survey now managed by the Australian 
Consortium for Social and Political Research Incorporated. It is presented as 
“Australia’s main source of data for the scientific study of social attitudes, beliefs 
and opinions” and has been conducted biennially. It contributes to the International 
Social Survey Program (ISSP) conducted in some 40 counties. It is a mailed out, 
self-administered survey which achieves some 3,000 to 4,000 completions.

Two other major social surveys are conducted by ANU researchers. The 
Australian Election Study (AES) is administered following a federal election, at an 
average frequency of three years. The AES utilizes a mailed, self-administered 
questionnaire. It achieves a sample of 1,800–2,000 respondents and provides 
insight into the relative importance of political issues, including immigration. The 
ANU poll commenced in 2008 and was planned to run on a quarterly basis, but 
has not been maintained at that level of frequency, with the sixteenth survey pub-
lished in September 2014. It is administered by telephone and reaches 1,000–1,200 
respondents. In addition to common questions across surveys, each survey focuses 
on a specific topic. The seventh poll, published in October 2010, covered popula-
tion, immigration, and aging.

Australian tracking of short-term shifts of opinion on immigration has, until 
recent years, been reliant on commercial polling conducted for the print media. 
There are problems, however, with reliance on such polling. Commercial polls 
typically include just one to three questions on immigration, in the context of an 
omnibus survey exploring a range of issues. There is no consistency in wording, 
and frequency is determined solely by level of public interest. In some years there 
has been no polling on immigration.

For the first time in Australian social research, systematic surveying of attitudes 
to immigration, cultural diversity, and social cohesion has been conducted since 
2007 by the Scanlon Foundation, which has undertaken seven national surveys 
between 2007 and 2014, with sample size ranging from 1,200 to 2,000 respondents. 
These surveys were conducted by telephone (landline and mobile) and were 
administered by an interviewer. The 2014 survey comprised some 65 questions, 
including 13 items on immigration and cultural diversity. In additional to the 
national survey, four parallel local area surveys have been conducted (in 2007, 
2009, 2012, and 2013), with a major focus on areas of high immigrant concentra-
tion. Two experimental online surveys have also been conducted as part of the 
Scanlon Foundation program, one of recent immigrant arrivals and the second of 
third-generation Australians. In total, some 24,000 respondents have completed 
the Scanlon Foundation surveys, making possible reliable analysis of subgroups 
(Markus and Dharmalingam, 2008; Markus, 2009–2014; Markus and Arnup, 2010)

Australian Attitudes to Immigration

There is substantial evidence to indicate that, among western nations, Australia and 
Canada rank as the most receptive to immigration (Markus, 2012a; Reitz, 2011). 
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For example, a 2003 ISSP survey found that 68 percent of Canadian and 61 percent 
of Australian respondents supported the current level of immigration or favored 
an increase, compared with 34 percent in France, 30 percent in Germany, and 22 
percent in England (ISSP, 2003). A 2014 European survey found that disapproval of 
government handling of immigration averaged 60 percent, with 77 percent disap-
proval in Spain, 75 percent in Greece, 73 percent in the United Kingdom, and 64 
percent in France and Italy. Disapproval in the United States was at 71 percent 
(Transatlantic Trends, 2014: 6). In contrast, the 2014 Canadian tracking survey 
found that just 25 percent of respondents considered that that immigration intake 
was too high, while 62 percent felt that it was about right or too low (Butler, 2014).

The results of Australian surveys in 2014 were close to the Canadian level. A 
Newspoll survey for The Australian, conducted in July 2014, asked: “Do you think 
the number of immigrants coming to Australia through official channels and 
allowed into Australia should be increased, decreased, or stay the same as now?” A 
very low 27 percent indicated that the intake should be decreased, 70 percent 
thought that it should stay the same or be increased (The Australian, July 16, 2014). 
The Lowy Institute Poll, conducted in February 2014, found that 37 percent of 
respondents considered the intake to be “too high,” while 61 percent considered it 
to be “about right” or “too low.” The 2014 Scanlon Foundation survey obtained a 
similar result.

Questions on immigration employing a three-point response scale have been a 
staple of Australian surveying since 1951 (Goot, 1999: 39). The long record of 
polling indicates that a question which asks respondents if the intake is too high, 
about right, or too low finds considerable variance over time. In a period of 
increasing or relatively high unemployment, there is majority support for the view 
that the intake is too high; in times of economic growth and relatively low unem-
ployment, there is majority support for the intake or for its increase. Four of the 
five Scanlon Foundation surveys conducted between 2007 and 2012, a time of 
relatively low unemployment, found that a majority of respondents (53–56%) 
considered that the intake was “about right” or “too low.” In 2010 there was a sta-
tistically significant fall in support, to 46 percent, in the context of economic con-
cerns and politically divisive debate over population growth (see Table 4.1).

Long-run findings raised the expectation in 2014 that there would be increased 
concern at the level of immigration, in the context of rising unemployment 
(reaching 6.2 percent in June) and highly publicized announcements of the 
planned closure of major manufacturing plants, including the car manufacturers 
Ford, General Motors (Holden), and Toyota. Yet the reverse occurred: in the 2014 
Scanlon Foundation survey, just 35 percent agreed that the intake was “too high,” 
while 59 percent consider that it was “about right” or “too low.” Thus, despite 
increase in unemployment, concern at the level of immigration fell.

A possible explanation for this relatively low level of concern is the effectiveness 
of the government’s measures to stop asylum seeker arrivals by boat. This success 
conveyed the message that the government had reestablished border control and 
could be trusted to manage immigration. It may also have reflected the incorrect 
understanding that a significant number of immigrants were arriving by boat—
and these arrivals had been halted.
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The Scanlon Foundation survey findings on attitudes to immigration are in 
large measure consistent with the long-run finding of other published surveys. 
Goot and Watson identified 25 surveys on immigration conducted in the period 
1999–2010, with considerable variance in question wording and methodology. 
The average of the 25 surveys finds 52 percent in support of the current immigra-
tion level or support for increase, 43 percent in support of reduction, and 5 per-
cent uncertain (Goot and Watson, 2011: 23): this compares with 54 percent, 39 
percent, and 7 percent, respectively, on average, for the seven Scanlon Foundation 
national surveys.

Reliability of Survey Findings

These surveys, with few exceptions, were conducted by telephone and were inter-
viewer administered. Interviewer administered surveying runs the risk of produc-
ing misleading results through the potential for “social desirability bias” (SDB). 
SDB refers to the tendency of respondents to give answers they believe are more 
socially desirable than responses that reflect their true feelings. This form of bias is 
of particular importance in questions that deal with socially sensitive or contro-
versial issues, which includes attitudes to immigration and minority groups.

An online questionnaire completed in privacy can provide conditions under 
which a respondent feels greater freedom to disclose opinions on sensitive topics. 
A 2010 report prepared for the American Association for Public Opinion 
Research (AAPOR) noted that “respondents may be more honest and accurate 
when reporting confidentially on a computer” (30). A prominent American 
researcher, Humphrey Taylor, observes that “where there is a ‘socially desirable’ 
answer, substantially more people in our online surveys give the ‘socially unde-
sirable’ response. We believe that this is because online respondents give more 
truthful responses” (2007). Similarly, Roger Tourangeau and his co-authors of 
The Science of Web Surveys report that a review of research “demonstrates that 
survey respondents consistently underreport a broad range of socially undesir-
able behaviours and overreport an equally broad range of socially desirable 
behaviours” (2013: 133).

Table 4.1 “Do You Think of the Number of Immigrants Accepted into Australia is . . . . ?,” 
Scanlon Foundation National Surveys, 2007–2014

Too high (%) About right (%) Too low (%) Refused/Don’t know (%)

2007 36 41 12 11
2009 37 46* 10 7*
2010 47* 36 10 7
2011 39* 40 14* 6
2012 38 42 14 6
2013 42 38 13 7
2014 35* 42 17* 8

* Change statistically significant from previous year at p < 0.05.
Source: Scanlon Foundation (Markus, 2007–2014).
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Given these potential gains from online surveying, together with substantially 
lower cost and completion in less time, why are the Scanlon Foundation and other 
surveys not conducted utilizing what may be a superior methodology?

The answer is that it is not possible at present to establish that an online survey 
is completed by a representative sample of the population. If all members of a 
population had computer access and their computer addresses were centrally 
listed, as in a telephone directory, then it would be possible to conduct surveys 
with Internet-based random samples, but that is not presently the case. Currently, 
Internet surveying in Australia is limited to using samples drawn from nonprob-
ability opt-in panels of survey volunteers maintained by commercial providers.

Despite the maintenance of very large panels, it is not possible to establish that 
the panel members are representative of a population; thus a specific personality 
type (such as those with more negative social views) may be attracted to join a 
panel, either by opting in or accepting an invitation to participate; further, the 
younger and more educated are likely to be overrepresented, while those with 
lower levels of education and lack of computer skills will be underrepresented.

In 2008 AAPOR established a task force to “review the current empirical find-
ings related to opt-in panels utilized for data collection.” Its report, released in 
March 2010, stated:

Computer administration yields more reports of socially undesirable attitudes and 
behaviours than oral interviewing, but no evidence that directly demonstrates that 
the computer reports are more accurate. (34)

The AAPOR task force also concluded that “researchers should avoid nonproba-
bility online panels when one of the research objectives is to accurately estimate 
population values” (4). The more recent study of Tourangeau and his colleagues 
(2013) published by Oxford University Press reached a similar conclusion.

In 2014, the Scanlon Foundation explored differences of telephone and online 
panel responses to questions on immigrant and cultural diversity. In addition to 
the telephone administered national survey, an online survey of third-generation 
Australians was conducted. The survey covered respondents born in Australia 
with both parents born in Australia and sampled the Your Source online panel of 
more than 100,000 respondents maintained by the Colmar Brunton market 
research agency. Third-generation Australians, as defined, comprise 47.4 percent 
(7.83 million) of the Australian population aged 18 or over; of these, 94 percent 
indicate that they are of Australian or Anglo-Celtic ancestry.1

A total of 1,070 third-generation Australians completed the online survey, and 
their answers were compared with the 801 third-generation Australian respon-
dents (of the total sample of 1,500) in the telephone administered national survey. 
This large sample provided the basis for exploring the impact of mode of survey 
administration. Comparing over 50 questions common to both the telephone 
administered and online survey provided evidence of variation consistent with the 
Social Desirability hypothesis, but not at a level that negates the broad under-
standing of Australian attitudes provided by telephone-based surveying. This is an 
issue further discussed in this analysis; the first finding is that on attitudes to 
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current immigration there is only minor variation: among third-generation 
Australians responding to the telephone survey, 39 percent considered that the 
intake was “too high”; the online the proportion was marginally higher, but still a 
minority at 46 percent.

Cultural Diversity

The broad range of questions in the Scanlon Foundation surveys provides a 
number of perspectives for determining Australian attitudes toward cultural 
diversity.

A general question presents respondents with the proposition that “accepting 
immigrants from many different countries makes Australia stronger.” Across the 
seven surveys, the level of agreement has been within a narrow band, ranging from 
62 to 68 percent, the level of disagreement in the range of 26–29 percent, with 
8–11 percent indicating “strong disagreement” (Table 4.2). In the 2014 telephone 
survey among third-generation Australians, disagreement was at 29 percent, in the 
online survey an almost identical 30 percent.

The Scanlon Foundation surveys provide much evidence of acceptance of cul-
tural diversity in Australia. When questions are asked in specific terms with regard to 
immigrants who have settled in Australia, for most questions there is a low level of 
negative sentiment. Thus among third-generation Australians in the online survey, 
who can be expected to be more conservative with regard to cultural diversity than 
the general population, just 6 percent “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” with the 
statement “I like meeting and getting to know people from other cultures”; 5 percent 
with “we should recognise that cultural and ethnic diversity is an important feature 
of Australian society”; and 11 percent with “my local area is a place where people 
from different national or ethnic backgrounds get on well.” In the national survey, 
the local area question found disagreement at almost the same level, 10 percent.

Table 4.2 “Accepting Immigrants from Many Different Countries Makes Australia 
Stronger,” Scanlon Foundation National Surveys, 2007–2014

Response 2007 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Strongly agree 21.9 24.7 19.1 24.2 25.7* 22.0 26.4*
Agree 45.1 43.2 43.3 40.1 39.4 40.1 41.3
Subtotal agree 67.0 67.9 62.4 64.3 65.1 62.1 67.7
Neither agree or disagree 3.3 3.1 5.9 6.4 5.5 6.1 4.5
Disagree 18.1 17.9 18.6 16.2 15.3 18.1 15.9
Strongly disagree 7.8 8.9 10.9 10.6 10.7 10.6 9.7
Subtotal disagree 25.9 26.8 29.4 26.8 26.0 28.7 25.6
Refused/None/Don’t know 3.8 2.2 2.2 2.6 3.5 3.1 2.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

N (unweighted) 2012 2019 2021 2001 2001 1200 1500

* Change statistically significant from previous year at p < 0.05.
Source: Scanlon Foundation (Markus, 2007–2014).
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National Groups

In all countries of immigration there is a hierarchy of ethnic preference, which 
informs attitudes to newcomers. In Australia, for much of the twentieth century 
there was a large measure of consistency in the hierarchy, with immigrants from 
the United Kingdom and other English-speaking countries ranked at the top, 
northern Europeans next, followed by other Europeans. That is where the ranking 
ended; non-Europeans were denied permanent residence until a process of reform 
between 1966 and the late 1970s brought to an end the White Australia policy.

The four Scanlon Foundation surveys conducted between 2010 and 2013 asked 
respondents for their attitude to immigrants from 15 specified countries, selected 
from a grouping of English-speaking, European, Asian, and Middle East countries, 
with an African country and the Pacific Islands added in 2013. Consistency in 
attitudes was found across the four surveys.

The level of negative sentiment toward immigrants from English-speaking 
countries (England, New Zealand) and European countries (Italy, Germany) 
averaged less than 3 percent. Negative sentiment toward immigrants from China 
was 13 percent (“very negative” 3%, “negative” 10%), India 15 percent (“very 
negative” 6%, “negative” 8%), and Ethiopia 16 percent (“very negative” 6%, 
“negative” 10%).

The highest level of negative sentiment was toward immigrants from Iraq and 
Lebanon. In 2013, 10 percent of respondents indicated that they were “very nega-
tive” and 13 percent “negative” toward immigrants from Iraq; 12 percent were 
“very negative” and 15 percent “negative” toward immigrants from Lebanon.

On one interpretation, the findings indicate a substantial change in Australian 
attitudes over time. Continental Europeans, who were the target of hostility in the 
1960s, and immigrants from Asia whose entry in large numbers was much ques-
tioned in the 1980s, are now seen in a positive or neutral light by a large majority 
of Australians. For example, in 1984, when immigration issues, including the 
Asian intake, were much discussed, a McNair Anderson poll found that 54 percent 
of respondents were of the view that the intake of Asian immigrants was too high, 
although it is possible that this result points to a high level of concern over immi-
gration, not just the immigration from the Asian region (Goot, 1999).

A second interpretation, however, supports the view that opinion has changed, 
although there is a high level of ambivalence and negativity toward immigrants 
from the Middle East countries specified in the survey. Thus in 2013, while 13 per-
cent of respondents were negative toward immigrants from China, 31 percent 
were neutral, and the largest proportion, 53 percent, were positive. With regard to 
immigrants from Lebanon, 27 percent were negative, the largest proportion, 38 
percent, were neutral, and 31 percent were positive.

Religion

The 2010–2012 and 2014 Scanlon Foundation surveys further explored attitudes 
by considering views toward three faith groups, Christian, Buddhist, and Muslim. 
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The questions engaged respondents, indicated by the very low proportion (1–3%) 
of “refused” and “don’t know” responses.

Across the four surveys, 5 percent or fewer respondents indicated that they 
were “very negative” or “somewhat negative” toward Christians or Buddhists. 
However, a significantly higher 12–13 percent were “very negative” toward Muslims 
and a further 11–12 percent “somewhat negative,” a combined 23–25 percent, with 
the pattern of response toward Muslims similar to the pattern obtained for Middle 
East countries. Thus, the largest proportion, 44 percent, were neutral toward 
Muslims and 28 percent were positive.

A similar preference hierarchy or ranking was obtained by a VicHealth survey 
conducted in Victoria in 2013, which asked respondents if their feelings were 
“cold,” “warm,” or “neither cold nor warm” toward people of specified “racial or 
ethnic groups background” in Australia. The survey found that 2 percent of 
respondents were “cold” or “very cold” toward people of “Mediterranean 
European background,” 6 percent toward those who were “Asian,” 11 percent 
toward those who were “African,” and 22 percent toward those who were Muslim 
(VicHealth, 2014).

These results may, however, may understate the level of ambivalence and nega-
tive sentiment toward the groups least favorably viewed. While on most questions 
the extent of difference between responses to the telephone and online survey was 
below 4 percentage points, when the 2014 survey asked for the attitude to those of 
Muslim faith in the telephone administered survey, 25 percent were negative in the 
national sample and 28 percent negative among third-generation Australians, 
while 44 percent were negative in the online survey of third-generation Australians.

Multiculturalism

While multicultural policies have been the subject of increasing critical discussion 
in Europe, a number of surveys have found continuing support in Australia.

In 1997, when a Newspoll survey asked whether “multiculturalism has  
been good or bad for Australia,” 78 percent of respondents agreed that it had 
been good. A survey in 2005 asked respondents if they supported or opposed 
“a policy of multiculturalism in Australia” and found 80 percent in support 
(Markus, 2011: 93).

The Essential Report, which conducts weekly online surveys, has on three occa-
sions asked whether “multiculturalism (i.e., acceptance of people from different 
countries, cultures, and religions) made a positive or negative contribution to 
Australian society.” Those responding with “negative” or “very negative” totaled 29 
percent in 2011, 30 percent in 2014, and 29 percent in 2015 (ER, March 3, 2015; 
http://www.essentialvision.com.au/contribution-of-multiculturalism-3).

The Scanlon Foundation survey asked questions on multiculturalism in 2013 
and 2014. First, the survey asked for responses to the proposition that “multicul-
turalism has been good for Australia.” Later in the survey, respondents were asked 
to indicate their level of agreement with five statements concerning multicultural-
ism, presented in both positive and negative terms:
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 ● Benefits/does not benefit the economic development of Australia;
 ● Encourages/discourages immigrants to become part of Australian society;
 ● Strengthens/weakens the Australian way of life;
 ● Gives immigrants the same/more opportunities than the Australian born;
 ● Reduces/increases the problems immigrants face in Australia.

The findings indicated strong support for multiculturalism, consistent with earlier 
Australian surveying. Thus in 2013, 84 percent of respondents agreed that “multi-
culturalism has been good for Australia” (37% “strongly agree,” 48% “agree”); in 
2014, an almost identical 85 percent agreed. Thus, a relatively high proportion of 
respondents “agree” and view multiculturalism positively, but not at the strongest 
level. Analysis of the 2014 survey indicates that of these respondents, while a clear 
majority agree that a diverse immigration intake makes Australia stronger and 
that people from different national and ethnic backgrounds get on well together, 
only one-third (33%) agree with the proposition that “ethnic minorities in 
Australia should be given government assistance to maintain their customs and 
traditions.” The strongest positive association of multiculturalism was its contri-
bution to economic development (75% agreement) and its encouragement of 
immigrants to become part of Australian society (71% agreement).

For the 2014 survey, the 37 percent of respondents indicating “strong agree-
ment” were analyzed by eight demographic variables: gender, state of residence, 
region of residence, age, educational attainment, financial situation, intended 
vote, and birthplace. The highest proportion indicating “strong agreement” were:

 ● Those intending to vote Greens (62%);
 ● Those with Bachelor or higher level of education (55%);
 ● Born overseas in a non-English-speaking country (50%);
 ● Aged 25–34 (50%);
 ● Those who describe their financial situation as “prosperous” or “very com-

fortable” (47%).

The lowest proportion indicating “strong agreement” were:

 ● Those whose highest level of completed education was Year 11 or lower 
(22%) and Trade or Apprenticeship (28%);

 ● Over the age of 65 (26%);
 ● Born overseas in an English-speaking country (27%);
 ● Resident outside a capital city (29%).

Analysis was also undertaken by background: third-generation Australians, 
Australian born with one or both parents born overseas, overseas born of English-
speaking background and overseas born of non-English-speaking background. 
While “strong agreement” with the proposition that “multiculturalism has been 
good for Australia” was highest among those from a non-English-speaking back-
ground, the combined “strongly agree” and “agree” responses showed only minor 
variation, ranging from 82 percent among third-generation Australians to 90 
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percent among those from a non-English-speaking background. Third-generation 
Australians indicating disagreement with the proposition ranged from 12 percent 
in the telephone survey to 22 percent in the online survey (Table 4.3).

Extent of Intolerance

All populations are made up of diverse personality types, ranging, for example, 
from those who are tolerant to or intolerant of cultural diversity. The intolerant 
are characterized by unease when in the presence of members of minority groups, 
by their negative view of multiculturalism, by their demand that immigrants 
should assimilate to what they see as the national “way of life” (or go back to their 
countries of origin), and by their opposition to government policies designed to 
promote harmony, including understanding of other cultures.

Research undertaken in 2000 by the European Monitoring Center on Racism and 
Xenophobia indicated that the proportion of the intolerant within the EU countries 
ranges from a low of 4 percent of the population to a high of 27 percent. Intolerant 
attitudes were most widely held by people living in Greece and Belgium and were at 
the lowest levels in Sweden, Finland, Portugal, and Spain (Thalhammer et al., 2001).

While there can be no definitive measure of the level of intolerance in Australia, 
on the basis of Scanlon Foundation surveys and a number of additional surveys 
conducted over the last 30 years there is an indication that the core level is close to 
10 percent of the population. Using a broader definition (incorporating both the 
strongest negative and next level negative response), rejection of cultural diversity 
reaches close to 25 percent of the population.

This conclusion is supported by selected questions from the 2013 and 2014 
surveys that provide five substantive response options, including two levels of 

Table 4.3 “Multiculturalism Has Been Good for Australia,” Scanlon Foundation National 
Survey, 2014

Response

Third- 
generation 

Australians (%)

Second- 
generation 

Australians (%) ESB (%) NESB (%) Total (%)

Strongly agree 30.8 43.3 26.7 50.3 37.2
Agree 51.4 43.9 57.3 40.1 47.6
Subtotal agree 82.2 87.2 84 90.4 84.8
Neither agree 

or disagree
4.8 2.1 3.3 2.7 3.8

Disagree 6.2 6.9 7.3 5.1 6.2
Strongly 

disagree
5.5 2.5 4 1.1 4

Subtotal 
disagree

11.7 11.4 11.3 6.2 10.2

Refused/Don’t 
know

1.3 1.3 1.3 0.8 1.3

Total 100 100 100 100 100

ESB = English-speaking background; NESB = non-English-speaking background.
Source: Scanlon Foundation (Markus, 2014).
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negative response. Consideration of survey items which asks for attitudes toward 
immigrants from Lebanon and Iraq, those of the Muslim faith, and the value of a 
diverse immigration intake, finds a consistent pattern: the strongest negative 
responses are in the range 10–12 percent, the next level of negative response in the 
range 13–16 percent, a combined 22–27 percent (Table 4.4).

These proportions are obtained from telephone surveying, and, as noted, the 
operation of SDB may result in underestimation of the extent of intolerance. 
Comparison of the responses of third-generation Australians in the 2014 tele-
phone and online surveys finds that the proportion indicating the strongest nega-
tive response is little different in the two surveys when the value of a diverse 
immigration intake is considered: 11 percent by telephone, 14 percent online. With 
regard to attitudes toward those of Muslim faith, there is greater differentiation, at 
12 percent and 23 percent, respectively. There is thus support for the view that with 
regard to a minority of issues the extent of negative sentiment is understated by 
telephone polling, but it is an issue that cannot be resolved on the basis of existing 
data, given the problems associated with nonprobability panel surveys.

The above estimates of minimum levels of intolerance (core 10%, broad 25%) 
represent the average across the population. There are heightened levels of intoler-
ance within specific demographics, with the variables of age, level of education, 
income, and locality of residence producing statistically significant variation.

This is evidenced by consideration of attitudes toward those of the Muslim faith, 
utilizing the combined data set for the 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2014 Scanlon 
Foundation national surveys which yield a combined sample of 7,548. This analysis  
indicates that the highest proportion of those indicating that they are “very negative” 
or “somewhat negative” are within the subgroups aged 65+ (40%), with highest com-
pleted education to Year 11 (32%), with Trade or Apprenticeship qualifications 
(31%), and intending to vote Liberal/National (30%) or Independent/other (30%). 
The lowest proportion indicating a negative response was among those aged 18–24 
(10%), 25–34 (19%), 35–44 (19%), intending to vote Greens (15%), with highest 
completed education at university degree level (17%), and resident in Victoria (17%).

Table 4.4 Negative Responses by Selected Question, Scanlon Foundation National 
Surveys, 2013–2014

Question and response
Strongest 

negative (%)
Strong  

negative (%) Total (%)

Feelings toward immigrants from 
Lebanon—very negative/somewhat 
negative (2013)

12.0 15.4 27.4

Attitude toward Muslims—very negative/
negative (2014)

11.7 13.5 25.2

Immigration from many different 
countries makes Australia stronger—
strongly disagree/disagree (2014)

9.7 15.9 25.6

Feelings toward immigrants from Iraq—
very negative/somewhat negative (2013)

9.7 12.7 22.4

Source: Scanlon Foundation (Markus, 2013, 2014).
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Conclusion

A feature of Australian attitudes is the continuing majority support for the immi-
gration program and a diverse immigration intake. In this regard Australia, 
together with Canada, is differentiated from attitudes in the EU and the United 
States. There is also consistent majority endorsement of immigration from the 
major source countries and for multiculturalism, evident across the broad spec-
trum of Australian opinion. Multiculturalism, an ambiguous term interpreted by 
individuals in different ways, is a strong and supported “brand,” most favorably 
associated with its contribution to economic development and its encouragement 
of immigrants to become part of Australian society. It does not, however, translate 
into majority support for governments to assist ethnic minorities to maintain 
their cultures and traditions.

The Scanlon Foundation survey findings also provide evidence of relatively 
high negative sentiment toward immigrants from specific Middle East countries 
and those of the Muslim faith. These qualifications to the generally positive survey 
results highlight the reality that maintaining a large and ethnically diverse immi-
gration program presents substantial and ongoing challenges for Australian gov-
ernment and society.

Note

1. Calculated on the basis of “first ancestry,” excludes those who did not state an ancestry 
(2% of the third generation aged 18 or above). 2011 census analysis using the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics Table Builder Pro.
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Immigration Challenges in Japan: 

How Has Japanese Society  

Coped With Immigration?

Hirohisa Takenoshita

Introduction

Many people view Japan as a racially and ethnically homogeneous nation. When 
compared with other modern nations like Australia, the proportion of overseas-
born persons is not large (less than 2%). Nevertheless, the number and diversity of 
immigrants to Japan have increased significantly in a relatively short time and 
there are now significant immigrant concentrations in some locations. Some 
scholars challenge the view that Japan is a mono-ethnic country (Lie, 2001), as the 
makeup of Japanese society is changing. Tsuda (2006), for example, has argued 
that Japan has accepted a large number of immigrants from other nations and has 
thus become a de facto country of immigration. This chapter considers the way in 
which immigrants have been incorporated into Japanese society and the institu-
tional settings that provide the context for the acceptance of immigrants in Japan.

To illustrate the specific circumstances surrounding the acceptance of 
 immigrants into Japanese society, this chapter employs the notion of “modes of 
incorporation” and “segmented assimilation,” as developed by Alejandro Portes 
and his collaborators (Portes et al., 2005: 1001–1013). The context of the reception 
for immigrants, it is suggested, consists of three dimensions: immigration and 
integration policies, labor market structure and discrimination, and ethnic com-
munity. This perspective can be applied to immigration in Japan. In addition, it is 
necessary to account for the way in which institutional arrangements relating to 
welfare and employment policies targeting Japanese people have influenced the 
context of immigration in Japan. In fact, several comparative studies on immi-
grants in European countries have reported that the treatment of immigrants and 
their offspring in the receiving society depends largely on the institutional arrange-
ments for the provision of welfare and employment in that receiving society (Crul 
and Schneider, 2010; Kogan, 2010).
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This chapter focuses primarily on the context of immigration in Japan. First,  
I describe the historical trajectories of immigration policies in Japan. Immigration 
policies can be classified into two types: (1) policies aimed at immigration and 
border control, and (2) policies aimed at the integration of immigrants and eth-
nic minorities. Next, I describe how immigrants have been accepted in Japan. For 
this purpose, the treatment of immigrants in the labor market and the attitudes 
of the mainstream Japanese population toward immigrants and ethnic minorities 
are examined. Finally, I provide a brief discussion regarding how we should inte-
grate immigrants into Japanese society in the future.

This chapter analyzes several types of immigrant living in Japan because there 
is great diversity in the mechanisms by which immigrants have been incorporated 
into Japanese society. In doing so, it also focuses on the situation of unskilled 
immigrant workers because numerous immigrants engage in unskilled work.

Immigration and Border Control in Japan until the 1980s

Although Japan has been regarded as an ethnically homogeneous nation, this 
image is inconsistent with the reality of Japan’s racial and ethnic composition 
(Lie, 2001). Because of Japan’s colonization of Taiwan and Korea, more than  
2 million Koreans and Taiwanese migrated to Japan as recruited workers and 
forced laborers during the period preceding the Second World War (Chitose, 
2008). After the war ended in 1945, over half a million former colonial subjects 
remained in Japan. Although Koreans and Taiwanese were considered Japanese 
nationals under the Japanese empire, they were redefined as foreigners after the 
war. Because of this loss of Japanese nationality, Koreans and Taiwanese were 
deprived of several important benefits, such as easy entry into and exit from 
Japan, access to public sector jobs, and welfare benefits. Moreover, the Japanese 
Constitution guarantees citizenship rights only to nationals and thus did not 
guarantee rights to these  ethnic minorities (Surak, 2008).

The loss of Korea and Taiwan as colonies after the Second World War strength-
ened the myth of ethnic homogeneity in Japan, and discrimination against these 
former colonial subjects and their descendants became deeply embedded in 
 various institutions in Japan and persisted until very recently.1 In the 1960s, the 
economic boom in many advanced societies led several national governments to 
accept immigrant workers from other countries; however, Japan did not accept 
immigrants during this period because domestic migration from rural to urban 
areas fulfilled the strong demand for skilled and unskilled workers in the manufac-
turing industry. Japan was thus able to realize rapid economic growth without 
relying on immigrant workforces from other countries (Kajita, 1994; Tsuda and 
Cornelius, 2004).

Until the 1970s, most foreign residents in Japan were Korean or Chinese. They 
were referred to as “old comers” in Japan. In the late 1970s, Japan made significant 
changes to its immigration policies and accordingly experienced an influx of 
immigrants. In 1979, the Japanese government ratified the two International 
Covenants on Human Rights and, in 1981, it ratified the United Nations Refugee 
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Convention under pressure from other advanced countries. The Japanese govern-
ment ultimately had to revise existing law in Japan because these international 
conventions required the state to treat citizens and foreigners equally (Kashiwazaki, 
2000). In addition, in 1978 Japan began to accept refugees because of international 
pressure, although the number of refugees remained strikingly small (Surak, 
2008). During the period between the 1980s and the 2000s, the Japanese govern-
ment accepted a modest number of refugees from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. 
The total number of refugees accepted in Japan until 2005 reached 11,319—which 
is much lower than the number of refugees accepted in other advanced countries 
such as Australia, Sweden, and the United States. The circumstances of their exit 
from their home country and reception in Japan have affected the refugees’ adap-
tation to and integration into Japanese society. This is because they are more likely 
to settle in Japan than are temporary immigrants, who hope to eventually return 
to their country of origin (Portes and Rumbaut, 2006).

Since the 1980s, Japan has accepted a significant number of immigrants from 
other countries because of a combination of several demographic, economic, and 
social trends (Tsuda and Cornelius, 2004). Eventually, the demand for labor in Japan 
exceeded the supply of domestic workers, as previous labor sources, such as rural 
workers, were depleted and as declining fertility rates had reduced the size of the 
Japanese workforce. Furthermore, an increasing number of Japanese youths 
became well educated and were thus unwilling to perform “3D” (dirty, dangerous, 
and difficult) jobs (Tsuda, 2006). The segmentation of the labor market between 
large and small firms also generated a need to introduce immigrants into small 
firms, which constituted a considerable portion of the secondary sector in Japan 
(Takenoshita, 2013a). Because workers in small firms receive lower compensation 
and fewer promotions but are exposed to a higher risk of unemployment, employ-
ment in these firms became less attractive to Japanese workers (Takenoshita, 2008). 
Consequently, small firms suffered from a severe labor shortage in the 1980s, and sev-
eral employers sought unauthorized immigrant workers to fill the vacant positions.

Changes in Policy on Immigration Control in the 1990s  
and Its Consequences

To cope with these challenges, the Japanese government revised the Immigration 
Control and Refugee Recognition Act in 1990. Although the Act officially prohibits 
foreign unskilled workers from entering Japan, the Japanese government has 
 created various mechanisms that allow the introduction of a large number of 
unskilled workers from other countries to the Japanese economy. The revised 
immigration policy specifically allows the admission of second- and third- 
generation Nikkeijin (i.e., descendants of Japanese emigrants). Through this pol-
icy, several Japanese firms attempted to use Nikkeijin immigrants to meet the 
demand for unskilled labor in the Japanese economy, yet officially the policy 
aimed to provide Nikkeijin immigrants with opportunities to meet their relatives 
in Japan, learn the Japanese culture, and visit their ancestral homeland. The revised 
immigration law established a new visa category of “long-term resident,” which 
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includes several diverse groups, such as Indochinese refugees, families of settlers, 
and descendants of Japanese emigrants up to the third generation (Surak, 2008). 
As no restrictions are placed on the activities of individuals with a long-term 
 resident visa, many Nikkeijin immigrants—who migrated from Latin American 
countries such as Brazil and Peru—were employed as precarious workers that 
were temporarily dispatched to client organizations to meet the strong demand 
for unskilled labor in Japan (Takenoshita, 2013b). This revision thus enabled the 
Japanese government to introduce unskilled workers from abroad to the Japanese 
economy without contradicting the basic principles of its immigration policies.

Another mechanism by which unskilled workers were introduced into Japan 
from other countries was a revision to trainee programs that allowed employers to 
accept trainees from abroad. Employer associations for small and medium-sized 
organizations strongly advocated for the introduction of unskilled migrant work-
ers from abroad.

Given the serious labor shortage that resulted from the bubble economy, the 
Japanese government recognized the need to expand the trainee programs for 
small and medium-sized organizations (Iguchi, 2012). Although trainee programs 
were formally established so that trainees from developing countries could acquire 
technical skills in Japanese companies, many employers have used trainee pro-
grams as a source of unskilled foreign labor, employed at extremely low wages 
(Tsuda and Cornelius, 2004).2 In other words, trainee programs have epitomized 
the Japanese short-term labor rotation system (Belanger et al., 2011). China has 
been a major country involved in sending trainees to Japan. In 2007, approxi-
mately three-quarters of trainees were Chinese; other trainees were Filipino, Thai, 
and Vietnamese.

The Feminization of Immigrants and the Growth of Marriage Immigrants

Immigration in Japan has increasingly become feminized. This trend has occurred 
partly because the structural shift in industry from manufacturing to services has 
created a strong demand for female workers and partly because demographic 
changes resulting in depopulation have led to demand not only for care workers 
from abroad, but also for foreign spouses for Japanese nationals. Such spouse 
flows help Japanese nationals perpetuate their families and contribute to the 
maintenance of communities. Several local governments and international mar-
riage brokers have played a role in arranging marriages between Japanese men 
and immigrant women. In rural areas, many male workers in the agricultural 
sector have faced difficulties in marrying, as they are less attractive to women 
because of their lower socioeconomic status (Sellek, 2001). In addition, Japanese 
women have avoided marrying farmers, largely because of the prevalent patriar-
chal structure in which wives are expected to take a subordinate role in the tradi-
tional family. In several places in Japan, foreign spouses have migrated to rural 
areas and had children. However, due to the patriarchal system, some female 
immigrants have reportedly found life stressful when having to adapt to local 
environments and cultural practices that differ from those of their country of 
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origin (Kuwayama, 1995). Further, many female immigrants have to provide care 
not only for their children and husband, but also for their husband’s parents.

The number of international marriages involving Asian women has also been 
increasing in urban areas. Private international marriage brokers have played a 
critical role in introducing foreign wives to Japanese men in these areas. One of the 
reasons that international marriage has increased in urban areas is because more 
Japanese women are attending college or university and can attain more presti-
gious jobs with higher salaries. To avoid downward mobility, these educated women 
tend not to marry men with low-paying jobs. Thus, some Japanese men residing in 
urban areas have faced difficulties in finding a spouse and have relied on interna-
tional marriage brokers to find spouses from other countries (Sellek, 2001).

Changes in the Composition of Immigrants over Time

Figure 5.1 shows the number of foreign nationals in Japan during the period 
between 1975 and 2011. Although Koreans had been the largest group of foreign-
ers until recently, the proportion of Koreans in the total number of foreigners in 
Japan has gradually declined. In 1975, 86 percent of foreigners were Korean 
nationals, whereas only 26 percent of foreigners were Korean nationals in 2011. 
Conversely, the number of Chinese people living in Japan has increased dramati-
cally over time, and in 2007 the number of Chinese exceeded the number of 
Koreans. Brazilians comprise the third largest group of foreigners in Japan. Until 
the 1980s, the number of Brazilians in Japan was quite negligible. After the revi-
sion of the immigration policy in 1990, which allowed the admission of Nikkeijin 
immigrants into Japan, the Brazilian population rose rapidly from 1,955 in 1985 
to 119,333 in 1991.
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A large number of Filipino immigrants has also migrated to Japan, as shown in 
Figure 5.1. The number of Filipinos grew dramatically after the 1980s, exceeding 
200,000 in 2007. Among Filipino immigrants, more women than men have migrated 
to Japan. For instance, in 2009, 80 percent of Filipino immigrants in Japan were 
women. Many of these Filipino women migrated to Japan during the 1980s and 
1990s, seeking employment as entertainers in the sex industry. However, in the 2000s, 
the number of entertainment visa applications declined substantially because of 
greater governmental restriction on employment for such entertainers. Furthermore, 
a large number of female Filipino immigrants migrated to Japan through interna-
tional marriages to Japanese men. Several local governments and international mar-
riage brokers have played a role in arranging these marriages, as noted above.

The Growing Flexibility of the Labor Market and  
Immigrant Incorporation in Japan

The current flow of immigration from many countries highlights the great diver-
sity of ways in which immigrants may be incorporated into the labor market of a 
host country. Highly skilled immigrant workers may attain higher socioeconomic 
status shortly after beginning work in the receiving country, whereas unskilled 
immigrants may not be able to attain upward social mobility even if they live in 
the host society for many years. Additionally, if immigrant entrepreneurs hire co-
ethnic workers, newly arrived immigrants who are unfamiliar with the language 
and culture of the host society can use their mother tongue in the workplace. As 
such, ethnic enclave economies can provide newly arrived immigrants with work 
experience and training (Portes et al., 2005; Zhou, 1997). This is highly inconsis-
tent with the conventional assimilation theory, which assumes that immigrants 
who engage in unskilled labor upon arrival in a host country can eventually 
upgrade their socioeconomic status, as they gradually adapt to the host society 
over time and across generations (Gordon, 1964; Zhou, 1997).

Moreover, wide variation exists in the labor market outcomes among immi-
grants in Japan, depending upon the level of immigrants’ skills, whether an ethnic 
community exists, and the scale of immigrant entrepreneurship. To understand 
these differences among immigrant groups, we must take into account the effect 
of the institutional arrangements on immigrants’ incorporation into the labor 
market. Further, the substantial segmentation of the labor market in Japan, 
between “core” and “periphery” sectors, should be accounted for to fully under-
stand the labor market incorporation of immigrants.

As noted previously, labor market segmentation between large and small firms 
in Japan shaped the demand for immigrant workers in the small firm sector dur-
ing the 1980s, as employment in the small firms was less attractive to Japanese 
workers because of the relatively poorer working conditions in small firms 
(Takenoshita, 2013a). In other words, the demand for immigrant workers has 
been structurally embedded in the Japanese labor market. Consequently, several 
small firms in the manufacturing and construction industry have relied on undoc-
umented immigrant workers to meet labor demand.
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In addition, institutional arrangements within the labor market in Japan have 
substantially shaped the way in which immigrants are employed in organizations 
(Takenoshita, 2013b). The Japanese labor market is characterized by long- 
term employment practices, seniority earnings, and firm-based labor unions 
(Takenoshita, 2008). One of the reasons for providing a high level of employment 
protection for workers in Japan is that employers have had a large incentive to 
invest in workers in order to enhance their firm-specific skills. An accumulation of 
firm-specific skills and technology enables organizations to produce high-quality 
products and thus to gain a comparative advantage over other firms (Estevez-Abe 
et al., 2001). However, this personnel employment strategy implicitly fosters 
 gender discrimination in the workplace. Because of the gender-based allocation of 
family responsibilities in Japan, women are more likely to quit their job when they 
have young children. Many employers are thus more likely to invest in the work-
related skills of men rather than those of women. Accordingly, many married 
women with young children have been precluded from gaining access to internal 
labor markets within business organizations and from climbing up the corporate 
ladder (Brinton, 2001).

Organizations need flexibility to respond to changes in their external environ-
ment and in product demand (Bochholz et al., 2009). However, if employers face 
obstacles in dismissing workers, organizations cannot adapt to declining labor 
demand. To ensure organizational flexibility, employers thus need to hire workers 
who can be easily dismissed. Part-time workers, workers with fixed-term con-
tracts, temporary workers dispatched by other agencies, subcontractors, and so 
forth have thus been used to provide labor within nonstandard work arrange-
ments (Hevenstone, 2010). Married women with young children have been a pri-
mary source for such work. Furthermore, globalization has accelerated economic 
competition across organizations and has increased economic uncertainty. 
Consequently, globalization has required organizations to become more flexible in 
the changing economic environment, thereby leading to an increase in the num-
ber of precarious workers in nonstandard work arrangements (Bochholz et al., 
2009). Accordingly, the nonstandard employment sector constitutes a new seg-
ment of the labor market in Japan (Sato, 2010).

With the growing competitive pressures from globalization, immigrants in 
Japan have been increasingly employed as flexible workers who can be easily 
dismissed by employers for economic reasons. In the manufacturing industry, 
Nikkeijin immigrants are typically used as such flexible workers. Although offi-
cial immigration policy in Japan bans unskilled immigrants from entering Japan 
and working, Nikkeijin immigrants have a privileged visa status in Japan because 
their work activities are not restricted at all. Thus, Nikkeijin immigrants can 
officially engage in any sort of occupation, ranging from professional to 
unskilled jobs. Nevertheless, most Nikkeijin immigrant workers from Latin 
America have been involved in unskilled jobs in the manufacturing industry 
(Takenoshita, 2013b).

Notably, Nikkeijin immigrants, mainly from Brazil and Peru, have been 
 incorporated into the dispatched employment sector controlled by labor broker-
age agencies and contract companies. In the 1990s and 2000s, the Japanese 
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government relaxed its restrictions on the occupations in which temporary 
employment agencies could be involved, but social protection of temporary work-
ers has yet to be improved. This deregulation, which expanded the “periphery” 
sector of the labor market, has helped organizations employ flexible workforces 
(Imai, 2011). In addition, Japanese firms have come to rely on contract companies 
and temporary help agencies for another reason: labor brokerage agencies have 
more experience managing Brazilian workers with different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds (Tanno, 2007).

As a result, Brazilian immigrants in Japan have been socioeconomically 
 marginalized, rendered vulnerable to economic fluctuations, and substantially 
disadvantaged in the labor market. In the literature, immigration scholars have 
examined the ways in which immigrants can overcome their socioeconomic dis-
advantage and upgrade their socioeconomic status. In particular, US immigra-
tion scholars have demonstrated the importance of becoming entrepreneurs in 
the self-employment sector (Portes and Rumbaut, 2006; Portes and Sensenbrenner, 
1993). When immigrants become their own bosses, they can control the labor 
process and may not have to face discrimination inside their own organizations. 
If these entrepreneurs hire co-ethnic workers, their workers can speak the lan-
guage of their country of origin in their workplace. Such workplaces comprise 
so-called ethnic niches or ethnic economies (Portes and Bach, 1985), which can 
provide newly arrived co-ethnic workers who lack language fluency in the host 
society with opportunities to work in the labor market. In addition, ethnic econo-
mies also provide co-ethnic workers with training so that they can acquire work-
related skills that are specific to the host country’s labor market (Bailey and 
Waldinger, 1991).

Nevertheless, according to the 2000 and 2005 Japanese censuses, only approxi-
mately 1 percent of Brazilian workers in Japan are self-employed (Takenoshita, 
2013b), partly because they can easily find jobs in the dispatched employment 
sector. Thus, an ethnic economy would be unlikely to help Brazilian immigrants 
overcome socioeconomic marginalization in Japan. Furthermore, regardless of 
whether such an ethnic economy would improve their socioeconomic status, 
Brazilian immigrants as a whole have failed to develop an ethnic economy in Japan 
(Takenoshita, 2013a). Brazilian entrepreneurs have been primarily engaged in 
managing Brazilian restaurants or providing goods and services associated with 
Brazilian culture, such as food, clothes, music, and imported DVDs, to their co-
ethnics. Hence, Brazilian entrepreneurs have generally failed to target Japanese 
customers and other Japanese companies (Kataoka, 2004). As an exception, how-
ever, contract companies and temporary employment agencies that dispatch 
Brazilian temporary workers to Japanese client firms have successfully extended 
their business networks to other Japanese firms. As an example, I have been to 
several shops, grocery stores, and restaurants that Brazilian entrepreneurs run, and 
I rarely saw Japanese customers at these businesses. Consequently, Brazilian entre-
preneurs compete with each other to attract a limited number of co-ethnic cus-
tomers and thus fail to substantially grow their businesses. These entrepreneurs 
hence cannot afford to employ a large number of co-ethnic workers.
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Trainee Programs—The Japanese Version of “Guest Worker Programs”

Immigrants are also utilized as temporary workers in programs for trainees and 
technical interns. Formally, trainee programs aimed to contribute in transferring 
skills from Japan to other developing countries by providing trainees with an 
opportunity to learn work-related skills in Japanese work settings (Iguchi, 2012). 
Traditionally, during the first year of such programs, immigrants were admitted 
into Japan as trainees. During the second and third years, the residence status for 
these workers was changed from trainee to technical intern. However, trainees and 
interns were not allowed to reside in Japan for more than three years. Immigrant 
workers who were admitted into Japan through these trainee programs were also 
not allowed to return to Japan under the same visa category. In this sense, the 
trainee system hinders immigrants from settling in Japan and functions as a type 
of “temporary guest worker program.” Employers thus deploy trainee programs to 
provide an ongoing source of low-paid temporary workers (Belanger et al., 2011; 
Tsuda and Cornelius, 2004).

The difference between trainees and technical interns lies in whether the immi-
grants were regarded as workers. Technical interns were treated as workers who 
were actually involved in the production process, whereas trainees were not treated 
as workers because they were assumed to be taking training courses to acquire 
skills relevant to Japanese work settings. Consequently, labor legislation, such as 
the Labor Standards Act and the Industrial Safety and Health Act, did not apply to 
foreign trainees. Nevertheless, these trainees were often used for unskilled, low-
paying labor in factories where they had no opportunity to take training courses. 
Accordingly, they were less likely to acquire work-related skills in Japan. The lack 
of protection under labor laws has thus led to harsh working conditions for for-
eign trainees (Sellek, 2001).

Japanese immigration policy stipulates many restrictions on the work activities 
of trainees and technical interns (Kamibayashi, 2013). Notably, trainees are 
strongly tied to their first employer, and they cannot change employers once they 
migrate to Japan. Consequently, Japanese employers can exploit trainees and 
interns by subjecting them to harsh working conditions and paying them less than 
the minimum wage. When employers can no longer employ trainees and interns, 
a placement agency is supposed to find other employment for these workers. 
However, if an agency cannot find a new job for a trainee, then, under the trainee 
system, that trainee will have to leave Japan (Belanger et al., 2011; Tsuda and 
Cornelius, 2004).

The trainee system was revised in 2011 to abolish the status of trainee. 
Theoretically, every technical intern who enters Japan with a visa under the trainee 
system is treated as a worker upon arrival (Belanger et al., 2011; Kamibayashi, 
2013). Accordingly, the current system officially protects all immigrant workers 
who enter Japan under this visa category because labor legislation, such as the 
Labor Standards Act, applies to technical interns. However, an important restric-
tion on technical internship programs was maintained: interns from other coun-
tries cannot choose and change employers once they enter Japan. Thus, employers 
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can still subject technical interns to harsh working conditions because these 
interns cannot voluntarily change employers under their visa conditions and con-
tinue working in Japan; otherwise, they must return to their country of origin. 
Despite the recent revision to technical internship programs for immigrants in 
Japan, the current system nevertheless maintains an imbalanced power relation-
ship between employers and foreign interns.

The Japanese Perception of Immigrant Workers

As noted previously, the labor market in Japan is characterized by segmentation 
between the “core” and “periphery” sectors. This labor market segmentation pri-
marily originated from the male breadwinner model and gender discrimination in 
the workplace (Brinton, 1993). It is suggested that employers do not provide 
 training to female workers and that they therefore allocate unskilled jobs or jobs 
that do not require training to female workers because employers perceive that 
women are more likely to quit their jobs than are men. Hence, employers’ percep-
tions of disadvantaged social groups shape how individuals within such social 
groups are employed and whether they are promoted up the corporate ladder, 
regardless of whether these perceptions reflect reality (Takenoshita, 2012). Many 
immigrant workers in Japan have often been precluded from gaining access to the 
core sector of the labor market, that is, the firm-based internal labor market. The 
workplace discrimination against immigrants in Japan primarily stems from 
employers’ recognition that immigrants are temporary rather than permanent 
residents (Takenoshita, 2013a). Therefore, employers do not invest in immigrant 
workers because they perceive that immigrants are likely to leave their jobs eventu-
ally. Stereotypical views of immigrants in Japan have thus led to discriminatory 
treatment of immigrant workers in the workplace.

Employer discrimination against immigrant workers reflects the general atti-
tudes of ordinary Japanese people toward immigrants. Numerous scholars have 
demonstrated that Japanese people are often reluctant to accept immigrants from 
other countries because of the myth of ethnic homogeneity (Tanabe, 2013). Many 
Japanese people believe that Japanese society is primarily an ethnically homoge-
neous nation (Lie, 2001). The number of ethnic minorities and immigrants from 
other countries is considered to be negligible. Japanese people also perceive a clear 
national boundary between Japanese nationals and foreigners (Yoshino, 1992). 
Thus, Japanese people believe that Japan’s sovereign territory should be controlled 
by Japanese people because Japanese people and their ancestors have governed this 
territory over a long historical period.

In reality, however, the size of the foreign population in Japan has substantially 
expanded over the last several decades. According to Figure 5.1, the number of for-
eign nationals has tripled since the 1970s, and foreign nationals have become increas-
ingly diverse in nationality or country of origin. Given this trend, it may be expected 
that the increasing number of immigrants may begin to change Japanese people’s 
attitudes toward immigrants. Figure 5.2 presents the results of a survey question 
concerning Japanese people’s attitudes toward the increasing number of immigrants 
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in their neighborhoods. The same question has been repeatedly  measured in the 
Japanese General Social Surveys (JGSS) for a decade. Regardless of the year in which 
the JGSS was implemented, approximately 60 percent of Japanese respondents 
opposed the increase in the number of foreign immigrants in their neighborhoods. 
Despite the actual growth of the immigrant population in Japan, the exclusionary 
attitudes of Japanese people toward immigrants have not changed significantly.

Support and Integration Programs for Immigrants

Two types of government policies shape the context of immigration in a given 
country: (1) immigration control policies, and (2) citizenship and welfare policies, 
which facilitate the integration of immigrants into the host society (Kogan, 2010). 
Immigration control policies enable a government to decide and select who is 
admitted into the destination country. In other words, the government can control 
the door for individuals outside the national border. Conversely, integration and 
welfare programs focus primarily on immigrants who have already been accepted 
into the host society. Policies that help immigrants integrate into the host society 
include welfare and integration policies specifically targeting immigrants, policies 
providing assistance for general populations, and citizenship policies determining 
access to formal citizenship (Kesler, 2006; Reitz, 2003).

Japanese citizenship and welfare policies have exacerbated the socioeconomic 
marginalization of unskilled immigrant workers in Japan. In some European 
countries, citizenship and welfare policies have played a significant role in helping 
immigrants, but similar policies do not exist in Japan. As argued above, the 
Japanese government has focused on immigration control and border enforce-
ment measures, while neglecting the rights and citizenship of immigrants and 
their children (Takenoshita 2013b, 2015; Takenoshita et al., 2014).
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Access to formal Japanese citizenship is highly restricted because of jus sangui-
nis (Kashiwazaki, 2000). The Japanese government considers foreign immigrants 
to be temporary rather than permanent residents; therefore, it has not addressed 
the right to citizenship for immigrants. The Japanese government continues to 
formally reject the characterization of Japan as a country of immigration (Tsuda, 
2006; Tsuda and Cornelius, 2004), believing that foreign immigrants will return to 
their country of origin in the future. The myth of temporary migration legitimizes 
the lack of integration programs for immigrants in Japan. The Japanese govern-
ment’s stance toward immigrants appears quite similar to the German Gastarbeiter 
(guest worker) model, which also has implicitly assumed that the government 
does not need to integrate immigrants into the host country even if they perma-
nently settle in the society (Takenoshita, 2015).

In contrast to the national government, local governments and nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) have provided social integration programs for 
immigrants in Japan (Tsuda, 2006) and have thus played a substantial role in 
 mitigating the growing gap between policy intentions and policy outcomes. These 
programs focus on translating information about local governments into different 
languages and providing educational programs for school-age children. However, 
no integration programs address the socioeconomic marginalization confronted 
by unskilled immigrant workers (Pak, 2006). This shortcoming stems largely from 
the introduction of policies aimed at multicultural coexistence into the programs 
and services provided by local governments and NGOs. The aim of such multicul-
turalism is to draw attention to the cultural and linguistic barriers that hinder 
immigrants from participating in the larger society, but often neglects the 
 structural discrimination and socioeconomic disparities that play a larger role in 
shaping the incorporation of immigrants (Takenoshita et al., 2014).

In addition, welfare policies for the overall population can greatly influence 
immigrant integration into the host society, sometimes adversely. For instance, 
where firm-specific skills are deeply rooted in companies’ organizational struc-
tures, as in Japan, the state government is likely to facilitate employment protec-
tion to ensure that organizations do not lose workers with firm-specific skills 
(Estevez-Abe et al., 2001), as when helping firms keep redundant workers during 
economic slowdowns. In turn, this has led to a weaker role of the government in 
providing the economic and social support for the unemployed because this mea-
sure may encourage workers to move across organizations. A strong emphasis on 
employment protection has thus rendered disadvantaged workers, including 
immigrants, vulnerable to economic cycles.

Furthermore, it is important to consider what kind of changes have occurred in 
the Japanese labor market due to the relaxation of the employment protection poli-
cies that restricted the activities of labor-dispatching agencies (Imai, 2011). Such 
deregulation was motivated by economic globalization, which has required organi-
zations to be more flexible in response to the changing external environment. 
During the 1990s and 2000s, there was an increase in the number of workers in 
nonstandard work arrangements, who were more vulnerable than other workers to 
economic fluctuations (Kalleberg, 2003). Nevertheless, Japan has not substantially 
enhanced the social protection of temporary workers. In Scandinavian countries, 
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the longer duration of unemployment benefits allows the unemployed to take 
 vocational training courses. These programs have helped the unemployed to 
enhance their work-related skills and to return to the labor market. Despite the 
growing number of workers in nonstandard work arrangements in Japan, including 
migrant workers, Japan has not strengthened welfare policies to protect disadvan-
taged workers to the same extent as several European countries (Takenoshita, 2015).

The Growth of Unemployment and Integration Programs for Immigrants

As argued above, employment and welfare policies have shaped the context for 
immigration outcomes in Japan. Many unskilled immigrant workers have been 
incorporated into the peripheral sector of the labor market in Japan. Moreover, 
the lack of social inclusion policies for contingent workers has hindered immi-
grants from improving their socioeconomic status and has rendered immigrants 
highly vulnerable to economic fluctuations. Nevertheless, although immigrant 
workers who are employed by temporary employment agencies and contract 
 companies are likely to often lose their jobs, they are not protected under the cur-
rent mainstream welfare and employment regimes. Furthermore, the Great 
Recession, which originated largely from the American mortgage crisis in 2007, 
damaged the Japanese economy (Higuchi, 2010), and unemployment rates subse-
quently rose from 3 percent in 2007 to 5 percent in 2009. Employees in Japan, 
however, were not equally affected by the economic slowdown. Many temporary 
workers dispatched by temporary employment agencies and workers with fixed-
term contracts lost their jobs during the latest recession; the risk of unemploy-
ment was therefore concentrated among these contingent workers.

Because of the concentration of Brazilian workers in the precarious employ-
ment sector, a large number of Brazilian workers became jobless in 2008 and 2009. 
Surveys of immigrants in Shizuoka Prefecture conducted in 2007 and 2009 showed 
that unemployment rates increased remarkably, from 4 percent to 27 percent, 
among these immigrants, whereas they increased only modestly, from 3 percent to 
5 percent, among Japanese workers (Takenoshita, 2015). To cope with these 
 challenges, the Japanese government implemented two programs. First, the gov-
ernment implemented a program providing a travel allowance to Latin American 
immigrants of Japanese ancestry to facilitate their return to their country of  origin. 
This program lasted for one year. Moreover, the program stipulated that the 
 applicants who were offered a travel allowance would not be granted a long-term 
resident visa for at least three years. Obviously, this program reflects the Japanese 
government’s view of immigrants of Japanese descent as temporary immigrants 
rather than as legitimate members of society. The program thus represents a form 
of social exclusion, targeting immigrant temporary workers who are no longer 
needed in the Japanese economy (Takenoshita, 2015).

Second, the Japanese government implemented integration programs that pro-
vide Japanese language and vocational training to unemployed Latin American 
immigrants. This policy measure is designed to foster social inclusion among immi-
grants, in contrast to the policies encouraging jobless immigrants to return home.
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There are generally two types of policy measures that protect the unemployed: 
active measures, which help the unemployed to return to the labor market by 
 providing job matching and vocational training, and passive measures, which pro-
vide the unemployed with living expenses through unemployment benefits. The 
Japanese government has historically offered little protection for the unemployed 
because long-term employment practices have prevailed across Japanese organiza-
tions (Estevez-Abe et al., 2001). Specifically, long-term employment and seniority 
pay for regular workers have deterred employees from changing employers 
(Takenoshita, 2008), and the consequent lower turnover rates have allowed orga-
nizations to accumulate firm-specific skills. To complement this skill formation 
and human personnel development in organizations, the Japanese government 
has accordingly implemented greater employment protection for regular workers, 
but less protection for the unemployed (Estevez-Abe et al., 2001).

To cope with the massive growth of unemployment among immigrants, the 
Japanese government began to implement integration programs specifically 
 targeting Nikkeijin immigrants. As part of these efforts, the Ministry of Health, 
Labor and Welfare (MHLW) implemented language courses and vocational 
 training programs, which constitute one of the active measures of employment 
policies for the migrant unemployed. The total number of study hours in these 
programs ranges from 420 to 480 hours. By comparison, the duration of these 
programs in Japan seems to be shorter than that of similar programs in several 
European countries. Notably, the Japanese government provides free language and 
vocational training courses that facilitate disadvantaged immigrants’ access to 
integration measures.3 In Europe, countries such as Denmark and Sweden provide 
free language courses, whereas countries such as Germany and the Netherlands 
require payment for language courses (Jacobs and Rea, 2007).

Several aspects of the integration measures in Japan may nevertheless be insuf-
ficient to ensure social inclusion for immigrants. Notably, immigrants do not 
receive any social allowance while participating in language and vocational train-
ing courses, and many courses are provided in the evening because many partici-
pants work during the day. The lack of social allowance thus prevents unemployed 
immigrants from participating in integration programs. Furthermore, the dura-
tion of unemployment benefits is very short, ranging from six months to one year. 
Conversely, in European countries, unemployment benefits are provided for more 
than two years. The short duration of unemployment benefits in Japan has made 
it difficult for the MHLW to implement language courses and vocational training 
on a long-term basis. In other words, the institutional arrangements which reflect 
employment and welfare policies have substantially constrained the integration 
programs in Japan and their effectiveness (Takenoshita, 2015).

Conclusion

This chapter provides an overview of the context for the reception of immigrants 
in Japan relative to that in other countries. Given the demographic shifts that have 
occurred, including the aging of the Japanese population, Japanese society cannot 
avoid accepting a large number of immigrants from other countries to maintain 
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the Japanese economy and society. Japan has historically emphasized immigration 
control and border enhancement, and thus, integration measures to help integrate 
immigrants into Japanese society are generally lacking. As the context for the 
incorporation of immigrants in Japan depends largely on the labor market 
 structure and welfare regimes that target the general population, we must carefully 
consider how established institutional arrangements may prevent immigrants 
from being integrated into Japanese society.

Although a policy discussion on immigration control and border enforcement 
is ongoing in the Japanese government, discussion on how to integrate immi-
grants into Japanese society is lacking. Nevertheless, given the shrinkage of the 
Japanese population, policymakers need to understand the importance of accept-
ing a large number of immigrants from other countries to help maintain the 
Japanese economy and society. Recently, the Japanese economy has experienced an 
economic boom in the construction industry, associated with recovery from the 
great earthquake in March 2011 and the production of facilities for the Olympic 
Games in Tokyo in 2020. The Japanese government has considered using skilled 
and unskilled immigrant workers to meet the labor demand by modifying the 
technical intern programs. However, the Japanese government has continued its 
stance against becoming a country of immigration. Although the Japanese gov-
ernment has relaxed restrictions on immigration and expanded technical intern 
programs to increase the number of immigrant workers in Japan, it still regards 
immigrant workers as temporary residents rather than legitimate members of 
society. The Japanese government’s current stance toward immigrants is reflected 
in its use of the term “foreigners,” not immigrants, to refer to immigrant workers, 
highlighting an attitude which essentially excludes immigrant workers from 
Japanese society (Kashiwazaki, 2011).

Divergence between official immigration policy and actual practice has been 
growing in Japan. Can the Japanese government maintain its current immigration 
policy despite the growing presence of immigrants in Japan? Without measures to 
integrate immigrants or efforts to decrease the gap between official immigration 
policy and practice, immigrants who already reside and have settled in Japan will 
remain marginalized and excluded. These immigration challenges may provide 
Japanese society with an opportunity to revisit the unequal treatment of minority 
people who lack citizenship in Japan and the myth of ethnic homogeneity and 
may finally enrich Japanese society’s ethnic and cultural diversity.

Notes

1. For instance, many Koreans living in Japan were discriminated against in the labor mar-
ket. Specifically, Koreans were prevented from gaining access to jobs in the private sector, 
which was also hindered by their lack of Japanese nationality. As a result, Koreans were 
concentrated in the self-employment sector (Kim, 2003).

2. In the past, the trainee programs distinguished between trainees and technical interns. 
In the first year, although they were assigned repetitive work tasks, trainees were not 
legally recognized as workers and were thus not covered or protected by labor law. After 
one year, upon passing skill tests, trainees became interns and were legally protected by 
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labor law. The programs allow employers to pay trainees less than minimum wage. 
Consequently, the “trainee” category was abolished from this system in 2010. Under the 
new system, immigrants become interns at the beginning of their stay in Japan, which 
provides them with protection under Japanese labor laws (Belanger et al., 2011).

3. See Takenoshita (2015) for details on the integration programs for immigrants in Japan.
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Why Half the Municipal 

Governments Disappear Under a 

National Mergers Policy? Changing 

Local Bases in “Globalizing” Japan*

Takashi Machimura

An Unexpected Result of a Local “Reform” Policy

In the 1980s, when Japan was enjoying its bubble economy with a wild sense of 
enthusiasm, the somewhat flamboyant phrase, the “world city” Tokyo, frequently 
appeared in documents of government policies and plans. The “world city” policy 
had a goal of reorganizing Tokyo’s urban structure in order to turn the city into an 
international financial center. This policy, which was supported by the political 
coalition of the Tokyo Metropolitan Government, the Central Government, and 
political parties, had a major political influence in the second half of the decade 
(Machimura, 1994). Fanned by this movement, central Tokyo recorded an abnor-
mally high surge in land prices and the stock market. It did not last long, however. 
In the short period between the late 1980s and the early 1990s, land and stock 
prices fell to approximately one-third of their initial level. The economic bubble 
had burst.

For the next ten years, Japan struggled to clean up the mess of the burst bub-
ble, and was faced with a long period of economic stagnation. However, on the 
world level, this was the period of full-scale globalization in which the Cold War 
came to an end and the Internet emerged and gained momentum; at the same 
time, it was an era of neoliberalism during which free market principles began to 
gain wide support and exert influence. For this reason, it is incorrect to regard the 
changes that Japan experienced during the period of the “Lost Decades” as just 
a short-term phenomenon of the bubble economy and its backlash. Rather, we 
need to understand that period as a time when Japan’s “postwar regime,” which 
had been shaped in the second half of the twentieth century, was forced to trans-
form itself or break up in order to adapt to the changing global environment. 
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Furthermore, Japan’s changes had already been influenced by other factors, such 
as its low birthrate and aging population, over a longer period of transformation 
in Japanese society.

Because those changes were continuous and cumulative, they prolonged the 
period of stagnation and exploration in Japan. It is therefore necessary to turn 
our eyes to the process of multilayered changes in order to understand the pres-
ent local communities in Japan. Japanese society per se is never a “ singular” 
society. As I discuss in this chapter, each of the changes was a factor that  
could have occurred in any country. Yet, there were Japanese characteristics 
(“singularities”), in that within a short period of time, those changes, half by 
chance, half by structural inevitability, washed over society and overlapped  
with one another.

In the following discussion, I introduce these characteristics of Japanese soci-
ety while examining the large-scale consolidation of municipalities as an exam-
ple of the major changes Japan’s local communities have experienced over the last 
20 years.

As of 2000, there were 3,231 municipalities in Japan, which were divided into 
cities, towns, and villages. However, as of 2010, the number dropped sharply to 
1,730. In Japan, abolishing or integrating administrative institutions and organi-
zations that have been strongly associated with vested interests has been consid-
ered extremely difficult to achieve. Thus, although, at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, the Central Government declared that it would halve the 
number of municipalities, people did not necessarily believe that it could be done. 
In reality, however, that number fell by nearly half in approximately five years. 
How was such large-scale “reform” possible?

From the Collapse of the “World City” Policy to the  
End of Postwar Developmentalism

The policy aimed at making Tokyo “a world city” was premised on the idea that 
the city of Tokyo plays the role of linking a global economy and a domestic 
economy in a concentrated and exclusive manner. From the standpoint of the 
rescaling theory (Brenner, 2004, 2009, 2011), it had characteristics of a multi-
scale coordination process. However, regarding it at the scale of a state or nation, 
it seemed to be a policy to further amplify the spatial organization with overcon-
centration in Tokyo.

Since the period of high economic growth, Japan’s national land policy had 
been characterized primarily by a policy of developmentalism focusing on redress-
ing regional disparities between the three major metropolitan areas and local 
regions, as well as promoting interregional balance. For this reason, the Tokyo 
“world city” policy was regarded as something greatly deviating from that existing 
policy line; it drew opposition from the public, particularly from local regions. 
The policy was considered to further exacerbate the overconcentration of Tokyo 
and this issue was symbolically called the “Tokyo problem” in Japan (Nihon 
KeizaiShimbun Press, 1988). One case in which this issue surfaced was the dispute 
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over the characterization of the “world city” Tokyo in the Fourth National 
Comprehensive Development Plan, which was in the process of being formulated 
in the mid-1980s (Machimura, 1994; Saito, 2012).

Figure 6.1 shows a schematic diagram of the situation of state rescaling in the 
second half of the 1980s. The Tokyo “world city” policy—with an emphasis on 
directly linking a global scale and an urban scale by partially jumping over a state 
scale—was a precursor to the spatial policy aspiring for interurban competition 
on a global scale, which would get fully underway in the 1990s.

However, looking back now, there remained several historical and geographic 
restrictions in terms of the thoroughness of globalization.

First, in the second half of the 1980s, the Cold War was still going on and the 
integration of world markets had not been implemented sufficiently. After the 
1990s, economic globalization would spread all over the world, involving many of 
the hitherto socialist countries and the third world. Ironically, Tokyo and the rest 
of Japan, still stagnant, would miss out on this globalization and be forced to 
remain one lap behind.

Second, although the idea of linking a global scale and an urban scale surfaced 
as a policy issue, its specific image remained in the stage of industrialization. For 
instance, the Tokyo Waterfront Subcenter plan, a main part of the “world city” 
policy of the Tokyo Metropolitan Government in the 1980s, evolved from the idea 
of physically constructing an “international port of information” named Tokyo 
Teleport (Machimura, 1994). However, the very concept of concentrating, manag-
ing, and processing flows of information by constructing a huge information pro-
cessing facility with a parabolic antenna in one place would soon grow archaic. 
This was in the mid-1980s, when the Internet had not yet spread into the civilian 
realm. After the widespread use of the Internet, the linked formation of a global 

US–Japan Trade Imbalance   Yen Appreciation
Against the Dollar, the Plaza Accord, and
Measures to Expand Domestic Demand

Measures to Correct “Regional Disparities”
and Maintain Interregional Balance The “Tokyo Problem:”

Conflicts Over the Ideal
Image of National Space

Global Scale

The “World City”
Tokyo Policy

Local Scale

State Scale

Other Regions Tokyo

Overseas Expansion of
Japanese Corporations

Global Capital Spaces

Figure 6.1 A Schematic Diagram of the Rescaling in the Second Half of the 1980s
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scale and a local scale would eventually spread like an “interface,” not a limited 
node “point.” The Tokyo Waterfront Subcenter, initially envisioned to be a finan-
cial and information center, was later diverted to an urban resort space.

Third, the functions that characterized Tokyo as an international financial  center 
in the 1980s were exclusively supported by activities of Japanese corporations; they 
had invested abroad immense amounts of capital accumulated by domestic business 
activities and by trade. In other words, Tokyo differed greatly in its foundation from 
preceding “world cities” such as New York and London that had developed their 
roles as international financial centers based on capital flowing in from overseas.

In this manner, Tokyo’s “world city” policy was not only eventually shelved 
without gaining enough support domestically, it also hit the wall as an “early” 
 policy that would not necessarily correspond to the policy in the later era of full-
fledged globalization. Then, due to the collapse of the bubble economy, which 
would occur shortly after, the foundation of this policy was shaken to its roots.

From the 1990s onward, Japan continued to endure a long period of economic 
stagnation. Japan next selected a policy institutionally adhering to the policy of 
developmentalism, which had been dominant in the past. In the first half of the 
1900s, public investment by central and local governments showed a sharp increase 
as part of the economic-stimulus package. Figure 6.2 shows the transition of the 
total amount of public spending in the national economy (including both national 
and local governments) along with the gross domestic product (GDP) of the same 
period. Public expenditure can be broadly divided into the public gross capital 
formation comprising of public works projects, and the government final con-
sumption expenditure that includes social welfare. As we can see here, from 

Final Government
Consumption Expenditure
(Left Label, Unit: Billion Yen)

Total Public Capital Formation
(Left Label, Unit: Billion Yen)

GDP
(Right Label, Unit: Billion Yen)

Figure 6.2 Account-by-Account Details of Public Expenditure (Japan, 1980–2009)
Source: The 2009 National Accounting (2000 Standard, 93SNA), The Economic and Social Research Institute, Cabinet 
Office, 2011. http://www.esri.cao.go.jp/jp/sna/data/data_list/kakuhou/files/h21/h21_kaku_top
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around the beginning of the 1990s, the rate of government spending began to rise 
sharply due to the economy-boosting measures and the advance of the aging soci-
ety, while the GDP stagnated. In particular, the general government fixed capital 
formation, which is comprised of public works projects, increased rapidly; its rate 
against the GDP exceeded 7 percent from 1992 to 1999, and reached 8.6 percent in 
1995. The expenditure that rose especially sharply was that by local governments 
that had been faced with more severe economic conditions.

However, the increase in government spending, which had been provided 
mainly by issuing bonds and without the backing of tax revenues, reached its limit 
in the mid-1990s. In terms of the breakdown of spending, the focus gradually 
moved from the developmentalist investment in public works projects to social 
security as the aging of the population rapidly advanced. As a result, the percent-
age of the general government fixed capital formation against the GDP continued 
to fall to 6.9 percent in 2000, 4.6 percent in 2005, and 3.9 percent in 2008.

It was clear by then that the Keynesian economic-stimulus measures of invest-
ment by the national government had not functioned sufficiently. Under increas-
ingly fierce global competition stemming from the end of the Cold War, the first 
thing Japanese corporations chose in order to maintain their capital accumulation 
was a sweeping reduction of labor cost and the subsequent instability of working 
conditions (such as low wages, employment under limited terms, a shortened 
employment period, and a decline in the rate of union organization). Their sec-
ond choice, mainly by manufacturers, was moving their base of operations 
overseas.

From 2000 to 2005, within the number of domestic workers, the total labor 
force decreased by 1.53 million, 1.35 million in the manufacturing industry (Labor 
Force Survey, Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications). 
On the other hand, during the same period, a great many Japanese corporations 
turned to foreign countries, seeking relatively cheap labor.

Let us look at Figure 6.3. According to The Foreign Direct Investment Database 
2010, compiled by the Research Institute of Economy, Trade and Industry (RIETI), 
an incorporated administrative agency, the number of local workers employed by 
Japanese corporations in foreign countries saw an increase of 1.35 million from 
2000 to 2005. China had by far the largest increase among those countries. During 
the same five-year period, the number of Chinese workers employed by Japanese 
corporations rose by 750,000, reaching a total of 1.4 million. However, those sta-
tistics, by their nature, reflect only part of the actual data (calculated by the author 
based on data provided by the RIETI, 2011).

As global competition grew fierce, “light-footed” capital and corporations went 
on to explore a new spatial scale of their own, which would fit their business activ-
ity. In the case of Japanese companies, one of their measures was to further expand 
the scale of activity from Japan, a single-nation scale, to East and Southeast Asia, a 
regional scale. However, corporations moving their base of operations overseas 
from Japan will not only contribute to a relative decrease of domestic employ-
ment, but also deal a major blow to the economy of the region where the cor-
poration was formerly located. Consequently, the foundation of taxation by the 
national government will be gradually affected, rendering it difficult for the 
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government to aggressively implement economy-boosting measures, or leading to 
a severe financial crisis.

Overall, it was clear that the coordination policy by the government sector on a 
national scale had been limited. The crisis was especially serious in some domestic 
regions, where employment had been lost and people had struggled with adverse 
financial conditions. Entering the new century, the new measure to spatially reor-
ganize the local unit itself, literally the “spatial fix” policy (Jessop, 2002), would go 
on to make major progress.

The End Result Called “The Great Heisei Consolidation”:  
A Japanese Form of State Rescaling

The measure to coordinate between two scales involving local governments made 
major progress, first on the financial front. In the early 2000s, and under the 
Koizumi administration in particular, the “Three-in-One Reform” policy was 
 carried out in earnest to handle local government finances. The reform, consisted 
of the three measures to be simultaneously implemented: a reduction of various 
types of subsidies paid by the Central Government to local governments, a 
 reduction of the distribution of the local allocation tax from the Central 
Government, and the transfer of tax sources from the Central Government to local 
governments. This reform had the characteristics of an interscale coordination in 
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Figure 6.3 Foreign Workers Locally Employed by Japanese Corporations (by Main 
Countries and Regions, 1995–2006)
Note: The Foreign Direct Investment Database 2010 was created by re-tabulating individual questionnaire data such as 
The Survey of Overseas Business Activities, by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI). Thus, those statis-
tics can apply only to the corporations that had responded to the survey, not all the Japanese corporations overseas.

Source: The Foreign Direct Investment Database 2010, the Research Institute of Economy, Trade and Industry (RIETI). 
http://www.rieti.go.jp/jp/database/FDI2010/index.html (accessed on May 2, 2012)
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finances and authorities. Since the 1990s, the government had implemented the 
“decentralization” measure, part of which, it was pointed out, was the “Three-in-
One Reform” policy. In reality, though, due to the fact that the subsidies from the 
government, which used to back up various public services, were largely cut, it was 
becoming increasingly and decidedly difficult for small-scale municipalities, 
financially weak in the first place, to survive.

Thus, there was the above financial coordination measure in the background of 
the movement toward the “Great Heisei Consolidation” in the early 2000s, which 
went on to gain further momentum. With a goal of reducing the number of munici-
palities, the Central Government promoted and implemented the consolidation 
policy on a national scale by employing carrot-and-stick dual incentives under which 
the government would give the merging municipality administrative and financial 
support by issuing special bonds for post-merger projects, yet also reduce local allo-
cation tax grants. Thus, the “Great Heisei Consolidation” policy had the characteris-
tics of state-initiated spatial reorganization on a local scale. However, it is noteworthy 
that behind the major impact of the policy over a short period of time—contrary to 
most predictions and thanks to state-level  guidance—there was also the reality that 
each municipality had been faced with severe circumstances such as a shrinking 
population and declining industry due to low birthrate and an aging society.

As a result of this consolidation, the 3,231 municipalities existing as of 2000 
sharply dropped to 1,730 in 2010. To be more accurate, 2,090 municipalities, 
approximately two-thirds of the municipalities existing in 2000, were engaged in the 
consolidation; subsequently, either by being merged or newly founded, they were 
eventually grouped into a total of 589 municipalities. At one time, 42.5 percent of 
the total population of Japan lived in those 2,090 municipalities (based on the 2005 
data). Translated in terms of area, 56.3 percent of Japan’s total area experienced a 
spatial reorganization in the form of consolidation (computed by the author, based 
on the Population Census). In any case, half or more of Japan underwent a spatial 
rescaling and a boundary restructuring in practically less than five years.

Here, let us examine in detail the characteristics of local spatial rescaling. As 
stated previously, the Great Heisei Consolidation had strong aspects of rescaling 
and integration of small-scale municipalities that had been forced into difficult 
circumstances because of such measures as the “Three-in-One Reform” policy. To 
confirm this, I tabulated population and area data by dividing the 2,090 former 
municipalities, the actually consolidated ones in total, into the two groups of 
municipalities: those with the largest population in each of their consolidated 
areas (“central municipalities” hereafter) and the rest (“peripheral municipalities” 
hereafter). Figure 6.4 shows the results.

According to the results of the tabulated data, before the consolidation there 
were 589 central municipalities and 1,501 peripheral municipalities. Let us add 
population numbers for each group. As of 2005, the total population of the 589 
central municipalities was 40.65 million, while that of the 1,501 peripheral munic-
ipalities (approximately three times in number) was merely 13.7 million. By sim-
ple calculation, the average population of the central municipalities was 69,000, 
while that of the peripheral municipalities was approximately 9,000. What emerges 
from here is a policy under which plural small-scale municipalities were 
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transferred at once to relatively large-scale neighboring municipalities. To put it in 
perspective, this meant that one central municipality was consolidated with 
approximately three peripheral municipalities.

The Great Heisei Consolidation was, by design, a policy to rescale the adminis-
trative units that govern national land space at the local level. In that sense, it was 
an approach that undertook local and “horizontal” rescaling. It is often stated for-
mally that the Great Heisei Consolidation was implemented to streamline the 
administration and further advance administrative services by a scale expansion 
of municipalities. Yet, in reality, this policy had strong characteristics of an 
endeavor to automatically incorporate certain areas among local regions, espe-
cially “peripheral” areas in a serious financial crisis, into relatively larger neighbor-
ing regional cities.

The idea was to prepare governing units at the local level through consolida-
tion, to which the government could potentially provide versatile and high-level 
administrative services, including welfare, and then transfer part of state authori-
ties and financial resources. Through all this, the Central Government would 
selectively withdraw from the local scale. The “peripheral area” that had lost its 
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autonomy as a “governing unit” would have no choice but to preserve and develop 
its own residential services or explore ways to maintain its regional identity in the 
newly integrated unit (e.g., Aoki and Tamura, 2010; Maruyama, 2008).

Such a local- and large-scale spatial rescaling actually took place on the national 
scale within a limited period of time by employing state-level incentives such as 
“special bonds for post-merger projects” and a reduction of the local allocation 
tax. In this reality, one can see the characteristics of a “vertical” rescaling in the 
Great Heisei Consolidation (Maruyama, 2012).

During the same period, the state attempted to continuously wield influence 
over the local scale in diverse ways; the government did this by founding the 
“Special Zone” as a descending reorganization or by flexibly establishing the 
diverse gray zone where the government, public, and private sectors intersect with 
one another—in other words, by controlling even the concept of a descaling or 
interscale area.

Figure 6.5 is a schematic diagram to help understand Japan’s rescaling in the 
early 2000s. As is customary with such a diagram, it is somewhat simplistic. Yet the 
figure describes the way different scales covary or compete against each other 
while incorporating rescaling approaches within each scale.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the following five points emerge. First, in Japan, the approach to 
dealing with limitations on capital accumulation and social integration was devel-
oped by diversely connecting regional rescaling and state rescaling, with the main 
focus on capital. However, in the last two decades, while regional rescaling by 
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corporations and capital faced with a crisis showed supranational or global prog-
ress, the rescaling of governmental functions has been limited to domestic pur-
poses. The gap between economic and political spaces has thus become increasingly 
larger. In this respect, the difficulties of the coordination policy have grown.

Second, various measures—including interscale coordination—were expected 
to play a role in coordinating ever-expanding interregional disparities in Japan. In 
reality, however, those measures also caused or amplified new types of interre-
gional inequalities.

Third, although it is true that the authorities of the Central Government, 
founded on the unit of the state, have weakened, they have retained strong regula-
tive power in terms of institutional design in response to a crisis and postproject 
evaluations. How did a series of competition-oriented spatial policies, which the 
state of Japan under developmentalism experienced without a sufficient founda-
tion of liberalism, end up reorganizing the skewed relationship between neoliber-
alism and developmentalism? On this point, there have been essential studies from 
international perspectives (e.g., Sorensen, 2011).

Fourth, spatial rescaling in Japan was launched as a response to crises, particu-
larly those involving capital accumulation and social integration. Consequently, 
however, an attempt to manage one crisis caused another; this chain-reaction 
characteristic went on to occupy a major place in spatial rescaling. This “crisis of 
crisis management” theory provides important clues to understanding Japanese 
cases. As pointed out in the works of Habermas and Offe a system crisis material-
izes in a chain reaction through a social integration crisis, legitimation crisis, or 
identity crisis (Habermas, 1975; Offe, 1984). But which actor assumed the national 
spatial policy? And which actor opposed or resisted it? Rescaling theory, conceived 
exclusively at the system level, is not necessarily equipped with an adequate analy-
sis framework to answer these questions.

Fifth, behind the practical implementation of rescaling theory in Europe and 
North America, there were specific cases of experiencing “scale” reorganization, 
such as the founding of the European Union. In contrast, the trend of regional 
scale formation in East Asia remains unclear. In terms of capital and labor, while 
potential and functional areas for scale formation have already been observed in 
East Asia as well, the rescaling by the respective states coordinating those moves 
seems undeveloped. Also, for historical and geopolitical reasons in East Asia, the 
already strained relations have worsened. Is there a possibility for any governance 
and corresponding spatial formation? The answer to this is of increasing impor-
tance in the current conflicting situations.

Here, at the end of this chapter, I like to point out that the Great East Japan 
Earthquake that occurred in 2011 helped expose the reality that further diverse rela-
tions coexisted in terms of the spatial arrangement of authorities and functions. 
More specifically, those relations were: (1) the emerging United States–Japan rela-
tionship as a temporary spatial scale in response to a crisis, (2) the space between 
logistics and coordination at a national level when a military organization  
(Self-Defense Forces) forms in an emergency as an intermediary between the gov-
ernment, the market, and civil society, and (3) a multiscale coordination 
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mechanism increasingly emerging during the process of exploring postearthquake 
recovery measures.

Will these series of events sever the existing institutional trajectory or repro-
duce it? To comprehend the diversity of those spatial measures, we need to inter-
link not only scale concepts, but also frameworks of other spaces such as region, 
place, and network.

With the progress of globalization, there have been more cases of coexistence of 
the actors who advocate a spatial strategy based on diverse scales. There have also 
been more approaches to coordinating the existing scales in order to deal with 
recent movements, such as the Great Heisei Consolidation and the Special Zone 
policies. What this means is that they have generated additional new problems in 
terms of social governance. In particular, there is one urgent question: How pos-
sible is it to substantiate democratic governance under multiscaled circumstances? 
Since space is limited, let me enumerate only the issues in the following:

● First, how do we determine who is and who is not a member under newly 
emerging multiscaled circumstances? And how do we redefine civil rights? To 
answer these questions, a certain concept other than a yes-no dichotomy will 
be required.

 ● Second, how does one plan a system that enables democratic governance 
based on representation and participation? And upon what will its legitimacy 
and rationale be based?

 ● Third, is there a certain “optimal” scale in multilayered scales of governance? For 
instance, how do we coordinate the two standards in “scale and democracy,” 
questioned by R. Dahl and E. R. Tufts (1973)—in other words,  “effective par-
ticipation” and the “system’s functional efficacy”?

 ● Fourth, what role will the “state,” still the strongest scale and system, play 
under multiscaled and increasingly mobile circumstances?

None of these issues are new. However, the fact that they have surfaced again is a 
characteristic of the new circumstances our society is in. In an ever-globalizing 
society, the versatile ability or potential to flexibly employ multiple scales accord-
ing to the purpose and situation, rather than relying on specific scales, has increas-
ingly become one of the important prerequisites for economic success. However, 
there aren’t a great many people who are rich with such ability or potential to 
handle multiple scales. From there, disparities are generated. Thus, how will we 
address the inequality issue? There are many problems ahead of us.

Note

* The major part of this chapter is based on an English translation of my previously pub-
lished article in Japanese, which appeared as “Examining ‘attempted’ state rescaling as a 
political strategy in Japan: From global city formation to ‘Heisei municipal mergers,’” in 
Annals of Regional and Community Studies, Vol. 25, 2013. I thank the Japan Association of 
Regional and Community Studies for its permission to translate and reuse the article.
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“Diasporic” Muslims, 

“Minoritarian” Islam, and  

Modern Democratic Citizenship: 

Negotiating Accommodation  

and Integration

Clive S. Kessler

A central challenge to Australian multiculturalism is presented by the failure of 
many Australian Muslims, individually and within certain social groups and 

enclaves, to achieve integration within broader Australian society. Yet, understand-
ing this failure and national predicament is not achievable by recourse to what we 
may call conventional postcolonialist “multicultural theory.” Fathoming this fail-
ure and the obstacles to Muslim integration does not require recourse—these 
days, habitual and often reflexive recourse—to the generalities of contemporary 
postmodernist orthodoxy, but attention to the historical specificity of Islamic 
society and sociability. It requires us, no more and no less, to take Islamic history 
seriously.

Here we are treading upon what these days is contested, and often dubiously 
contested, ground. To explore the specificities of Muslim social experience and its 
historically evolved presuppositions and patterns is not, as postmodernist ortho-
doxy insists, a capitulation to “essentialism.” It is to recognize that the history of 
Islam—a unique history that is specific and specifiable, for those who are prepared 
to consider it with clear and unflinching vision—has yielded certain ideas and pat-
terns of consciousness that have taken identifiable shape as a distinctive “Islamic 
social template.” To suggest this is anathema to antiessentialist postcolonialist 
orthodoxy. Yet, to do so is not to say anything that most Muslims are in any posi-
tion to contest. After all, it is precisely that social template, that distinctive 
Islamically derived form of sociability, that they seek to maintain—and to whose 
defense their community leaders and spokesmen rally (as the basis of their own 
entitlement to social acceptance and to dignity and moral autonomy within our 
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national society) under the banner and protection of general multiculturalist 
principles.

Muslims Today: Globalization, “Diaspora,” Citizenship

Like the reaction to Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses before it and a number of 
widely discussed similar episodes in following years, the worldwide controversy in 
early 2006 over the publication in Denmark of a series of cartoons that were widely 
perceived, and vehemently denounced, as anti-Muslim involved questions arising 
from what we may term “the new globalization of Islam.”

Islam as a civilization has always seen itself as, and has always aspired to be, global. 
For a while it did create and define its own world in its own terms. But “the world 
of Islam” has now become part of a wider world, one that is subsumed within and 
has been made subject to a wider history than its own. It was not only Islam’s 
heartlands that were subjected to protracted foreign rule. In recent generations, 
millions of Muslims have migrated from the core heartlands of the Islamic world 
to live elsewhere, especially in the lands of the so-called West, as members of grow-
ing but in many ways still marginalized minorities.

As a result of the development of this far-flung “Muslim diaspora” where 
Muslims live among others, rather than in Muslim majority societies, Islam has 
again “gone global,” but in a way different from that in which it first launched itself 
into world history. In the past, Islam was long accustomed to live within and 
engage with the world on its own terms; for a millennium and more, it created its 
own world according to its own script and also fashioned the wider world, if not 
in its own image then in relation to its own requirements, consistent with ideas of 
its own centrality and supremacy.

Its present situation is different. This new situation now poses questions of 
unprecedented kinds, both to those non-Muslim host societies where many 
Muslims live and to their Muslim minority inhabitants now grappling with situa-
tions that do not sit easily with what I call the “majoritarian assumptions” of 
Islam’s historical and civilizational self-understanding.

How are Muslims and non-Muslims to live together in societies where Muslims 
are but a minority? What claims may the host society and its non-Muslim majority 
legitimately make upon the Muslim minority? What kinds of claims for under-
standing and sensitivity can members of the Muslim minority reasonably make 
upon the non-Muslim majority (and what not), and on what basis may they legiti-
mately and effectively do so?

Fatwa, Papal Lectures, “Raw Meat,” and Offensive Cartoons

These are questions that have been posed by a number of controversies: from the 
publication of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses to the Danish cartoons contro-
versy, Pope Benedict’s University of Regensburg lecture, a contested Berlin pro-
duction of Mozart’s Ideomeneo, disputes in France and elsewhere over women’s 
veiling, and the recent Charlie Hebdo events in Paris. There are also our local 
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controversies concerning “immodestly” clad women who (so Imam Taj El-Din Hilaly 
of Lakemba in Sydney suggested) represented an invitation to testosterone-loaded 
young men, like the understandable temptation to cats of raw meat. To analyze the 
underlying issue posed by these cognate controversies, let us consider first the 
Danish cartoons as an exemplary instance or test case.

Put aside here the question of whether the offending cartoons were offensive, 
that is to say, contemptuous, humiliating, insulting. Instead, let us focus on some-
thing more basic upon which angry Muslims insist. Whether in cartoon form or 
otherwise, whether in mocking caricature or in a favorable image, all depictions of 
the Prophet Muhammad are said by most Muslims to be categorically impermissible. 
Hence any purported pictorial representation whatsoever of the Prophet, they 
hold, is an offense to them, their religion, and the divine word of their God.  
So they have a right not to encounter, be confronted with, or “made to see” any 
such depiction; what’s more, a modern, liberal, secular, democratic society has an 
obligation to suppress and prohibit the publication of such images offensive to 
Muslim sensibilities.

On what grounds, one may ask, and to what extent might the members of a 
minority community argue that their own sacred values and religious taboos 
should be enjoined upon all their fellow citizens and enshrined as a general rule of 
society as a whole; on what basis might they plausibly argue, in a secular demo-
cratic society, that they ought not to be exposed to the possibility of encountering 
the sight of things that, for religious reasons that are distinctively theirs, they find 
disturbing? Have they the right to such protection? The questions may seem sim-
ple, but they do not permit of simple—which is to say easily accepted and hence 
readily workable—answers. How are such differences to be resolved, or, if irresolv-
able, at least clarified and negotiated?

These are serious and urgent questions. They are not questions that can be settled 
simply—and certainly not by any decisive, authoritative invocation of the diffuse, 
diversely connotative, and fundamentally contested notion of “multiculturalism.” 
Nor can necessary debate be ended by laying down the familiar postmodernist 
trump card: the preemptive enlistment of its dogma ex machina of the ineluctable 
plurality of voices and narratives. Yes, life and history are diverse and plural, not 
monolithic. But what follows from this commonplace is far less than many enthu-
siastic postmodernists seem to think. That we cannot find objective grounds upon 
which to say, in general, that one kind of view is better than another does not itself 
entail that all views are equally good (or bad); nor that there is not and can never be 
any prospect of reasonable people finding some basis, in particular instances, upon 
which they might agree in order to jointly choose one specific option over another. 
In other words, we must all, as thought-dependent beings, articulate our own 
choices and preferences to ourselves and then, on that basis and as citizens 
sharing a society and the world with others, engage with our fellows who think 
differently—who advance their claims in other discursive voices, even theoreti-
cally “strange tongues.”

Let us begin by acknowledging that we must find ways of living together in this 
world, of sharing it. Let us also agree that a decent society is one in which people 
are not willfully and gratuitously humiliated, targeted for offense and insult. 
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Democracy—the kind of political and moral order under which we live or at least, 
most of us, aspire to—ultimately requires a public culture that promotes universal 
habits of participation and inclusion, of consideration and civility. Democratic 
definitions of and arrangements for rights and civil liberties must be grounded in 
such notions of mutuality and the sharing in common of social space and oppor-
tunities, and ultimately of the world as a whole.

Certainly, most of us do not wish to live in a world or society where people may 
be willfully and wantonly humiliated, gratuitously insulted, and made to feel 
under assault because of their social origins, their cultural background, and their 
adherence to a historic religious faith community. That is one of our most basic 
principles and aspirations, a core tenet of our public culture and citizenship ethos. 
It is an important one, but not the only core doctrine of our pluralist democratic 
credo. Yet how are we to reconcile our adherence to pluralistic multicultural 
democracy with this matter of depictions of the Prophet Muhammad? On what 
grounds might any group claim that the wider society has an obligation to pro-
hibit and suppress forms of expression simply because the ideas involved arguably 
transgress that community’s special religious taboos and irritate their own sec-
tionally sacralized sensitivities?

Basis of the Prohibition: Identifiable and Assumed

There is no doubt that this prohibition against depictions of the Prophet 
Muhammad is taken very seriously in Islam these days. Simply to encounter such 
depictions or purported depictions may, and often does, cause shock, profound 
dismay, and genuine pain to most Muslims. To encounter such an image is, for 
many Muslims, to experience and be rudely confronted with the violation of a 
basic taboo or prohibition. It occasions both a kind of cognitive dissonance—one 
is confronted with something that is not supposed ever to happen—and also an 
ensuing moral anguish. So, the issue is not just calculated insult and humiliation, 
but the far more wide-reaching objection: the categorical impermissibility, so far 
as most Muslims are concerned, of their producing or viewing any pictures or 
purported representations whatsoever of the Prophet Muhammad.1

Summarizing arguments that I have made at length elsewhere, I make two 
points here. First, that if there is any such prohibition upon the production and 
viewing of pictures of the Prophet Muhammad, it can only be one, in the nature 
of the case, that applies to Muslims. Even if the Prophet Muhammad ever issued 
any such edict, which many Muslims assert but are hard put to substantiate, the 
prohibition is theirs and upon them alone. In a society run by Muslims on their 
preferred lines they may impose such a prohibition on others, or seek to, but where 
they are a minority in a modern secular democratic society, the problem is theirs 
to work through; it is their business, not everybody’s. It is, and can only be, a pro-
hibition imposed by and within Islam upon Muslims. If you are Muslim, that kind 
of Muslim, and you accept it, then it applies to you. And if not, not.

Second, one must also ask whether there is in fact any such categorical prohibi-
tion upon the production and viewing, even by Muslims, of portraits of the 
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Prophet Muhammad2 and, if so, what its scriptural, doctrinal, and legal bases 
might be. The fact that there is no such clear and binding prohibition has been 
definitively conceded: notably, for example, by Tariq Ramadan, grandson of the 
Muslim Brotherhood founder Hassan al-Banna and son of the legal scholar Syed 
Ramadan. Tariq Ramadan is a scholar with Islamic and modern Western scholarly 
credentials no less impressive than his lineage. Professor at leading Swiss and French 
universities, fellow at Oxford, and an adviser to Tony Blair, he, more than any other 
scholar of our time, has sought to bring Muslims and his “strict constructionist” 
views of Islamic law into productive engagement with Western modernity. Yet he 
concedes that there is no scriptural basis, no locus classicus in the faith’s sacred 
texts, for this prohibition. It is simply a subsequently constructed consensus 
among many, but not all, conventional Muslims.3

Even as he upholds this prohibition, Tariq Ramadan concedes that he is simply 
voicing “a traditional consensus” that was reached in the years after the Prophet’s 
death. To say that it represents an early traditional consensus is not to say that such 
ideas are bogus or valueless; but it does weaken the force of the prohibition, if it 
really is one. The practice is simply a human convention entirely lacking in divine, 
sacred, or prophetic authority. It is a practice that may have been appropriate in its 
originating time (when the only depictions were likely to have been iconic and 
potentially idolatrous, calculated to appeal to unsophisticated imaginations), but 
not necessarily a practice that will also be appropriate and should be made obliga-
tory now.

The Cognitive Prism of “Majoritarian Islam”

We all, as individuals, carry our childhoods with us. The same is true of civilizations—
and especially notable among them are those whose formative experience and 
early history have, for one reason or another, been of “living in the world on their 
own terms,” in accordance with the terms of their own core collective imagination. 
But such success is not an unmixed blessing. It has its advantages, but also—and 
increasingly, as the wear and tear of the world-historical process sets in—its price 
and cost.

A case in point, though not unique, is Islam: by which I mean here the religiously 
based civilization of Islam which is now seeking to reaffirm and restore its sense  
(an old but in modern times “violated” sense) of civilizational coherence, integrity, 
and centrality; and which, on that basis, aspires to recover its ability once again to 
write the script of its own history—to live the history that it imagines and has long 
imagined for itself, and so live again in the world on its own terms—but which is 
experiencing enormous “cognitive dissonance” as it attempts to do so.

Why? Because there is (and this difficulty stems from) a basic, historically gener-
ated tension or dissonance: the “lack of fit” between the experienced realities of mod-
ern Muslim life and the historically, civilizationally, and ultimately religiously 
provided terms for its apprehension—which is to say, for the individual management 
and collective ordering of those characteristic shared and often painful experiences. 
The basic Islamic template or paradigm of international geography, or as we would 
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now say global geopolitics, is dual or bifurcate. It consists of the Dar ul-Islam  
(the “house” or “abode” or “domain” of Islam) where the majority of the popula-
tion are Muslims and where Muslims, and others too with special provisions and 
concessions, live according to Islamic law as enforced by an Islamic government, 
and which is therefore the “abode” or “space” of what we might call “majoritarian 
governmentalist” Islam; and the Dar ul-Harb (the house, abode, domain or place, 
and space of war, struggle, contention) where Muslims, basically because they do 
not constitute the majority, do not live under Islamic governance and in accor-
dance with state-enforced Islamic law.4

Diaspora, the “New Globalization,” and the Crisis of  
“Majoritarian Governmentalist” Islam

The gap, the tensions, and the dissonance between what is (including what 
Muslims experience) and the traditionally given or conventional terms for under-
standing that experience—for its cognitive and moral apprehension—have 
increased dramatically, especially in recent times. Over the last centuries and 
more, two major historical transformations have placed Islam’s sense of its own 
civilizational centrality and historical self-sufficiency fundamentally in question. 
Never in perfect accord, ideal model and political-demographic reality have in 
modern times been driven further apart than they ever previously were. First, was 
the retreat, loss, even collapse of Muslim political sovereignty in the Islamic 
heartlands, and with it the everyday supremacy (where it had arguably prevailed) 
of the shari’a law, in the age of imperialism and colonialism, beginning with 
Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the 
end of the caliphate.

This period of subjugation to foreign domination produced a crisis of “govern-
mentalist majoritarian Islam” in the Islamic heartlands themselves. Many Islamic 
societies have subsequently remained—so far as their “religious demography” is 
concerned—majoritarian but, as the colonial grip tightened, they were no longer 
subject to Islamic governance. Majoritarian governmentalist Islam largely ceased 
to be a reality; instead, what the term denotes came increasingly to embody a 
dream, a yearning, or a utopia to be recovered. No longer a term that might 
describe a substantial existing reality, it became instead the vehicle of an elusive, 
even remote, if fervently besought abstraction—and, especially for today’s histori-
cally unreconciled Islamists, a poignantly felt absence, an inconceivable loss, an 
unfathomable deprivation.

The second great historical development has been the other side of this same 
coin of the loss of Islamic sovereignty, political centrality, and self-sufficiency. 
Modern times have seen a massive emigration from what had been “Muslim 
lands,” the now economically lagging and marginalized Islamic heartlands of the 
Dar ul-Islam, to the new, newly powerful, and now economically ever more 
dynamic societies beyond them: to Europe and the further lands of Euro-American 
civilization, of “the West,” that is to say the lands of “post-Christian Christendom.” 
Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Scandinavia, the United States, Australia, 
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and others have become the destination of this Muslim emigration, and hence the 
scene and terrain of this “new globalization of Islam.”

This is a second Islamic globalization: the first, for a thousand years and more 
from the faith’s beginnings, was the spread of the Dar ul-Islam and its reach, of 
Islamic rule and of governmentalist Islam; the second, more recent and still 
occurring, even accelerating, is the spread, as a result of mass emigration, of 
major centers of Muslim population from the Dar ul-Islam to the lands of what 
used to be conceptualized as the Dar ul-Harb. Its result has been the creation of 
a vast and growing Muslim diaspora, and with it the encounter and engagement 
of many Muslims—often hailing from societies of arrested development and 
now, in their new societies of domicile, from positions of social weakness and 
marginalization—with highly diverse societies and defiantly cosmopolitan, even 
forthrightly secular, cultures.

This has been a fateful encounter for Islam, and hardly an easy one for many 
Muslims. Majoritarian governmentalist Islam suffered its first historical blow when 
it was placed on the back foot by, and politically “under the boot” of, the West.  
It lost its basis and was deprived of the conditions of its own political possibility 
and existence, its governing political prerequisites. It is now undergoing a sec-
ond onslaught or transformation: not simply has its political sovereignty and 
self-sufficiency been put in question by the “new globalization of Islam” and the 
growth of the Muslim diaspora in the West, so too has its cultural primacy and 
that of the Dar ul-Islam among Muslims. And it is there, beyond the reach of an 
increasingly beleaguered and repressive governmentalist Islam, that most of 
today’s intellectual innovation, cultural creativity, and religious as well as political 
rethinking of the Islamic heritage is now occurring in the societies of this new 
Muslim diaspora.

Those of postmodernist predilections may hold that to suggest that any such 
Islamic template—that of governmentalist majoritarian Islam—may exist and 
exert a grip upon, and even constrain, contemporary social and political imagina-
tions is to succumb to “essentialism.” Yet my argument here is, and my views in 
general are, in no way “essentialist.”

My approach simply (and sensibly) holds that history is real—contingent, nonde-
termined, open-ended, but real. Its consequences, too, are real, among them cultures. 
Cultures are made and also remade in history, sometimes even consciously and 
deliberately; cultures are sedimented from human understanding and effort and 
action in and by and through history. They are the “crystallized” or half-stabilized 
forms that those evolving forms of social understanding and practice take. 
Islamic civilization is no exception. It is the product, the “transcript” of the career, 
of the divine word that, as the Qur’an, was injected—via the Archangel Gabriel 
and through the Prophet Muhammad—into human history and so “made real” in 
mundane, phenomenal terms. Everything that ensued and subsequently took 
shape as the religion and civilization of Islam is a human product and historical 
construct. It can be understood and has to be analyzed as such—as an evolving 
repertoire of social practices. It is not immutable. But it is real, not a figment of 
deluded pre-postmodernist imaginations. Its underlying form has endured, pro-
viding the living—not ossified—basis and framework for the evolution of Islamic 
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civilization for a thousand years, so long as the societies of Islam were masters of 
their own fate. And it did not disappear, but has continued to inhabit, and even 
haunt, the imaginations of most of the world’s Muslims in the modern era, even 
after Islamic civilization lost its sovereignty and, with it, the ability to live its his-
tory according to its own preferred script.

Religious Sensitivities and Suffering: Minoritarian  
Situations, Majoritarian Responses?

Religious suffering, as has been famously remarked, is real suffering, genuine and 
not imaginary affliction. It occurs and besets us not in heaven, but here on earth, 
in human society. Where deep religious suffering occurs, including in our modern 
secular and skeptical world, it is not to be questioned or doubted, denied, and 
disallowed. Others, when they see it, need to recognize, not dismiss, it; and those 
who are subject to and experience it need to manage and master it. How? In the 
case of the undeniable religious suffering of contemporary Muslims in modern 
secular democratic societies, the source of their religious suffering and of its pain-
ful amplification need to be understood, not least by them.

The religious suffering—genuine, real, and undeniable—that so many “diasporic” 
Muslims now experience in modern national societies like ours is in large measure 
the product of a “mismatch” or lack of congruence: between the facts of their 
minoritarian situation—from which their painful experiences arise and in which 
much of their religious affliction is grounded—and the assumptions of the deeply 
entrenched “majoritarian” Weltanschauung (or cognitive framework and outlook) 
to which many Muslims, “modernists” and “progressives” as well as conventional 
and traditional ones, remain attached. It is an outlook or cognitive map which has 
been bequeathed to them from the long worldly journey of the religion of Islam 
within the historical vehicle of Islamic civilization, from its triumphant for-
mative years and thereafter over a millennium of worldly history, but which may 
now be less than appropriate to them in their new-found nonmajoritarian 
circumstances.

I can humanly understand, and also intellectually probe and analyze, the genuine 
basis for the sincere, and sincerely held, abhorrence that some, even many, Muslims 
feel at the very idea of making or being presented with a picture of the Prophet 
Muhammad. I am not unsympathetic to their feelings and dilemma. But let me try 
to indicate both the basis of my sympathy and also its limits, with an example that 
many Muslims may, perhaps to their surprise, not find altogether alien.

Growing up Jewish, born as a Jew who became conscious of self and the world 
at the knee of refugee grandparents from Germany during the depths of the 
Second World War, I grew up with and have retained from earliest childhood many 
complex ideas, strange attitudes, and reactions. One of them is an absolute abhor-
rence of ham, pork, and bacon. I simply cannot bear to smell them being cooked, 
to touch or handle, let alone eat them (despite many disciplined and at times 
“principled” efforts to force myself to, to get myself to like it). Incidentally, when  
I visit Malay Muslim friends in the vast public housing towers of Singapore, I have 
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this reaction and I see my hosts often struggling with the same problem—as their 
far more numerous Chinese neighbors on all sides, in their day-long simmering 
and frying and braising, cook their bacon, pork noodles, pigs’ feet, spare ribs, pig 
offal delicacies, and who knows what else. At the Easter Show (the great “state agri-
cultural fair” held annually in Sydney, when the entire countryside and its rural econ-
omy “comes to town” to put itself on display to effete city-siders) I would always, as a 
child, fall ill whenever we neared, let alone entered, the pigpens and pavilions.  
Even today, when the local council uses pig manure as extra fertilizer in the parks 
and gardens I nearly die. I go around gagging, at times retching and even vomiting, 
while I try to “trick” my nose by enclosing it in a scented handkerchief.

I find all this unbearable. But I also see it as my problem, not somebody else’s.  
I have never taken the view that because I have a profound, genuine, religiously 
based abhorrence of pig meat and pig smells that the world should reorganize 
itself in such a way as to protect me from ever having to deal with what I find 
abhorrent. As a child, the first time I ever saw, in our friendly little shopping center, 
gloriously displayed in the window of the local butcher, a huge severed pig’s head 
with a large orange stuffed in its mouth (as was the custom in those days) I nearly 
died, from shock and horror, from revulsion and terror; and for years after I was 
revisited by that primal porcine experience, that gut-wrenching revulsion, every 
time I passed that or any similarly adorned butcher shop. But it never entered my 
mind to ask the butcher to change how he decorated and advertised his store, or to 
ask the local council to prohibit such displays which might prove disturbing not 
only to me but to a significant proportion of the population of that largely, at that 
time, European Jewish refugee neighborhood. The problem was mine and ours, 
not theirs. On what basis might I possibly ask that others—my Christian and 
unbelieving, unconcerned neighbors—make, if not the problem then the means 
of providing a solution to my problems, theirs?

Why did I not ask, why did I not have any such expectations? Because, I expect, 
of the basically “minoritarian” assumptions and hence modest expectations that 
were built into the very terms, derivatively Jewish, in which I saw and experienced 
and understood the world. I say it not as a criticism, but purely analytically, when 
I suggest that one must have, at least deep down, a basically “majoritarian outlook” 
to expect that others will change their ways to help you avoid facing what you 
personally find unpleasant and that you are entitled, as a matter of legal or  
“multicultural” right, to have them do so. In sum, many of the problems that 
Muslims in Australia and other derivatively Western countries have in coping with 
the demands of their no longer exclusively or “officially” Muslim environment, 
and many of the problems that arise between the Muslim and non-Muslim compo-
nents of such societies, are not simply matters of the “acceptance and recognition” 
of “cultural difference”; they are, rather, the consequences of such majoritarian 
thinking—its persistence within and continuing dominance of the mindset of 
many members of modern diasporic Muslim minority communities—and of the 
often unrecognized effects of such underlying and irreconcilable (and, in this new 
context, arguably inappropriate) “majoritarian” assumptions.

The same point was made concisely, in an interview in Melbourne by the then 
Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, Sir Jonathan Sacks, an eloquent champion of 
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interfaith dialogue and reconciliation, a prominent opponent and critic of 
“Islamophobia,” and an admired interlocutor of a number of leading Muslim 
thinkers and Islamic representatives worldwide.

In response to the question whether, as the current wave of radical Islam 
unleashed a backlash in the West toward the general Muslim population, Muslims, 
as some suggest, have become “the new Jews,” Chief Rabbi Sacks replied:

I don’t believe that these are comparable. Jews have had, since the destruction of the 
First Temple, twenty-six centuries’ experience of being a minority. Most Muslims 
have not had the historical experience of being a minority and therefore they are 
faced with a situation for which Islam has not yet written the script, whereas we were 
the beneficiaries of one of the greatest pieces of advice ever given to a religious minor-
ity, Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles, which said, “seek the peace of the place to which you 
are exiled, and pray to God on its behalf, for in its peace you will find peace.”

That, together with Shmuel’s [Talmudic] rule, “dina demalchutah dinah”—that 
the law of the land is the law—those two principles define Jewish existence in the 
Diaspora. But Islam doesn’t have that, which is why you get the call for Shari’a law.

Jews have been able to handle the experience of being minorities in Europe, though 
it was not always a pleasant experience and sometimes a tragic one. But we’ve been 
there. Muslims have not been there and that means that the younger generation of 
Muslims in Europe don’t really have a compass to guide them and sometimes that 
expresses itself as confusion and anger.5

“Made to See” What Offends You—or Choosing Not To?

I am not unsympathetic to the genuine pain and real distress that many Muslims 
may feel when confronted with, or as they might put it “made to see,” what pur-
ports to be a portrait or picture of the Prophet Muhammad. But no amount of 
sympathy or analytical insight can transmute that prohibition that the Prophet 
Muhammad (arguably, but only arguably) placed upon his followers into a restric-
tion, or support for a restriction, upon the rest of us not to consider, to make, to 
view, to publish such purported pictures and depictions of the Prophet Muhammad. 
If Muslims do not wish to see them, they need not and should not be made to; but the 
suggestion that—in order to help Muslims avoid seeing or being “made to see” such 
pictures, to help them avoid the possibility of ever seeing such “dubious” portraits 
and portrayals—everybody should be restrained and prohibited from having any-
thing to do with such pictures (and that these pictures should have no “public reality” 
and accordingly remain only some sort of “private vice” or furtive taste) is an 
unwarranted, unjustifiable, and incommensurate measure. If Muslims do not wish 
to look, then, in the end, in our kind of society, rather than requiring that all things 
offensive to them be put out of general sight, they should, and (to borrow a 
Quranic phrase) will in the end have to, simply lower their gaze, “avert their eyes,” 
look away, choose not to see what may displease and even offend them.6

If that is not enough, not good enough, then, in this kind of society, it is up to 
them—those Muslims who do feel deeply offended—to persuade their fellow citi-
zens of the appropriateness of making these changes by democratic means and 
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procedures, to convince others of the grounds of their claimed entitlement to 
have these sectional prohibitions made general rules of society. Proposals for such 
far-reaching changes would, of course, be unlikely to win much support among 
non-Muslim Australians—apart from causing great disquiet among some, per-
haps many, Muslim Australians—and would be incompatible with the basic 
assumptions of modern democratic pluralism and constructive multiculturalism. 
In sum, the conclusion that—if in good faith you find it distressing to see or  
be confronted by pictures of the Prophet Muhammad—you should just try to 
“avert your eyes,” rather than ask that all such depictions be prohibited, may ulti-
mately prove painful and sorely inadequate to many Muslims. But it is perhaps the 
most that, as of right, you can ask for and demand (though not the best that, 
through constructive and persuasive argument, you can get) in this kind of society 
on the basis of its underlying assumptions and animating ethos, its understand-
ings of inclusive multiculturalist democracy.

For many Muslims, or rather Islamist ideologues and activists, this may be less 
than completely satisfactory; it may not, in the short run, be anywhere near enough. 
But this may be the best you can get here, and it is the best that this kind of society 
can guarantee you. Those who opt to reside in such a society will need, consistent 
with that choice, to accept its consequences. One is that ill-considered agitation—
on grounds of the general society’s supposed obligation to enforce on everybody 
what are sectional or minority religious taboos and prohibitions—will surely gen-
erate a pervasive general mistrust of the hopes that the term “multiculturalism” 
was coined to denote, and a growing marginalization of Muslims. It will also 
encourage an intensified, and in many ways perhaps understandable, religious and 
cultural distrust, even hostility, toward Islam. That is something that none of this 
society’s citizens, Muslim or non-Muslim, has any proper interest in or can afford.

“Liberal Decency,” Multiculturalism, and Obscurantism

Many Australian Muslims, of course, do not want to do any such thing. But in this, 
as in so many matters, the moderates within Australian Muslim society, as in 
Muslim society worldwide, are often reluctant, even fearful, to speak out. They do 
not wish to expose themselves to criticism, make themselves vulnerable targets. 
More than that, beyond a prudent concern for self-protection, many feel a genuine 
and quite understandable reluctance to “break ranks” and express basic dissent at 
a time when Muslims worldwide, and even Islam itself, are seen as being under 
attack, in need of some good defense. This is not the time to break ranks, to defect, 
give seeming comfort to Islam’s adversaries by a self-indulgent show of disloyalty, 
even principled dissent.

But the consequences of this understandable reluctance are disquieting. One of 
them, again in this case, is that their silence or prudence has enabled the spokesmen, 
representatives, and activists of the “less gentle” forms of Islam to proffer them-
selves and push themselves forward as the uncontested defenders of Islam itself.  
In this way they rally people, in the name of defending Islam, behind and in sup-
port of some of the “less gentle,” more thoroughgoing Islamist agendas, with  
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all their exclusivist objectives and majoritarian attitudes and assumptions.7 
Moreover, in Australia and elsewhere, as in the cartoon controversy, they have man-
aged to “spook” many well-meaning, long-term, and principled multiculturalists. 
While mobilizing a vast body of Muslim opinion behind their own partisan 
“defense of Islam,” the Islamist militants have also contrived, in the name of mul-
ticultural inclusion, to align a significant proportion of the principled non-
Muslim supporters of multiculturalism (some of them unhappily, with much 
disquiet and serious reservations) behind an agenda that is the very antithesis of 
inclusive, pluralist, democratic multiculturalism.

Meanwhile, the rest of us have little prospect of calling the militants’ bluff or of 
countering their enlisting of powerful Muslim feelings of exclusion to advance 
their own agenda, their own narrow but preferred version of Islam’s future. But we 
might be a little more attentive to the way in which the ideals, idioms, and familiar 
rhetoric of multiculturalism, together with the repertoire of attitudes of “liberal 
decency,” have been corralled, in the name of repudiating the humiliation of 
Muslims, behind a position and for purposes that no sensible multiculturalist—
had they taken the trouble to consider what is at stake—could plausibly support. 
Decent people have been “conned” and “spooked” by their very decency to endorse 
and support retributive obscurantism; principled, humanistic, and inclusive anti-
clericalists have volunteered service as the dulcet-voiced choirboys of an aspiring 
clericalist tyranny.

Veiling, Recognition, and Citizenship

In a decent society, it is impermissible to humiliate and marginalize an entire cat-
egory of citizens by vilifying their religious identity for the unadulterated purpose 
of causing hurt. Yet there are and must be clear limits in the extent to which such 
a community may be entitled to require the wider society to enshrine some of its 
own particular sensitivities and distinctive religious prohibitions as general rules 
of society as a whole.

In the cartoon controversy, each side felt a surpassing moral entitlement to its 
position and to the expectation that the other side should accede to it. A powerful 
body of Muslim opinion held that people, everybody, should understand and 
accept that depictions, any depiction whatsoever, of the Prophet Muhammad were 
inherently offensive and painful to Muslims, and that a decent multicultural soci-
ety should therefore not expose its Muslim citizens to the sight of such pictures 
and confront them with the possibility of being shocked by their publication. 
Meanwhile, democratic theorists passionately maintained that the right to produce 
and publish such pictures, to see and offer them to the sight of others, so long as they 
were of a general illustrative nature or for legitimate public purposes (including at 
times acerbic political persuasion), was a fundamental right and tenet, a generic 
and not merely incidental feature, of the kind of society we are and that our Muslim 
fellow citizens have chosen to join. It was accordingly not a right that—no matter 
how insistently many Muslims might wish to uphold one of the core prohibitions 
of their own faith and culture in their own midst yet among us all—was to be 
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abrogated by society at large and, for the great majority of its members, simply 
because of certain specifically Islamic prohibitions and Muslim sensitivities.

The same rhetorical minuet has been danced on some related, and no less con-
tentious, issues such as the question of the veiling of women and the wearing of the 
body-enveloping niqab and burqa. Here again, the issues and argument go beyond 
simple invocations, however high-minded in themselves, of “multiculturalism” and 
affirmations of cultural rights. They also primarily involve other matters, notably 
the ethics of modern citizenship and the associated or implied etiquette of civil 
sociability.

Some brief mention of the recent reemergence of the dispute over veiling may 
further clarify this point. On grounds of democratic civility, I see no problem in all 
(or many or some or any) of us going about wearing Sikh turbans, Jewish skull-
caps, Muslim headscarves (hijab), or white pilgrim caps (taqiyah), or Akubra 
hats—or none of these. But I do see a problem in a society where all or most or many 
(or even some) of us might routinely go about our business wearing ski-masks, bala-
clavas, dark-shielded motorcycle helmets, or Islamic full-face covers.

Why? Because citizenship in a modern democratic society requires face-to-face 
interaction and, across our contingent differences, human recognition not just as 
members of our communities but also as individuals. We need as individuals to be 
“legible,” to be open to one another in our humanity, in the humanity of our coun-
tenance and its expressions. There needs to be a symmetry of such recognition 
between fellow citizens, rather than the imbalance that obscured or inaccessible 
facial expression and selective human legibility entail.

That kind of openness to others, to one’s fellow citizens in the public world, is 
fundamental to trust, to signaling our readiness for trust—to social participation 
grounded in a shared democratic trust among citizens. Not to recognize this neces-
sity, and to insist upon exemption from it on any grounds, including those of reli-
gion and custom, is to express a mistrust in trust and in democratic citizenship itself. 
To refuse that openness and personal legibility is, in effect, the assertion of an 
unbridgeable social distance, a human unreachability, a denial of commonality.  
It is to affirm symbolically that “I may be in your world but I am not of it, nor are 
you of mine; we are not part of the one same social universe, we are not part of nor 
are we conjoined by a shared and common sociability.” Such a symbolic défi is a 
refusal of democratic recognition, participation, and mutual accountability.

What people do at home or among themselves behind the walls of their own 
communities, so long as it does not encroach upon or diminish the citizenship 
rights of others, is their individual and communal business; but what they ask to 
be entitled to do and not do as citizens in the public world is, in principle, every-
body’s business. Being open to others, intellectually and culturally and also facially, 
is intrinsic to that good-faith negotiation of human recognition and common 
shared citizenship. This, in my own rather than his words, was pretty much what 
the former UK Home Secretary Jack Straw once said: before the press “processed” 
the dispute with its own characteristic simplifications, before the predictable out-
bursts of ensuing, if at times misdirected, outrage and before the media further 
applied its simplification processes to the second-order shaping and projection of 
that outrage.
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Yet soon I heard, on BBC Radio, a leading British Muslim spokesman protest-
ing, in some puzzlement and genuine distress, why it was that people might freely 
wander around the country’s streets with all sorts of brutal metal hardware in their 
noses, tongues, and lips but not, without protest and denunciation, a modesty 
scarf or veil. Where was the fairness in this, he wanted to know, the slightest trace 
of even-handed policy?

I can and do sympathize personally with that British Muslim who asked why 
people can put metal pins and studs through their lips and tongues and eyes but 
not wear face-bibs. But that’s exactly the point. I too am personally revolted by all 
that facial hardware and by many facial tattoos too. I am really disgusted at times. 
But that’s disgust: my disgust at how these people choose to make their faces and 
expressions visible and available, like it or not, to public inspection, what they do 
to modify and enhance their facial expressions, even in grotesque ways.

However affronting it may be to me, it is their chosen social face, the social 
persona that they fashion for themselves and display, and through which they elect 
to be and make themselves known. It is a bizarre individuality, but an individual-
ity, not, as with a concealing mask, an effacement of individuality, of individual 
face—a refusal of personal “knowability.” Grotesque though it is, it does not stop 
me seeing and knowing them: knowing them as they choose to be by individual 
presentation and even, to me, bizarre “self-modification.” On the contrary. What 
they do is aesthetically horrifying to me, and what kinds of people they so choose 
to construct and, in florid public display, advertise themselves as is for me some-
thing between an abomination and a nullity. So I may wish that they would make 
less of an exhibition of themselves and who they want, or imagine themselves, to 
be. But, eager to shock, they do not hide themselves, make inaccessible the identity 
that they adopt or choose to affect.

Serious veiling and facial occlusion do. They too express, and very publicly, 
the choice of an identity. They signal an identity—they symbolize and communi-
cate a choice of identity—that conveys one overriding and unmistakable public  
message: that their bearers’ is an identity that is not publicly to be made available, 
a personality that must remain opaque. It proclaims the presence of an absence.  
It signals, by that withholding of socially legible presence, a refusal of reciprocal 
recognition. It speaks of an identity that is occluded, that denies that it shares the 
world, as all modern citizens do and recognize, with others—however, they may 
differ from oneself, however differently their individuality may be culturally 
shaped and historically conditioned.

That is why veiling and facial occlusion are different from displays of “punk 
features” and why, unlike the sadomasochistic self-decorative techniques of these 
young people, they offend and run foul of what many of us consider the interac-
tive ethics of democratic civility, recognition, and citizenship. Such a claim may 
seem unduly, even selectively, prescriptive and arbitrary, but it is not. What are 
involved and centrally at issue here are the normative—perhaps ideal but charac-
teristically normative—presuppositions of civility: not merely abstractly or for-
mally but also as they are realized and given life in the distinctive interactive 
etiquette of democratic sociability.8
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“Ah!” but some have said, “what about sunglasses?” This rejoinder makes my 
point, precisely and perfectly. Because of their familiarity as an item of fashion and 
their status for some, too, as a medical necessity, sunglasses have won and now 
enjoy a degree of toleration and protection. But even when they cover the eyes—
those little “windows to our souls”—they do not fully mask and obscure our  
entire faces and so totally “efface” our individual facial expressions and responses. 
Even so, despite the protections of familiar everyday practice and fashion, we may, 
and some often do, ask people to remove their sunglasses when we discuss serious 
matters with them: at airports, in banks and government offices, at business and 
professional meetings. It is considered rude and inappropriate to enter legal nego-
tiations, and quite improper to enter a court, with one’s eyes and their expressive-
ness blocked, unless there is an overpowering medical reason. (Some years ago, 
long before a judge in a West Australian court found herself faced with this 
dilemma, I put the question to a senior judge: would he allow a witness or juror to 
wear sunglasses in his court? He would not, he said, unless, by some medical or 
similar imperative to which he had reluctantly to defer, he had to do so. One needed, 
he said, as a matter of general principle, to see a person’s face, and for their social 
personality to be publicly visible, in order to be satisfied of their seriousness and 
that they were conducting themselves in a trustworthy, publicly acceptable way.) 
Conversely, we have the case of those reflector-lens sunglasses of some law-
enforcement officers in certain jurisdictions that are outspokenly devoted to 
strong notions of “law and order.” Their use we generally find confronting, even 
affronting—so much so that their use is considered impolite and inappropriate 
to, and an intrusion and limitation upon, the everyday sociability shared by fel-
low citizens. Significantly, this style and strategy is one that is characteristic of 
those with some military status or quasi-military vocations (which render their 
intimidating wearers, as “licensees of state violence,” in some ways something 
other than “ordinary citizens”).

And that’s just sunglasses. How accepting would people be toward dark perspex 
full-face sunshields? Again, as with “punk-style” metalware and tattoos, the appar-
ent exception “proves the rule,” vindicates the general point that is to be made.  
The issue here is not religion or sacred custom in general or Islam in particular, 
but the democratically problematic and legitimately questionable refusal of 
human countenance and individual presence to one’s fellow citizens.

The Bottom Line: Diaspora and Democratic Sensibilities

One may debate and affirm in general the discourse ethics and citizenship eti-
quette of modern secular democratic societies. But, as these issues arise—as they 
often do these days, in this specific form and with this cultural-religious focus—
one may ask why it is that Islam so often provides the matter in question in so 
many contemporary controversies. The answer suggested here is not that there is 
anything intrinsic to Islam, an “essentialist” germ of democratic indigestibility 
within Islamic civilization; but there is nonetheless a legacy of Islamic civiliza-
tional history, too, to which modern Muslims are the heirs—which still informs 
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their thinking and pervades their imaginations in many cases—and which is in 
tension with the character of modern secular democratic societies. And which, for 
that reason, may in some ways—to the extent that it retains its grip upon modern 
people—hamper and disable many sincere Muslims in their efforts to engage with 
the very societies in which they now live.

All these cognate disputes, from the Satanic Verses to Charlie Hebdo, are parts of 
the one historical convulsion: one arising from a crisis under new diasporic condi-
tions of “majoritarian governmentalist Islam,” and specifically of the familiar tem-
plates of Islamic self-understanding, historical and civilizational, that stem from 
that worldview. It is a crisis that has been brought about by the growing inapplica-
bility of that historically sedimented cognitive template to—and its practical, 
experiential dissonance from or lack of congruence or “fit” with—the actual situ-
ations of an increasing, and increasingly energetic, part of the worldwide umma. 
They are manifestations of an incongruity or tension that is now driven by the 
modern growth of a worldwide Muslim network of ever more substantial and 
important minority or “diasporic” Muslim communities. This is not a crisis of 
Islam as a whole, but one of, for, within, and generated by “majoritarian govern-
mentalist Islam” and its preferred historical imagination. It is a crisis not of 
“Islam per se” (whatever that might be) but of Islam in a historically specific, and 
now if not anachronistic then deeply challenged, form.

It is in these diasporic or minoritarian Muslim communities, and between 
them and their host societies, that these disputes erupt these days with such fre-
quency and bitterness. It is these diasporic communities that are made to bear the 
brunt of the ensuing antagonism. Their growth, recent and still continuing, is a 
product of the modern, or what may be termed the “second” globalization of 
Islam, a globalization that, unlike the first, has not grown from and does not 
express Islam’s own founding, and triumphalist, civilizational script. This fact has 
implications for us all, and which all of us, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, must 
understand and, ideally, seek together to negotiate.

Argument about the “negotiation of difference” must go beyond wounded protes-
tations of violated sacred sensibilities and simple invocations of “multiculturalism” 
and postmodernist affirmations of cultural rights, however worthy these concerns 
may often be. What we are dealing with here, these various controversies together 
suggest, turns rather upon something else: notably the ethics, both discursive and 
interactional, of modern citizenship and the associated or implied etiquette of 
civil sociability.

Notes

1. A reluctance to distinguish between hostile and ostensibly nonhostile representations of 
the Prophet Muhammad—and the apparent assumption that the entire world is bound, 
out of on obligation of deference to Muslim sensibilities, to repudiate the nonhostile and 
even any benign intention to produce such an image—seems to characterize much of 
internationally expressed Muslim opinion. The issue of positive depictions and represen-
tations of the Prophet Muhammad is an important one. In the midst of the confronta-
tion in early 2006, we were reminded that a statue (arguably worse even than a picture!) 
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of the Prophet Muhammad as one of humankind’s great universal lawmakers is part of 
the architectural decoration of the building of the US Supreme Court. It would have 
been consistent if the opponents of the cartoons had also demanded, or sought unilaterally, 
to rearrange the sculpture work of that great building; yet, however inconsistent, it is also 
somehow reassuring that they did not try to do so.

2. This prohibition has not been absolute. It has not been characteristic of Islamic society 
and thought at all times and in all places. Notable exemplars in this genre are those many 
loving depictions, especially in the Persian/Shi’a and Mughal artistic traditions, of the 
Prophet Muhammad’s marvelous night journey (israk and miraj), mounted on the 
splendid beast Buraq, to the “farthest mosque” (conventionally identified with 
Jerusalem/Al Quds). This event has been the subject of considerable attention, and not 
trivially. This episode—including the Prophet Muhammad’s encounter en route with 
the Abrahamic patriarchs and then the earlier prophets, prior to his encounter with the 
divine presence—symbolically both places and authentically grounds Islam in the 
Semitic monotheistic tradition, yet at the same time affirms and justifies Islam’s ascen-
dant standing, or claim to such standing, within it—not just as a follower in that spiri-
tual tradition pioneered by venerable predecessors, as Judaism’s and Christianity’s 
successor or complement, but as their completion, supersessor and, in some sense then, 
their negation.

3. “Muhammad Cartoon Fallout” (debate between Amir Taheri and Tariq Ramadan, Radio 
Netherlands, 12.iii.2006 [at http://www.radionetherlands.nl/features/amsterdamforum/ 
090306af]). Amir Taheri had earlier expressed his views in a brief “opinion column”: 
“Bonfire of the Pieties,” Wall Street Journal, 8.ii.2006: “There is no Quranic injunction 
against images, whether of Muhammad or anyone else. When it spread into the Levant, 
Islam came into contact with a version of Christianity that was militantly iconoclastic. 
As a result some Muslim theologians . . . issued ‘fatwa’ against any depiction of the 
Godhead. That position was further buttressed by the fact that Islam acknowledges the 
Jewish Ten Commandments—which include a ban on depicting God—as part of its 
heritage. The issue has never been decided one way or the other, and the claim that a ban 
on images is ‘an absolute principle of Islam’ is purely political. Islam has only one abso-
lute principle: the Oneness of God. Trying to invent other absolutes is, from the point of 
view of Islamic theology, nothing but shirk, the bestowal on the many of the attributes 
of the One.”

4. The distinction between the Dar ul-Islam and the Dar ul-Harb is routine, and calling 
attention to it has become a commonplace, even stereotypical. What these familiar 
accounts do not recognize, and recognition of which differentiates the discussion here, 
is the way in which this distinction and the assumptions that it embodies about the 
Dar ul-Islam gave rise to what is termed here the powerful tradition and long dominant 
cultural and civilizational assumptions (or conceptual “template”) of “majoritarian gov-
ernmentalist Islam.”

5. Australian Jewish News, 24.x.2006. Jonathan Sacks is the author of a number of major 
works in the area of interreligious reconciliation and intercivilizational dialogue, including 
The Politics of Hope (the Reith Lectures 1997, Jonathan Cape, London, 1997), The Dignity 
of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of Civilizations (Continuum, London, 2003), and 
To Share a Fractured World (Continuum, London, 2005).

6. The reference or allusion here is to the Quranic injunction (An-Nisa, 24: 30–31) that 
women should dress modestly but, equally, that the first obligation of men, should they 
encounter what they might consider female immodesty, is neither to remonstrate with 
the woman over her attitude nor to correct her behavior in matters of dress, but simply 
“to avert their eyes,” lower their gaze, look away.
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7. I coined the “shorthand” terms “gentle” and “ungentle” Islam in a discussion of Islam in 
Southeast Asia where I pointed out that while Islam in this part of the world has a largely 
well-deserved reputation for being of the “gentle” variety, this does not mean that, con-
trary to an all too simplistic and unduly reassuring stereotype that has taken grip in 
many quarters, there are not, and have not long been, places in the region where decid-
edly “ungentle” variants of the faith have flourished, and from where they have exerted 
significant influence and even expanded their reach. See my “Islam in Southeast Asia: 
Some Personal Reflections,” AUS-CSCAP: Australia and Security Cooperation in the Asia 
Pacific Newsletter 17, 2004: 11–14. See also my “Southeast Asian Islam, gentle and ungen-
tle,” New Mandala, 9.ii.2015 (http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/2015/02/09/ 
southeast-asian-islam-gentle-and-ungentle/).

8. On the value of civility and its distinctive “tone” and “register,” the “timbre” of the kind 
of sociability that it informs, see Martin Krygier, Between Fear and Hope: Hybrid 
Thoughts on Public Values (The Boyer Lectures 1997, ABC Books, Sydney, 1997), espe-
cially chapter 3, “The Uses of Civility,” pp. 44–63. The sentiments of civility are low-key. 
They do not involve or turn upon great passions. As Krygier puts it, “civility is not one 
of those ideals that quicken the pulse” (p. 58). But, as people often fail to recognize,  
the ethic of civility entails not only obligations and burdensome duties (“a sense of  
civic responsibility”), but also pleasure. The pleasures of civility are distinct and generic. 
They are intrinsic to those largely impersonal and disinterested exchanges of human 
recognition and acknowledgment that pass between people on the street: the small 
courtesies that one citizen takes pleasure in extending to a fellow citizen, a stranger, 
simply because he is a fellow citizen, someone with whom, although personally 
unknown, one shares the world at large and, in parvo, one small part of it where one’s 
different trajectories now happen to cross. One example of these pleasures that may 
typify and stand for them all is the recognition that passes between two people when, 
say, out of a regard for some peculiar law of decent public etiquette, you give way to 
another person on the street, on a crowded footpath, or going through a door. The plea-
sure comes not simply from one’s own delight in “pulling off the maneuver” properly, 
but also from the acknowledgment, the citizenly reciprocation, that the other party 
returns, perhaps in the form of a smile or a slight movement of the eye, that indicates 
not only appreciation, that they are happy you made way for them, but also that they 
recognize, and recognize that you recognize and have acted upon, one of those elusive rules 
of dispassionate, impersonal civility. As Christopher Bryant, as quoted by Krygier (p. 63), 
notes, civility “remains a fundamentally democratic idea. Courtesy was for the court; 
gentility was for the gentry; civility is for all citizens”; to which Krygier adds, that “it 
is very far from servility, which is, if at all, only for servants.” Civility, says Krygier, 
“is a central issue of public morality in a world of many strangers: how to deal with 
differences?”



8

Volunteering and Civic 

Participation in the Vietnamese-
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Introduction

Civic participation can be defined not only as civic-minded behaviors, including 
volunteering, but also acts of generosity and altruism (Mason et al., 2007). It is 
considered a prerequisite for social cohesion and a fundamental building block of 
healthy social, civic, and political life in a democracy (Putnam, 2007). It is argued 
that active civic participation both benefits the wider society and contributes sub-
stantially to the well-being of individuals themselves (e.g., Parkinson et al., 2010; 
Piliavin and Siegl, 2007).

It is commonly assumed that a culturally diverse society is compatible with the 
maintenance of a cohesive society with high levels of civic participation (e.g., see 
Collins, 2007; Jupp, 2007). Indeed, all levels of government in Australia assume 
that the policy objectives of encouraging altruistic civic involvement and the 
maintenance of cultural plurality are mutually reinforcing. However, the influen-
tial work of US sociologist Robert Putnam suggests a complex and possibly prob-
lematic relationship between social cohesion and ethnically diverse societies. 
Putnam (2007) suggests that ethnic diversity challenges social solidarity and may 
actually inhibit social capital, at least in the short to medium term. Other scholars 
resist this conclusion (e.g., Soroka et al., 2007).

The Australian government and many researchers have consistently argued  
that Australia is a leading example of contemporary tolerance and diversity  
(e.g., Kalantzis, 2000). Indeed, cultural diversity is designated as a part of the 
Australian national identity (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2008). 
This chapter contributes to the debate by taking a nuanced look at civic participa-
tion among Vietnamese migrants living in Australia. Given that volunteer activity 
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is widely recognized as a key indicator of social cohesion (Department of Family 
and Community Services, 2001) and is arguably the most conspicuous and 
researched act of civic participation, we examine the understanding and practice 
of volunteering within the Vietnamese community in Australia.

Volunteering in Australia

Volunteering might be formal or informal and may involve acts such as coaching, 
teaching, personal care, clerical work, manual labor, and fundraising. Generally, 
formal volunteering includes activities occurring within an organization, while 
informal volunteering activities are those that occur outside (Cordingley, 2000). 
Volunteering Australia (2003), a peak advocacy group in Australia, views volun-
teering activity as a fundamental building block of civil society. Reflecting 
Australian government policy, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2007: 3) 
recognizes the significance of volunteer work in relation to social inclusion, as it 
can help “meet needs, expand opportunities for democratic participation, per-
sonal development and recreation within a community and help to develop and 
reinforce social networks and cohesion.” In line with trends in other western lib-
eral democracies, there has been increasing Australian interest in promoting vol-
unteering activity as a means of fostering social inclusion and well-being.

Since 2006, the ABS has included a question on volunteering and unpaid work 
in the national survey, asking respondents to indicate whether they had, in the 
previous 12 months, spent any time doing voluntary work through an organization 
or group (excluding any paid work, work done for a family business, or work done 
in order to qualify for a government benefit) (see ABS Census website, available at 
http://www.abs.gov.au/census). This definition, which reflects the one adopted by 
the United Nations, excludes acts of personal charity or kindness that are not 
mediated by an organization.

Current levels of volunteering in Australia are reasonably high, and increasing. 
According to the General Social Survey (GSS) administered by the ABS in 2010, 36 
percent of the population participated in voluntary work, up 2 percent from 2006. 
Significantly, this survey, like previous iterations of the GSS, found that Australia-
born persons were more likely than overseas-born persons to volunteer (40% of 
Australian-born volunteered, compared to 28% of those born overseas). Among 
the latter group, persons born in the main English-speaking countries were more 
likely to volunteer than those born in non-English-speaking countries. These find-
ings are consistent with analyses on volunteering behavior in Melbourne using the 
2006 Census (Healy, 2007). It was further found that this held true, even after 
controlling for income, time of arrival in Australia, and English proficiency. It is 
such findings that raise concerns as to the compatibility between increased cul-
tural diversity and greater civic participation through volunteering.

However, Australian and international research has shown that socioeconomic 
status affects the nature and extent of altruistic behavior. This is an important con-
sideration, given that the most culturally diverse areas in Australian cities tend to be 
socioeconomically disadvantaged (e.g., ABS, 2007; Healy, 2007; Musick et al., 2000; 
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Sundeen et al., 2007). In addition, previous research has identified some of the 
sociocultural factors related to differing levels of volunteering and civic participa-
tion (see Esmond and Dunlop, 2004; Mason et al., 2007, 2010; Zappala and Burrell, 
2002). For example, Mason et al. (2010) note that the pathways to volunteering and 
civic participation can be influenced by many different factors such as families, 
friends, religious and educational institutions, clubs, and other associations. 
Additionally, research identifying the barriers faced by people from diverse cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds when seeking to engage in volunteering found that 
such barriers include aspects related to language difficulties, feelings of acceptance 
and/or exclusion, and the cultural and organizational practices of the wider com-
munity (see Australian Multicultural Foundation and Volunteering Australia, 2007; 
Kerr et al., 2001). Because of these potential barriers to the involvement of certain 
ethnic groups, institutions themselves may require cultural change (Martin, 1999).

The UN’s advocacy of volunteering as a means of nurturing social well-being 
and cohesion is based on the understanding that volunteering is readily recogniz-
able in most cultures (United Nations, 2001). However, some have argued that the 
concept of volunteering in the Australian context, which draws from the United 
Nations definition, is ideologically constructed and culturally biased, and hence 
the standard research techniques and measures used are limited or culturally inap-
propriate (Australian Multicultural Foundation and Volunteering Australia, 2007). 
Previous survey research takes an individualistic, formalized view of unpaid ser-
vice and presupposes particular notions of community, family, and mutual reci-
procity that are based on a liberal perspective (Kerr et al., 2001). For instance, it is 
claimed that definitions of volunteering often distinguish between the “private” 
and the “public” spheres and emphasize the latter in terms of recognized “volun-
teer work.” However, for some cultures, these two spheres are indistinct. One pos-
sibility, therefore, is that volunteering is occurring within ethnic minority migrant 
groups, but remains unrecognized as such because it is in an informal or unstruc-
tured activity.

In contrast with the definition used in the Australian GSS for volunteering, 
Eckstein (2001) describes group-based volunteerism, focusing on interconnected 
social ties and group obligations, which is distinguishable from individualistic-
grounded volunteerism. A person who is a member of a religious community 
might have a complex reciprocal network of obligations that sees them visiting the 
sick or serving their community in other ways, and view this as an expression of 
group ties rather than acts of volunteering.

The relationship between ethnic group identification and in-group versus out-
group altruism is important to consider. In-group altruism may be motivated by a 
desire for religious/cultural maintenance and by a sense of obligation to assist oth-
ers from one’s country/culture of origin. Hence there is a greater need to under-
stand volunteering behavior in a diverse cultural context which distinguishes 
altruistic behavior motivated by ethnic in-group identification (bonding capital) 
from altruistic behavior which reaches across distinct ethnic groups (bridging 
capital) (see Coffé and Geys, 2007; Paxton, 2002). Furthermore, there is increasing 
interest in understanding drivers of altruistic behavior across group boundaries 
(e.g., Iyer and Ryan, 2009; Mallett et al., 2008).
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Background of Current Study

This study explores experiences of volunteering in the Vietnamese community in 
Australia. The Vietnamese community was chosen for this study as a visible migrant 
population (i.e., physically distinct from the majority Anglo-Australian commu-
nity) that is comparatively well established in Australia, having settled here since the 
mid-1970s onward. They have a unique migration history, which involves many of 
them arriving as refugees after the Vietnam War, providing an additional interesting 
context in which to examine in-group and out-group volunteering. The migration 
of Vietnamese people to Australia has been described as occurring in three phases: 
assisting orphans from the Vietnam War pre-1975; refugee resettlement between 
1975 and 1985, following the fall of Saigon and the end of the war; and family 
reunions under the Vietnamese Family Migration Program since the late 1980s 
(Department of Immigration, 2001). Vietnamese refugees, a small number of 
whom arrived by boat in an attempt to find a safe home, were the first large group 
of Asian immigrants following the end of Australia’s White Australia Policy in 1973.

Methods

A purposive sample was recruited for this study, using a convenience sampling 
technique. Given the important role that religious institutions play in facilitating 
community activities, Christian and Buddhist organizations located in Melbourne 
suburbs with a large number of Vietnamese-Australian residents were approached 
to assist with recruitment. In addition, Vietnamese-Australian nonreligious asso-
ciations that had a broader membership base were approached. A notice was also 
placed on the Monash University online newsletter, inviting staff and students to 
participate in the study. Thirteen responders agreed to be interviewed, and inter-
view times were arranged.

There were four males and nine females, aged between 27 and 75 years, with 
eight aged 60 years and over. All were born in Vietnam and arrived in Australia 
between 1975 and 2007. Eight had arrived between 1980 and 1989. Nine partici-
pants reported Vietnamese as the primary language spoken at home, three 
reported both English and Vietnamese, and only one reported English as the pri-
mary language. Most lived with a spouse and/or family members (9) and had 
completed tertiary education (9). Eight participants were in full-time or part-time 
employment. Irrespective of recruitment venue (i.e., religious or nonreligious 
organization), all participants stressed the important role that religion played in 
their lives. Eight described their religion as “Buddhist” and five as “Catholic.”

Two interviewees required the presence of an interpreter. Participants did not 
receive any financial reimbursement or incentive for participation. The interview 
guide included questions seeking information on participants’ involvement in 
“community activities” and their definition of “voluntary work,” in their own 
words. Participants were then asked to discuss their perceived barriers to and 
motivations for volunteering. Sociodemographic information was collected at the 
conclusion of the interview.
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Interviews were transcribed, including all verbal and nonverbal (long pauses, 
crying, laughter) communication. Pseudonyms are used in this chapter, and any 
specific data that may potentially identify participants have been removed or 
altered. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis techniques. In this study, a 
theme is defined as a framework that captures an important aspect of the data that 
represent a patterned response or meaning in relation to the research question 
(Braun and Clarke, 2013). Two researchers independently read through the tran-
scripts and identified a series of relevant themes that emerged from the data. These 
themes will be discussed in relation to two key areas: (1) defining volunteering, 
and (2) barriers to and motivations for volunteering.

Results and Discussion

Defining Volunteering

In the current study, most of the participants were involved in some form of 
“helping behavior,” much of which revolved around a church or temple and/or 
within the Vietnamese community. While some classified their activities as “vol-
unteering,” the majority were hesitant to define it as such, or particularly as “vol-
unteer work.” As noted by Petriwskyi and Warburton (2007), much of the past 
research on volunteering has focused on the narrow parameters of formal vol-
unteering. For this study, participants were asked provide their own definition of 
“volunteering” at the start of the interviews. Almost all defined it in broad terms, 
with a common way of explaining the concept akin to “helping from the heart.” 
For example, Huy (male, 55) defines it as: “To me voluntary is, you do the job, 
you are willing, no one force you to do it, it comes from your heart . . . expect 
nothing back.” Others echo this sentiment, such as: “Volunteer work is the work 
that you do from your heart without waiting for anything to coming back” (Mai, 
female, 29).

After the opportunity to define volunteering and discuss their civic participa-
tion, participants were presented with the Australian census item which measured 
volunteering by amount of time spent doing volunteer work through an organiza-
tion or group. Several participants acknowledged that they were unsure or con-
fused with this particular item. For example, participant Thien (female, 62) admits 
to answering “no,” despite her extensive community roles both within and beyond 
the Vietnamese migrant community. She had interpreted the item as relating to 
the Australian government’s Work for the Dole scheme for those on income sup-
port for more than six months. This scheme requires income support recipients to 
participate in work-like activities to gain skills and work experience while also 
contributing to the community (see Department of Employment, 2015). Thien 
states: “Actually when I read that part, . . . it confused me because some think social 
security, you unpaid worker for the community work, so I’m a little bit  confusion . . . 
because I didn’t get on the dole, and I don’t have to do the volunteer work for the 
dole . . . . A little bit confusing and I talk to my husband and I said what do I do and 
he said just say no.”
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This confusion is despite the question incorporating the clarifying statement to 
exclude work done in order to qualify for a government benefit. While this is, in 
part, a result of issues with English language proficiency, the uncertainty of how to 
respond to this item was acknowledged by several participants as less to do with 
language and more about the boundaries between formal and informal volunteer-
ing. For example: “It’s hard for people to pick yes or no” (Kim, female, 58) and 
“Sometimes they’re not sure whether they do that for an organization or a group 
or just for a club, or for a small group” (Mai, female, 29). Lan (female, 38) states, in 
relation to her partner independently running free tai chi classes for the local com-
munity: “I never thought of that as volunteer, you know, maybe the question cover 
organization and, you know, when you read that you think, well, maybe not what 
I’m doing is volunteer.”

Although the above confusion would not be unique to the Vietnamese com-
munity, a common response among several participants was that the concept of 
“voluntary work” was not understood in the same way in the Vietnamese com-
munity as in the broader Australian community, and that many in the Vietnamese 
community would be engaged in volunteering while not recognizing their activity 
as such. For example: “With the Vietnamese community . . . we just do it without 
actually knowing that’s volunteer work” (Mai, female, 29) or “Helping, helping, we 
just think about helping people, we don’t think of doing volunteer work is a high 
priority . . ., the concept [of volunteering] is not really set in with a lot of Vietnamese 
people” (Kim, female, 58). Huy (male, 55) also states: “Yes, one thing is every year 
there’s a lot of Vietnamese doing volunteer work, . . . but for us we don’t seem to, 
we don’t publish it, we don’t sort of cry, ‘Ah look, we volunteer!’ we don’t ask a 
thing, we are quietly, quietly doing it.” Huy’s comment, as well as other references 
he makes in his interview, hints at a belief that volunteering should be without 
reward, including recognition, and that formalizing volunteering contradicts  
the altruistic nature of the act itself. This may reflect differences between 
 individualistic-grounded volunteering and volunteering that is driven by complex 
reciprocal networks of obligation (Eckstein, 2001).

Consistent with this was the perception among many of the participations that 
volunteer work in the mainstream Australian community was a very formalized 
activity involving organization with policies, rules, and regulations, in comparison 
to the more ad hoc informality of “helping behavior” within the Vietnamese com-
munity. For some, this was largely because organizations within the Vietnamese 
community were less familiar with the administrative side of volunteer-based 
organizations. For example, Mai (female, 29) explains: “With the Vietnamese 
community, as I said earlier, we just do it without actually knowing that’s volun-
teer work. And sometimes, I’m really sorry, but sometimes we don’t even think 
about insurance and things, you know. But with the Australian society I think they 
have a better picture of the volunteer work, that they know what they’re doing and 
what is covered and what is not.” However, for others, this formality was seen as 
unnecessary for the Vietnamese community: “I think the Australian people is 
more organized . . . but for us, . . . if there’s a need, we get together, make it happen, 
and all, 100% money received, is go there. We don’t have any organization costs, 
no salary, no office” (Huy, male, 55).
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In this study, a few participants did indicate that the formal volunteering as 
part of mainstream Australian organizations was actually a deterrent for some. 
Han (female, 24) discusses her volunteering experiences at the temple compared 
to her interactions with mainstream organizations: “When I come to any (non-
Vietnamese) organization . . . I always giving a pack of the policy and stuff, you 
know what I mean? So it’s making me feeling that this is the job, . . . they control 
the volunteer really well. They put the volunteer in a strict policy. Like ‘do not go 
do this, do not, you can’t do this, you can’t do that’ and that sort of thing, so you 
can’t, you don’t have the motivation to do a lot of things like here [at the 
temple].”

Another participant, Mai (female, 29), who has a leadership role in the 
Vietnamese community in facilitating community participation, elaborates how 
the different conceptualization of “volunteer work” can impact people’s willing-
ness to participate: “To get them to do the voluntary work, . . . I didn’t use the word 
volunteer work but I just tell them that come and help out whenever you can . . . . 
Sometime they not sure that they can keep up with the volunteer work, if you call 
this a job. But if you just an idea, yeah come and help us, can you do this, can you 
do this, why, why not help us? Then they will do it . . . . But when they get into the 
job, then you tell them this is the volunteer work. Then it’s ok.”

Mai’s comments demonstrate how for some people in the Vietnamese com-
munity, it is the perceptions of “volunteer work” that can be a barrier to participa-
tion, rather than the activity itself. Whether this barrier results from cultural 
conceptions of what type of “helping behavior” should be prioritized, or whether 
or not such formalization of voluntary work is intimidating, confusing, or con-
trary to cultural priorities in terms of civic participation, it is clear from Mai’s 
comments that as a community facilitator she finds the term itself problematic. 
The following section elaborates further on barriers to and motivations for 
participation.

Volunteering: Barriers and Motivations

Consistent with previous research, issues regarding language and cultural barriers 
were common, as well as issues regarding time, access, and socioeconomic reasons, 
while religion was a major catalyst (e.g., see Zappala and Burrell, 2002). However, 
a common theme linking the various barriers and motivations is that of identity, 
whether it be ethnic identity, Australian identity, civic identity, religious identity, 
or—interestingly for this particular group—refugee identity. These identities are 
important in that they determine the nature of the boundaries between perceived 
in-group and out-group and how the intersection of these identities can facilitate 
or obstruct a bridging of civic activity/cooperation across traditional ethnic and 
cultural groups.

“I think the main reason for them not to do much voluntary work [in the] 
Australian community [is]due to language barriers” (Duong, male, 72). In the 
current study, language presented as the main barrier to participating in more 
formal “voluntary work” for people in the Vietnamese community. This is not 
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unexpected and is consistent with previous literature (Kerr et al., 2001). Another 
participant (Han, female, 24) explains: “Language is really a big barrier for them 
because even they want to do a lot of volunteering they couldn’t do it ’cause it’s 
very hard to join in a different language community.” As Han and others suggest, 
it is the language barrier that impacts greatly on civic participation and, stemming 
from that, the ability to engage and understand the mainstream culture. Danh 
(male, 70) echoes this sentiment, stating: “The first difficulty for them is the lan-
guage . . . . The second thing is they don’t know how to speak, how to understand 
something. They can’t, they don’t want to participate in the community work. It’s 
very hard to understand the culture of another country.” One of the participants 
(Lan, female, 38) provides a specific example of a cultural disparity that can 
impact intergroup communication: “Because a lot of people, when they came 
here, it’s really hard, the language and the culture, I mean it’s a lot of freedom of 
speaking. And usually we have eye contact in the Australian culture, but in 
(Vietnam), eye contact we’re not allowed, so when you speak to other people you 
don’t keep eye contact a lot, especially to the senior, like to the person older than 
you. So there’s a lot of things to learn.”

Previous studies found there to be lower levels of volunteering among non-
English-speaking migrant groups even when controlling for English proficiency 
(see Healy, 2007). However, from the interviews, participants allude that it is more 
than just language proficiency itself; rather, it is the perception of one’s language 
skills being inadequate, which can then impact negatively on confidence to engage 
with the broader community. This can have an ongoing impact on participation, 
even after many years of living in Australia, as Bao (male, 57) explains: “My wife, 
you know, she’s been living here for say almost now 30 years and her English, her 
language is very limited. And so wants, so many time she told me that she wants to 
do this, she wants to do that, you know, like Red Cross and Salvation Army, giving 
hand to them, World Vision and something. But because, you know, she can’t, you 
see, overcome that language barrier, let alone the culture.”

One of the consequences of lack of English proficiency is access to relevant 
information, and as a few participants indicated, if local Vietnamese language-
based media platforms do not actively promote formal voluntary work in the 
wider community, many within the Vietnamese community do not become aware 
of these opportunities. For example: “I don’t think they got a clear picture, or con-
cept, about the volunteer work. Like Australia Day or Clean Up Day. They’re not 
really participating because no one actually, actually tell them and, you know, got 
any forum or seminars saying what is it for” (Mai, female, 29). Mai goes on to 
explain: “But if, if you can tell them more about what they’re doing and what is 
that for and how it’s affecting all the other systems because in Australia there’s a lot 
of systems, . . . but if you can tell them more then they will feel more 
comfortable.”

Although language proficiency and cultural differences were the key barriers 
raised by participants, issues relating to socioeconomic status were also men-
tioned. Volunteering levels have been found to be below average in areas of low 
socioeconomic status (e.g., ABS, 2007; Healy, 2007). As migrants and refugees, 
many within the Vietnamese community would have arrived in Australia with 
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little financial resources. Bao (male, 57) describes how, as a new migrant, there are 
many other challenges to consider that take priority over volunteer work: “There’s 
so many things now they have to overcome now before they are integrating to the 
mainstream of you know volunteering things, thinking of others . . . . When we 
first came here and have children, worrying about it and how fit them, you know, 
buying food and everything, you know, we had no, we had nothing when we come 
here . . . so we had to get money to buy clothes, to buy food and pay rent and, you 
know, that’s it.” For some, this economic disadvantage would be challenging to 
overcome, with issues regarding English proficiency and recognition of prior qual-
ifications potentially limiting employment opportunities. Socioeconomic status 
impacts on availability of important resources such as finances, employment 
opportunities, and time, which can further exacerbate levels of acculturative stress, 
adding to the difficulty of committing to civic participation.

In terms of roles within the family context, a couple of participants did raise 
gender-related issues serving as further barriers to civic participation. For exam-
ple, Lan (female, 38) relates how her mother would like to be more involved in 
activities such as volunteering but is fearful: “She like to, but then she’s afraid 
because in my mum’s generation a lot of women were housewife, they didn’t go 
out, you know, and work, and I think she’s, she’s still accustomed to that. She not 
going out enough.” Lan’s mother also lacks her own transportation, and hence is 
dependent on Lan to drive her around or relies on public transport, also limited by 
her lack of English proficiency. For aged migrants in particular, language barriers 
and mobility dependency can limit the ability to participate in community activi-
ties such as volunteering and can lead to social isolation and obligatory inactivity 
(see Vo-Thanh-Xuan and Liamputtong, 2003).

Underlying many of the discussions around barriers and motivations was the 
notion of identity. According to social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 
Turner et al., 1987), strong identification with a group is likely to predict greater 
helping behavior in in-group members. For migrants, identification with their 
ethnic community can be an important driver for within-group helping behavior. 
In this study, it was evident that for many participants the Vietnamese community 
was their primary in-group in relation to civic participation. For example: “To me, 
if I come to help my community, to take part in the community, I’m very proud, 
because first I help my people” (Danh, male, 70). Lan (female, 38) also talks about 
the importance of ethnic in-group maintenance, stating: “I think it’s quite 
important because you still connected to your community, like your people that 
speak the same language, yeah, and to keep the language survive for the next 
generation.”

Language plays an important role in facilitating intergroup interaction, as evi-
denced by this statement made by Kim (female, 58): “I think so [helping mainly 
within their own community] because they feel happy and secure in their own 
group, speaking the same language, they know what they are doing, only for those 
who have another language and feel comfortable using that language, that’s when 
we move out towards the wider community.” Kim’s statement also suggests that 
over time, when language barriers are reduced, intergroup relations can form and 
possibly a shared identity with the broader community can develop. Kim is a 
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respected community leader within the Vietnamese community and is proactive 
in facilitating participation in the broader community. She describes the transi-
tion of this process for some of the Vietnamese migrants: “At the first few years 
they were very shy, they try to stick together and talk in Vietnamese, but now they 
are coming out more and just seeing anyone, just talking, asking questions.” She 
explains that the members’ trust in her is paramount for facilitating intergroup 
civic participation: “I just do it and they trust me for my judgement about doing 
something.”

However, for one of the participants, participating in the broader community 
was more challenging. Bao (male, 57) speaks of not only a language barrier, but 
also not feeling welcomed by “mainstream people,” and says he feels isolated when 
he is with “Australians.” He goes on to say: “so then, my activities, you know, . . . 
comprise within the Vietnamese community.” Mai (female, 29) also speaks of 
members of the Vietnamese community wanting to volunteer for Australian orga-
nizations, but not sure whether they would be welcomed, that is, “whether they 
know that it’s got room for them.”

Nonetheless, the overwhelming sentiment among the participants was that 
regardless of the strength of their ethnic identity, it was not a reflection of negativ-
ity about the broader Australian community. For most, there was a recognition 
and/or desire to connect. And for a few, there was clearly a sense of a shared (mul-
ticultural) Australian identity. For example: 

I think when we step in Australia and like Australian people, they open their 
hearts to take us in. Even the language barrier is make it . . . a little bit problem, but 
I think we think we are home. Australia is our country, we now Australian, that I 
think so. (Thien, female, 62)

Early research by Dovidio and Gaertner (1991) has shown that out-group help-
ing behavior is more likely to occur when people who belong to different groups 
are able to find a common sense of connectedness or shared identity. If, for exam-
ple, people belonging to different ethnic groups see themselves as sharing a com-
mon identity (i.e., belonging to a multicultural Australia), they are more likely to 
have feelings of closeness and to show an increased responsibility for the welfare 
of others (Levine et al., 2005).

However, regardless of whether or not participants acknowledge a shared 
Australian identity, there was a common sense of obligation to contribute and 
reciprocate to the broader community. A motivating factor for several partici-
pants, whether for informal or formal volunteering, was driven by a strong sense 
of gratitude stemming from their experiences as migrants and refugees. The fol-
lowing extract captures this sentiment well:

I think just like me when I first arrive in Australia . . . I was the first group arrive in 
Australia in Sydney, 200 people, we walk into a hall, and I was stunned to see that 
there was clothes, everything that we could need. I didn’t, could not imagine that the 
Australian were ready to give so much and then the first week I’ve got some sort of 
like allowance. And I said, what, I get the money as well? I thought this very unusual 
country. . . . we stay in the hostel, you know, we get the food, we got fed and we get 
allowance, I say, and I thought, you know, how could I do, you know, how could I do 
to return all this, you know, suddenly I got all these good things from the big rich 
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country like Australia. I thought, from the beginning, I thought one day I will keep 
doing what the Australian have been doing. (Kim, female, 58)

Huy (male, 55) also indicates that, as a community leader, he utilizes this gratitude 
to mobilize others to participate: “We say, look, we are . . . Vietnamese background, 
but we are Australia[n], for most we are Australia[n]. We are here, to help other 
people who are in need and also because we, we owe the country, this country, for 
accepting us, as refugees to come here 20 years, 30 years ago, it is time for us to 
contribute back.”

All participants, both Buddhist and Catholic, described the importance of their 
religious beliefs as a key motivator for their “helping behavior.” For example: “Yes, 
yes, very important. I think the Vietnamese very much religious people, either 
Catholic or Buddhist or ancestor, you know, you worship the ancestor, or you 
Christian, or whatever, you live a good life, live for other people” (Huy, male, 55); 
or “When you go to church, you know, the priest says, you know, you should give 
something back . . . so a lot of them are doing it because of their faith” (Thuy, 
female, 35).

The role that religious organizations have in facilitating volunteering is well 
established (e.g., Evans and Kelley, 2000; Smith, 1994). However, religious organi-
zations can play a particularly important role for some ethnic communities, as it 
is within the structures and activities of the church or temple that opportunities 
for intergroup interaction and bridging capital are provided. In this study, many 
participants were affiliated with religious organizations in Melbourne suburbs 
with a large population of Vietnamese migrants, and hence many of the constitu-
ents of the organizations were also Vietnamese. This resulted in many participants 
volunteering “within” the Vietnamese community, despite the church or temple 
being open to other ethnic groups. Nonetheless, these activities still open doors for 
some of the participants. An example of this is provided by Thanh (female, 65) 
with limited English language skills. She explains that through her temple, she 
visits other Vietnamese migrants in hospital, but that in the process, she has the 
opportunity to have positive interactions with the other non-Vietnamese patients 
in the room: “I just visit the Vietnamese [in hospital], but in the room, there four, 
four bed and other people look at me and I say hello . . . and they come and pat my 
hand, and lovely, and ask about what I am doing and I say sometimes I am joking, 
I play tai chi with the old lady, they very happy.”

Interestingly, another emerging notion was that of a good civic identity. For 
those heavily involved in volunteering, there was some indication of a volunteer or 
altruistic identity (see Finkelstein et al., 2005; Matsuba et al., 2007; Thoits, 2012). 
In the study, there was a sentiment of role modeling within the family in develop-
ing a mindset of good citizenship. For example, Thien (female, 62) explains:  
“I think mostly it (volunteering) is background because my father and my mother 
usually taught me when I was young, even now I teach my son, help people if you 
can, anything we can. Just try to remember other people, my father teach me when 
I was young.” Thuy (female, 35) also states: “That’s the thing; because I was raised 
up in a family that always was involved in the community work, or in the com-
munity, yeah, so we’re continuously encouraged to get involved.”
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Older participants had a firm belief that the next generation would become more 
involved, once the language barrier was removed: “The next generation will be good, 
they speak English good, no problems, but the next generation I believe they will be 
involved more because no problem with the language.” (Thien, female 62).  
Others believed that it is dependent on the family context: “It’s the influence, you 
know, within the family and within the community. If you live in a family, you 
have someone who keep doing all the good things that they believe in, and the 
other people in the family, they see it . . . they will follow” (Kim, female, 58). 
Previous findings do suggest an intergenerational transmission of volunteering 
behavior (Bekkers, 2007). Furthermore, work by Zaff and colleagues (2008) sug-
gest that ethnic socialization in young people (i.e., ethnicity-related activities with 
their families) predicted civic behaviors. Given that more emphasis is often placed 
on bridging as opposed to bonding capital, this is particularly important, as it sug-
gests that informal volunteering behavior within ethnic groups can have a positive 
impact on subsequent generations in terms of their civic behavior.

In her discussion about second-generation Vietnamese-Australians, Thuy 
(female, 35) highlights the diversity within ethnic communities. She had been 
involved in a group initially targeted at second-generation Vietnamese-Australians, 
but it began to attract a greater number of international students. It resulted in her 
eventually leaving the group, indicating that she felt it was a “culture clash” and 
that “in terms of working ethics, it’s different. They like to work the Vietnamese 
way and I like to work the Western way.” She also describes ethnic-based groups 
having less relevance to second-generation migrants, as they are able to be part of 
many other social groups. This is an important reminder as to the heterogeneity of 
ethnic identities within groups.

Conclusion

Further work is required to understand the extent and the ways in which helping 
behavior or civic participation is exercised in a culturally diverse society, and to 
understand the role of both formal and informal volunteering in that process. 
Findings from this study support previous work that suggests that migrants may 
have a preference to give their time informally within their communities, rather 
than volunteer for formal organizations (Kerr et al., 2001). However, in defining 
“volunteering,” there was a blurring of boundaries between what is classified as 
informal versus formal activities. This raises concerns as to using narrow param-
eters of formal volunteering as an indicator of civic participation. Furthermore, 
the intersection between various identities—such as ethnic identity, multicultural 
Australian identity, or a general good civic identity—and how they can facilitate or 
obstruct civic participation also needs to be further explored.

Australia is among the most culturally diverse populations in the developed 
world. According to current demographic projections, Australia will become more 
ethnically and culturally diverse over the next few decades. Maintaining a cohesive 
society in the face of increasing change is a pressing political and social challenge. 
A comprehensive and clear understanding about the processes of civic participa-
tion is essential to meet these challenges successfully.
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Intermarriage, Language Use,  

and Integration of Migrants

Dharma Arunachalam and Maria Karidakis

Introduction

Integration of migrants and their descendants is a common concern among coun-
tries with a long history of immigration. In Australia, this found expression in 
restrictive immigration policies that limited the entry of non-Europeans until the 
1940s. This was based on the strong belief that national unity and social cohesion 
were contingent on maintaining ethnic and racial homogeneity (Jupp, 2007; 
Markus et al., 2009). However, spurred by an expanding manufacturing sector in 
postwar years and concerns about national security, Australia opened its doors to 
migrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. This was followed in the 1970s by a 
large inflow of migrants from the Middle East, in particular from Lebanon and 
Turkey. Migration from Asia, in particular from East Asia, Southeast Asia, and 
South Asia, has been a major contributor to Australia’s migration program since 
the 1980s.

As Australia gradually expanded the source countries for its migration pro-
gram, the focus shifted from controlling who is allowed into the country to post-
arrival settlement policies and programs to manage ethnic diversity. Successive 
governments set up formal institutions and mechanisms, and allocated financial 
resources to help migrants integrate into Australian society. At the same time, it 
was also expected that social interactions (e.g., at work, education, sports) between 
new and old Australians would help narrow the social distance in an increasingly 
ethnically and culturally diverse society (Borrie, 1954). Government policies and 
programs and community organizations could facilitate and foster people to peo-
ple interactions involving members of different ethnic backgrounds. This chapter 
looks at two aspects of such social interactions: intermarriage and the shift to use 
of English at home. In this chapter, we analyze and synthesize the available evi-
dence on the patterns of intermarriage and use of English at home by birthplace 
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and ancestry. A brief discussion of the role of intermarriage and language use in 
the process of assimilation or integration is then provided. The empirical evidence 
on intermarriage and language use at home is presented in the following two sec-
tions. The chapter concludes with a discussion.

How is Assimilation/Integration Defined?

A common but simple definition of assimilation entails merging of migrants and 
their descendants with the host society in such a way that they become indistin-
guishable from one another (Borrie, 1959; Price and Zubrzycki, 1962a). This 
involves not only achieving economic and social parity, but also cultural unifor-
mity. In other words, the migrants and their descendants not only speak the same 
(or only) language as their host, they also think and act the same. Assimilation 
thus demands a complete absorption into the host society: migrants and their 
descendants subscribe to and adopt the values and norms of the dominant popu-
lation. More broadly, assimilation is a process whereby the social, economic, and 
cultural differences between migrants and natives are narrowed or completed 
eliminated over a long period of time.

However, whether, how, and to what extent assimilation occurs is dependent on 
a host of factors. They relate to both the migrants and the natives. Some degree of 
assimilation is possible only if migrants speak the local language. Similarly, the 
natives must be open and willing to interact and accommodate migrants. Migrants 
and locals are likely to intermingle if their language, religion, and the social and 
political institutions in the migrants’ countries of origin are similar to those of the 
host society. This principle underlined the restrictive migration policies that were 
in effect until the 1940s (Rivett, 1962).

Assimilation and social cohesion began to dominate public debate and policy 
discourse from the middle of the twentieth century. This period also saw, for the 
first time in Australian post-settlement history, a significant inflow of migrants 
from Southern and Eastern Europe. Migrants from these areas spoke different lan-
guages, had different religions and sociopolitical institutions from their counter-
parts in Australia. The period since the 1960s saw a large inflow of migrants from 
the Middle East (e.g., Turkey, Lebanon) and Asia (e.g., China, India). As a result, 
assimilation and social cohesion is contingent on narrowing the gap in all these 
dimensions.

Many scholars view ethnic or cultural intermix as a sure way to narrow the 
social distance between groups and thereby strengthen social cohesion (Alba, 
1995; Alba and Nee, 2003; Borrie, 1954; Price and Zubrzycki, 1962a). Intermix is 
measured by ethnic intermarriage as “it breaks down ethnic exclusiveness and 
mixes the various ethnic populations more effectively than any other social pro-
cess” (Price, 1982: 100). The extent of intermarriage is in turn dependent on sev-
eral factors. Past research has shown that the size and gender balance of a migrant 
group (“opportunity” or “necessity”) are significant factors in determining the 
extent of intermarriage. If group size and gender composition are no barriers to 
finding a partner within that group (in-marriage), then the likelihood of finding 
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and marrying outside their own ethnic group is related to the social, economic, 
and cultural or religious distances between ethnic groups—“preference,” “propen-
sity,” or “ability” (Giorgas and Jones, 2002; Gray, 1987; Jones, 1991; McCaa, 1989; 
Penny and Khoo, 1996; Price and Zubrzycki, 1962b).

The shift to the use of the language of the host society is also critical for inter-
marriage and integration of members of ethnic groups. Proficiency in and use of 
English in Australia is not only important for accessing education and employ-
ment, but also for social interactions. Thus, as social cohesion is “inherently con-
nected with linguistic diversity,” linguistic assimilation facilitates integration and 
contributes to social cohesion (Piller, 2012: 282; see also Clyne, 2011; Piller and 
Takahashi, 2011).

Intermarriage

Until the mid-1980s, research on ethnic intermarriage in Australia relied on mar-
riage registration data that included the country of birth of brides and grooms. 
The 1986 Australian census collected, for the first time, the ethnic origins of all 
Australians. This data, combined with information on country of birth, allowed 
researchers to examine intermarriage by ancestry/ethnic origin separately for 
immigrants and their children who were born and grew up in Australia. The cen-
sus data also permitted an understanding of ethnic intermix in the total popula-
tion. This was not possible with the marriage registration data.

Detailed analysis of intermarriage in Australia did not begin until the 1990s. 
This was partly due to the limited availability of relevant information on inter-
marriage and also due to the extent and nature of immigrant flows into Australia. 
Only at the end of the twentieth century could significant numbers of second- and 
third-generation descendants of migrants from a wide range of ancestry be 
observed. Thus, intermarriage statistics until the 1986 census could be obtained 
only by country of birth of grooms and brides (Jones, 1991; Price and Zubrzycki, 
1962a, 1962b). The available evidence for this period is given in Table 9.1. Between 
1960 and 1980, the extent of intermarriage among first-generation migrants 
became more widespread across almost all groups. The lowest level was observed 
among the newly married of Greek, Italian, and Lebanese background. Only about 
one in four of the newly wed in the early 1960s married someone from a different 
country of birth. The corresponding figure was about one in two among migrants 
of Polish, Yugoslav, and Chinese background. This was followed by two in three 
among German and Dutch migrants, and the highest level (about three in four) 
was observed among those from Britain. By the 1980s, the level of intermarriage 
ranged from two-thirds to nine-tenths among all but three groups. Only about 40 
percent of the newly married grooms who migrated from Lebanon, Yugoslavia, 
and Poland had married someone who was born outside their respective countries 
of birth. While the figure for 1980–1982 was lower than the level in 1960–1962 for 
those born in Poland and Yugoslavia, it was the reverse for those born in Lebanon. 
In other words, between 1960 and 1980 intermarriage increased for all but those 
born in Poland and Yugoslavia.
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The evidence from the 1986 census for selected migrant groups who were 
numerically large is presented in Table 9.2. The figures in Tables 9.1 and 9.2 are not 
comparable, as they are based on very different data; one on marriage registration 
data and the other on the entire population. However, the data in Table 9.2 con-
firm that the intermarriage rates varied by country of birth of migrants. Thus, 
while one in five migrants from Greece and two in five from Italy were married to 
someone from outside their country of birth, it was about two-third and three-
quarters among Western, Northern, and Eastern European migrants.

Table 9.2 also permits an examination of intermarriage among the second- and 
third- or higher generation descendants of migrants. A higher level of integration 
and thus intermarriage is expected among those who were born and brought up in 
Australia, that is, the children and grandchildren of migrants. This is borne out by 
the data in Table 9.2. The rates of ethnic intermarriage increased substantially 
between migrants’ generation and their children’s generation. Ethnic intermarriage 
was over 90 percent among second- and higher generation descendants of ethnic 
groups from Northern, Western, and Eastern Europe that have had a relatively long 
presence in Australia (Dutch, German, Anglo-Celts, Polish). Even among 
Australians with Italian and Greek ancestries, who in general have shown greater 
tendency for in-marriage, the level of intermarriage increased from about 65 per-
cent for second-generation migrants to over 90 percent for third- or higher genera-
tion migrants. Although gender differences in the rate of intermarriage is noticeable 

Table 9.1 Percentage of Men Who Married a Partner from  
a Different Birthplace, Australia 1960–1962 and 1980–1982

Birthplace 1960–1962 1980–1982

English-speaking countries
Australia 7 13.4
United Kingdom 78.1 82.4
New Zealand * 82.8

Northern, Western, and Eastern Europe
Germany 62.1 90.7
Netherlands 64.9 92.4
Poland 53 45.2

Mediterranean
Greece 9.1 62.4
Italy 28.7 75.8
Lebanon 27.7 42.8
Yugoslavia 53.9 44.4

Asia
China 58.9 66.7
India * 78.9
Indonesia * 64.8

Note: Figures were based on marriage registration data; *: less than 200 
persons.
Source: Intermarriage percentages were calculated as 100 minus in-marriage 
percentages provided in Tables 3 and 5 in Jones (1991).
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for Italian and Greek migrants—intermarriage being more prevalent among males 
than among females—they disappear completely for their children’s generation.

Intermarriage rates by ancestry and generation for the most recent period, 
derived from the 2011 census, are provided in Table 9.3. A unique feature of this 
table is that it allows an examination of intermarriage among those of Asian and 
Middle Eastern origin who came in large numbers since the 1980s. The pattern of 
intermarriage among European ancestries changed little between 1986 and 2011. 
The people of North and Western European ancestries lead in the rate of inter-
marriage for all three generations. However, the differences between them and 
ancestries from the rest of Europe narrow substantially by the second generation 
and almost disappear by the third generation. By the second generation, only 
Greeks, Macedonians, and Bosnians have less than 50 percent intermarriage. By 
the third generation, at least 75 percent of any ancestry group of European origin 
have intermarried. It is interesting that by the third generation any gender differ-
ence that existed for the second generation was no longer evident.

Levels of intermarriage among migrants from the rest of the world were similar 
to what was observed for migrants from Greece. Among most migrant groups 
from Asia and the Middle East, less than 25 percent were intermarried. Only the 
Japanese and Indonesian ancestry groups had about a quarter intermarried. 
However, the rates of intermarriage for all Asian ancestry groups increased several 
folds between the first and second generation. Eight of the eleven groups pre-
sented in Table 9.3 had at least 50 percent intermarriage in the second generation. 
In fact, six of them had at least two-thirds intermarried. The exceptions were 
second-generation Australians of Pakistani, Korean, and Afghan ancestry. The 
lowest rates of intermarriage among the second generation were observed for 
those with Afghan (29%), Pakistani (35%), Turkish (35%), Macedonian (39%), 
and Lebanese (40%) ancestries. By the third generation, every ancestry for which 
we have information in Table 9.3 (only five ancestries) had at least 50 percent 

Table 9.2 Percentage of Partnered Men and Women with Spouse of a Different Ancestry, 
by Gender and Generation, 1986 

Ancestry

Males by generation Females by generation 

1st 2nd 3rd or later 1st 2nd 3rd or later

Anglo-Celt 73 87 23 71 87 25
Dutch 74 93 98 67 94 98
German 78 97 77 70 97 76
Hungarian 66 95 * 50 95 *
Polish 65 91 96 63 92 96
Italian 39 71 95 18 75 96
Greek 21 64 95 11 71 95
Other 36 79 38 33 81 39

Note: Only persons under the age of 60, married in Australia, and still in their first marriage were included 
(1,859,562 marriages in total). Third- and higher generation persons of Hungarian ancestry were excluded, as there 
were fewer than 100 persons who were aged under 60 and still in their first marriage. 
Source: Giorgas and Jones (2002: 52). 
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Table 9.3 Percentage of Partnered Men and Women with Spouse of a Different Ancestry, 
by Gender and Generation, 2011 

Ancestry

Males by generation Females by generation 

1st 2nd 3rd or later 1st 2nd 3rd or later

British and Irish origin
English 39 49 29.4 35.4 49.5 30.4
Irish 69.1 85.6 77.4 66.8 84.7 76.5
Scottish 73.8 91.8 85.9 69.6 90.1 82.9
Welsh 77.9 97.7 96.7 72.1 96.5 95.6
New Zealander 74.2 97.6 96.9 71.6 96.4 96.6

Northern and Western European
Dutch 71.9 92 93.7 65.9 91.1 92.6
French 70.3 96.1 98.6 69 95.5 98.4
German 71.9 93 84.6 69.3 92.9 83.6

Southern and Eastern European
Portuguese 42.7 78.1 93 39.6 73.7 96.8
Spanish^ 36 87 96 37 85 98
Italian 32.5 63.4 87.8 22.5 56.4 85.9
Greek 17.9 48.9 78.3 12 41.6 72.5
Maltese^ 33 67 79 28 64 77
Macedonian^ 10 39 * 8 35 *
Serbian 24.6 67.7 80.8 18.8 60.5 73.7
Croatian 34.7 71.6 90.6 28.2 69 87.3
Bosnian^ 15 44 * 14 42 *
Hungarian 55.3 93.1 95.2 47 92.5 94.2
Polish 45 87.8 95.2 48.2 86.1 94.9
Russian 36.2 83.2 96.2 53 83.6 98.1

Middle Eastern origin
Lebanese 15.8 39.8 74.6 11.9 29.2 68.1
Turkish 17.4 35.4 56.8 11.1 24.8 34.3
Egyptian^ 24 66 * 14 58 *

Asian origin
Filipino 11.7 67.7 ** 52.9 81.8 85.1
Indonesian 26.4 71.8 ** 57 75.4 **
Vietnamese 9.8 50.5 ** 19.9 63.5 **
Chinese 9 53.4 88.9 20.2 69 92
Indian 11.2 66 79.2 10.3 70.6 70.7
Sinhalese^ 14 95 * 13 86 *
Afghan 8.9 29 ** 6.2 20 **
Bangladeshi 8.7 62.5 ** 5.4 71 **
Japanese 27.4 83.6 ** 75.6 96.4 **
Korean 7 44.8 62.5 22.1 58.4 **
Pakistani 17.3 35.1 ** 10.8 39.5 **

Note: ^ refers to information from 2006 census; *: less than 100 persons; **: less than 200 persons.
Source: Derived from customized 2011 census tables, and Khoo et al. (2009: 20–21).
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intermarriage. The rates of intermarriage for third-generation Chinese and Indian 
ancestries are comparable to that for third-generation European ancestries.

It is interesting that even among the third-generation Lebanese women, at least 
two-thirds were intermarried. But it was only about one-third among third- 
generation Turkish women. The two Asian groups that may follow the Turkish 
pattern seem to be those of Afghan and Pakistani ancestries. The rest of the Asian 
groups are likely to follow the Indian and Chinese pattern of further substantial 
increase in intermarriage between the second and third generation.

Another aspect of intermarriage that is significant for integration is the extent 
to which partnering involves persons of similar or different ethnic backgrounds 
(Khoo, 2004; Khoo et al., 2009; Price and Zubrzycki, 1962a, 1962b). Of particular 
interest is the level of intermarriage with persons of Australian or Anglo-Celtic 
ancestries who are predominantly of English-speaking origin. Evidence from the 
2001 and 2006 censuses shows that by the third generation most intermarriages do 
occur with people of Anglo-Celtic background. However, in the second generation 
this does not happen to such an extent among some groups. Among the second-
generation Greeks, for instance, only about 40 percent of those who intermarried 
did so with persons of Australian or Anglo-Celtic background. This, however, 
increased to over 60 percent for third-generation Greeks (Khoo et al., 2009: 
22–23). The other groups that have similar lower levels of intermarriage with per-
sons of Anglo-Celtic background are Lebanese, Turkish, and Vietnamese. But by 
the third generation, about 70 percent of intermarriages were with persons of 
Anglo-Celtic background. Similar information for third-generation Turkish and 
Vietnamese could not be obtained, as the size of their cohorts was relatively small. 
It is also interesting that the level of intermarriage with persons of Australian or 
Anglo-Celtic background was 60 percent among second-generation Indians and 
Chinese. It was over 75 percent among third-generation Chinese (data not avail-
able for third-generation Indians) (Khoo et al., 2009).

Language Shift

One of the most influential factors contributing to social integration and cohesion 
is language shift. Table 9.4 provides information on the use of English at home by 
country of birth in 1991, 2001, and 2011, for selected countries. Two major fea-
tures are evident. First, the proportion speaking only English at home has increased 
between successive censuses for immigrants from most countries presented in 
Table 9.4. Second, there are significant differences between regions and countries 
that parallel the differentials observed for intermarriage. Among a number of 
groups, less than 5 percent spoke only English at home in 2011. This group 
included migrants from China and Nepal who were likely to have arrived under 
the business and skilled migration programs. In contrast, the vast majority from 
Iraq and Afghanistan was likely to have arrived as refugees, including a significant 
number of migrants from Vietnam. First-generation migrants from countries 
with a relatively long history of migration to Australia, but a very low shift to use 
of English at home, included migrants from Lebanon, Turkey, and Greece.
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High-shift groups tended to be those migrants born in Western Europe—the 
Netherlands (63.7%), Germany (52.7%), and Switzerland (44.2%). However, only 
one in three among those born in France spoke English at home. Other relatively 
high-shift groups included those from Singapore (48.3%), Malta (40.7%), Hungary 
(35.9%), and Malaysia (32.6%). There were a number of countries of birth where 
about 20 percent of first-generation migrants spoke English at home. These included 
migrants born in Fiji (23.2%), the Philippines (22.6%), India (21.3%), Egypt (20.3%), 

Table 9.4 Percentage of Language Shift in the First Generation, 1991, 
2001, and 2011

Country of birth 2011 2001 1991

Afghanistan 2.0 na na
Iraq 3.0 3.6 na
Vietnam 3.2 2.4 na
China 3.3 4.3 5.3
Nepal 3.9 na na
Taiwan 5.5 3.8 2.9
Bangladesh 5.4 na na
Bosnia 6.0 na na
FYROM 6.9 4.7 na
Lebanon 7.4 6.2 na
Greece 7.4 7.1 4.4
Turkey 8.1 7.1 4.0
Korea 9.3 11.1 na
Pakistan 10.2 na na
Serbia 11.0 na na
Hong Kong 12.5 10.3 6.6
Ukraine 13.6 13.5 na
Russia 13.7 na na
Indonesia 16.3 16.4 na
Japan 17.4 16.9 na
Croatia 17.5 na na
Italy 17.8 15.9 11.7
India 21.3 na na
Philippines 22.6 27.4 na
Poland 23.9 22.3 18.7
Sri Lanka 26.7 na na
Spain 26.6 25.1 14.7
Malaysia 32.6 na na
Hungary 35.9 35.0 27.7
France 31.1 36.8 30.1
Malta 40.7 38.2 30.7
Switzerland 44.2 na na
Singapore 48.3 na na
Germany 52.7 54.0 43.5
Netherlands 63.7 62.6 57.8

na: not available from our data.
Source: Figures for 1991 and 2001 from Kipp and Clyne (2003: 34).
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and Romania (20.2%). Speakers of Italian (17.8%), Croatian (17.5%), Japanese 
(17.4%), and Indonesian (16.3%) displayed intermediate shifts on this scale.

It is thus evident that there was a general tendency for migrants from Northern, 
Central, and Western Europe to shift more rapidly to English, while those from 
Asian countries, Southern Europe, and the Middle East tended to have lower shifts 
to English. This indicates that cultural distance was instrumental in determining 
language maintenance and shift.

Information on the shift to the use of only English at home among children 
(second generation) and grandchildren (third generation or later) is given in 
Table 9.5. While only one in five first-generation migrants in Australia spoke English 
at home in 2011, it was more than double among their children who were born in 
Australia (51%). It was even higher if one parent was born in Australia. Among 
those who were born and grew up in Australia with one parent who was born in 
Australia, three-quarters spoke only English at home. In contrast, if both parents 
were born overseas, only about 43 percent spoke English at home. In the third gen-
eration (grandchildren of migrants), almost all (90%) spoke only English at home.

Despite one in two children of migrants speaking only English at home, there 
were huge disparities by language spoken. The groups with very low levels of use 
of English at home (about 10%) in 2011 were Vietnamese, Afghans, Taiwanese, 
and Koreans. In a number of groups less than a quarter spoke only English.  
These included Serbians, Iraqis, Turks, Japanese, Bangladeshis, and Pakistanis. 
Interestingly, about one in three second-generation Greeks and Chinese and one 
in four second-generation Lebanese spoke only English at home. At the other end 
of the spectrum were those of European origin, with Western European origin 
second-generation Australians leading the way. Other high-shift groups included 
those of Maltese and Italian ancestry from Southern Europe and migrants of 
Hungarian ancestry from Eastern Europe. There were a number of migrant groups 
where about two in five second-generation speakers were likely to speak English at 
home. These included migrants of Egyptian (44%) and Indian (40%) ancestry.

Among third- or subsequent generation Australians, the variation by ancestry 
in the use of only English at home was substantially less than what was found 
among the second generation. Across all ancestries there continued to be a high 
intergenerational shift: overall, 90 percent spoke only English at home among the 
third generation. Compared to the second generation, there was little variation 
among high-shift groups from Western Europe. Third-generation Australians who 
exhibited a very rapid shift to English included those of Middle Eastern, Southeast 
Asian, Northeast Asian, and South Asian ancestries. This is particularly evident 
when we compare rates of shift in the third generation with those of the second-
generation Chinese (58.9% diff.), Japanese (63.8% diff.), Afghan (64.7% diff.), 
and Pakistani (61.1% diff.) ancestry groups.

There are still some third-generation ancestry groups with fewer than a quarter 
using English at home. They included Vietnamese and Iraqis. Third-generation 
Bangladeshis (31%), Koreans (40%), Greeks (51%), Macedonians (52%), Indonesians 
(48%), and Malays (52%) also show a relatively low level of English use at home 
compared to the rest.



Table 9.5 Percentage of Second- and Third-Generation Migrants Who Spoke Only 
English at Home, by Ancestry, 2011

Percent shift to English in the 2nd and 3rd or later generations

Ancestry
Both parents 
born overseas

Father only 
born overseas

Mother only born 
overseas

Total 2nd 
generation

Total 3rd gen 
or later

Southern Europe
Italian 58.8 85.1 84.0 68.3 92.5
Maltese 80.0 92.9 89.9 83.0 95.7
Spanish 47.2 79.1 75.1 53.6 90.4

Eastern Europe
Hungarian 71.8 91.3 80.0 75.3 93.4
Polish 68.9 90.8 81.0 72.7 95.7
Russian 55.7 84.7 72.1 60.9 87.0
Ukrainian 68.7 83.3 72.6 70.9 82.9

South-eastern Europe
Bosnian 24.1 44.0 37.6 26.3 66.4*
Croatian 50.7 70.8 66.0 54.3 71.6
Macedonian 27.4 42.5 39.5 30.4 51.7
Greek 27.8 48.0 50.7 32.7 50.6
Serbian 13.7 43.6 36.5 15.4 57.3

Western Europe
Dutch 91.8 97.5 94.8 93.4 98.5
French 59.6 83.7 79.3 67.1 96.4
German 84.5 95.6 89.6 89.2 98.8
Swiss 70.3 91.4 77.1 74.9 97.6

The Middle East
Egyptian 40.7 64.4 60.9 44.0 73.6^
Iraqi 13.4 59.1 31.2 14.8 16.4
Lebanese 22.1 33.8 38.0 25.6 62.2
Turkish 14.2 25.6 19.7 16.0 37.4

South-east Asia
Thai 30.7 84.4 63.6 38.0 76.7*
Vietnamese 9.5 41.3 26.3 10.3 22.6
Filipino 68.5 87.4 85.9 70.4 89.7^
Indonesian 32.3 63.9 60.1 36.3 47.5^
Malay 53.3 66.3 51.2 54.4 52.2
Burmese 59.5 94.2 91.9 64.1 86.7*
Singaporean 76.9 87.3 93.6 79.3^ 100.0*

North-east Asia
Chinese 26.5 85.5 67.6 33.9 92.8
Taiwanese 11.3 0.0 31.3 11.6* 100.0*
Japanese 17.2 68.9 39.5 22.6 86.4^
Korean 11.7 61.7 35.0 12.6 40.5*

South Asia
Bangladeshi 14.8 81.4 17.1 15.6 31.3*
Indian 38.1 73.8 63.2 40.2 85.2
Nepalese 17.2 76.9 27.3 18.8^ 57.1*
Pakistani 18.9 56.7 36.7 21.2 82.3*
Sri Lankan 64.5 95.7 91.1 67.3 95.9^
Afghan 11.0 55.8 16.4 11.9 76.6*

Total 43.8 77.8 74.3 51.9 90.2

*– 200 or less; ^– 500 or less
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Discussion

At the very least, migrants need to become proficient in the language of the host 
society to feel part of the wider society. Participation in education and in the labor 
market is heavily dependent on being able to converse and work in the language of 
the host society. Proficiency in the host language is also essential for interaction 
with government and social institutions and with members of society in various 
contexts (e.g., education, work, sport). Thus, the economic, social, and cultural 
integration of migrants and their children is highly likely when they adopt and use 
the host country’s language. Intermarriage with dominant group members and 
other ethnic group members in turn requires not only being able to speak the host 
language but also parity in socioeconomic position.

The evidence on intermarriage and the shift to the use of English among 
migrants, their children, and their grandchildren shows that the degree of integra-
tion increases over time and between generations. By the third generation, over 
three-quarters of people of all ancestries intermarry and speak only English at 
home. While there are substantial differences between ancestry groups among the 
second generation, they narrow considerably by the third generation. In general, 
the Northern and Western European ancestry groups show the highest rates of 
intermarriage and use of only English at home. This is followed by people of 
Eastern and Southern European ancestry, then those of Asian and Middle Eastern 
ancestries. Among the European groups, the Greeks, Macedonians, and Bosnians 
are the laggards. The other groups with relatively low levels of intermarriage and 
use of English are Turkish, Lebanese, Vietnamese, Afghans, and Pakistanis.

The ancestry patterns of intermarriage and use of English are strongly related 
to social distance from the dominant group of Anglo-Celtic background in 
Australia. Past research has shown the levels of intermarriage closely follow sim-
ilarities in terms of religion, language, education, occupation, and income 
(Giorgas and Jones, 2002; Heard et al., 2009; Jones and Luijkx, 1996; Penny and 
Khoo, 1996; Walker and Heard, 2015). The historical migration flows of various 
ancestry groups have also been shown to condition the likelihood of intermar-
riage (Giorgas and Jones, 2002; Jones, 1991; Jones and Luijkx, 1996). Postwar 
marriage patterns among migrants were shaped by the size and gender balance 
of their respective ancestry groups (Gray, 1987; McCaa, 1989; Price and 
Zubrzycki, 1962a, 1962b). However, over time this “demographic” factor seems 
to have had less influence on the likelihood of intermarriage (Giorgas and Jones, 
2002; Jones and Luijkx, 1996).

The period since the 1980s saw a significant inflow of migrants from the 
Indian subcontinent and from East Asia (mainly people of Chinese origin). In 
1993, Price (1993: 8) observed: “It is too early to assess the marriage patterns of 
second generation Indo-Chinese.” It is, however, clear now that the level of 
intermarriage among the second-generation Chinese exceeds that of second-
generation Greeks. Levels of intermarriage among second-generation Indians 
has been even higher, being comparable to that of second-generation Maltese, 
Italians, and Serbians. Thus, most Asian groups that migrated in large numbers 
since the 1980s are likely to follow the European patterns of intermarriage over 
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generations, although there are some exceptions. These include Turkish 
migrants from West Asia, Pakistanis and Afghans from South Asia, Koreans 
from East Asia, and Macedonians from Eastern Europe. Interestingly, only 
about 40 percent of second-generation Lebanese males intermarry, with an 
increase of 75 percent by the third generation. Most ancestry groups that expe-
rience relatively low levels of intermarriage also have a relatively low shift to use 
of only English at home. Many studies have shown that intermarriage itself 
leads to a faster shift to the use of only English at home in subsequent genera-
tions (Clyne and Kipp, 1995; Khoo, 1995; Penny and Khoo, 1996). Some argue 
that migrants who display a high degree of language shift to English are more 
likely to assimilate readily into the host culture, while a low shift to English may 
promote segregation or point to multiculturalism (Clyne, 2011).

Australia did not have to deal with the issue of integration of migrants and 
their descendants until the postwar years. It has been argued that the maintenance 
of national identity and unity in an ethnically diverse Australia requires a continu-
ous mixing between ethnic groups through intermarriage so that a sizable propor-
tion is ethnically mixed (Price, 1993). Intermarriage and language shift patterns 
until the early 1990s showed a general tendency among most ethnic groups to 
integrate. From their analyses of the 1986 census data on intermarriage, Jones and 
Luijkx (1996: 84) concluded that “ethnic preference for in-marriage will, with the 
further passage of time, weaken to the point where they provide a relatively weak 
basis for group identity and for marital choice.”

The evidence from the most recent censuses further confirms that, by the third 
generation, a vast majority of ethnic groups intermarry and speak only English at 
home. The level of intermarriage and language shift was relatively low among  
second-generation Turkish, Vietnamese, Macedonian, and Greek ancestry 
groups—groups that came in relatively large numbers in the pre-1980 period. 
Among the post-1970s migrant groups, Afghans, Pakistanis, Koreans, and Chinese 
are laggards in their levels of intermarriage and shift to use of English. By the third 
generation, the Greeks and Chinese reach levels that are comparable to other 
European ancestry levels. Only third-generation Australians of Turkish ancestry have 
a relatively low level of intermarriage. It is too early to know how the third-generation 
Pakistanis, Afghans, and Koreans will experience intermarriage and language shift.

Six decades ago, after a detailed study of the integration of two early migrant 
groups, Germans and Italians, Borrie (1954: 179) concluded that “assimilation is 
a long process, that first-generation settlers seldom become completely assimi-
lated, but that by the second generation the majority want to accept as their own 
the ways of life of the country in which they settled.” Evidence on intermarriage 
and language use from the recent censuses proves that Borrie’s observation is 
equally valid for the more recent migrants. With the passage of time, most 
migrants and their children and the later generations have tended to integrate 
into Australian society. It is clear from historical and more recent evidence on 
intermarriage and language use that there appears to be few barriers to integra-
tion into Australian society for migrants from any part of the world and their 
descendants.
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Intermarriage and  

Japanese Identity1

Shuko Takeshita

Introduction

The Japanese term kokusaikekkon (intermarriage) refers to a marriage between 
persons of different nationalities. Even in statistics compiled by government 
 agencies, intermarriage includes marriages between a Japanese person and a non-
Japanese person who was born and educated in Japan. In the American context, 
Merton (1941) defines intermarriage as marriage between persons deriving from 
those different in-groups and out-groups other than the family which are cultur-
ally conceived as relevant to the choice of a spouse. In other words, for Merton, 
intermarriage comprises a number of subcategories, including interracial mar-
riage, interethnic marriage, interfaith marriage, and intercultural marriage.

In Japan, the myth of racial homogeneity was deeply rooted. Since there was a 
strong awareness of Japan as a highly homogenous country, people with a differ-
ent nationality are generally seen as being of a different ethnicity and culture as 
well. “Nationality,” “lineage (ethnicity),” and “culture” are all component elements 
of Japanese identity. “Nationality” means that a person has Japanese nationality, 
and is a Japanese citizen as defined in the Japanese Nationality Act. “Lineage” 
means that the person has the blood of the Japanese race. In fact, there is no such 
thing as “the blood of the Japanese race,” but the persons comprising Japanese 
society in general have a clear image of “the physical characteristics of the Japanese.” 
“Culture” expresses the idea that the person has internalized Japanese culture, for 
example, in the form of language, values, customs, and lifestyle (Fukuoka, 1993). 
Mannerisms such as facial expressions and body language are also considered a 
part of Japanese culture (Wagatsuma and Yoneyama, 1967).

In this chapter, I examine intermarriage in Japan based on statistical materials, 
and after providing an understanding of intermarriage trends, I investigate the 
ways in which the above three elements are related to identity formation for the 
persons involved in those intermarriages and their children. I also reexamine 
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“Japanese identity,” taking into account the variable of gender, with a focus on 
inclusion in and exclusion from Japanese society as a result of intermarriage.

Dynamics of Intermarriage in Japan

As indicated in Figure 10.1, the number of intermarriages registered in Japan was 
4,156 in 1965, when figures were first made available through the Vital Statistics of 
Japan. This represented only 0.4 percent of all marriages in Japan. This number 
increased rapidly from the latter half of the 1980s through to the early 1990s—the 
period of Japan’s “bubble economy”—surpassing 30,000 in 1999. The highest 
number of intermarriages recorded in a single year was 44,701 in 2006, bringing 
the ratio of intermarriages up to 6.1 percent for that year.

However, 2006 marked the peak in the number of intermarriages, with the 
number dropping to 30,207 in 2010. Three factors could be seen as contributing to 
this decline.

The first factor is that in 2006, the Ministry of Justice dramatically tightened its 
requirements for issuing “entertainment visas.” In 2004, a record number of 
137,820 foreigners entered Japan on entertainment visas. Of these, 60 percent 
(82,741) were Filipinos, most of whom entered Japan as singers and dancers. In 
2007, however, the number of Filipinos had decreased dramatically to 5,595, and 
the total number of persons entering the country on entertainment visas decreased 
to 42,098 (Ministry of Justice, 2004, 2007). Because most of these were women, the 
dramatic decrease in the number of Filipino women coming to Japan also resulted 
in a decrease in the number of intermarriages between Filipino women and 
Japanese men.
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The second factor is the strengthening of efforts to expose sham marriage bro-
kers and other intermediaries (Kuga, 2012). In 2007, the National Police Agency 
began publishing reports on arrests related to sham marriages. Among the for-
eigners arrested during that year, those of Chinese nationality accounted for the 
largest number, followed by Koreans and Filipinos (National Police Agency, 
Criminal Investigation Bureau, Organized Crime Control Department, 2007). As 
I discuss below, persons from all three of these countries are among the most com-
mon in terms of intermarriages with Japanese.

The third factor is the extended recession in Japan, combined with economic 
growth in Asian countries. As a result of the stagnation in Japan, the income of 
young Japanese men has grown unstable, while economic growth throughout Asia 
has increased the economic strength of young Asian men. As a result, Asian women 
are now able to find marriage partners with whom they can sustain a comfortable 
lifestyle within their own countries, without having to marry Japanese men 
(Yamada and Hirakiuchi, 2012).

Looking at the ratio of combinations of husband and wife, in 1965 about 
75 percent of intermarriages were between a foreign husband and a Japanese wife, 
but this ratio leveled off to about 50–50 in 1974, and the balance shifted to the 
other side thereafter. This trend was most notable in the latter half of the 1980s, 
during the period of the bubble economy, when the number of intermarriages 
increased dramatically. From 1988 onward, between 75 and 80 percent of inter-
marriages were between Japanese men and foreign women.

According to the Vital Statistics of Japan in 2010, the largest number of the 
foreign wives were from China (10,162; 44.5%), followed by the Philippines 
(5,212; 22.8%), Korea2 (3,664; 16.0%), Thailand (1,096; 4.8%), Brazil (247; 1.1%), 
and the United States (223; 1.0%). The largest number of foreign husbands were 
from Korea (1,982; 26.9%), followed by the United States (1,329; 18.0%), China 
(910; 12.4%), the United Kingdom (316; 4.3%), and Brazil (270; 3.7%) (Ministry 
of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2010). The countries at the top of these lists have 
not changed dramatically, even over the past 20 years. One notable figure is the 
substantial ratio of “Other nationalities” for foreign spouses of Japanese women, 
at 31.0 percent (2,281). Starting from the latter half of the 1980s, there was a 
noticeable trend toward Japanese women choosing foreign spouses of diverse 
nationalities.

Because the Vital Statistics of Japan do not include a list of the countries con-
tained in the “Others” category, I look to the “microdata of the 2005 Population 
Census” for further details. As of October 2010, there were a total of 320,844 inter-
marriage couples living in Japan; 230,370 comprising a Japanese husband and a 
foreign wife, and 90,474 comprising a foreign husband and a Japanese wife. 
Figure 10.2 shows the nationalities of these foreign spouses.

Here, we can see that the “Others” category in the Vital Statistics of Japan 
includes Indonesia, Vietnam, Russia, and Peru in the case of wives, and Canada, 
Australia, Pakistan, France, and the Philippines in the case of husbands. A higher 
ratio of Japanese women than men choose to marry Westerners (e.g., from the 
United States, the United Kingdom, or Canada). Japanese men, on the other hand, 
rarely marry Western women.
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Component Elements of Japanese Identity

Nationality

From 1873, when regulations regarding intermarriage were first established in 
Japan, to 1950, when the Nationality Act was amended, Japan adopted a basic 
principle that the wife acquired the husband’s nationality and the couple should 
have the same nationality. Japanese men never lost their Japanese nationality as a 
result of intermarriage, while Japanese women who married foreigners would lose 
their Japanese nationality, except in cases where their foreign husbands were natu-
ralized as Japanese.3 When a foreign woman became the wife of a Japanese, she 
acquired Japanese nationality regardless of whether or not she lived in Japan, or 
whether or not she lost her foreign nationality (Egawa et al., 1989).

However, up until the establishment of the Nationality Act in 1899, the concept 
of “Japanese nationality” did not exist, so the term Nihonjintaruno Bungen was 
used instead. Nihonjintaruno Bungen refers to social standing in Japan attained by 
being a member of a Japanese “household” (Kamoto, 2001: 90–91).

In 1950, the Nationality Act was amended, this time adopting the principle of 
independent nationalities between husband and wife, so that both parties could 
maintain their original nationalities. As a result, Japanese nationals entering inter-
marriages only lose their Japanese nationality if they acquire the nationality of a 
foreign country at their own choice. On the other hand, any foreign spouse of a 
Japanese who acquired Japanese nationality did so through the process of natural-
ization (Ninomiya, 1983).

In other words, before the amendment to the Nationality Act of 1950, a Japanese 
woman who married a foreign man was excluded from Japanese society as a “for-
eigner,” based on the assumption that she would return with her husband to his 
native country, unless he was naturalized as a Japanese. Conversely, a foreign 
woman marrying a Japanese man was included in Japanese society as a “Japanese.”

Turning now to the nationalities of children born of intermarried couples, up 
until 1985 Japan had adopted the principle called “paternalism in nationality”; that 
is, a child born between the Japanese man and a foreign woman was given Japanese 
nationality, while a child born between a foreign man and a Japanese woman did 
not have Japanese nationality. This left a problem, however: a child born to a foreign 
man and a Japanese woman would have his or her foreign father’s nationality, but if 
this was impossible, the child would have no nationality at all. This problem was 
resolved through an amendment to the Nationality Act in 1985, when Japan adopted 
the principle that if either the child’s mother or father has Japanese nationality, then 
the child may also be considered a Japanese national (Yamada and Tsuchiya, 1986).

Article 14, Paragraph 1, of the Nationality Law stipulates:

A Japanese national having a foreign nationality shall select one of the nationalities, 
where he or she obtains foreign and Japanese nationalities prior to his or her becom-
ing twenty years old, before his or her reaching twenty-two years old, and where that 
time when he or she obtained foreign and Japanese nationalities comes after his or 
her reaching twenty years old, within two years from that time.
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Lineage

There is an unspoken expectation in Japanese society that a person who says “I am 
a Japanese” should have the unique physical characteristics of the Japanese 
(Wagatsuma and Yoneyama, 1967). This type of categorization by visible external 
characteristics is closely related to the issue of lineage. This does not necessarily 
mean, however, that there is such a thing as “the blood of the Japanese race.” The 
residents of the Japanese archipelago are descended from a multitude of races: 
people who came from the Korean Peninsula and the Chinese mainland and peo-
ple who crossed the ocean from the north and the south. The “blood of the 
Japanese race” is nothing more than the image that the typical Japanese person has 
of Japanese society (Fukuoka, 1993: 6).

Nevertheless, a person who marries a Japanese and becomes naturalized to 
Japan, or even a mixed child with Japanese nationality who is born and raised  
in Japan, is considered by society to be a non-Japanese if he or she does not look 
Japanese. Conversely, even a person with a foreign nationality could pass as a 
Japanese to avoid social exclusion resulting from discrimination, as long as his or 
her physical characteristics are indistinguishable from those of a Japanese.

Komai (2006) describes two predominant situations in present-day Japan: 
“Passing,” in which foreigners conceal their presence in Japanese society, and “seg-
regation,” in which Japanese and foreigners avoid contact and remain apart from 
one another. Typical cases of “passing” can be found among Koreans, and typical 
cases of “segregation” can be found between Japanese and Brazilians in Japan.

However, it seems that even if one form is more characteristic for one group 
than the other, both forms in fact work in conjunction with each other for any 
given group. It is precisely because of the fear of segregation or stigma that Koreans 
in Japan try to pass as Japanese. It is also because of such fear that Japanese-
Brazilians are starting to pass (Takeshita, 2010).

In this section, I look back through history to examine, through the lens of inter-
marriage, the dual positioning of Japanese as an oriental race of color, while at the 
same time being in a position of control similar to that of white Westerners (Oguma, 
1998a). Japan has been discriminated against by Western countries, for example, in 
one-sided treaties that Japan entered with the United States, the Netherlands, Russia, 
Britain, and France in 1858 (the Ansei Five-Power Treaties), four years after Japan 
lifted its policy of seclusion from the outside world, which had lasted for more than 
200 years. At the same time, however, from 1895 until the end of the Second World 
War, Japan colonized surrounding countries and regions one after another, including 
Taiwan, Sakhalin (the Russian island), Korea, Manchuria (the northeast region of 
China), and numerous South Sea Islands, and discriminated against their people.

Improving the Japanese Race
During the Meiji Era (1868–1912), Japan made determined efforts to catch up to 
and overtake Western countries. The Japanese felt a strong sense of inferiority to 
Westerners, as evidenced by a proposal put forward in Takahashi Yoshio’s treatise, 
Improvement of the Japanese Race (1884: 100): “We as Japanese should improve the 
Japanese race by marrying Westerners,4 who are racially superior to Japanese.”
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The Improvement of the Japanese Race was intended to refer to Japanese men 
and not women, despite the fact that out of the 230 intermarriages between 1873 
and 1897, only 50 (21.7%) were between Japanese men and foreign women.5 The 
most likely reason for this was the perceived superiority of males in the context of 
lineage. Japanese women who entered intermarriages lost their Japanese national-
ity even if they intended to live in Japan permanently, and were thus excluded 
from Japanese society. Many of these women were hired by their prospective hus-
bands as mistresses before their marriage (Takeshita, 2000), thus becoming the 
target of discrimination because they had contact with foreign men.6

Assimilation Policy in the Era of Colonialism
As a result of the Japan–Korea Annexation Treaty signed in 1910, Korea became a 
Japanese colony, and was controlled by Japan for 35 years until Korea gained its 
independence after the end of the Second World War. The basic government pol-
icy was “assimilation,” one aspect of which was to encourage marriages between 
Japanese and Koreans.7 This was due to the belief that “the character of a superior 
race overpowers the character of an inferior race, so if intermarriages with the 
more superior Japanese race are promoted, then Korean will be absorbed into 
Japanese, while maintaining the character of the Japanese” (Oguma, 1998b: 132).

At the same time, there were those who opposed the assimilation policy from 
ethical, eugenic, or racial perspectives. Those who opposed the policy from an 
ethical perspective were in the minority, but those from a eugenic or racial per-
spective “could not accept the thought that the blood of the superior, controlling 
race should be tainted by mixing with the blood of an inferior, controlled race” 
(Oguma, 1995: 235–236).

A paper published in 1943 by the Ministry of Welfare, Population and Race 
Division, emphasized repeatedly that the mixing of blood should be prevented. 
That paper stated that the mixing of blood with the races of occupied regions 
lacked attention to eugenics: “Under the pretext of assimilation policy, we will in 
fact destroy the homogeneity of the Yamato (Japanese) race, thereby reducing 
our own cultural level to theirs, and in doing so, we will abandon our own aware-
ness and strength as leaders” (Oguma, 1995: 253). The paper went on to report 
on an increase in intermarriages between Japanese and Koreans living in Japan: 
“The accepted principle of controlling relationships is that the men of the lead-
ing or controlling race should marry women of the led or controlled race, but in 
Japan, that relationship has been reversed” (254). In reality, there were 5,458 
intermarriages between Japanese and Koreans in Japan from 1938 to 1942, and 
96.0 percent of these marriages were between Korean men and Japanese women 
(Morita, 1996).

Culture

Japanese appear Japanese not only because of their physical characteristics, but 
because their mannerisms—their facial expressions and body language—are also 
Japanese. These types of gestures and mannerisms are a part of Japanese culture as 
well (Wagatsuma and Yoneyama, 1967).
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Japanese society is not a monoracial or a monocultural society. We cannot deny 
that Japanese society is a “highly homogeneous society,” but that simply means 
that Japanese society has a low acceptance of the existence of heterogeneity. 
Persons who are different, to a greater or lesser degree, are either made invisible by 
being forced to assimilate as Japanese, or else they are placed in a separate category 
as “non-Japanese” (Fukuoka, 1993).

The dual positioning of Japan discussed in the previous section on “Lineage” 
has also been internalized in the issue of culture. Japanese expect that Westerners 
will live according to Western cultural standards even in Japan; Japanese attempt 
to adapt themselves to Western culture, but when non-Western foreigners come to 
Japan, they are expected to adapt themselves to Japanese culture (Kimura, 1994). 
This is an indication that Japanese attitudes toward foreigners change depending 
on whether or not the individual is from a Western country.

There is a hierarchy of values inherent in the sociocultural image of “advanced 
nations vs. developing nations,” “international elite vs. foreign laborer,” “English 
language vs. other languages,” and “Western culture vs. non-Western culture” 
(Sekiguchi, 2003: 93). This hierarchy appears in the form of discriminatory treat-
ment of foreign spouses and intermarriage couples.

Takeshita (2000) conducted a survey targeting intermarriage couples living in 
Japan where the husband is a foreigner and the wife is a Japanese. The findings 
made it clear that in cases where the Japanese wife assimilates into the husband’s 
culture, there is a strong likelihood that the husband is a Westerner; in cases where 
the non-Japanese husband assimilates into the wife’s Japanese culture, there is a 
strong likelihood that the husband is Asian. One exception to this rule can be seen 
in intermarriages between Japanese women and non-Japanese Muslim men. In 
these cases, there is a strong trend toward the Japanese wife converting to Islam 
when she gets married, thereby assimilating into the husband’s culture (Takeshita, 
2004). This is most likely due to the superior influence of a religion with strong 
precepts and also due to the superior position of males.

Intermarriage between Japanese Men and Asian Women

As shown in the section entitled “Dynamics of Intermarriage in Japan,” marriages 
between Japanese men and Asian women account for an overwhelming number of 
the intermarriages in Japan. In many of the cases, female marriage migrants are 
included in Japanese society as the wife of the oldest son or the daughter-in-law of 
a farming household, where the primary expectation is in a reproductive role; that 
is, of giving birth to an heir.

According to the research using microdata from the 2005 Population Census, 
the largest number of female marriage migrants welcomed into two-generation 
households as daughters-in-law are from Thailand, followed by the Philippines, 
China, and Korea. Many of these families tend to live in the Tohoku region of 
Japan (Ochiai et al., 2007). This is due to the serious social problems in the 
search for a marriage partner among male farm successors in particular areas, 
for which the local government has introduced a policy or program to arrange 
meeting with foreign females.
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No matter how much one advocates internationalization, and even if this trend 
brings those who are trying to protect “Japanese blood” to the grudging realization 
that “If it is come this far, there is nothing we can do about it,” these people still 
have the desire to see their daughters-in-law assimilated as Japanese (Yamazaki, 
1988: 204–205). For parents who welcomed daughters-in-law from Asia, their 
grandchildren had to be Japanese.

Kuwayama (1997: 219–220), who conducted survey-based research on female 
marriage migrants in Yamagata Prefecture in the Tohoku Region, made the follow-
ing comments:

In regional communities and household environments with a strong atmosphere 
that forbids Filipino mothers from teaching their children Tagalog, no matter how 
much they might wish to, and in which the only absolute was that the children be 
raised as pure Japanese, there was an almost complete denial of the fact that the child 
is a Filipino.

A foreign spouse’s main language does not necessarily correspond to her identity, 
but there is a substantial overlap here. For a foreign spouse, not using the mother 
tongue in the household or abandoning the idea of passing on the mother tongue 
to the child can lead to a weakening of the mother’s own identity (Okita, 2002). 
Language is more than simply a means of communication for female marriage 
migrants; it holds important meaning as a cornerstone of identity. However, a 
hierarchy of language esteem exists in Japanese society. Among families with par-
ents who have different native language, the non-Japanese parent’s language is less 
used by children as well as by Japanese parents in the Japanese-non-English fami-
lies than in Japanese-English families (Yamamoto, 2002).

The children of intermarriage couples carry on and embody the cultures of both 
parents, but in Japanese society and Japanese schools, where there is a strong aware-
ness of Japan as a monocultural society, the different culture brought in by the 
female marriage migrants tends to be seen as unnecessary and is given little recogni-
tion (Saruhashi, 2009). As the child grows up and establishes his or her identity as a 
Japanese, the female marriage migrant feels that she is being alienated.

As in the above example, prior research indicates that until around the end of 
the 1990s, Asian wives were seen as “vulnerable brides from Asia,” referred to as 
Noson Hanayome (“farming village brides”), and often pictured as “victims of 
socioeconomic processes.” In the early 2000s, however, the term “female marriage 
migrant” came into use, and there was an increase in research that viewed these 
women as independent agents with richer potential and abounding in diversity 
(Fujita, 2005; Lee, 2012; Saihanjuna, 2011; Satake and Da-anoy, 2006; Shikita, 
2013; Suzuki, 2003; Takeda, 2011; Yu, 2006).

I cannot deny the possibility that past research studies themselves contributed 
to strengthening the stereotypes and stigma borne by female marriage migrants. 
In a study that Takeda conducted, she stated that excessive demands on the female 
marriage migrant to act as a Japanese, or the presence of an overbearing mother-
in-law, did not arise as particularly serious problems (Takeda, 2011). Takeda also 
pointed out that much of the prior research does not go beyond investigations of 
the initial stages of adaptation by female marriage migrants. Consequently, it does 
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not take into account the process through which the female marriage migrant 
acquires the Japanese language and expands her social network, thereby dynami-
cally re-creating family relationships and social relationships (Takeda, 2012). We 
must not forget that not all female marriage migrants undergo a one-directional 
assimilation into Japanese society; some maintain the identity of their country of 
origin, while at the same time striking a balance, as required, to adapt to Japanese 
society. Nevertheless, in order to counter the stereotypes and stigma borne by 
female marriage migrants, we must avoid having this aggressive image of indepen-
dent agents become yet another stereotype.

Furthermore, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications and rural 
local governments have started to consider female marriage migrants to be com-
ponent members of local society. Multiculturalism policies are now appearing that 
view female marriage migrants as an important element for local community-
building (Kamiya, 2015; Yamawaki, 2014).

Conclusion

It has been said that “race mixing” is a historical phenomenon related to colonialism, 
conquest, war, domination, and migration (Williams, 1991: 136), but in today’s 
global society, where people and things are constantly crossing back and forth over 
national borders, intermarriage can no longer be considered an unusual event. Even 
so, gender disparity remains deeply rooted in Japanese society, along with Japan’s 
dual positioning in terms of lineage and culture, and there remains a desire to protect 
Japanese identity while repeating the process of inclusion and exclusion of foreign 
spouses, which has a long history in Japanese society. This is not, however, a simple 
dichotomy between the inclusion of foreign spouses as Japanese or their exclusion as 
non-Japanese. There are diverse stages between these two extremes (Fukuoka, 1993), 
and we must not forget that there are people who have been marginalized as not fall-
ing into either of these categories, and people who endeavor to “pass” for Japanese as 
a result of social exclusion or in order to avoid that social exclusion.

A Japanese person is one who has Japanese lineage—that is, certain physical 
characteristics as a Japanese—speaks Japanese, has acquired a number of charac-
teristics stemming from Japanese culture, and has Japanese nationality. Ultimately, 
however, there is the overriding concept of lineage (Fukuoka, 1993).

The Japanese term kokusaikekkon refers to a marriage between persons of dif-
ferent nationalities, with an emphasis placed on differences in nationality, but in 
practice in Japanese society, foreign spouses are included or excluded as a result of 
this overriding emphasis on lineage. In particular, if the foreign spouse comes 
from an Asian country, is a woman, and lives in a rural area that still maintains a 
patriarchal culture, there is a tendency for the husband’s family to want to ensure 
that children born of intermarriage couples are raised as Japanese. This tendency 
is the result of a perceived hierarchy of cultures, economic disparity between 
countries, and power relationships between the two genders.

Even though Japan does not recognize dual nationalities, I believe that the chil-
dren of intermarriage couples should not be denied their multiple identity or the 
multicultural elements that they hold, even if those elements have yet to be 
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realized. It has been sometime since we have heard the term “multicultural society,” 
but as we move toward building a multicultural society in the true sense of the 
words, creating a society that respects mutual differences is a challenge that faces 
all of Japan today, and will be the theme of future research that I will undertake.

Notes

1. The author would like to express her thanks to the Population Census Division, the 
Statistics Bureau of Japan, for allowing her access to the microdata of the 2010 
Population Census.

   This chapter is part of the results of research conducted as Platform Research (C), 
recipient of a Grants-in-Aid for Scientific Research received from the Japan Society for 
the Promotion of Science: “Comprehensive study of family formation of intermarriage 
couples involving Japanese, with quantitative and qualitative analysis” (Theme number: 
24530676) (representative researcher: Shuko Takeshita).

2. People of Korean descent in Japan who have been naturalized as Japanese are included 
in the Japanese category.

3. Because there was a possibility that the wife would have no nationality depending on 
the nationality laws of the husband’s country of origin, this point was amended in 
Article 27 of the 1916 law. Based on this amendment, if a Japanese woman married a 
foreign man, she would only lose her Japanese nationality on the condition that she 
acquired nationality in her husband’s country (Egawa et al., 1989).

4. There was also an interpretation that the Japanese race could be improved if Japanese 
men fathered offspring by having children with Western women, regardless of whether 
or not they were married, while desperately protecting their own Japanese identity 
(Kamoto, 2001). 

5. It has been said that there were 265 intermarriages in Japan between 1873 and 1897, but 
it was only possible to obtain data on the persons involved for 230 of these cases 
(Koyama, 1995).

6. In the period during which Japan closed its borders to other countries (1639–1853), the 
only foreigners allowed by the Bakufu government to enter the country or to stay in 
Japan (Nagasaki Prefecture) were the Hollander and the Chinese. The only Japanese 
women allowed to have contact with these foreigners were prostitutes. Even after Japan 
opened its borders to the rest of the world, the Bakufu government only allowed prosti-
tutes living in the red-light districts to have contact with foreigners; women in general 
were prohibited from having any such contact (Takeshita, 2000). As a result of this his-
tory, even after intermarriages were officially recognized in Japan in 1873, prejudice and 
discrimination against Japanese women who had contact with foreigners remained.

7. From the perspective of nationalities at the time, these were marriages between two 
Japanese; in the context of this chapter, however, these cases will be handled as intereth-
nic marriages, which is a subcategory of intermarriage.

References

Egawa, Hidefumi, Yamada, Ryoichi, and Hayata, Yoshiro, 1989, Nationality Act, Tokyo: 
Yuhikaku. (in Japanese)

Fujita, Mika, 2005, “Foreign Brides Cast Ripples to a Rural Area: Discovery by Immersion,”  
in Sato, Gunei and Yoshitani, Takeshi (eds.), Dividing People, Banding People: A Challenge 
through Intercultural Education, Tokyo: Nakanishiya Shuppan, pp. 221–252. (in Japanese)



186 SHUKO TAKESHITA

Fukuoka, Yasunori, 1993, Koreans in Japan: Identity among Younger Generation, Tokyo: 
Chuko Shinsho. (in Japanese)

Kamiya, Hiroo, 2015, “Local Municipal Measures to Support Marriage Migrants in Japan,” 
in Ishikawa, Yoshitaka (ed.), International Migrants in Japan: Contributions in an Era of 
Population Decline, Melbourne and Kyoto: Trans Pacific Press and Kyoto University 
Press, pp. 256–274.

Kamoto, Itsuko, 2001, The Emergence of “Kokusai Kekkon”: On Becoming a “Civilized 
Nation,” Tokyo: Sinyosha. (in Japanese)

Kimura, Hidenori, 1994, “Foreigners in Japan in the Context of International Society,” in 
Ninomiya, Tetsuo and Totani, Osamu (eds.), Changing Society and Sociology, Tokyo: 
Ochanomizu Shobo, pp. 120–146. (in Japanese)

Komai, Hiroshi, 2006, Japanese Type of Multiculturalism in the Age of Globalization, Tokyo: 
Akashi Shoten. (in Japanese)

Koyama, Noboru, 1995, The First Intermarriage, Tokyo: Kodansha. (in Japanese)
Kuga, Naoko, 2012, “Are Intermarriages Increasing Despite the Trend toward Not Marrying 

or Marrying Late in Life?,” in NLI Research Institute (ed.), Eyes of the Researcher,  
March: 1–3. (in Japanese) (http://www.nli-research.co.jp/report/researchers_eye/2011/
eye120308.html)

Kuwayama, Norihiko, 1997, Gender and Multiculturalism: Persons Living as Minorities, 
Tokyo: Akashi Shoten. (in Japanese)

Lee, Songhi, 2012, “Female Marriage Migrants in the Era of Globalization,” in Lee, Songhi, 
Nakamura, Ayako, and Hishiyama, Kosuke (eds.), Living in the Era of Migration, Tokyo: 
Toshindo, pp. 3–41. (in Japanese)

Merton, Robert K., 1941, “Intermarriage and Social Structure: Fact and Theory,” Psychiatry: 
Journal for the Study of Interpersonal Processes, 4: 361–374.

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2010, Vital Statistics of Japan. (in Japanese)
Ministry of Justice, 2004, 2007, Statistical Survey on Legal Migrants. (in Japanese)
Morita, Yoshio, 1996, The History of Koreans in Japan, as Told by the Numbers, Tokyo: Akashi 

Shoten. (in Japanese)
National Police Agency, Criminal Investigation Bureau, Organized Crime Control 

Department; Director for International Investigative Operations, 2007, State of Arrests 
for Crimes Committed by Foreigners in Japan. (in Japanese) (http://www.npa.go.jp/
sosikihanzai/kokusaisosa/kokusai/H19_rainichi.pdf#search)

Ninomiya, Masato, 1983, Equality of Gender in the Nationality Law, Tokyo: Yuhikaku. (in 
Japanese)

Ochiai, Emiko, Liaw, Kao Lee, and Ishikawa, Yoshitaka, 2007, “Feminization of Migration 
from the Perspective of the Influx of Foreigners into Japan,” in Yoshitaka Ishikawa (ed.), 
Population Decline and Regional Imbalance: Geographical Perspectives, Kyoto: Kyoto 
Daigaku Gakujutu Shuppankai, pp. 291–319. (in Japanese)

Oguma, Eiji, 1995, The Myth of Homogeneous Nation, Tokyo: Shinyosha. (in Japanese)
Oguma, Eiji, 1998a, The Boundaries of the Japanese, Tokyo: Shinyosha. (in Japanese)
Oguma, Eiji, 1998b, “Purism Trips Up,” in Jyokyo Shuppan Henshubu (ed.), Reading 

Nationalism, Tokyo: Jyokyo Shuppan, pp. 131–143. (in Japanese)
Okita, Toshie, 2002, Invisible Work: Bilingualism, Language Choice and Childrearing in 

Intermarried Families, Amsterdam: John Benjamin’s Publishing Company.
Saihanjuna, 2011, Intermarriage in the Global Immigration Era: Chinese Wives Settling in 

Rural Japan, Tokyo: Keiso Shobo. (in Japanese)
Saruhashi, Junko, 2009, “Considering the Supports for Female Marriage Migrants: From 

the Viewpoint of Linguistic Management and Empowerment,” in Kawahara, Toshiaki 
and Okado, Hiroko (eds.), Intermarriage: Multilingual Families and Their Identity, 
Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, pp. 37–74. (in Japanese)



INTERMARRIAGE AND JAPANESE IDENTITY 187

Satake, Masaaki and Da-anoy, Mary Angeline, 2006, Filipina-Japanese Intermarriages: 
Migration, Settlement, and Multicultural Coexistence, Tokyo: Mekong. (in Japanese)

Sekiguchi, Tomoko, 2003, Children of Japanese-Brazilian in Japan: Identity Formation of 
TCK, Tokyo: Akashi Shoten. (in Japanese)

Shikita, Keiko, 2013, “Education of Multicultural Families in Japan: Focusing on Female 
Marriage Migrants,” Migration Policy Review, 5: 113–129.

Suzuki, Nobue, 2003, “Transgressing Victims Reading: Narratives of Filipina Brides in 
Japan,” Critical Asian Studies, 35(3): 399–420.

Takahashi, Yoshio, 1884, Improving the Japanese Race, microfiche. (in Japanese)
Takeda, Satoko, 2011, Reconsideration of Intermarriage in Rural Japan: Female Marriage 

Migrants and the Social Change, Tokyo: Mekong. (in Japanese)
Takeda, Satoko, 2012, “Problems and Possibilities of Multicultural Families,” in Kawamura, 

Chizuko (ed.), Multicultural Families after 3.11: People Opening the Way for the Future, 
Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, pp. 162–178. (in Japanese)

Takeshita, Shuko, 2000, Sociology of Intermarriage, Tokyo: Gakubunsha. (in Japanese)
Takeshita, Shuko, 2004, Aspects of Intermarriage, Tokyo: Gakubunsha. (in Japanese)
Takeshita, Shuko, 2010, “The Passing CCKs in Japan: Analysis on Families of Cross-Border 

Marriages between Japanese and Brazilian,” Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 
41(3): 369–388.

Wagatsuma, Hiroshi and Yoneyama, Toshinao, 1967, Structure of Prejudice: Japanese Sense 
of Race, Tokyo: Nihon Hoso Shuppan Kyokai. (in Japanese)

Williams, Teresa K., 1991, “Marriage between Japanese Women and U.S. Servicemen since 
World War II,” America Journal, 17(1): 135–154.

Yamada, Masahiro and Hirakiuchi, Fumino, 2012, Fasting Boys and Dianthus Girls, Tokyo: 
Toyo Keizai Shinposha. (in Japanese)

Yamada, Ryoichi and Tsuchiya, Fumiaki, 1986, Easy to Understand New Nationality Act, 
Tokyo: Yuhikaku. (in Japanese)

Yamamoto, Masayo, 2002, “Language Use in Families with Parents of Different Native 
Languages: An Investigation of Japanese-non-English and Japanese-English Families,” 
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 23(6): 531–554. (in Japanese)

Yamawaki, Keizo, 2014, “Historical Development of Foreign Resident Policies in Japan,”  
in Kondo, Atsushi (ed.), Approach to Multicultural Policies, Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, 
pp. 21–39. (in Japanese)

Yamazaki, Hiromi, 1988, “Intermarriage does not Fill the Shortage of Daughters-in-Law,”  
in Utsumi, Aiko and Matsui, Yayori (eds.), Migrant Workers from Asia, Tokyo: Akashi 
Shoten, pp. 193–206. (in Japanese)

Yu, Yon-Suk, 2006, “Reorganization and Negotiation of Gender Relation at Households 
with Foreign Wives: Focused on Korean Wives Living in Rural Areas,” Journal of the 
Graduate School of Humanities and Sciences, 8: 231–240. (in Japanese)



Part III



11

Internationalization of Higher 

Education as a Response to 

Globalization: Japan’s Policy 

Challenges since the 1980s

Yukako Yonezawa and Akiyoshi Yonezawa

Introduction

The internationalization of higher education is an important policy issue in many 
countries, and Japan is no exception. A widely regarded definition of the interna-
tionalization of higher education is “the process of integrating an international, 
intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions, or delivery” of 
higher education (Knight, 2002: 2). De Wit (2002) identified 19 rationales for the 
internationalization of higher education and grouped them into 4 categories: 
social/cultural, political, economic, and academic (Knight, 2006). In the case of 
Japan, the economic rationales for the internationalization of higher education 
have come to predominate over the last 30 years. With the increasing influence of 
globalization on the economic and social dimensions of Japanese society, the 
internationalization of higher education has been a central concern for survival in 
the global economy at both the national and international levels. Specifically, the 
internationalization of higher education in Japan has been perceived as a response 
from the educational sector to market-led globalization (Hashimoto, 2005; Kudo 
et al., 2014).

The focus of this chapter is on outlining the historical changes over the past 
three decades in national policies for the internationalization of higher education 
in Japan. Particular emphasis is given to the growing social recognition of higher 
education as a primary driver of socioeconomic development for Japan’s survival 
in the global economy. However, it is important to also point to the broader con-
text of the transformation of Japanese society, and to critique the overemphasis of 
the role of internationalization in development, as this may obscure other 
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important considerations in the internationalization process, such as regional har-
monization and global citizenship.

Overview

The internationalization of higher education in Japan started in earnest with gov-
ernment initiatives to enhance the mobility of international students. In terms of 
incoming international students, Japan has seen a dramatic growth in numbers 
over the past three decades: from 10,428 in 1983 to 184,155 (139,185 to higher 
education institutions, excluding Japanese language schools) in 2014 (JASSO, 
2015). This significant growth has resulted from both “pull” and “push” factors.

Regarding the pull factors, there have been strong policy drives based on the 
Japanese national plans. The “Plan for 100,000 Overseas Students” (hereafter “Plan 
100,000”), launched by Prime Minister Nakasone in 1983, set out to accept 100,000 
international students by 2000. Next, the “Plan for 300,000 Exchange Students” 
(hereafter “Plan 300,000”), proposed by Prime Minister Fukuda in 2008, put for-
ward another government plan to accept 300,000 international students by 2020. 
The regulations and administrative procedures of immigration for international 
students have also changed through the implementation of these plans, so that 
international students can earn an income during their studies to maintain a rea-
sonable standard of living. The eligibility of international students has also been 
diversified. Adding to the traditional admission of degree-seeking students in reg-
ular programs taught in the Japanese language, short-term student exchange pro-
grams and degree programs taught in English have also increased considerably.

Global growth in international student numbers over the past several decades 
has constituted a significant push factor for the Japanese higher education sec-
tor. The total number of students enrolled outside of their country globally rose 
from 1.1 million in 1980 to 4.5 million in 2012. Specifically, Asia has been the 
largest source of international students, supplying 53 percent of all international 
students in the world in 2012 (OECD, 2014). Japan has been the fortunate recip-
ient of this rapidly increasing number of students from Asian countries, most of 
which have experienced momentous economic growth. The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) identifies factors that influ-
ence the study destinations of international students to be language and cultural 
considerations, geographic proximity, and a destination education system that is 
similar to their own. From the beginning of the twenty-first century, the number 
of outgoing students from East Asian neighbors such as China and South Korea 
has grown sharply, and Japan has been one of their major destinations. According 
to official Japanese government data (JASSO, 2015), 92.7 percent of interna-
tional students were from Asian countries in 2014; out of that, 51.3 percent were 
from China, 14.4 percent were from Vietnam, 8.6 percent were from South 
Korea, 5.7 percent were from Nepal, and 3.4 percent were from Taiwan. The 
OECD (2014) also pointed out that, among OECD member countries, Japan has 
the highest share of international students from countries that share land or 
maritime borders (81% in 2012).
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The distribution of international students within Japan varies by sector. The 
share by level of study is different between students in national and private univer-
sities. In Japanese universities, there are more international students at the under-
graduate level (65,865) than at the graduate level (39,979) (JASSO, 2015). 
Specifically, 61.6 percent of graduate students study at national universities, while 
34 percent study at private universities. By contrast, private universities absorb 
80.9 percent of international undergraduate students, compared with national 
universities which enroll only 16.5 percent. With regards to distribution by aca-
demic specialty, social sciences and humanities are the major fields of study for 
these international students (41.8% and 28%, respectively), followed by engineer-
ing (12.8%).

Goodman (2007) has pointed out the hierarchical structure of the interna-
tional student market in Japan. According to him, research-oriented national uni-
versities and a small number of leading large private universities have attracted 
high-caliber international students at the graduate level by providing sufficient 
opportunities for scholarships, research funding, and academic networking. 
However, substantial numbers of self-financed international students at the 
undergraduate level enter less selective private universities, usually in low-cost 
programs in the social sciences and humanities.

Compared with international students, the number of domestic students study-
ing abroad has been modest. In 1983, the number was 18,066, with a gradual increase 
over the subsequent two decades, reaching 82,945 in 2004. Notwithstanding the 
governmental initiatives since the early 2000s to promote domestic students 
studying abroad, the number began to decrease in 2004, dropped to 57,501 in 
2011, and then slightly recovered to 60,138 in 2012 (MEXT, 2015). Concerning the 
destination of study, English-speaking countries such as the United States, the 
United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand remain popular destina-
tions for domestic students. However, the overall numbers who go to those coun-
tries have been decreasing over the last decade. On the other hand, a steady increase 
of Japanese students can be seen in China and Taiwan. Over 60 percent of students 
go to study abroad at the undergraduate level, while 20 percent enroll at the gradu-
ate level.

Historical Policy Changes in the Internationalization of  
Higher Education in Japan since the 1980s

In Japan, the national government has played a central role in driving the interna-
tionalization of higher education institutions (Horie, 2002; Kitamura, 2001; Kudo 
and Hashimoto, 2011; Umakoshi, 1997; Yonezawa, 2011). Japan’s modern higher 
education system has more than 150 years of history, and the policy direction for 
internationalization has changed over time in accordance with the changing inter-
nal and external circumstances of the country (de Wit, 2011). The following sec-
tions review national policies on internationalization since the 1980s, the period 
when the country experienced the unprecedented economic challenge of the 
“bubble economy.”
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The 1980s to 1990s: National Plan to Accept 100,000 International Students

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Japan established its modern higher 
education system by introducing Western models on the basis of advice from for-
eign experts hired by the Japanese government and a group from the Japanese elite 
who had studied in Western countries. This means that the Japanese higher educa-
tion system itself has an international origin; that is, the Japanese government, 
higher education institutions, and individual academics have tried to absorb 
advanced knowledge and technologies from Western countries so that Japan could 
establish a modern industrial system and achieve economic prosperity. This 
“catch-up with the West” rationale heavily influenced the direction of education 
and research in Japan for a long time, until it established a leading global economy 
in the 1980s (Kudo and Hashimoto, 2011).

Despite the international origins of its modern higher education system, Japan 
had not really implemented any active initiatives for educational internationaliza-
tion until the end of the 1970s. Nevertheless, Japan’s economic growth in the 1960s 
and 1970s had encouraged a gradual increase of international students in Japanese 
universities: 3,003 in 1964, 4,444 in 1970, and 5,671 in 1976 (MEXT, 2001). 
However, international concern prompted the Japanese higher education system 
to provide greater support for international students at their campuses. In 1971, 
the OECD report entitled “Reviews of National Policies for Education: Japan,” 
which investigated the situation of international students in Japan, suggested that, 
with Japan as a developed country, the Japanese government and universities 
should take greater responsibility for international contributions in education. 
The report also suggested that Japanese infrastructure in higher education institu-
tions had not kept up with the rapid increase of international students on their 
campuses.

With this report as a turning point, the then cabinet designated the interna-
tionalization of the higher education system to be a high priority (Horie, 2002; 
Kudo and Hashimoto, 2011; Umakoshi, 1997; Yonezawa, 2011). The then Prime 
Minister, Nakasone, organized the Provisional Council on Educational Reform to 
formulate a strategy for accepting more overseas students. The Council compiled 
two proposals, in 1983 and 1984, to set the number of students accepted from 
foreign countries at 100,000 by 2000. These two proposals set a national goal for 
the first time, which was eventually announced as Plan 100,000.

In the first report in 1983, the government listed 12 goals to be attained through 
national and individual institutions’ efforts. Horie (2002) classifies these into two 
categories: first, the government and individual institutions should contribute to 
the comprehensive reform of university education and to the improvement of 
educational quality to meet global standards; second, support systems should be 
reformed to provide the necessary services to international students. The report 
also encouraged the government to offer more scholarship opportunities for 
international students, so that national scholarships could cover 10 percent of all 
international students in Japan.

After Plan 100,000 had been adopted, the number of international students 
grew about 20 percent each year throughout the 1980s. The number reached 
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52,450 in 1993, which was a fivefold increase over 10 years. The government issued 
the interim report on Plan 100,000 in 1992 (Monbusho, 1992). This report claimed 
the international student increase in the first ten years of the Plan to be a success 
and advocated that individual universities keep up their efforts in accommodating 
them. Although the promotion of international exchange for Japanese students 
was a minor concern in the 1992 report, in this period the lion’s share of the efforts 
toward internationalization by the government and higher education institutions 
was devoted mainly to attracting international students.

However, the tide of incoming students soon stopped, having stagnated by the 
mid-1990s. The main reason for the stagnation was said to be the global eco-
nomic recession from the beginning of the 1990s. The government tackled the 
problem with countermeasures for this stagnation, which resulted in the intro-
duction of a new initiative for the promotion of incoming exchange students in 
the mid-1990s.

To increase the number of international students, the government prepared a 
new budget for student exchange programs at Japanese national universities 
through two national initiatives. The United States–Japan Conference on Cultural 
and Educational Interchange (CULCON), a joint scheme between the two coun-
tries’ representatives, further facilitated student exchange between both countries. 
Following the recommendations from CULCON, the government provided bud-
getary support for national universities to establish on-campus organizations to 
provide a broad range of services for international students. At that time, many 
national universities were said to have inadequate provision of educational and 
campus-life services for international students (Kudo et al., 2014). Through this 
governmental support, some national universities, especially the larger ones, 
established new organizations on their campuses. Generally, these organizations 
were called “centers for international students” or “centers of student exchange” 
and were implemented to provide academic staff for intercultural education and 
language teaching to support international exchange students.

Soon after financial support was given to selected national universities, the gov-
ernment announced a proposal to establish a short-term exchange program, 
which resulted in the launch of the Short-Term Student Exchange Promotion 
Program in 1995 at representative national universities. This program was 
intended to provide international students with both study opportunities in 
Japanese universities as exchange students and scholarships for the period of 
exchange. The core objective of the program was to augment the number of inter-
national students, especially from English-speaking countries or OECD countries, 
to national universities in Japan. Compared to some large private universities in 
this period, national universities were viewed as having failed to build richer edu-
cational services for international students (Kudo et al., 2014). In order to bridge 
this gap, the programs in national universities under this scheme were planned to 
offer curricula taught entirely in English. By 1997, 7 prestigious national universi-
ties had implemented the Short-Term Student Exchange Promotion Program and, 
by 2007, 23 programs in other national universities followed (MEXT, 2010).

However, the number of international students remained relatively low. The 
next policy papers on the internationalization of higher education were issued in 
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1997 and 1999. Compared with the three former reports in 1983, 1984, and 1992, 
these two reports emphasized systemic institutional factors influencing interna-
tional student numbers rather than simply focusing on a quantitative goal. The 
particular goals in these policy papers were threefold: (1) to provide a wider range 
of programs at individual universities that satisfy the educational and research 
needs of international students; (2) to improve the information accessibility for 
prospective students all over the world; and (3) to build collaborative networking 
among local governments and private sectors so that international students could 
benefit from various sources of services (Monbusho, 1999).

Other than the specific educational reform measures, a relaxation of immigra-
tion regulations had also been implemented to facilitate Plan 100,000. In 1996, the 
Japanese government made immigration regulations for the entry of international 
students more flexible. Further immigration measures were taken in 2000 to sim-
plify and speed up the visa issue and the entry procedure for international stu-
dents (Horie, 2002;Terakura, 2011). These initiatives, combined with the favorable 
climate of economic development in Asia at that time, resulted in an increase of 
international students. Among some Asian countries—especially China, from 
which Japan has accepted the largest number of international students—there was 
a growing national enthusiasm for studying abroad under the strong impetus of 
economic growth. These countries had begun sending more and more students to 
other countries to seek better higher education opportunities. Further, at this 
time, some other major host countries, such as the United States and Australia, 
started to restrict the flow of students from Asian countries. Japanese policy initia-
tives, aimed at expanding the presence of international students, directed those 
students, mostly from China, to Japan as a study destination (Terakura, 2011).

As a result of these national and institutional efforts, Plan 100,000 was finally 
fulfilled in 2003. This was three years after the targeted year, with the exact number 
being 109,508. This success was due in large part to the growth in the number of 
Chinese students; the share of Chinese students in Japan increased from 41.6 per-
cent in 1993 to 64.7 percent in 2003 (Terakura, 2011). Japanese government initia-
tives in support of Plan 100,000 played a key role in guiding Japan’s higher 
education internationalization efforts with regard to incoming international stu-
dent numbers. Furthermore, as Horie (2002) has discussed, government policy 
papers put pressure on individual universities to strengthen their organizational 
systems in terms of the recruitment and education of international students. The 
Japanese government and universities have continued to focus on international 
education reforms into the twenty-first century.

The 2000s: The Mainstreaming of Internationalization Policies as  
Part of National Economic and Social Reform

After the accomplishment of Plan 100,000, the government modified its policies 
for the internationalization of higher education in several ways. The 2003 report 
by the Central Council for Education (CCE), a consultative body for the Minister 
of Education, was entitled “The Development of New International Student 
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Policy.” It announced a policy shift away from a focus on the quantity of interna-
tional students to an improvement in the quality of university management in 
education and research (CCE, 2003). The report pointed to the changing condi-
tions influencing international student movements. The remarkable economic 
growth in China and other Asian countries was encouraging students in these 
countries to study abroad. At the same time, because of a decrease in the youth 
population in Japan, universities had become more proactive in recruiting inter-
national students to meet their enrollment capacity. Simultaneously, the simplifi-
cation of immigration and residence requirements by the Japanese government 
enabled more international students to come to and stay in Japan without any 
difficulty. In light of these circumstances, the report warned that some universi-
ties lacked the appropriate organizational resources for the selection, instruction, 
and supervision of international students. Further, some universities had experi-
enced low motivation in some international students, and illegal visa overstays 
among international students had become a serious problem. The report empha-
sized the need for every university to ensure that only “quality international stu-
dents” were accepted.

In the 2003 report, the government also urged higher education institutions to 
be more active in the systematic reform in education, research, and management. 
The government had begun to recognize the value of internationalization as a 
policy tool for enhancing university reform in general. A trial of this idea was the 
Strategic Fund for Establishing the International Headquarters in Universities, a 
project to be nationally funded for five years (JSPS, 2010). This project aimed to 
establish international headquarters within the central administrations of univer-
sities. The project expected these international headquarters to develop effective 
institutional strategies as model cases for campus-wide internationalization 
reforms. For this project, 68 universities applied, and 20 were selected (Ota, 2014).

Increased emphasis was also put on increasing the number of Japanese students 
going to study abroad. Reflecting on past policies, the 2003 report pointed to an 
overemphasis on the recruitment of international students, and advocated that a 
higher value be put on the bilateral flow of students for “mutual understanding 
and friendship with other countries.” For this purpose, the report recommended 
promoting more Japanese students studying abroad by providing scholarships, 
especially to strengthen the linkage with Asian countries. In line with this, the 
government provided scholarship support for the Long-Term Study Abroad 
Support program in 2005 (MEXT, 2010).

Further, the internationalization of higher education assumed cabinet-wide 
policy significance in relation to broader national economic and social challenges 
in this period (Yonezawa, 2011). The global economic recession in the 1990s and 
the unprecedented economic growth of other Asian countries led to a greater 
focus on the effective use of public funding and on improving the international 
competitiveness of Japanese society and economy. Elite universities in Asian 
countries such as China, South Korea, and Singapore had become competitive 
rivals for Japan in the fields of research and education. The Australian govern-
ment also officially claimed education services to be a significant export industry 
and increasingly attracted international students, mainly from Asian countries, on a 
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commercial basis. The circumstances surrounding policymaking in relation to the 
internationalization of higher education had become complex.

Under these circumstances, joint ministerial announcements on higher educa-
tion and related projects became more frequent. For example, the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) and the Ministry of 
Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI) jointly launched the Career Development 
Program for Foreign Students in Japan in 2007, with the objective of making effec-
tive use of international students as a resource to advance Japanese development. 
In this program, universities and industries jointly offered a variety of professional 
training, Japanese language training, and job-hunting support to international 
students so that they could serve as “bridges” between Japan and other Asian 
countries for Japanese industries and academic communities. Projects of this kind 
had never emerged under the auspices of a single ministry.

National Plan to Accept 300,000 International Students

As the higher education internationalization policy extended its scale, in 2008 
Prime Minister Fukuda and his cabinet announced Plan 300,000, which was a 
scheme to accept 300,000 international students by 2020—a follow-up scheme to 
Plan 100,000. Six ministries were involved in formulating the basic framework of 
Plan 300,000—in addition to MEXT and METI, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MOFA); the Ministry of Justice (MOJ); the Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare (MHLW); and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and 
Tourism (MLIT) were behind this plan. The new plan signified that the interna-
tional student policy would become a key issue for the whole body of the national 
government. Although Plan 300,000 again held up a target number, the philoso-
phy in the new plan was different from the former Plan 100,000, which aimed at 
providing educational aid to international students and elevating Japan’s interna-
tional profile. Alternatively, the purpose of Plan 300,000 was to revitalize “Japanese 
political economy, society, and universities” (Kudo and Hashimoto, 2011: 346–
347). According to this rationale, the quality of international students was regarded 
as a core concern, rather than simply the quantity. The figure of 300,000 was 
intended to maintain the current world share of Japanese higher education (5%) 
based on the estimated future growth of the international student market 
(Yonezawa, 2011). In light of this goal, the proportion of international students in 
the total number of students in Japan’s higher education system was estimated to 
increase from 3.3 percent to 10 percent (Kudo et al., 2014).

The strategy the government adopted for realizing this ambitious goal was to 
select and support core universities as models of internationalization. For this 
purpose, a national funding project entitled the “Global 30 Project” was launched 
in 2009. It had two primary goals: (1) to internationalize the academic environ-
ment in Japanese universities; and (2) to accept excellent international students 
into Japanese universities. The government selected 13 universities from the 22 
universities that applied and requested that the selected universities implement a 
variety of approaches to internationalize their academic systems and campuses. 
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For instance, the project suggested developing more undergraduate and graduate 
degree programs conducted in English, establishing branch offices overseas for 
student recruitment, and renewing admission and student support systems in 
keeping with the digital age. According to the MEXT’s postevaluation, 179 pro-
grams that were conducted entirely in English had emerged in the selected univer-
sities, and the number of international students in the 13 universities had increased 
from 23,000 to 33,000 in the 5 years of the project’s operation (JSPS, 2012).

The 2010s: “Global Human Resources” Initiatives and the  
“Top Global University” Project

In addition to the Global 30 Project, the government launched two other big proj-
ects for the internationalization of higher education in the late 2000s and early 
2010s. For improving research excellence, the government set up Global Centers of 
Excellence (Global COEs) in 2007 and established the Program for Leading 
Graduate Schools in 2011. The Global COEs program was introduced to elevate 
the international competitiveness of Japanese universities, while the Program for 
Leading Graduate Schools was intended to help high-caliber students become 
globally active leaders (Yonezawa and Shimmi, 2015).

Continuing to respond to globalization, the Japanese government became 
more active in developing national funding projects to internationalize the univer-
sity system. The government put forth the internationalization of higher educa-
tion as the core scheme for revitalizing national economic and social power. In 
June 2010, the government, led by the Democratic Party of Japan, set up the New 
Growth Strategy, composed of 21 national projects for the recovery and develop-
ment of Japan’s economy within a 10-year timeframe. Here, the government iden-
tified the role of the higher education sector as producing human resources that 
would support the world as well as Japan. These projects laid out three primary 
targets: (1) to internationalize university education and improve foreign language 
education, including English and Chinese; (2) to promote overseas exchange of 
Japanese students and strategically acquire international students; and (3) to 
develop human resources capable of responding to business internationalization 
(Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2010; Sato, 2013).

In line with these national targets, two additional funding projects were intro-
duced for improving university education and enhancing the number of Japanese 
students studying overseas.

First, the government launched the Re-Inventing Japan Project in 2011. In this 
project, the selected universities developed joint education programs with partner 
universities overseas. The universities were to set up quality assurance mecha-
nisms for credit transfers and grading through mutual recognition with partner 
universities. The project set particular regional targets: China, South Korea, and 
the United States in 2011; the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 
2012 and 2013; and Russia and India in 2014.

Second, the Project for Promotion of Global Human Resource Development 
was started in 2012, with the objective of providing students with more 



200 YUKAKO YONEZAWA AND AKIYOSHI YONEZAWA

international experiences through study and internship opportunities abroad and 
various learning activities at their home campus. The strong demand from the 
industrial sector was the main impetus for the establishment of the project. After 
the financial crisis in 2008, Japanese business leaders began to stress the necessity 
of personnel who could work globally to ensure the survival of Japanese industry 
(Yonezawa, 2014). In order to facilitate better understanding of the types of human 
resources that are suitable for industry needs, the Global Human Resource 
Development Committee, led by METI, issued a report entitled “Develop Global 
Human Resources through Industry-Academia-Government Collaborations” in 
April 2010. The report identified the main three competencies for global human 
resources: (1) the ability to communicate in foreign languages (especially in 
English); (2) the ability to understand different cultures and exhibit leadership; 
and (3) fundamental competencies for working persons (GHRDC, 2010). In this 
context, global human resources needed to consist not only of skills for interna-
tional communication, but also of competencies required in the business 
environment.

Soon after the announcement of this report by METI, the cabinet introduced 
the New Growth Strategy in June 2010, and the Council on Promotion of Human 
Resource for Globalization Development was organized by the Cabinet Office in 
September of the same year. The Council consists of members from different min-
istries and considers the various actions to be taken for cultivating global human 
resources. The Cabinet Council produced the final report in June 2011, with the 
following recommendations for higher education institutions: (1) reform and 
ensure international standards in the university entrance examination system;  
(2) reorganize management systems so that individual universities can be global-
ized; and (3) promote strategic recruitment and student exchange programs so 
that more international and domestic students can participate (CPHRGD, 2011). 
The Project for Promotion of Global Human Resource Development was the 
result of the above-mentioned discussions with various sectors and ministries.

In line with the Cabinet’s New Growth Strategy, from 2009 onward the govern-
ment also increased the opportunities for scholarships and loans for Japanese stu-
dents studying abroad—not only for long-term study abroad, but also for 
short-term overseas study. The national budget for sending domestic students to 
study abroad reached 788 million Japanese yen in 2011. The present cabinet is 
promoting a plan to increase the number of Japanese students studying abroad 
from 60,000 in 2010 to 120,000 by 2020 (Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 
2013). Accordingly, the government has gradually shifted the focus of its financial 
support from the acceptance of international students to the bilateral mobility of 
university students.

The direct link between government policy for the internationalization of 
higher education and the national economic revitalization strategy became even 
stronger after the replacement of the Liberal Democratic Party-led government in 
December 2012. In June 2013, the Abe cabinet issued the policy paper “Japan 
Revitalization Strategy.” In this paper, the building of a world-class university sys-
tem was stressed as a pivotal driver for national competitiveness. The paper set as 
its goal the placement of more than 10 Japanese universities in the ranking of the 
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top 100 world universities in the next 10 years (Prime Minister of Japan and His 
Cabinet, 2013). Here, the government stressed the need for a strong response by 
the higher education sector to ensure the development of globally competitive 
human resources for Japan.

Based on this paper, in 2014 the government established a new comprehensive 
ten-year national project entitled the “Top Global University” project. Two types 
of initiatives were put forward: universities aiming to achieve positions within the 
top 100 in world rankings (Type A) and universities aiming to be the frontrunners 
of internationalization (Type B). For Type A, 13 universities were selected from 
among 16 applicants, and 24 universities were chosen from among 93 applicant 
universities for Type B. The selected universities are required to clarify their insti-
tutional strategies for internationalization and detailed measures for the targeted 
achievements. The indicators set forth by the project were not limited to practical 
individual internationalization initiatives, but were to include comprehensive uni-
versity reforms. Overall, the project accurately reflects the policy trends in new 
public management in Japan over the last two decades—namely, more detailed 
and transparent monitoring to ensure the effective use of public funds for the 
internationalization of higher education (Yonezawa and Shimmi, 2015).

Conclusion

In this chapter, historical changes in Japanese government policy for the interna-
tionalization of higher education have been examined in detail. The following 
points became evident through the analysis.

First, the internationalization of universities in Japan should be considered in 
context of the broader transformation of Japanese society. The policy initiatives 
for the internationalization of higher education were established in the 1980s as 
part of a broad policy rationale during a period of high confidence in Japan’s suc-
cess in the world economy. However, Japanese society’s experience over the last 
three decades has been a long-term decline in terms of national positioning in the 
global economy. In this changed context, the slow responses of the education sys-
tem and labor market to globalization have been considered a critical barrier to 
national development. In the end, government policy became focused on narrow 
economic considerations.

Second, the Japanese government increased its efforts to utilize policy tools to 
renew public management, and has done so more frequently and more broadly 
over the last three decades. Public spending on higher education is now delivered 
more on the basis of project funding with prescribed goal setting and performance 
monitoring. Here, open competition between the national universities and also 
among the public and private institutions has been stressed. In principle, the gov-
ernment has respected university autonomy. However, the prescribed formula and 
monitoring processes have become increasingly detailed and quantitatively 
measurable.

Third, institutional level practices within the internationalization process have 
varied widely. These varied experiences have involved an enriching discussion 
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around the values and implications of the internationalization of higher educa-
tion and have taken place among teachers, students, administrators, and manag-
ers. The government and universities have also endeavored to facilitate networks 
of communication among themselves as well as with industry. These efforts have 
enriched the context of the internationalization of higher education significantly 
in Japan in terms of, for example, multicultural understanding, global citizenship, 
regional harmonization, and sustainable development.

Nevertheless, a dilemma can be found regarding the rationale behind inter-
nationalization in Japanese higher education. The national policies require 
higher education to contribute more to national socioeconomic development 
through the development of globally competitive human resources. On the other 
hand, during the actual learning taking place within the international environ-
ment, students, teachers, and other stakeholders may encounter the multifaceted 
value of internationalization that is not limited to considerations of success 
within the global economy. However, the detailed and transparent monitoring 
requirements under the new public management may not provide sufficient 
scope for a full appreciation of the multifaceted benefits of internationalization 
for Japanese society.

The oppressive atmosphere in the debates surrounding the policy and practice 
of internationalization of education in Japan could be due to the heavy reliance on 
internal communication among domestic stakeholders. A more multilevel, multi-
faceted approach to the discussion of common values and harmony at the regional 
and global levels may be necessary for the realization of an effective international-
ization process in higher education. To this end, the entire range of stakeholders 
should be involved in open discussion through international partnerships with 
diverse regional neighbors, such as Australia.
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Higher Education and Social 

Cohesion: Universities, Citizenship, 

and Spaces of Orientation

Miriam Faine, Sue Plowright, and Terri Seddon

Introduction

The role of universities in nation building and cohesive citizen formation is chal-
lenged by globalization. In Australia, these effects are visible in the growth of inter-
national student enrollments that have made education a major “export” industry, 
and in deep uncertainties that now surround what it means to be a “university,” do 
“academic work,” and form cohesive citizenry. There is evidence that marketization, 
the restructuring of public enterprises so that they operate on the basis of market 
choice, has shifted the values and ethics of higher education in Australia. But it is 
less clear how these developments affect the relation between higher education, citi-
zenship, and social cohesion—“the willingness of members of a society to cooper-
ate with each other in order to survive and prosper” (Scanlon Foundation, 2015).

In this chapter we use the concept of “space of orientation” to understand the 
university as a distinctive locale for learning and identity formation. We report on 
a case study of Monash University, a self-proclaimed “global university,” to grasp 
the space, orientations, and effects of changes in higher education policy and prac-
tice on social cohesion. On this basis, we argue that universities are changing in 
ways that compromise familiar forms of national citizenship, but they generate 
spaces and orientations that support distinctive forms of cross-border social cohe-
sion that points toward the possibility of transnational citizenship.

Social Cohesion and Higher Education

Social cohesion is an ambiguous notion. In the 1970s, Michael Mann argued that 
both consensus and conflict sociology overstated the idea of “cohesion.” In liberal 
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democracies, he suggests, cohesion arises from a lack of consistent commitment to 
general values relying on the “pragmatic acceptance” by subordinate classes of 
their limited roles in society (Mann, 1970: 435). Alongside this kind of social anal-
ysis, there are studies of social cohesion as symbolic politics. Such research shows 
how fears about cohesion are associated with moral panics that run through par-
ticular communities. Even sociologists can become prophètesmanquès when they 
suggest that “there has been some fall from grace and that the morality of their 
times is confused and impoverished” (Pahl, 1991: 345).

Over the last ten years, incidents that reveal ethnic divisions encourage the 
sense that social cohesion in multicultural Australia is in decline. Yet episodes of 
social division, such as the 2005 Cronulla riots and the more recent involvement 
of Australian citizens in Islamist military activities, are countered by evidence of 
community-wide cooperation. For example, the execution of Andrew Chan and 
Myuran Sukumaran in Indonesia on April 29, 2015, prompted a widespread 
peaceful public outpouring of advocacy and grief, even though the drug smug-
gling activities of these two Australian sons, one of Cantonese-speaking Chinese 
parents and the other of Tamil parents, were recognized as illegal within the penal 
codes of both Indonesia and Australia.

The rhetoric surrounding these incidents indicates the subjective sense of social 
cohesion is talked up or down to foster “acceptance” of politically useful rhetoric. 
It draws on and perpetuates a long history of scholarly and political commentaries 
that steer populations toward cohesion or inflame ways of reading differences. For 
example, in the lead-up to and in the aftermath of the executions, Australian 
Prime Minister Tony Abbott and Foreign Minister Julie Bishop (2015) encouraged 
the Australian community toward national cohesion through a redemptive narra-
tive: “The Government had hoped that Indonesia would show mercy to these 
young men, who have worked hard since their arrests to rehabilitate themselves 
and improve the lives of other prisoners.” Yet the same government’s public rheto-
ric suggests no scope for redemption of disaffected and alienated young Muslim 
men, whose Australian citizen rights are stripped because they were lured, not by 
drug smuggling, but the excitement of war overseas. As Christine Milne, leader of 
the Australian Greens noted, this rhetoric presses “the fear, anxiety [and] insecu-
rity button” and “misses the opportunity to talk up social cohesion” (Cox, 2015).

These examples show how social cohesion is a social effect of national narra-
tives that encourage and authorize specific social organization, and spatial border-
ing and ordering. The emergence of the Westphalian social order since the 1600s 
established a cultural and institutional framework that secured “social cohesion” 
on a territorial basis, organized through the bordering and ordering of nation-
states. The legal principle of sovereignty meant that national border regimes regu-
lated cross-border flows, while state-citizen relations defined the character of the 
national territory, forms of authority, and patterns of rights (Sassen, 2006). The 
social organization of education systems—their context, content, controls, and 
patterns of access—were fashioned to produce imagined national communities 
(Anderson, 1991). This cohesion was both socially and spatially patterned, an out-
come that also created national knowledge cultures, legitimized national author-
ity, and formed the nation’s “citizen.” These civil “citizen” identities transacted 
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activities “democratically,” “through words and persuasion and not through force 
and violence” (Arendt, 1958: 26).

Since the Second World War, phenomena such as the Cold War and economic 
and cultural globalization have challenged this nation-building project. As ideas, 
people, and goods traveled across national borders, they disturbed territorial bor-
der regimes that secured national social organization and ordered its cultural and 
institutional fabric. In Australia, these global forces and geopolitical shifts, includ-
ing evidence of a nascent “Eastphalian” social order, drove economic and social 
reforms, which included restructuring of public enterprises so that they operated 
on the basis of market choice. These developments marketized the higher educa-
tion sector in Australia. The effects became visible in the exponential growth of 
international student enrollments and on universities’ increasing financial depen-
dence on these enrollments. In March 2015, for example, there were 413,000 full-fee 
paying international students on a student visa in Australia. These figures represent 
an 11.4 percent increase since March 2014 and a 4.7 percent growth rate over ten 
years. Austrade (2015) now identifies education as a major “export” industry.

These globalizing transitions that reposition education as a form of economic 
activity trouble established understanding of higher education institutions and 
academic work. The effects prompt questions about the relation between higher 
education, citizenship, and social cohesion. To understand these shifting relation-
ships, we approach the university as a “space of orientation.”

Space of Orientation

The “university” is a social institution that is organized and ordered to support 
learning and identity formation. The history of universities reveals how they 
locate, distribute, and endorse empirical and normative knowledge through net-
works. Within the nation-states order, their intellectual–practical activities had the 
effect of securing knowledge-authority orders that also cohered with national 
knowledge cultures and imagined national communities. Understanding the 
effects of globalization on higher education requires an analytical framework that 
questions these path-dependent narratives that are anchored by familiar territorial 
frames of reference. For this reason, we draw on a sociospatial perspective that 
recognizes the permeability of national border regimes and approach the univer-
sity as a “space of orientation.” We illustrate our approach using a case study of 
Monash University to show how a university has effects on cohesion through the 
way it forms civil identities with citizen capabilities.

A Spatial Move

Robertson (2010) draws attention to the curious neglect of space and spatialities 
in research on education and its social effects. Drawing on Henri Lefebvre (1991), 
she critiques both idealist and materialist understandings of space because they 
both split ideas from practices. Abstract representations of space are treated as 
texts that set them apart from the social and physical spaces that they envelop and 
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often obscure. Conversely, materialist analyses of social relations tend to reduce 
“lived space” to labor and products, without acknowledging the diversity of these 
spaces, their cultural resources and practices, and unfolding effects in everyday 
life. Yet it is this relationship between “representations (mental space)” and “real 
space” that is “the space of people who deal with material things” (4).

Space becomes comprehensible, Robertson suggests, by grasping how spatiali-
ties are actively made and have effects through knowledge and networks. Lefebvre 
approaches this agenda by analytically disaggregating space into three forms of 
spatiality: spatial practice (the material or perceived space); representations of 
space (conceptualized or conceived space); and spaces of representation where 
physical space is lived through associated images or symbols as lived space. David 
Harvey identifies three different ways of knowing space and suggests that under-
standings of “absolute,” “relative,” and “relational” space each have specific effects 
in everyday life. Combining Lefebvre’s spatializations and Harvey’s ways of know-
ing space reveals specific relations between space-making and knowledge work 
(Robertson, 2010).

An Orienting Move

We use these insights into the making of social spaces to identify specific “spaces 
of orientation.” These locales where spatialization and orientation unfold are not 
just physical places, but specific spots marked by geographic location, material 
form, and invested meanings, which “are also interpreted, narrated, perceived, felt, 
understood, and imagined” (Gieryn, 2000: 465). These spots of space-making 
occur at some “Moment” in time and space, marked by “revelation, emotional 
clarity and self-presence” (Shields, 2004: 194). These moments may be seized as a 
basis for action, but also enable a step toward more self-fulfilled ways of being 
(Shields, 2004: 194). This moment of action and self-development is influenced by 
the cultural resources available and how the ordering of knowledge and authority 
frames and filters knowledge work at particular moments.

In this way, the space of orientation locates “spots” where moments and move-
ments of learning and action unfold. Harvey’s (2006) classification of knowledge 
frames extends these insights by highlighting three different ways of encountering 
the spot and realizing learning and action. First, the spot and its effects are embed-
ded in “absolute space,” which Harvey identifies as the materialized logics of capi-
talism that encourage abstract ways of seeing and knowing the world. For example, 
“the university” is an abstraction, a representation of space that is disconnected 
from the spaces where people deal with material things. Second, the spot and 
effects are influenced by what is seen because “the spatial frame depends crucially 
upon what it is that is being relativized and by whom” (272). An international 
student will see (relativize) the university differently to a university manager. 
Finally, the spot and its effects will also be affected by the lived, felt “relational 
space” from which the university is seen. How the international student and uni-
versity manager experience and feel about their university will affect how they see, 
know, learn, and act.



HIGHER EDUCATION AND SOCIAL COHESION 209

A Methodological Translation

We build on this analysis of space, knowledge, and positioning to understand how 
the university is evolving into a more globalized form by focusing on narratives. 
This approach recognizes that the university is an absolute space that is being 
made and remade as managers, academics, and students learn and act on the uni-
versity from particular relative and relational positions. In this respect, we see the 
university as a “simultaneity of stories-so-far” (Massey, 2005: 130), where stories, 
as forms of narrative, are a condition of social life. They become spatialized and 
have spatializing effects because of the way they are tensioned between absolute, 
relative, and relational spaces.

How narratives are produced, circulated, and distributed, by whom, and who 
appropriates them, under what conditions, affects the way we come to know, 
understand, and make sense of the social world:

[I]t is through narratives and narrativity that we constitute our social identities . . . 
whether [or not] we are social scientists or subjects of historical research, . . . all of us 
come to be who we are (however ephemeral, multiple, and changing) by being 
located or locating ourselves (usually unconsciously) in social narratives rarely of our 
own making. (Somers, 1994: 606)

We identify the university with the production of conceptual narratives that circulate 
through everyday life as vocabularies, concepts, and explanatory schema that are dis-
ciplined (Somers, 1995). We see the making and remaking of universities as processes 
that are mediated by representations of “the university” and also as questions about 
those representations. The cultural politics materialize meanings, organize and gov-
ern everyday life, influence conduct, and form identities. For this reason, we also 
identify the university as a “good” on the basis of how it produces knowledge and 
sustains critique, which have flow on effects in everyday life and democratic politics.

It is this polyglot character, as well as the protection of conceptual narrativity, 
that makes the university a distinctive and also powerful space of orientation. To 
understand how the university space orients identities toward social cohesion, we 
investigated Monash University as a “space of orientation.” The case study was 
based on public documentation, which we compiled while working at Monash, 
and also on interview-based data collected in the course of a small-scale investiga-
tion of network building among international students in the Faculty of Education. 
We report findings that show Monash as: (1) a perceived space of work and learn-
ing; (2) a conceived space governing specific representations of citizenship; and 
(3) a lived space where students and academics navigate cultural difference and 
experiences of “transnationalism.”

The University as a Space of Orientation

Universities were central to the Westphalian nation-building project and the forma-
tion of citizens, but marketization has shifted the values and ethics of higher 
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education. The remaking of universities with a corporate-commercial orientation 
privileges consumer choice, creating a novel form of “Enterprise University” in 
Australia (Marginson and Considine, 2000). This unbundling of the nation- 
building university reconstructs the space of higher education. Reforms are not just 
oriented toward home-grown national developments, but also reoriented by travel-
ing policies that reference imperatives arising from the global knowledge economy 
and trends toward global governance (Ozga et al., 2006; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). 
These globalizing trajectories remake the university as a space and orientation.

Shifting Spatial Practices: Contradictory Narratives

The restructuring and reculturing of higher education is respatializing tertiary 
education along four main dimensions (Axford and Seddon, 2006):

 ● Seeing students as learning for earning—reskilling the Australian workforce, 
coordinated by qualifications, learning outcomes and standards, and curric-
ulum packaged as “flexible delivery” based on information and communica-
tion technologies (ICT).

 ● Shifting costs of education and training from the public to the private 
domain—the educational market, the Higher Education Contribution 
Scheme (HECS), student loans, growth of international students, and educa-
tion export.

 ● Reforming education and training management—from bureaucratic struc-
tures toward corporate governance.

 ● Recentering teaching methodologies around ICT learning platforms, soft-
ware, and digital infrastructures, deemphasizing knowledge traditions and 
disciplines embodied by academics.

Monash University used to be described as the last of the old rather than the first 
of the new Australian universities. Established in 1958, this second university in 
Melbourne now projects its self-understanding as a “university of transformation” 
(Davison and Murphy, 2012). Graduates still collect their testamurs in medieval 
gowns and the university appointed its first “provost” in 2012, recalling the eccle-
siastical rule of St Benedict (480–547). Yet these enlightenment resonances are 
under pressure. The university’s normative orientation is claimed, fixed in the 
pavement outside the graduation hall, in a statement by Sir John Monash, engi-
neer and military leader: “Adopt as your fundamental creed that you will equip 
yourself for life, not solely for your own benefit but for the benefit of the whole 
community.” But this seemingly ageless commitment to selfless service replaced in 
the 1990s an earlier shield and Latin motto: “We are still learning.” This old–new 
public identity captures the contradictory character of a global–national enter-
prise university.

Corporatization also changes the university space and culture. The shift in ratio 
between public and private funding means Monash now depends on “industry 
and partnerships” and “alumni community.” These stakeholders now appear on 
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the university website, at the same scale, as teaching and research Shifts in student 
enrollments mark changes in the bordering and ordering of the university, which 
is now feminized (56% female students), internationalized (34% international 
students), and technologically mediated (16% studying online or in mixed mode) 
(Monash University, 2015a). The rebordering of Monash also shifted the univer-
sity footprint, which now occupies a global not just national space, and celebrates 
its “local footprints” in Australia (5 campuses), Malaysia (one campus), South 
Africa (one campus); Italy (one center); India (joint technical research academy); 
and China (joint graduate school). The university also experimented with a net-
worked “global university”: the Monash Warwick Alliance that aimed to “help 
meet the increasing student, industry and government demand for universities to 
produce graduates with a global education” (Monash University, 2015b).

These trends are not restricted to Monash University, but indicate the trajec-
tory of Australian higher education. For example, the number of formal interna-
tional agreements with Australian universities in 2005 made China the lead 
international academic partner, rather than the United States (Universities 
Australia, 2009). This cross-border mobility builds on Australia’s migration his-
tory, but also challenges national narratives. Australia is no longer a white European 
outpost in the Pacific, but a multicultural space that is actively transforming.

Space of Representation: Ambiguous Governance Orientations

National borders define a territory with effects on sociality, citizenship, and citizen 
capabilities that sustain life and livelihood. How these understandings are nar-
rated becomes significant in times of change because narratives have empirical 
and normative effects. For example, writing after the second European war, 
Hannah Arendt (1958) looked back to the origins of democratic politics that were 
anchored in the Greek Athenian city state in order to reaffirm the idea of an “active 
life” after totalitarianism. She identified this vita activa as a hierarchical integra-
tion of citizen speech “action,” biological “labor,” and “work,” which produces use-
objects as human worldliness. In this narrative, “speech,” in a public space of 
appearance, is the higher order activity (7).

In the shifting spaces of enterprise universities, this “speech” becomes particu-
larly significant in university governance that steers university spaces of orienta-
tion and learning for citizenship. For example, Monash Vice-Provost (Graduate 
Education) Zlatko Skrbis (2014: 3) advocates “global citizenship” premised on an 
ethic of cosmopolitanism. This capacity for judging builds on Kant’s “original 
compact” as an obligation to all other humans by virtue of our own humanity. 
Global citizenship, Skrbis suggests, includes democratic citizenship in its widest 
sense as a practice as much as a perspective. It is about making these ways of acting 
and connecting globally integral to university education through “teaching phi-
losophies, policies, and curricula” (Skrbis, 2014: 1).

These statements suggest the horizons of university governance are shifting, and 
morally ought to shift, beyond national borders. Under the Commonwealth law, all 
Australian universities must develop Graduate Attributes. The Commonwealth’s 
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Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) then evaluates univer-
sities’ development and assessment of student achievement against these attributes, 
for registration purposes. The Monash Graduate Attributes policy reads:

Monash University prepares its graduates to be:

1. Responsible and effective global citizens who:
  a) engage in an internationalised world;
  b) exhibit cross-cultural competence;
  c) demonstrate ethical values.
2. Critical and creative scholars who:
  a) produce innovative solutions to problems.
  b) apply research skills to a range of challenges.
  c) communicate perceptively and effectively.

(Monash University, 2011, “Monash Graduate  
Attributes Policy”) (Our emphasis)

The significance of this representation is that it establishes a point of reference for 
the act of judging. Judging is the point “actor and spectator become united; the 
maxim of the actor and the maxim, the ‘standard,’ according to which the specta-
tor judges the spectacle of the world become one” (Arendt, 1978, Vol. 2: 271). As 
such, the Graduate Attributes policy represents a point in time, a space of orienta-
tion, which reveals judgments about the purposes of university education by the 
responsible university governance body. This representation, in turn, influences 
actions and judgments by university managers, academics, and students in rela-
tion to forming and graduating global citizens.

Australian higher education quality assurance processes and standards are 
largely defined and federally legislated by the Commonwealth government. But 
universities define their own “key graduate attributes”: potentially a small oasis of 
autonomous judgment in the legislatorial landscape. Yet this glimmer may be a 
mirage, given the normative steering effects of quality assurance and continuous 
improvement. As Morley (2003) predicts, “in time, no university in any national 
location will be able to escape the gravitational pull of the quality assurance dis-
course” (21) because they form “powerful policy condensates, demanding consen-
sus and orthodoxy” (14). The latest Monash Graduate Attributes policy was made 
by the Monash Academic Board in 2011. As a “conceived space of orientation,” 
academic boards in Australia sit organizationally under the university’s principal 
governing body and are “the principal policy-making and advisory body on all 
academic matters” (Dooley et al., 2013: 1). In 2006 the Monash Academic Board 
had 150 members; by 2014 there were 88 members forming a tripartite structure 
of ex-officio members, Heads of Academic Units, and 31 elected positions (includ-
ing 4 student positions). This shift in composition unfolded alongside develop-
ments in quality assurance.

The 2006 report of the Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA) audit of 
Monash University suggested strengthening the Academic Board’s role in univer-
sity governance. This critique was one of several such reports critical of how uni-
versity academic boards led “collegial processes of debate, discussion and review” 
(Baird, 2007: 108). By 2014, the Monash Academic Board Terms of Reference 
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reflected the reduced member numbers and identified the elected cohort as “visi-
bly reflecting elements of collegiality and democratic participation in university 
academic affairs” (Monash University, 2014: 6) (Our emphasis). However, the 
Terms of Reference also indicate that compliance with quality assurance require-
ments is a core rationale for its existence:

Establishment of the Academic Board is also necessary to ensure compliance with 
the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) Higher Education 
Standards Framework. (5)(Our emphasis)

The endorsement of global citizenship as a graduate attribute appears to navigate 
conflicting orientations within the university space. The process of Monash “going 
global” is tensioned perhaps between the gravitational pulls of an aspirational cos-
mopolitan ethic and, in Mann’s (1970) terms, a “‘pragmatic acceptance’ by subor-
dinate classes” of orthodoxies generated by the external gaze of quality assurance.

Spaces of Multiplicity: Living Space Transnationally

So it’s interesting to see . . . how lots of things are happening on a global scale and at 
the same time be able to see the similarities of each country, which . . . wouldn’t be 
possible if I weren’t here [studying through Monash]. It wouldn’t be possible at all if 
I didn’t have the opportunity to meet and to talk to these people from different con-
texts. (Student P.)

This quote is from a postgraduate student enrolled in the Faculty of Education at 
Monash University. She was interviewed in a small-scale research project that 
investigated “Connecting Up” among international students. The student’s com-
ment captures this connecting in ways that suggest interactive and overlapping 
national and global domains. Monash University is operating as an “analytic 
global–national borderlands”: it is where “global,” “national,” and “in-between” 
space-times become apparent analytically because they are ordered in ways that 
show “considerable internal differentiation and growing mutual imbrication with 
the other” (Sassen, 2002: 215).

As the student suggests, these polyglot borderlands locate moments where 
space and orientations reference different and multiple worlds. Understanding 
these borderlands means recognizing the absolute space of the university, and also 
how it is relativized by different actors: managers in university governance, aca-
demics who make spaces for learning, and students who learn. These spatialities 
frame, form, and filter particular relational spaces where people’s learning and 
working remake the university as a space of orientation. These spatial practices 
open up in-between spaces where transnational orientations become both imag-
inable and lived. For:

despite great distances and notwithstanding the presence of international borders (and 
all the laws, regulations and national narratives they represent) certain kinds of rela-
tionships have been globally intensified and now take place paradoxically in a planet-
spanning yet common—however virtual—arena of activity. (Vertovec, 1999: 447)
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These novel borderlands produce relational spaces and orientations where national 
territories denationalize and practices of global citizenship unfold (Sassen, 2013). 
These emergent denationalized and reterritorialized spaces and orientations are 
where “new forms of the social and the political can be made,” rather than as spaces 
for “enacting ritualized routines” (36). These moments make space and orienta-
tions that prompt novel ways of working and learning, with effects on knowledge 
building and identity formation.

Student Spaces
International research and postgraduate students make space for important work 
between the governed spaces and physical spaces of Monash Faculty of Education. 
As one student put it:

[T]he thing is that everybody meets at the kitchen at one point in the day. So at least 
say “hello” or “hi” or whatever it takes place there in the kitchen. On the same floor. 
[Connecting up occurs] basically because of the kitchen.

The possibility of practical encounters in the faculty builds friendships and also 
new “biographies of citizenship.” These are characterized by “dynamic identities, 
open, weak-tie relationships and more fluid, short-lived commitments in informal 
permeable institutions and associations” (Harris, 2014: 7). In the words of another 
student:

The first time I came here I felt that the most important thing that I had achieved was 
basically knowing people from other countries. Not necessarily network in the pro-
fessional sense—at that time my friends were basically a Japanese guy who was doing 
archaeology, a Masters, and this guy from the Netherlands who was also doing a 
Masters of Arts, but he was a journalist, and this girl from Sudan, she was doing a 
Masters in applied linguistics. And this other person—this boy from—he was older 
than me anyway, but he was from Australia and he worked for the government, he was 
a specialist in Indonesian languages and yeah we were good friends at the moment.  
Facebook didn’t exist though. And I have this Iranian man who would play the santoor.  
It was beautiful music. He was a music teacher as well. So he was doing his Masters in 
music. And most of us, except for the Australian person, met at the academic writing 
class because none of them—none of us had English as a first language. We were all 
international students. Now that was my treasure for all this time. (Student O)

Making friends offers lots of benefits as well as broadening horizons, by also devel-
oping student’s sense of the way spaces are relativized through particular represen-
tations. Two students elaborated these issues by reflecting on the value of learning 
about other cultures:

[Y]ou get to learn about life in that country. You also learn how the educational 
system works there and it makes you take a bigger perspective—you know, it opens 
up your eyes. It’s like seeing how life really works, which is sometimes far beyond or 
far less than what is expressed in journal articles most of the time or chapters. 
(Student Q)
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Australian schools are featured in the seminars and the group discussions, so I try to 
not discuss only with Chinese students. For example, I try to discuss with other stu-
dents from other countries. I think that their insightful ideas, gave me a lot of ideas 
when discussing . . . . And their insightfulness, and their creativity give me a lot of 
idea . . . a lot of fresh ideas about how these ideas is actually [. . .] different from 
Chinese stereotypes, and Chinese mindsets. (Student Y)

These reality checks are directed at Australia as well as the students’ home country. 
Their comments also reveal how they relativize the university space from positions 
that reference their home lives and social status. One Chinese student told us: 

Maybe because a lot of us are just English majors and it seems that my friends here 
are quite better than my Chinese ones, because we often have the same process to be 
here. We have a house and we struggle for life here, and the most difficult thing is to 
buy the stuff like bread or something, it’s really heavy for us to carry it. Every time I 
go to the supermarket with my friends and we handle the heavy stuff back home and 
we say, “Shit go back to China.” When we are in China we have cars, parents’ cars, and 
we can just drive them everywhere and then we do not have to go the supermarket, 
it’s my parents’ thing to do. I just write what I want to eat and they will buy it for me, 
now they just give me money. 

Several students mentioned the role of online spaces as means of overcoming the 
“short-lived” nature of the international student experience. Several students 
shared Facebook group sites. They had been established to make a space that 
allowed the students to connect up while in Australia and also beyond their time 
as students. They recognized the possibility of collaborations as they moved 
beyond postgraduate study into academic positions, but also knew the formal 
rules that governed the university space of study:

Other PhD students and I think that that is a good way to think about keeping this 
network alive even with we no longer physically in Australia anymore. I think that 
having the Facebook account will still allow us to communicate easier than we are 
email. Because once we have done here the emails account from Monash are closed 
down.

Teaching Spaces
Transnationalism is also a feature of some teaching programs. For example, until 
2014, the Master in Adult Education (Global) was designed and operated as a 
transnational space for learning at Monash University. It was based on a partner-
ship between four universities: British Columbia (Canada), Western Cape (South 
Africa), Linköping (Sweden), and Monash. This intercontinental Masters pro-
gram in Adult Learning and Global Change (ALGC) deliberately constructed a 
transnational space of orientation by selecting, organizing, and authorizing 
practices that acknowledged the distinctive potential of adult learning global 
transitions.

The curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment targeted the practice of adult 
 learning and global change, and also oriented students toward critical questions. 
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The emphasis on knowledge building and identity formation encouraged stu-
dents to become researcher-professionals. A formal Memorandum of Under-
standing governed these institutional arrangements, but the development of the 
legal framework was a product of the partners’ learning and the experience of 
developing and running the program. It was based on cooperation between uni-
versities, and academic commitments to include multiple voices and ways of 
knowing from different parts of the world within an online pedagogy (Larsson 
et al., 2005).

This fully online learning offered ways of building global citizenship in higher 
education that could not be duplicated in nationally focused universities and pro-
grams. The teaching principles oriented course materials toward interdependence 
in the transnational space. Each “course” (unit) included tasks where students col-
laborated across countries and used resources from the settings where they lived 
and worked. The online teaching technology meant that people were brought 
together in a space that was no one’s territory but, rather, a transnational space 
where ways of working and rules of conduct had to be negotiated between 
participants.

The ALGC reveals the paradox of online pedagogies in creating an intimate yet 
global (online) space of orientation. This pedagogy is realized through experiential 
learning strategies that foster reflexive acts of participation that are framed and 
designed to encourage cross-border global collaborations, and turn learning 
toward knowledge and processes of knowledge building that promote a cosmo-
politan ethos. As Rizvi (2009: 265) suggests:

[I]t is now possible to do this kind of pedagogic work through networks, both infor-
mal and formal, bringing together students from different backgrounds with the aim 
of encouraging them to think outside their own parochial boundaries and cultural 
assumptions, helping them reflect on how global processes affect communities dif-
ferentially and to examine the sources of these documentations and inequalities and 
what could be done about them.

Here is one student’s account of exactly this process:

This course has been an interesting battle for me, both from a personal and a profes-
sional standpoint. Initially, in choosing this Masters I wanted a more corporate 
learning feel, multinational focus. . . the plan was to just get a Masters so I could 
move to New York and work in the UN. That was five years ago . . . Little did I know 
where this journey would end for me . . .

So this may not have been the course I wanted to do, however something 
captured my interest, I stayed on and it became the course I needed to do . . . I 
was shocked as to how much I learnt about things I didn’t know about in the 
world, things I had no interest in prior to commencing this course, and how very 
beneficial it has been in my understanding of the world and my place within it. 
I’ve been reading my old assignments . . . and am proud of the work I first did in 
the program.

I am surprised about the influence of the course readings and discussions have 
on my current practice and the critical lens that I now view a lot of my practice 
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through. I wanted to make a difference and help before I joined this program. I 
had a vague global focus but really knew very little about it. Through this course 
and through my interactions, my interests have shifted to helping locally rather 
than globally . . .

I’m very much open to new avenues of work and learning. I don’t know where I 
will go from here but I know that they are different from when I started. I’m a little 
scared about the future but also a little excited.

The idea of global citizenship offers a way of “thinking beyond the nation” (Skrbis, 
2014: 6). It suggests the possibility of “global fellowship” (Appiah, 1996), where prac-
tices and spaces embrace multiple voices and perspectives. When these processes 
sediment through universities, they produce spaces of orientation that prompt pro-
cesses of learning and working that bring people together and build novel ways of 
knowing, building knowledge, and making decisions that frame action.

Toward Social Cohesion?

Hannah Arendt suggests that ethical power is “actualized only where word and 
deed have not parted company, where words are not empty and deeds not bru-
tal” (1958: 200). Yet work and learning in universities is increasingly defined 
by spaces where word and deed have parted company. There is considerable 
evidence that words become empty with the pursuit of technocratic futures, 
while deeds sometimes veer toward brutalities that disregard ways of making 
and sustaining life itself and also toward normative positions, including forms 
of cosmopolitanism.

Yet recognizing how the university is becoming a global-national borderland 
reveals spaces and orientations that suggest social cohesion is being remade, not 
just disturbed. As students suggest, social cohesion is not just bordered and 
ordered on a national territorial basis, because there are spaces for connections 
that foster friendships and encourage processes of working and learning together, 
which build knowledge and ways of knowing. While such learning may not seem 
necessary to students or to academics and university managers, it is a normative 
imperative “if we are to develop ways of ethically steering the direction of local–
global relations, instead of allowing them to be shaped simply by the dictates of 
global corporate capitalism” (Rizvi, 2009: 254).

In conclusion, we underline the importance of looking at the university as a 
global-national borderland, rather than relying on habitual territorialized eyes. 
This way of seeing the university rests on an analytical move; it is not necessarily 
visible until the spatialization and orientation of a university is questioned. 
Monash University is often seen as just another Australian university—and it is, 
but only in part. It is in those parts that are not strictly territorialized where novel 
practices are emerging. It is in these spaces, where people “deal with material 
things” (Lefebvre, 1991: 4) in-between global and national imperatives and habits 
of mind, that possibilities of social cohesion informed by some logic of global citi-
zenship might emerge.
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Individual Labor-Related Dispute 

Mechanisms in Japan—Policy 

Intention and Individual  

Worker Aspirations

Nobuko Hosogaya

This chapter examines new types and patterns of labor disputation between 
employers and employees in contemporary Japan. From a macroperspective, 

these new patterns reflect changes in industrial structure and the bargaining 
 processes between labor and employer, which in turn is strongly associated with 
changes brought about due to globalization. These changes have greatly affected 
the type of labor employed, including temporary contract or contingent workers. 
These issues can also be analyzed from a micro perspective, with a focus on the 
individual worker, including how labor disputation relates to the persons’ living 
conditions and their employment careers. The author attempts to identify the 
major factors behind labor disputes in the current circumstances and the kinds of 
resolutions that have been struck between employers and employees. The particu-
lar focus is on issues that arise from what are called “individual labor-related dis-
putes” (ILRDs). These grew in number in the context of Japan’s extended recession 
and the bursting of the “economic bubble” in the early 1990s.

An Outline of the Issue

ILRDs are conflicts experienced in the workplace between workers and business 
operators. They include issues related to working conditions, sexual harassment, 
and bullying. Conflicts which are dealt with in disputes between business opera-
tors and unions through collective labor relations are not defined as ILRDs. In 
these circumstances, the two types of dispute are different with regard to their 
target and legislative background, while complementing each other to protect the 
right of all type of workers.
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One reason why ILRDs are gaining attention is the decline in the traditional 
labor union and of the wider collective labor movement. In Japan, the numbers of 
workers who are organized by unions are continually decreasing. This is widely 
considered to be caused by the decrease in manufacturing employment, which 
hitherto has been the major source of union membership. There is an increasing 
number of firms without a labor union (Sato, 1994). It is well known that there has 
been a long-term cooperative relationship between management and labor in 
Japan. At their peak in 1974, labor disputes, which were an important part of the 
negotiation processes of the collective labor movement, numbered in the vicinity 
of 10,000 cases, but have been in decline thereafter. It was even less than 1,000 in 
2007, and remains at that level today.

On the other hand, as we see from Figure 13.1, ILRDs have steadily increased. 
This type of dispute has its roots in labor consultation activities conducted at 
the prefectural level, in which the prefectural government and its labor bureau 
are required to assist individual workers and employers in solving labor prob-
lems at the workplace. These provisions were legislated in 2001, and cover a 
wide range of labor issues which cannot be dealt with in the context of tradi-
tional collective labor relationships. It is often pointed out that the rapid growth 
of ILRDs is a function of changes to the employment structure, and specifically 
to the increase in the number of contingent employees and the high level of 
involuntary unemployment that has come about due to the depression. More 
recently, it seems that changes to the performance-based evaluation that deter-
mines individual wages has also contributed to the high numbers of ILRDs 
(Takahashi, 2012).
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The deterioration of employment conditions has affected both regular and 
nonregular employees. Therefore, these days both types of employees are involved 
in the ILRD processes. Local governments have taken the initiative to get involved 
in the consultation process for individual labor disputes and did so prior to the 
legislation brought about by the national government. Thus, the development of 
ILRD institutions and practices in Japan has brought a variety of participants into 
the process. This too has contributed to the rapid increase in the number of cases 
of this type and, at the same time, may have created a diversified policy focus, in 
which there is considerable variation in how disputes are resolved. This chapter 
examines the recent rapid development of this type of labor dispute in order to 
elucidate its characteristics and the reasons hampering a better utilization of this 
conflict resolution process.

Definition of the Term

Individual labor relations are defined as “various relationships between individ-
ual workers and employers regarding employment” (Hisamoto, 2011: 16). ILRDs 
refer to cases where “employers and, especially, workers conduct disputes not 
dealt with by collective bodies” (Kashimura, 2008: 14). This means that in the 
ILRD process, individual workers confront employers or management bodies by 
themselves, without union representation. In terms of the matters contested, the 
disputes arise at the initiative of the individual worker, when the worker believes 
his or her interests require such action. Therefore, the contents and the extent of 
the problem are shaped by the individual worker’s knowledge and concerns. It 
may also be a difference in perception between both parties that leads to the 
confrontation.

Cases tabled for consultation by the disputing parties and regarded as ILRDs 
are usually confined to those which are not in strict violation of labor-related laws, 
such as the Labor Standards Act. These include dismissals thought to be not 
against the law, the deterioration of working conditions, and bullying or harass-
ment in the workplace. By contrast, general labor consultation involves cases in 
which one of the disputing parties raises issues for consultation at the prefectural 
government offices and Prefectural Labour Bureau. Among the general labor con-
sultation cases, the ones which are alleged to violate the law will be investigated by 
proper labor supervising officers—the Labor Standards Inspection Officers. 
Again, ILRD cases are not regarded as violations of the law, but are nevertheless 
regarded as involving employer delinquency and necessitate improvement of the 
workplace environment and, in some cases, lead to payment of compensation for 
damage to workers. Therefore they are sometimes labeled “individual labor-
related civil disputes.”

The Development of the Institution

The ILRD resolution framework was legislated in 2001 under the Act on Promoting 
the Resolution of Individual Labor-Related Disputes. This law defines the actual 
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procedure by which the Prefectural Labour Bureau performs its central role.  
The Prefectural Labour Bureau is the local division of the National Labour Bureau. 
As explained below, the labor section of prefectural government offices and other 
nongovernment organizations, such as the local federation of lawyers, also play a 
limited part in this process.

As discussed below, the whole ILRD resolution procedure consists of actions 
which are taken across a number of different administrative and judicial arrange-
ments. Table 13.1 shows the kinds of bodies involved and their functions in the 
processing of ILRDs. There are various routes by which ILRDs are to be handled. 
The procedures are basically designed to deal with various needs of workers and to 
enable them to initiate the dispute resolution process at a location near to their 
residence or workplace, at a relatively small cost. In order to understand why these 
different organizations are involved in ILRD activities, the ways in which the vari-
ous agencies have developed needs to be considered.

As noted, consultation over a labor-related issue at the local government and 
the labor bureau is first commenced to provide information and knowledge about 
the problem to the parties involved. Serious cases might be brought to the civil 
court for further negotiation and compensation. The legislation underpinning 
ILRDs utilizes and reinforces these existing services. Nakakubo (2013) explains 
how ILRDs have become a part of national legislation. Initially, in 1998, the Labor 
Standards Act was revised to reinforce the authority of related governmental 
offices to coordinate bodies and persons involved in an illegal workplace situation. 
This revision also authorized the Prefectural Labor Bureau to assist the parties to 
a dispute. Secondly, this authorization was defined in terms of the procedure out-
lined in the Act on Promoting the Resolution of Individual Labor-Related 
Disputes. At that time, the national government was obliged to resolve the dispute. 
Thirdly, the Labor Tribunal Act was introduced in 2004, for the purpose of achiev-
ing prompt, proper, and effective dispute resolution as a juridical process con-
ducted at the court by a judge and persons with expert knowledge and experience 
in labor relations.

Table 13.1 Institutions and Their Functions in the Processing of ILRDs

Type of organization

Name of activities

Consultation
Advice and 
guidance Mediation

Labor tribunal 
decision/suit

Prefectural Labor Bureau ** ** **
Labor-related sections of 

prefectural governments
** *

Labor Relations Commissions *
Courts ** **
Nongovernmental Organization **

* Specific ILRD resolution activities conducted.
** ILRD resolution activities conducted.
Source: The Twenty First Century Public Policy Institute (2006).
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The actual ILRD resolution procedure reflects the second and the third points 
noted above. Administrative bodies, such as the Prefectural Labor Bureau and the 
local government, have institutionalized power to assist in dispute resolution 
between employers and workers. In the Act on Promoting the Resolution of 
Individual Labor-Related Disputes, the national government and its subordinate 
body, the Prefectural Labor Bureau, were empowered to: (1) conduct consultation 
and offer information; (2) give advice and guidance with the authority of the direc-
tor of the Prefectural Labor Bureau; and (3) organize a Dispute Coordinating 
Committee and, at the same time, to conduct mediation through it. Each Prefectural 
Labor Bureau is allocated 47 prefectures,1 and each runs several labor consulting 
counters. This amounts to 300 throughout Japan. The labor-related sections of 
prefectural governments are legally entitled to conduct mediation through a local 
labor commission which has long been active in the collective labor process and to 
provide such mediating services. Local governments are given authority to offer 
such labor consultation services to their residents for the resolution of their labor 
problems. For example, the Tokyo metropolitan government has six counters in its 
territorial jurisdiction and in 2013 undertook 52,684 consultation cases (Bureau 
of Industrial and Labor Affairs, Tokyo Metropolitan Government, 2014). These 
services are offered free of charge.

As for the third point, the Labor Tribunal Act, which was introduced in 2006, 
institutionalized a process that would lead to swifter dispute settlement. Before 
this legislation, legal labor dispute resolution was confined to filing a case with the 
civil court. This process involved a relatively longer period and heavier cost for 
individual employees. Instead, the Labor Tribunal allows aggrieved workers to 
legally solve their problem in a shorter period and at less cost. The law confines the 
number of meetings to three for each Tribunal case. This limitation is thought to 
assist in enabling targeted and speedy discussion among the parties involved, and 
thus expedites the Tribunal’s assistance. If the result handed down by the Tribunal 
is not acceptable to either the employee or the employer and a lawful challenge is 
filed against the Tribunal, it will be deemed to have been filed with the civil court.

As described, the present ILRD resolution process involves various institutions 
and agencies mandated by law to assist in the resolution. The reason why there is 
such a variety of agencies derives from two factors. The first is the involvement of two 
different types of law. As the fundamental purpose is to offer better resolution to the 
public, these two laws have a common purpose; however, the deliberations that 
determined the content and purpose of these laws are somewhat different. The Labor 
Tribunal Act resulted from jurisdictional reform, which aimed to make the Japanese 
judicial system more efficient and effective. The Act on Promoting the Resolution of 
Individual Labor-Related Disputes resulted from discussions about the regulation of 
the new type of labor dispute resolution process.

The second factor was a desire to reflect traditional tripartite principles in the 
new labor regulation process. Traditionally, decisions on important labor issues 
are based on a tripartite view of the national interest that is composed of equal 
representatives of employers, labor, and the general public. Therefore, the intro-
duction of labor-related laws often tends to be a result of bargaining processes, 
especially between employer and labor representatives (Kume, 1998). As for the 



226 NOBUKO HOSOGAYA

policy development of ILRDs, the discussions at the related labor policy council 
and the practical plan put forward by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 
were very influential. It was first requested in 1999, and this request came from 
labor representatives who suggested a new law to regulate the resolution of indi-
vidual labor problems. At first, the employer representative resisted implementa-
tion of a new law, on the basis that individual labor problems should be solved 
inside the company as an internal problem. The Ministry was also cautious. As for 
the agencies to be utilized in the actual process, labor representatives relied on the 
Labor Relations Commissions,2 which has hitherto been in charge of collective 
labor disputes, and the Ministry advocated the Prefectural Labor Bureau and the 
local governmental offices (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 1999). In the end, the Act on 
Promoting the Resolution of Individual Labor-Related Disputes was introduced 
in 2001. The outcome may be seen to be favorable to the interests of labor.

By 2003, the government adopted the ILRD resolution policy; however, at the 
same time, there was deregulation in fixed-term labor contracts for the purpose of 
enhancing structural reform in Japan (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 2003), a develop-
ment favorable to employer interests.

The ILRD Resolution Process 

Types of ILRDs and Procedures

When workers encounter issues at their workplace, they can utilize the ILRD 
 procedures. As we have already seen, such appeals can be raised through multiple 
organizations. Murata (2006) categorizes the procedures as “juridical,” “adminis-
trative,” and “private.” As summarized in Figure 13.3, “juridical procedures” means 
the courts; “administrative procedures” means the Prefectural Labor Bureaus, 
local governments, and the prefectural Labor Relations Commissions; and “pri-
vate procedures” means nongovernmental organizations, such as nonprofit orga-
nizations and agencies run by labor unions. The juridical and the administrative 
procedures are regulated by different laws. The private procedure does not have 
any specific regulating law. However, if the worker visits a consultation venue run 
by unions and then joins the union to negotiate against the employer with the sup-
port of the union, the process will be regulated by the law governing the collective 
labor process. Thus, the incident will not be categorized as an ILRD.

At the center of the ILRD process are the Prefectural Labor Bureaus, which 
cover the widest range of functions for bringing about a resolution, as depicted in 
Table 13.1. These attract most of the consultations, as we will discuss later. The 
actual procedures are consultation, advice and guidance, and mediation. The Act 
on Promoting the Resolution of Individual Labor-Related Disputes assigns the 
Prefectural Labour Bureau to cover the entire process up until the Labor Tribunal 
and suit (Murata, 2006). These basic processes which are followed are summa-
rized below.

Labor consultation usually begins at the start of a formal ILRD resolution pro-
cess. The consultant will seek to resolve the dispute by the offer of proper informa-
tion and knowledge to correct any misunderstanding and ignorance on the part of 
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the contending parties. In many cases, this is useful for settling the problem. At the 
same time, the fact that consultation is provided by a governmental authority has 
the additional effect of letting the employer understand the seriousness of the 
worker’s claim (Twenty First Century Committee of Management, 2006).

Advice and guidance is confined to the Prefectural Labor Bureau and is issued 
under the authority of the Director of the Bureau. Advice and guidance will be 
given upon request from one or both of the parties to the dispute (Act on 
Promoting the Resolution of Individual Labor-Related Disputes, article 4).3 Advice 
is given orally, and guidance is issued through documentation (Murata, 2006). 
Based on the subject matter of the consultation stage, the advice is intended to 
promote discussion between the parties, and the guidance is to show the direction 
toward which a settlement may be found. In this manner, an attempt is made to 
promote and accelerate a voluntary resolution within the company or workplace. 
However, the parties to the dispute are not compelled to accept the guidance and 
advice given. If one of the parties refuses to accept it, the case will be concluded at 
that point, and the party who wants to continue with the case needs to go forward 
to mediation, to a tribunal, or to civil court.

Mediation is undertaken by the Dispute Coordinating Committee, upon the 
request of one or both disputing parties, and if the Director of the Prefectural 
Labor Bureau finds it necessary. The Dispute Coordinating Committee members 
are appointed by the Minister of Health, Labour and Welfare. Mediation is consid-
ered as a process which aims to achieve consent between two parties. The 
Committee prepares a mediation plan, taking into account the views of both sides, 
and proposes it to the disputing parties in order to bring about mutual consent. 
However, the plan does not compel parties to accept a resolution. If the Committee 
finds that there is no prospect of resolving the dispute by mediation, it may dis-
continue mediation (Act on Promoting the Resolution of Individual Labor-
Related Disputes, article 4).

These processes show that the ILRD is a process initiated on the basis of con-
sultation; it is developed by the disputing parties through the procedures of advice 
and guidance, with mediation as a next stage, and finally moved to the tribunal 
and the court.

We can infer the following differences vis-a-vis the collective labor process:  
(1) since an ILRD starts from the individual worker in the dispute, the individual’s 
will is the most important factor for the continuation of the dispute; and (2) in 
contrast to the collective labor process, the employers are not obliged to sit in on 
the process. In this regard, scholars have express some reservation about the effi-
cacy of the process in arriving at a resolution.

Actually, as discussed below, the number of cases involving advice and guidance 
or mediation amounts to about 10 percent of the number of consultations. The 
actual number of dispute resolutions, in the form of advice and guidance and 
mediation, is relatively small in comparison with the initial consultation stage. If 
the ILRD reflects individual worker initiatives on workplace grievances, then why 
have some of these workers chosen the consultation settlement route while others 
have not? In what follows, we will analyze this question, after first examining the 
number of ILRD cases over time.
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Growth in the Use of ILRD Resolution Procedures and the Issues Contested

In this section, we are going to examine the actual numbers of ILRDs taken from 
the official statistics of the Prefectural Labor Bureaus, the center of the ILRD pro-
cess. Since the establishment of the institution in 2001, the number of ILRDs has 
been increasing at a rapid pace. Table 13.2 summarizes the number of consulta-
tions on civil individual labor disputes, as well as advice and guidance and media-
tion provided by the Prefectural Labour Bureaus.

Since the institution of the Prefectural Labor Bureau was established, the number 
of consultations has grown 2.5 times. By contrast, the number of applications 
accepted for advice and guidance increased 5 times, while the number of applica-
tions accepted for meditation has almost doubled. Applications for mediation hit a 
peak in 2008, at over 2.5 times the number in the year of commencement. However, 
it slightly decreased thereafter to 5,712 applications (less than double the 2002 
 number) by 2013. From Table 13.2 it can be seen that as the number of the consulta-
tions increases, the number of people who decide to apply for advice and guidance 
or mediation also grows. In 2013, the number of cases for consultation represented 
only 5 percent of the number for advice and guidance, and 2 percent for mediation.

When we compare the numbers of applications for advice and guidance  
as against those for mediation, guidance is greatly preferred to mediation. 
Applications for guidance and advice are almost double those for mediation. 
Before commenting on the reasons for this outcome, it is important to first con-
sider the changes that have occurred in the types of grievances presented for  
consultation in a civil ILRD. The reasons for the increase in ILRDs, especially  
labor consultations, may be summarized as deterioration of employment condi-
tions and the erosion of conflict prevention procedures, which fall within the 
remit of the company union and are managed through supervisor-subordinate 

Table 13.2 The Number of Consultations on Civil Individual Labor Disputes, Advice and 
Guidance, and Mediation

Consultations on civil 
individual labor disputes

Accepted applications for 
advice and guidance 

Accepted applications  
for meditation 

2002 103,194 2,332 3,036
2003 140,822 4,377 5,352
2004 160,166 5,287 6,014
2005 176,429 6,369 6,888
2006 187,387 5,761 6,924
2007 197,904 6,652 7,146
2008 236,993 7,592 8,457
2009 247,302 7,778 7,821
2010 246,907 7,692 6,390
2011 256,343 9,590 6,510
2012 254,719 10,363 6,047
2013 245,783 10,024 5,712

Source: The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (2014).
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relationships in the workplace. Insufficient effort by companies to assist workers 
to recognize potential workplace problems has been identified as a problem area 
(Hisamoto, 2011; Nakakubo, 2013).

The deterioration of employment conditions includes dismissals, enforcing 
voluntary resignation, and long working hours. Work conditions have also been 
affected by a rapid increase in nonregular employees as a proportion of the labor 
force. In Japan, since most unions are categorized as company unions, union 
memberships are virtually confined to regular employees. Thus, the increase in 
nonregular employment means an increase in the proportion of workers who do 
not have the opportunity to make claims through collective processes.

The erosion of workplace conflict prevention means that the mechanisms 
which were effective at workplace dispute resolution in the past are now becoming 
increasingly inappropriate: the kinds of recreational and networking activities 
among workers, which provided opportunities for informal communication and 
mutual help and which were encouraged by the unions and the workplaces, are 
less relevant to nonregular employees. Further, these have become much more dif-
ficult than before because of the longer working hours.

Finally, the advent of ILRDs allows workers with workplace problems to make 
claims, but does not provide the opportunity to pursue a consultation process at 
their workplace. Latent disputes will remain unaddressed by employers who are 
ill-prepared to deal the requirements of a diversified work force, which includes 
female, aged, or nonregular employees. It is for such workers that the protective 
regulations have been introduced. However, lack of awareness on the part of man-
agers and employers of the difficulties faced by these employees has been subject 
to increasing attention (The Twenty First Century Public Policy Institute, 2006). 
Further, in the case of worker harassment, internal and private consultation is not 
always effective; indeed, it would be difficult to find to find colleagues and supervi-
sors willing to cooperate with the pursuit of such grievances (JILPT, 2009, 2010).

Figure 13.2 shows the changes in the nature of grievances within the ILRD 
consultation process. The grievances may be broadly divided into three catego-
ries: (1) dismissal-related issues, such as termination of employment, pressure to 
retire, informal job offer cancellation, and voluntary resignation; (2) issues 
related to working conditions, such as a deterioration in working conditions, tem-
porary transfers and reshuffling, poor employment and recruitment manage-
ment, and similar issues; and (3) bullying and harassment. The proportion of 
dismissal-related issues has been largest since the introduction of the ILRD 
 process, although the ratio began to decrease after the economic downturn of 
2008–2009. More precisely, as dismissal-related grievances decreased in relative 
share, other types of issues such as coerced retirement and voluntary resignation 
increased. At the same time, claims regarding employment conditions decreased 
slightly, but still accounted for about 30 percent. The most rapid increase was in 
bullying and harassment cases. This has been particularly noticeable for over the 
past three to four years. As observed above, in examining the number of applica-
tions for advice and guidance and mediation, over the recent three years, applica-
tions for the advice and guidance exceeded those for mediation. In this context, 
it may be inferred that discussion between disputing parties through advice and 



230 NOBUKO HOSOGAYA

guidance is preferred for the settlement of bullying and harassment cases, 
because workers may be able to resolve their workplace grievance and still find a 
way to keep their job.

The ILRD Resolution Process

This section focuses on the advice and guidance and mediation functions of the 
ILRD resolution process. These features of the process are examined, as well as the 
reasons why workers move beyond consultation to seek advice to redress their 
grievances. As we have seen, there are several possible avenues for workers with 
workplace problems, as provided for by ILRD resolution arrangements. It is 
important to understand why specific options within the ILRD resolution frame-
work are chosen by individual workers. By examining utilization of the mediation 
option in more detail, it is possible to better understand just how the institution 
and the individual resolution options operate.

JILPT (2007) has modeled actual ILRD resolution processes by which individ-
ual workers have pursued conflict resolution to mediation, through an analysis of 
51 actual cases brought before the Prefectural Labor Bureaus (Figure 13.3). The 
initiation of action by an individual through private discussion with the company 
represents Stage 1. If this is not satisfactory, the worker resolves to address the issue 
by reaching beyond the company and further assistance is sought to resolve the 
dispute (Stage 2). Next, the institutionalized ILRD resolution process commences 
(Stage 3). Stages 4 and 5 are where the individual worker seeks the consent of 
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another body to provide a resolution. The modeling shows that, in practice, the 
ILRD resolution process is likely to be terminated somewhere between Stages 3 
and 5, with or without the consent of the other disputing parties. Not every stage 
(from 1 to 5) is always taken by the individual, with some stages being skipped.

At present, cases reaching Stage 3 are rapidly increasing in number, but the 
number reaching Stages 4 or 5 are very limited. Beyond Stage 4, the result depends 
upon whether agreement is reached between the parties or whether the case is 
dismissed when the opposite party refuses to reach an agreement.

The issues dealt with in labor disputes at higher stages of the process are 
 distinctive. According to the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, in 2013, 
dismissal-related issues accounted for about 40 percent of the total guidance and 
advice-related cases, whereas in relation to mediation cases, 50 percent of the total 
involved dismissal-related issues. Bullying and harassment claims, which are 
 currently increasing, occupy only 20 percent of cases for advice and guidance, and 
25 percent for mediation. For 95 percent of applications seeking advice and guid-
ance, the Director of the Prefectural Labor Bureau forwards the application to the 
opposing party in the action. However, the results of the guidance and advice pro-
cess are not recorded. Concerning the results of the mediation cases, among the 
5,688 applications for mediation, 2,225 cases were successful in achieving agree-
ment between the two parties. However, 3,141 cases were not successful, with 
mediation being cancelled in 2,102 cases because the opposite party did not par-
ticipate in the mediation (The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2015b).

Labor
tribunal

decision/
Civil
Suit

Company Labor union   
Consultation Counter inside Company   
Individual inside-outside the company

Inspection Offices   
General Labour Consultation Counter   

Public employment security offices   
Prefectural Consultation Counter   

Judicial Affairs   Police   Municipalities
Consultation Counter

Mediation or
Advice and Guidance by Labour Bureau

Mediation by Labour Relations Commission

Private
Consultation

Public
Consultation

Mediation
Advice and
Guidance

Stage 1

Stage 3

Stage 4

Stage 5

Lawyer   
Labor Unions out side company

Japan Legal Support Center*   etc

Stage 2

Judicial
Arrangements

Figure 13.3 Model of the Actual ILRD Resolution Process
* The JLSC is the organization to provide legal assistance to citizens, based on the goal to “realize a society where legal 
information and services are accessible anywhere in the country”, in accordance with Japan’s “judicial reform” by 
government.

Source: Formed by the author based on the information from JILPT (2009)
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A basic concept in labor relations research is “voice or exit” (Freeman and 
Medoff, 1984). Research shows that labor union activity lowers the voluntary res-
ignation of workers (exit) because it facilitates discussion on working conditions 
with employers (voice) to achieve workplace improvements. So workers’ “voice” is 
one of the most important factors in collective labor relations. In Japan, of course, 
this has proved to be the case for collective labor relations even in middle-and 
small-sized companies. The presence of any kind of labor representative in an 
organization lowers the volunteer resignation ratio in a company (JILPT, 2007).

However, the “voice and exit” model does not necessarily apply in the ILRD reso-
lution process, since, in most cases, consultation within the company is  difficult to 
arrange. It is because of this difficulty that the resolution process is located outside 
the workplace. In those cases which reach mediation, it is important with whom the 
individual consults with by Stage 3 (see the earlier part of this discussion). In cases 
that do get to mediation, unions outside the company and other entities with spe-
cialized knowledge are usually asked for input into the ILRD resolution process 
because persons and unions inside companies do not offer  sufficient help.

In the early stages of the ILRD resolution process, friends and the company 
union are consulted. Friends are very important at this early stage. Research has 
revealed that among those who experienced problems in the workplace, only 
about 20 percent consulted with experts or public agencies, but almost 60 percent 
of them consulted with their friends and/or inquired into the issue themselves 
(Kashimura, 2008).

Consultations with company unions in resolving personal disputes depend 
upon several conditions. Hisamoto (2011) has hypothesized that actions through 
an ILRD process are contingent upon the nature of the union-worker relationship. 
Initially, workers may articulate their complaints to their company, whether or not 
they are union members. In companies with company unions that work properly, 
members are represented through routine union activity. Nevertheless, company 
unions are not always effective (JILPT, 2010). This is especially so when the union 
is too close to the management, in which case union consultation with the com-
pany may have a negative effect on the workers involved. This will be the same in 
the case of consultations with colleagues in the same company. Therefore internal 
consultation within companies has variable outcomes for the individual workers 
concerned, and it is for this reason that some scholars recommend the setting up 
of an independent advisory board, to act as a neutral third party for settling indi-
vidual workplace disputes (Nakakubo, 2013; Nose, 2011).

Moreover, worker complaints are often raised externally after employers have 
already made a decision in relation to a complaint, which is especially so in the 
case of a dismissal. So, in many cases, with internal company processes having 
been exhausted, financial compensation is made for the worker’s resignation 
(JILPT, 2010).

Finally, there is a tremendous gap between the number of the cases at Stage 3 
and those in the subsequent stages. In the real world, if an individual worker asks 
for a consultation, but cannot see any possibility of bringing about a change to 
the situation through persuasion, then a decision will have to be made whether  
or not to stay and take a stand. However, the cases in which a worker participates 
in consultations but then does not proceed to the next stage have not been 
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thoroughly investigated; hence we cannot comment upon what may be happen-
ing in such proceedings.

Individual and Local Factors

This section considers factors that affect individual conduct and the context in 
which action is taken. One such factor is the employment status of the worker in 
the workplace. As discussed above, the resolution to an ILRD is initiated and 
shaped by the consultation and advice already sought by the individual. The effec-
tiveness of the ILRD resolution for any individual might also be influenced by the 
worker’s standing in the workplace.

Employment Status and ILRD

The low rate of union membership among nonregular employees has long been a 
concern for Japanese labor unions. The proportion of nonregular employees within 
the labor force has continuously increased, and currently about 40 percent of the 
labor force is in nonregular employment. The traditional corporate union has 
 confined its membership to regular employees—those whose labor contract does 
not run for a specified and limited period of time. Therefore, many workers within 
company unions do not believe that nonregular employees are entitled to member-
ship. One union representative organization, Rengo, has recently been encouraging 
membership for nonregular employees and supports their grievances against 
employers. Nevertheless, the recruitment of such workers shows little sign of prog-
ress.4 As the number and the proportion of part-time employment grows in a com-
pany, the management realizes that employment on such terms is important for 
maintaining the corporation’s competitiveness. As a result, some companies develop 
policies that establish an intermediate status between part-time and permanent 
workers. Dispatched workers, compared with those who are part- timers, work lon-
ger hours and have similar working patterns to those permanently employed. But, 
based on their employment status, they remain vulnerable. The overall number of 
dispatched workers is a much smaller part of the working  population than part-
timers and, because they are not directly hired by the  company, membership in the 
company union is never considered. If the ILRD resolution mechanism aims to be 
of assistance to workers who do not have the privilege of traditional union mem-
bership, then it is expected that the frequency of consultations or resolutions will be 
much higher for such workers than it is for permanents.

Figure 13.4 shows the growth of individual labor consultations by employment 
type. In recent decades, the proportion of full-time employees has diminished, 
and the proportions of part-time workers, dispatched workers, and “perma-
temps” have stabilized, while the “other/unknown” category amounts to about 30 
percent. Perma-temps are workers whose contracts have a limited period of 
employment, although they have similar working hours and arrangements as  
permanent employees. It is possible to draw a tentative conclusion that the pro-
portion of consultations for dispatched workers and perma-temps is not growing, 
although the figures we have do not allow us to be decisive.
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Table 13.3 shows the occurrence of ILRDs in relation to employed persons. The 
percentage is calculated by dividing the number of cases by the number of the 
employed persons for each employment status category. The table shows that over 
last three years, the incidence of ILRDs among dispatched workers is higher than 
that of other employment categories. Among the dispatched workers, one out of 
every hundred applied for a consultation, one of every two thousand sought advice 
and guidance, and one among six thousand asked for mediation. With regard to 
mediation, it seems that company size and related working conditions have been a 
major factor (Hisamoto, 1999; JILPT, 2010). Nevertheless, the inequality experi-
enced by dispatched workers is, to some extent, inherent in the inferior conditions 
that pertain to low employment status.

The Proportion of Disputes at the Prefecture Level

Though the entire institutional arrangement of ILRDs and related laws are config-
ured at the national level to reflect the policies and interests of the government, the 
national labor union movement, and the representatives of corporate manage-
ment, the implementation of ILRD resolution shows significant variation at the 
prefectural level. Based on personal experience, Murata (2006: 201) concludes:

As for the ILRD, basically, it is intended to cope with issues in a “multilateral system,” 
and there are several institutional arrangements which persons in trouble can apply 
for; however, in our prefecture of Ehime, the possible choices themselves will not 
always be the same as those in a larger prefecture such as Tokyo or Osaka.
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Here, we examine trends in worker preferences at the prefectural level for resolv-
ing disputes within the ILRD framework. These results are obtained from 
Prefectural Labor Bureau websites and the data are collated to summarize national 
trends. From 2013, application figures for ILRD consultations were highest  
in Tokyo (26,869 applications), followed by Osaka (21,364), Hyogo (18,056), 
Kanagawa (14,292), Aichi (13,760), and Saitama (11,558) (The Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare, 2015b). These are prefectures with large populations, and 
thus also with significant worker populations. Hyogo recorded the largest number 
of applications for guidance and advice. Tokyo recorded the largest numbers for 
mediation.

The incidence of consultations is calculated by dividing the number of consul-
tations by the number of persons employed.5 When prefecture occurrence ratios 
are compared for the period 2011 to 2013, we find that there are prefectures which 
are consistently high or low. Table 13.4 shows the prefectural occurrence ratios for 
mediation or for advice and guidance consultations, and the rate at which dis-
missal issues are raised in consultations.

High ILRD occurrence ratios may mean that business operators in the prefec-
ture do not have sufficient knowledge about labor-related conditions. At the same 
time, it may indicate that no effective consultation system exists in companies 
within that prefecture.

Table 13.4 The Incidence of ILRDs by Selected Prefectures

2011

Cases of 
consultation

Cases of 
consultation/

number of 
persons in 

employment 
(%)

Mediation/
consultation 

(%)

Advice and 
guidance/

consultation 
(%)

Ratio of 
dismissal-

related issues  
in consultation 

(%)

Japan 256,343 0.41 2.54 3.74 42.00

Prefectures in top 10 from 2011 to 2013
Hyogo 23,365 0.92 1.13 4.12 38.04
Kyoto 7,394 0.59 2.07 2.66 38.00
Osaka 23,275 0.56 2.11 2.85 45.92
Kagoshima 4,206 0.53 1.52 2.69 36.07
Fukui 2,140 0.52 2.76 4.77 42.30
Akita 2,540 0.51 3.54 3.98 42.74
Yamagata 2,951 0.51 3.56 3.35 36.00

Prefectures in least 10 from 2011 to 2013
Chiba 6,376 0.20 3.62 11.01 40.10
Niigata 2,958 0.25 3.14 3.89 31.60
Shizuoka 5,071 0.26 2.37 6.51 NA
Tochigi 2,715 0.27 5.05 5.49 38.10
Hokkaido 7,108 0.28 3.47 3.42 36.60
Wakayama 1,310 0.29 4.05 10.69 35.70

(continued)



Table 13.4 (continued)

2012

Cases of 
consultation

Cases of 
consultation/

number of 
persons in 

employment 
(%)

Mediation/
consultation 

(%)

Advice and 
guidance/

consultation 
(%)

Ratio of 
dismissal-

related issues  
in consultation 

(%)

Japan 254,719 0.41 2.37 4.07 38.50

Prefectures in top 10 from 2011 to 2013
Hyogo 23,991 0.93 1.28 4.60 37.58
Kyoto 6,955 0.55 1.85 1.93 34.88
Osaka 22,687 0.55 2.01 3.20 46.00
Kagoshima 4,296 0.54 1.54 2.40 39.71
Fukui 2,286 0.56 2.14 6.52 40.80
Akita 3,114 0.63 1.83 2.31 40.80
Yamagata 3,226 0.55 2.98 5.11 36.00

Prefectures in least 10 from 2011 to 2013
Chiba 5,037 0.16 3.04 8.79 34.70
Niigata 3,252 0.28 2.03 4.70 32.40
Shizuoka 5,484 0.28 2.43 7.75 40.10
Tochigi 3,062 0.30 4.34 4.80 36.70
Hokkaido 7,441 0.29 2.62 3.20 38.20
Wakayama 1,392 0.31 3.30 10.42 34.80

Table 13.4 (continued)

2013

Cases of 
consultation

Cases of 
consultation/

number of 
persons in 

employment 
(%)

Mediation/
consultation 

(%)

Advice and 
guidance/

consultation 
(%)

Ratio of 
dismissal-

related  
issues in 

consultation 
(%)

Japan 245,783 0.39 2.33 4.08 38.80

Prefectures in top 10 from 2011 to 2013
Hyogo 18,056 0.69 1.61 6.23 42.71
Kyoto 6,554 0.52 1.43 2.72 35.34
Osaka 21,364 0.51 1.99 3.45 44.44
Kagoshima 4,114 0.54 1.68 1.65 42.75
Fukui 2,295 0.56 2.40 6.97 42.30
Akita 2,853 0.57 1.96 2.63 40.89
Yamagata 3,034 0.52 2.64 5.44 35.00

Prefectures in least 10 from 2011 to 2013
Chiba 6,975 0.22 1.72 5.88 33.00
Niigata 3,466 0.30 1.33 5.08 34.60
Shizuoka 5,223 0.27 1.55 8.25 45.20
Tochigi 2,758 0.27 4.97 3.92 32.40
Hokkaido 7,018 0.28 3.51 3.51 37.50
Wakayama 1,240 0.27 1.69 6.29 40.50

Source: The Prefectural Labor Bureaus (see Appendix).
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When we look at the occurrence ratios for mediation or for advice and guid-
ance, there is no clear-cut relationship. Even in the prefectures with consistently 
low ratios, there are some that have ratios that are relatively high for mediation, or 
for advice and guidance, compared to mere consultations. This may indicate that 
the number of consultations bears no relationship with the number of serious 
cases which necessitate actions beyond mere consultation.

Further investigation is required to ensure that the circumstances of applicants 
can be improved, and whether the provision of counseling experts can be related 
to these incidents. Workers are supposed to not only benefit from the availability 
of proper internal consultation systems, but also have suitable external options for 
achieving dispute resolution. For example, an independent union system that is 
external to companies may benefit workers. Better use of advisors from nonprofit 
organizations and adequate staffing of experts at ILRD consultation counters may 
also improve matters. There may also be regional features in the workplace culture 
for a tendency to refuse to give up a claim when the consultations do not bring 
about a desirable outcome.

Summary and Concluding Remarks

The above analysis of ILRD arrangements in Japan may be summarized as 
follows.

Firstly, in contemporary Japan, ILRD resolution arrangements have facilitated 
a rapid increase in the numbers of consultations, guidance and advice, and media-
tion relating to workplace grievances. Although established under national legisla-
tion, ILRDs have had a great impact on processes at the micro level. In this context, 
the institution has been of great help to workers with workplace grievances who 
have difficulty resolving those grievances.

Secondly, the resulting dispute resolution outcomes still need further discus-
sion and research. A question that arises in the current circumstances is: Why is 
there such a discrepancy between consultations and efforts to resolve disputes by 
taking matters further? One possible answer is that, in Japan, the elementary rules 
governing basic labor conditions might still be subject to widespread infringe-
ments in many workplaces. Some scholars suggest that traditional labor relations 
practices suffice for the prevention of such problems, although the present condi-
tions may indicate that the current approach is inadequate for the empowerment 
of workers. It has become clear that the process which guides workers with  conflicts 
needs to provide them with independent, outside experts. We need to understand 
why so many applicants stop at the consultation phase, and need find a positive 
and constructive way of encouraging workers with unresolved grievances to pro-
ceed to further resolution options both within and outside of the workplace.

In terms of the personal circumstances of workers, we have examined the 
effects of employment status and the local working conditions within which work-
ers are embedded. It is clear that some prefectures have either a consistently higher 
or lower incidence of consultations. This was examined closely in relation to sev-
eral possible contributing factors. However, at this time, we cannot identify any 
one element to explain why some prefectures have a consistently higher or lower 
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proportion of consultations, rather than other remedial options provided for by 
the ILRD resolution framework. We can therefore infer that there may be local 
traditional factors that affect worker attitudes and the behavior of workers when 
they have to deal with labor problems in the workplace.

Finally, when compared to regular employees, dispatched workers seem to be 
neglected within the ILRD resolution process and continue to go further up the 
resolution process. Since they are not directly hired by the business operators at a 
specific workplace, it may be that dispatched workers are more willing to present 
their difficulties to outside advisors. On the one hand, it seems that the ILRD reso-
lution institutions are offering them the opportunity to make claims about their 
issues and to demand compensation, but on the other, the conditions in which 
dispatched workers find themselves at work seem to be getting worse. Attempts 
have been made to remove the limitations of dispatched workers’ contracts, and so 
it will be more difficult for a dispatched worker to change status to become a regu-
lar employee.

An examination of the strengths and weaknesses of the ILRD resolution 
arrangements prompts the conclusion that the traditional tripartite system for 
forming legislation to regulate the labor system may need to be reconsidered so 
that an improved and impartial process for the protection of workers’ rights is 
enshrined in law.

However, in actuality, the tripartite system has become more complex than ever 
before. As some scholars (e.g., Inagami et al., 2004) have pointed out, one of the 
major reasons why the system has functioned properly is a nation-wide pursuit of 
common interests and goals. Common concerns are hardly evident in contempo-
rary circumstances, as entrepreneurs pursue different interests and opinions. 
Although there may be greater commonality of interest for labor, the tripartite 
process is now characterized by divergent perspectives on the development of the 
nation and the globalization process. In other words, in the face of globalization 
pressures, their differences have become even greater. This problem of divergent 
orientations has not yet been resolved, as different interests fail to find common 
goals—partly due to the globalization of the economy.

Notes

1. For the name and URL of each prefecture, see the appendix.
2. The Labor Relations Commissions are tripartite bodies with members representing 

labor, employer, and public interests. The Prefectural Labor Relations Commissions are 
established in each prefecture in order to make the first examination of unfair labor 
practices and deal with labor disputes within their geographical area (http://www.
mhlw.go.jp/english/org/policy/central-labour.html).

3. For detailed information regarding this law, refer to http://www.japaneselawtranslation.
go.jp/law/detail/?id=118&vm=04&re=01&new=1

4. In 2008, the estimated unionization rate of part-timers was 5 percent, which increased 
to 6.5 percent in 2013 (The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2015a).

5. The prefectural number of persons in employment for each year can be obtained from 
the Ministry of Information and Internal Affairs (http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/
OtherListE.do?bid=000000110002&cycode=7).
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The Youth Labor Market in Japan

Nobuaki Fujioka

Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the changes in Japan’s youth labor market 
since the early 1990s and examines some major problems faced by young people. 
The first section looks at basic labor market indicators, such as unemployment 
rates and nonregular employment rates, to illustrate the essential features of recent 
changes. The second section analyzes the problems caused by the changes, with a 
focus on the inequality among young people, and the third section examines the 
deterioration of the working environment of young people. The chapter concludes 
with a consideration of some relevant changes that have occurred among young 
people.

Recent Changes in Japan’s Youth Labor Market

Japan is an aging society with a very low birthrate, and therefore the young com-
ponent of the labor force has been decreasing in recent years. Figure 14.1 shows 
changes in the number and share of young people under the age of 35 in the labor 
market from 1990 to 2014. It indicates that after a slight increase during the 1990s, 
both the number and share declined markedly since the early 2000s. The number 
dropped to about 17 million in 2014, while it was nearly 23 million in 2001. 
Although more than one-third (33.7%) of the labor force consisted of young peo-
ple under 35 years of age in 2001, its share was only 26.3 percent in 2014. Because 
the number of births has been constantly decreasing, young persons’ share of the 
labor force will continue to decline.

Some people may think that the decline of young persons in the labor force 
may have increased their status in the labor market, due to their greater scarcity 
and high demand, but this is not the case. A prolonged economic downturn after 
the collapse of the asset-inflated economy (the so-called bubble economy) and a 
severe economic slump after the global financial crisis seem to have worked  
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Figure 14.1 Young People under the Age of 35 in the Labor Market, 1990–2014
Source: “Labor Force Survey,” Ministry of Internal affairs and Communications
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Figure 14.2 Unemployment Rates by Age Group, 1990–2014
Source: “Labor Force Survey,” Ministry of Internal affairs and Communications
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heavily against young people. Changes in youth unemployment rates since  
the 1990s demonstrate this (Figure 14.2). Unemployment rates started to rise in 
the mid-1990s, just after the bubble economy burst, and continued to rise until the 
early 2000s. The unemployment rate of youth aged 15–24 exceeded 10 percent in 
2003, which is more than twice as high as that of the early 1990s (4.3% in 1990). 
While the rates clearly decreased in the latter half of the 2000s, they surged after 
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the outbreak of the financial crisis. The unemployment rate of young people aged 
25–34 reached 6.4 percent in 2009, which is the peak for this age group in the past 
20 years and also more than twice as high as that of the early 1990s (2.3% in 1991). 
Unemployment rates have been improving as Japan’s economy has recovered from 
the recession, but the rates in 2014 (6.3% for youth aged 15–24 and 4.6% for youth 
aged 25–34) are still much higher than those of the early 1990s. Another thing to 
remember is that youth unemployment rates have been consistently higher than 
the rate for all workers throughout this period.

As youth unemployment rates went up and remained at a high level since the  
mid-1990s, a new term “NEET(s)” has been introduced and used widely in Japan 
since the early 2000s. This term was coined in the United Kingdom to describe young 
people not in education, employment, or training (Miyamoto, 2005). In Japan, this 
term usually means unmarried young people aged 15–34, not in education, not in the 
labor force, and not engaged in housework.1 NEETs are economically inactive and 
seem to form the most discouraged group among young people. Therefore, youth 
experts and policy makers see this group as one of the most important targets for 
public support. NEETs as a share of all 15- to 34-year-olds has been rising since the late 
1990s, though the increase has been moderate (Figure 14.3). The number of NEETs 
surged and exceeded 0.6 million in 2002, and has remained at a high level since then. 
In response, the Japanese government and nonprofit organizations (NPOs) have 
started to provide support programs for them since the mid-2000s (JILPT, 2007).
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Figure 14.3 Changes in the Number and Ratio of “NEETs,” 1995–2013
Notes: 
1.  Number of NEETs is the number of unemployed young people aged 15 to 34, who are economically inactive and 

do not perform housework or attend classes.
2. Ratio of NEETs is the share of NEETs among total population of young people aged 15 to 34.  

Source: “White Paper on Youth 2008 (Japanese Version),” Figure 1–2–12 for 1995 to 2007. After 2008, “White Paper on 
Children and Young People 2014 (Japanese Version),” Figure 1–4–13.
Original Data: “Labor Force Survey,” Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications.
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In addition to the increase in unemployed youth and NEETs, the growth of 
nonregular workers among young people has been one of the most important 
features of the changes in Japan’s youth labor market since the 1990s. As Figure 14.4 
shows, the nonregular employment rate of young people aged 15–34 has been ris-
ing throughout this period (although the level is lower than that of people aged 55 
and over).2 While the rate in 1992 (16.5%) was lower than that of adults aged 
35–54 (21.9%), this relationship reversed in 2002, with the rate for youth aged 
15–34 remaining higher.

In order to grasp the volume of young nonregular workers, a relatively new 
term “freeter(s)” has been widely used in Japan since the late 1990s. This term is an 
abbreviation of “free arubaita” (free arbeit3 employees) and generally means young 
nonregular employees. Cabinet Office (2014) defines it as individuals aged 15–34 
who are neither students nor housewives and correspond to one of the following: 
(1) those employed as part-time employees or arbeit; (2) those unemployed and 
searching for a part-time or arbeit job; and (3) those who are neither in the labor 
market nor housekeepers and are willing to accept part-time or arbeit work. As 
Figure 14.5 shows, the number of freeters has jumped during the 1990s and dou-
bled from 1.01 million to 2.08 million in only ten years. The number decreased in 
the mid-2000s, but has risen moderately again after the global financial crisis. It 
has remained at a high level in recent years.

Another noticeable thing about freeters is the number of those aged 25–34. 
As shown in Figure 14.5, the number was much smaller than for those aged 
15–24 in the 1990s. However, since the early 2000s, the number of freeters aged 
25–34 moved toward the number of freeters aged 15–24 and finally exceeded it 
in 2007. In addition, the number of freeters aged 25–34 began to increase again 
in 2009 and reached 1 million in 2012, while the number of freeters aged 15–24 
has been basically decreasing since the early 2000s. These data indicate that 
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Figure 14.4 Nonregular Employment Rates by Age Group, 1992–2012
Source: “Employment Status Survey,” Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications
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Figure 14.5 Changes in the Number of “Freeters,” 1992–2013
Notes: 
1.  Data was compiled according to the following definition: between 1992 and 1997, freeters were defined as aged 15 

to 34 [1] and were those called “part-timers” at their offices. In case of males, the employment period was for more 
than one year and less than five years, and in case of females, they were single and they spent more time working 
than doing anything else. [2] Then unemployed people were defined as those who did not perform housework or 
attend classes, looking for part-time jobs.

2.  From 2002: “males who graduated from school” or “females who graduated from school and never married” in 15 
to 34 age group, excluding housewives and students, and meet the following; (1) “Part-time worker and Arbeit 
(temporary workers)” among employees (2) unemployed persons who are searching for “part-time jobs” (3) eco-
nomically inactive persons who wish to obtain “part-time jobs” and at the same time not involved in housework 
nor attending school.

3. As mentioned above, attention needs to be paid to the time series comparison.

Source: “White Paper on Youth 2008 (Japanese Version),” Figure 1–2–11 for 1992 to 1997. After 2002, “White Paper on 
Children and Young People 2014 (Japanese Version),” Figure 1–4–15.
Original Data: “Employment Status Survey” for 1992 to 1997. After 2002, “Labor Force Survey (Detailed Tabulation).” 
Both Surveys are conducted by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications.

freeters have been “aging” since the early 2000s, which may imply that older 
freeters do not or cannot leave nonregular employment. This issue is addressed 
in the next section.

Inequality among Young People

This section examines some of the major problems faced by young people in terms 
of inequalities among them. The analysis focuses on differences in regular and 
nonregular employment, unfairness related to graduation year, and gender gaps.4

The issue of inequalities related to regular and nonregular employment has 
gained considerable attention in recent years. The Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2011) points out that the labor market 
dualism—which is a rigid separation in the labor market between regular and 
nonregular employment—is one of the major problems facing Japan, which has 
constrained economic growth and equity. The Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare (MHLW) set up a council on nonregular employment (Hiseikikoyo no 
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Figure 14.6 Age-Earnings Profiles by Employment Status (Hourly Wage as of June 2014)
Note: Data on this graph were compiled from the monthly wages and working hours of regular and nonregular 
employees as of June 2014.

Source: “Hiseikikoyo no Genjo to Kadai [Current Situation and Problems of Non-regular Employment],” Ministry of 
Health, Labor and Welfare (http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/seisakunitsuite/bunya/0000046231.html)
Original Data: “Basic Survey on Wage Structure,” Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare

Vijonni kansuru Kondankai) in 2011, and held review meetings focusing on the 
development of the vocational capability of nonregular employees (Hiseikikoyo 
Rodosha no Noryokukaihatsu Bapponkyoka ni kansuru Kentokai) in 2012. In these 
discussions, some important inequalities were highlighted. First, the wage differ-
ences are remarkable. Figure 14.6 shows age-earnings profiles by employment sta-
tus as of June 2014. Although the wage gap between regular and nonregular 
employment is quite small among young people aged 15–19, it becomes greater 
with age. The average hourly wage of nonregular employees aged 30–34 (1,240 yen) 
is around three-quarters (74%) of the regular employees’ hourly wage for the same 
age group (1,666 yen). The gap becomes even larger if a nonregular employee 
continues to remain in a nonregular status. Opportunity for vocational training is 
another area in which a large gap has been found. As Table 14.1 indicates, non-
regular employees enjoy much fewer opportunities for training than do regular 
employees. While more than 60 percent of all workplaces implement systematic 
on-the-job training (OJT) and 70 percent implement off-the-job training (Off-JT) 
for regular employees, only around 30 percent of all workplaces implement such 
training for nonregular employees. This seems to cause significant differences in 
vocational capability between regular and nonregular employees and helps widen 
wage gaps between them.

In addition to wage and training opportunities, huge differences are found in 
the coverage of social insurance and in fringe benefits (Table 14.2). The coverage 
of employment, health, and employees’ insurance is nearly 100 percent among 
regular employees, but is only 65 percent, 53 percent, and 51 percent, respectively, 
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among nonregular employees. The likelihood of nonregular employees receiving 
bonuses and retirement allowance is markedly lower than for regular employees.

If all (or most) nonregular employees understand the different outcomes 
involved between regular and nonregular employment and wish to work on a 
nonregular basis, it may be considered that there is no problem, because they are 
exercising their own choice. However, this is not the case in Japan’s youth labor 
market. In reality, there are huge numbers of involuntary nonregular employees 
among Japanese youth. Table 14.3 shows the share of nonregular employees who 
reluctantly work on a nonregular basis because of insufficient regular employment 
opportunities while job seeking. While the shares are relatively low among men 
and women aged 20–24, they are remarkably high among men and women who 
are 25–29 years and 30–34 years. In particular, the share among men aged 25–29 is 
as high as 42 percent, which means that the number of involuntary nonregular 

Table 14.1 Ratio of Workplace with Implementation of Training 
for Employee by Employment Status, 2014 (%)

Systematic OJT Off-JT

Regular employees 62.2 72.4
Nonregular employees 31.1 34.0

Source: “Basic Survey of Human Resources Development (2014),” Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare.

Table 14.2 Coverage of Social Insurance and Benefits by Employment Status, 2010 (%)

Employment 
insurance

Health 
insurance

Employees’ 
pension Bonus

Retirement 
allowance

Regular employees 99.5 99.5 99.5 83.2 78.2
Nonregular employees 65.2 52.8 51.0 32.4 10.6

Source: “Hiseikikoyo no Genjo to Kadai [Current Situation and Problems of Nonregular Employment],” Ministry of 
Health, Labour and Welfare (http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/seisakunitsuite/bunya/0000046231.html).
Original Data: “General Survey on Diversified Types of Employment (2010),” Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare.

Table 14.3 Share of Involuntary Nonregular 
Employees by Gender and Age Group, 2010 (%)

Age group (years)

20–24 25–29 30–34

Men 22.3 41.5 38.8
Women 19.2 30.2 28.6

Source: “General Survey on Diversified Types of Employment 
(2010),” Appendix, Table 8, Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare.
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employees is very close to the number of those who want to work on a nonregular 
basis. But why are there so many involuntary nonregular employees among young 
people in Japan? One of the reasons for this is the traditional practice of Japanese 
companies in the recruitment of young employees.

It is widely known that Japanese companies have a strong preference for hiring 
new graduates with no career experience (excluding arbeit experience when they 
are students). While Japanese companies also hire mid-career workers, less prior-
ity is given to them. One of the major reasons for this, according to Hamaguchi 
(2013), is that they have established a distinct human resource management 
approach, called “membership” type, in which companies prioritize the securing 
and training of flexible, high-quality human resources.5 In this system, it is very 
important to hire new graduates because they are quite flexible and able to be 
deployed in any department, such as sales, administration, human resources, and 
public relations. Thus, companies have to compete for new graduates if they want 
to secure flexible and high-quality workers.

As a consequence of this system, young people face the prospect of missing out 
on recruitment to regular employment in their graduation year. Thereafter, such 
graduates are at a disadvantage. Since no one can become a new graduate again 
after he/she enters into the labor market, young people’s opportunities for employ-
ment become highly dependent on the labor market situation in their graduation 
year. If a student graduates from high school or university in a year when there are 
plenty of job openings, he/she can enjoy adequate job opportunities. By contrast, 
a student who graduates during a severe economic downturn will have poor job 
opportunities, not only at the point of graduation, but also after entry into the 
labor market. Even if job openings improve later, he/she cannot apply for them as 
he/she is no longer a new graduate. In this system, the difference of a year can 
change young people’s lives dramatically, for better or for worse.

Due to the negative effects of this system, young people who graduate during a 
severe economic downturn tend to face the problem of long-term exclusion from 
good job opportunities. This seems to be a major reason for the high ratio of 
involuntary nonregular employees (as shown in Table 14.3) and the “aging” of 
freeters (as shown in Figure 14.5). The following example corroborates this 
interpretation.

As Figure 14.7 shows, there have been sharp fluctuations in the job opening- 
to-application ratio for new graduates since the 1990s. Employment opportunities 
for young people who graduated in the early 2000s (the so-called employment ice 
age generation), for example, were far less than the opportunities for those who 
graduated in the early 1990s (the so-called bubble generation) and 2006–2009 
graduates. Although the job opening-to-application ratio recovered from 2006 to 
2009, it is difficult to believe that the employment ice age generation acquired, dur-
ing this recovery phase, the same opportunities as did the 2006–2009 graduates or 
the bubble generation. This is partly because they entered the labor market at an 
unfortunate time, and partly because there is no reason for companies to consider 
them within the “membership” type system. As a result, a certain number of the 
employment ice age generation seems to have become involuntary nonregular 
employees or freeters and has been excluded from any chance to shed this status.
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Finally, gender differences are examined in terms of nonregular employment 
rates and wage levels. Figure 14.8 shows nonregular employment rates for those 
less than 35 years by gender, from 1992 to 2012. The figure shows that nonregular 
employment rates for both men and women have increased considerably over the 
past two decades. It also demonstrates that there has been a huge gap between men 
and women, which increased during this period. In 1992, the nonregular employ-
ment rate for women (25%) was about 14 percentage points higher than that for 
men (11%). In 2012, on the other hand, the nonregular employment rate for 
women (47%) was about 22 percentage points higher than that for men (25%). 
The gender gap increased by 8 percentage points during this period. Of course, the 
higher rate of nonregular employment for women can be explained to some extent 
by women’s employment preferences, given that the share of involuntary nonregu-
lar employees for women is lower than that for men (Table 14.3). Nevertheless, it 
is important to lower women’s nonregular employment rate because there are 
many involuntary female nonregular employees (even though the share is lower 
than for men). In addition, we may need to encourage female nonregular workers 
who voluntarily choose that status to obtain regular employment to the extent that 
is possible. This is because a significant number of women, especially those with 
high educational attainment, might waste their capability and potential by choos-
ing nonregular employment. It is also because it is desirable, in terms of gender 
equality, that more women achieve financial independence by getting regular 
employment.
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Source: “College Graduates Job Opening Survey,” Recruit Works Institute for university graduates. “Survey on 
Employment Referrals for New Graduates,” Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare for high school graduates.
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In addition to nonregular employment rates, there has been gender inequal-
ity in the level of regular employees’ income. Figure 14.9 clearly demonstrates 
this. This figure shows the share of low-paid regular employees aged 25–29  
(out of all regular employees aged 25–29) by gender from 1992 to 2012. A low-
paid regular employee here means a regular employee whose annual income is 
less than 2 million yen. As shown in the figure, the share for women has been 

Figure 14.9 Share of Low-Paid Regular Employees Aged 25–29 by Gender, 1992–2012
Note: 1. A low-paid regular employee here means a regular employee whose annual income is less than 2 million yen.
2. Each graph shows the percentages of low-paid regular employees aged 25–29 out of all regular employees aged 
25–29 by gender.

Source: “Employment Status Survey,” Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications
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Source: “Employment Status Survey,” Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications



THE YOUTH LABOR MARKET IN JAPAN 253

consistently higher than that for men. In 2012, for example, 15 percent of female 
regular employees aged 25–29 earned less than 2 million yen annually, while 
only 7 percent of their male counterparts did so. This means that the low-paid 
share for women was twice as high as that for men in 2012. Even though the 
gender gap became much narrower compared to the difference in 1992, the gap 
is still too large.

Incidentally, most regular employees whose annual income is less than 2 mil-
lion yen can be seen as the “working poor,” as argued by Komamura (2008). 
Although the definition of the working poor is not necessarily clear, the core ele-
ments are working full-time or standard working hours with annual/monthly 
income below the poverty line or the public assistance standard. Regular employees 
usually work full-time or standard working hours, and an annual income of  
2 million yen is almost equal to the public assistance standard on an individual 
basis (around 1.9 million yen).6 Therefore, Figure 14.9 shows the changes in the 
share of the working poor among young regular employees. If we see the informa-
tion in Figure 14.9 in this way, it shows that in 2012 the share of the working poor 
among male and female regular employees aged 25–29 was 7 percent and 16 percent, 
respectively. Moreover, it shows that the share of the working poor among all regular 
employees aged 25–29 has been increasing since the late 1990s, from 7.6 percent in 
1997 to 9.8 percent in 2012.7 Needless to say, it is important to focus on the gender 
gap in this figure. However, it is also important to understand from Figure 14.9 
that the working conditions of young regular employees as a whole have been 
deteriorating since the late 1990s. Therefore, it is important to examine the changes 
in the working environment of young people, particularly regular employees. This 
is the focus of the next section.

Deterioration of the Working Environment of Young People

Figures 14.8 and 14.9 demonstrate that there still remain large gaps in working 
conditions between young men and women. At the same time, they also indicate 
that the employment situations of young people as a whole have become more 
precarious and their working conditions have worsened over the past two decades. 
Taking this trend into account, this section examines the deterioration of the 
working environment of young people. In particular, the “black company” 
(burakku kigyo) issue is analyzed in detail.

As a consequence of the deterioration of the working environment for young 
people, or as a major reason for this, “black companies” have gained considerable 
attention in recent years. In fact, the term burakku kigyo was awarded recognition 
as one of ten major buzzwords in the annual buzzwords-of-the-year contest in 
2013 (Konno, 2015). The Japanese government also responded to the debate about 
black companies and started to take action against them in 2013 (as discussed 
later). Researchers and think tanks have also conducted surveys on black compa-
nies, some of which are quoted later in this section.

What, then, is a black company? Some may think that a black company is a 
company owned by the mafia or a criminal organization, but that’s not correct. 
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According to Haruki Konno, an expert on this issue, a black company is “a company 
which forces young people into work under illegal labor conditions” (2012: 11) 
and/or “a company which abuses and discard[s] young workers in an evil way” 
(2015: 3). In order to tackle the problems that black companies have caused, 
Konno set up an NPO named POSSE in 2006. POSSE specializes in labor issues, 
and its activities include providing practical and legal advice on labor issues to 
young workers, conducting research on young people’s work, proposing relevant 
policies, publication of a journal on labor issues, and providing lectures on labor 
law and workers’ rights.8 POSSE has already provided advice to more than 5,000 
young people as of March 2015 and has been giving detailed information on black 
companies to the public, based on the experiences of these people (Konno, 2015). 
Table 14.4 is a summary of the “human resource management” practices of typical 
black companies that POSSE has encountered so far.

As shown in the table, there are three stages and several methods in the “human 
resource management” of typical black companies. First, they recruit a large num-
ber of employees by presenting false information on working conditions and/or 
pretending to sign regular employment contracts, while in reality signing non-
regular employment contracts. Second, they screen employees during an endless 
trial period. Throughout the screening process, they harass their employees and 
force those who receive a low grade to leave the company in a selective way. Third, 
they abuse and discard the remaining employees systematically. They routinely 
force their employees to perform prolonged and unpaid overtime. Then, they pro-
mote some employees to managerial positions to force unpaid and prolonged 
overtime work even further. Even if their workplace becomes disordered due to 
the frequent harassment and extreme overtime work, they just leave it as it is. 

Table 14.4 Human Resource Management of Black Companies

Stage Method

1.  Recruiting a large  
number of employees

a.  Presenting false information on working conditions 
such as salary

b.  Pretending to sign regular employment contract 
while signing nonregular employment contract

2.  Screening employees c. Continuing an endless trial period
d.  Harassing employees and forcing many of them to 

leave the company in a strategic way
3.  Abusing and discarding 

remaining employees
e. Forcing unpaid overtime
f.  Forcing extremely prolonged overtime work
g.  Promoting employees to managerial positions to force 

even more unpaid and prolonged overtime work 
h. Leaving a disordered workplace as it is
i. Refusing to receive resignation letters of employees
j.  Forcing depressed employees to leave the company 

immediately

Source: Konno (2015: 20).
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When a valuable employee tries to leave the company because he/she cannot 
endure such work conditions, they refuse to accept the resignation letter, so that 
they can continue to abuse him/her. However, once such an employee becomes ill 
and/or depressed and ceases to be of use, they force the employee to leave the com-
pany immediately.

Some may find it difficult to believe that such awful work arrangements are so 
prevalent in contemporary Japan. Unfortunately, however, this is the reality of the 
working environment of young people at this point. A survey conducted by a 
famous think tank RENGO-RIALS has corroborated the prevalence of black com-
panies. In their survey on the work and life of working people conducted in June 
2013, 24 percent of young workers aged 20–25 and 21 percent of young workers 
aged 25–29 answered that they were working for black companies (Figure 14.10). 
This implies that more than one-fifth of young workers in their 20s are employed 
by black companies in contemporary Japan. Needless to say, this result does not 
necessarily mean that more than one-fifth of all young workers are actually expe-
riencing all the circumstances summarized in Table 14.4. Perhaps many of them 
have seen or experienced some of these conditions at their workplaces. At the same 
time, however, the result clearly demonstrates that it is not unusual for young 
people to work for a black company. Young people may think of black companies 
as a potential employer, even if they have not worked for a black company before.

In addition to RENGO-RIALS, the Japanese government has already acknowl-
edged the prevalence of black companies. In September 2013, the MHLW con-
ducted an intensive inspection of “businesses suspected of the exploitation of 
young workers” (Wakamono no Tsukaisute ga Utagawareru Kigyo). Before the 
inspection, the MHLW selected the businesses to be inspected based on informa-
tion provided by labor standards inspection offices, workers themselves, and so 
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on. In December, the MHLW (2013) released a report on its inspections, which 
shows that 82 percent of all the 5,111 workplaces inspected were found to have 
some sort of labor violations. Illegal overtime and unpaid overtime were particu-
larly prevalent, as 44 percent and 24 percent of all inspected workplaces, respec-
tively, had engaged in these violations. Actual violation rates seem to be higher 
than these results, given that these inspections were conducted over a very short 
period of time. If the MHLW continues to inspect suspicious companies, more 
extensive evidence may be found.

As a response to this report, the MHLW increased its efforts to tackle the issue of 
black company behavior. For example, in 2014 it launched telephone consultation 
services for young workers, opened consultation desks for young workers at employ-
ment security offices, held seminars at universities, and set up a website to inform 
the public of labor laws, government services, and to provide anecdotal reports. 
Moreover, they proposed to amend the Working Youth Welfare Act (Kinro Seishonen 
Fukushi Ho) so that employment security offices can direct employers to disclose 
information on recruitment, training, and human resource management, and refuse 
to receive job referral forms (kyujinhyo) from businesses having violated labor laws 
repeatedly (Suezaki et al., 2015). Furthermore, the MHLW decided to disclose the 
name of companies having violated labor laws repeatedly, though very few (or 
almost no) companies will be disclosed, as the disclosure standards are very restric-
tive (Hirai and Suezaki, 2015). On the whole, the effectiveness of these measures 
seems to be very low, given that there is no strict penalty against black companies.

As stated above, the issue of black company behavior has been one of the most 
important areas of investigation related to youth labor and policy in recent years. 
This means that not only nonregular employment but also regular employment 
has become a labor market sector where young people are struggling against a 
deteriorating working environment. But why has this happened? In particular, why 
have so many young workers fallen victim to black companies? Can’t they discern 
black companies from normal ones? According to Konno (2015), there are three 
reasons why so many young people have become the victims of black companies.

First, some young people can’t help but work for black companies, even though 
they know the nature of the companies they work for. This phenomenon reflects 
the combined effect of the “membership” type system, gaps between regular and 
nonregular employment, and the existence of large numbers of involuntary non-
regular workers. When the “membership” type system prevails widely, a new grad-
uate who receives job offers only from black companies has only one of two 
options: (1) to work for a black company in order to become a regular employee, 
even if he/she doesn’t really want to do this; or (2) to refuse to work for a black 
company and become a nonregular worker or unemployed person, even if there is 
only a small chance of becoming a regular employee later. As stated above, it is 
particularly difficult for young people to obtain regular employment once they 
enter into the labor market as nonregular employees or once they are unemployed. 
This is partly because the “membership” type system mainly hires new graduates 
on a regular basis, and partly because there is a significant number of involuntary 
nonregular employees who want to obtain regular employment. In other words, 
there is a long waiting list for a small number of regular staff positions in the youth 
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labor market. Moreover, there are huge gaps between regular and nonregular 
employment in terms of income level, opportunities for wage increases, and the 
coverage of social insurance and fringe benefits. Under such circumstances, a con-
siderable number of people choose to work for black companies in order to avoid 
falling into the trap of nonregular employment.

Second, some young people simply can’t discern black companies from normal 
ones. In fact, it is not easy for many new graduates to distinguish between black com-
panies and normal companies. This is partly because they are less experienced and 
don’t know much about the world of work, and partly because black companies dis-
guise themselves as normal companies by presenting false information on working 
conditions. Furthermore, some traditional practices of Japanese companies make it 
difficult to distinguish between black companies and normal companies. For exam-
ple, overtime work and unpaid overtime (sabisuzangyo) are found in most Japanese 
companies and young people can’t use them as indicators of a black company. One of 
the most salient indicators of a normal (or good) company is the guarantee of long-
term employment for regular employees, but this indicator has become less useful, 
because even large companies have dismissed their employees since the burst of the 
bubble economy. In this way, black companies and normal companies have converged 
in some respects recently. Typical black companies cunningly exploit such circum-
stances. They require their employees to work hard and show loyalty to the company, 
just as traditional Japanese companies do. However, they usually avoid providing ben-
efits that traditional Japanese companies are supposed to offer, such as long-term 
employment, seniority-based wages, and labor-management negotiations. This sort 
of moral collapse makes it increasingly difficult to discern black companies.

Third, it is true that some young people are willing to join black companies, 
even though they know the problems with them. This happens mainly because 
some black companies are growing quickly and advertise their growth success 
widely. Thanks to effective advertising and promotion, a large number of young 
people seem to feel a strong attraction to such companies. Another reason for 
young people’s choice to join such a company is confidence (or overconfidence) in 
themselves and underestimation of the risks of working for a black company. 
Some young people, especially those who have been successful in sports and/or 
school life, believe that they can be successful even at a black company.

Under the circumstances described above, a large number of young people have 
joined black companies and black companies have rapidly prospered. This is one of 
the reasons for the growth of these companies and the deterioration of the working 
environment of young people. However, this is only a part of the whole picture. 
With the above factors in mind, the discussion concludes with a consideration of 
some relevant responses of young people to their changing circumstances.

Conclusion: Labor Movements and Global Migration

Thus far, this chapter has provided an overview of the changes in Japan’s youth 
labor market since the early 1990s and examined some major problems currently 
faced by young people. It has shown that the employment conditions of young 
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people have become increasingly precarious and that their working environments 
have deteriorated in relation to the increase in nonregular employment, the rigid 
inequalities existing between young people who are employed on a regular and 
nonregular basis, and the growth of black companies under unstable economic 
circumstances. In response to such difficulties, some young people seem to have 
developed ways to attempt to deal with their situation. The development of labor 
movements and global migration are examples of such efforts.

Since the 2000s, there has been growing involvement in labor movements 
among young nonelite workers in Japan (Endo, 2012; Kinoshita, 2012). One of the 
well-known examples is the Metropolitan Youth Union (MYU). The MYU is a 
general union for (mainly) young nonregular/nonelite workers in the Tokyo met-
ropolitan area. It was established in 2000 by a small number of young nonregular 
workers. Any worker can join it, regardless of company, industry, occupation, and 
employment status. The MYU has advocated for the worker rights and decent 
working conditions for young workers, and has solved more than 100 labor dis-
putes so far. One of the most remarkable cases was the requirement of overtime 
payment agreed against a hair salon chain in 2007. The MYU engaged in collective 
bargaining with the management of the chain and won 48 million yen for over-
time to be paid to 338 employees (Kawazoe, 2015). Although the MYU is a small 
union with only around 350 members as of October 2013 (Kawazoe, 2013), their 
accomplishments should receive more attention and recognition. Another well-
known example is POSSE, an NPO specializing in labor issues. As discussed ear-
lier, they have helped young people to fight against and/or escape from black 
companies. Without their dedicated efforts, the issue of black companies wouldn’t 
have gained as much attention as it now does. Needless to say, young people join-
ing the MYU, POSSE, and other organizations are much fewer than those who 
have nothing to do with such labor organizations and movements. However, more 
attention and recognition should be given to such organizations, for they seem to 
be among the few agencies that really devote themselves to the improvement of 
young people’s working environments.

Finally, the global migration of young Japanese people has been another 
response of some Japanese young people to changes in Japan’s youth labor market. 
Since the early 1990s, it has been observed that a large number of nonelite young 
people go abroad partly or mainly due to the decline in the quality and quantity of 
jobs in Japan.9 For example, researchers point to young workers hired at the for-
eign branches of Japanese companies (Machimura, 2003; Sakai, 2003; Thang et al., 
2002) and young temporary residents working at various types of Japanese-
oriented businesses (restaurants, supermarkets, travel agencies, real-estate agen-
cies, etc.) on tourist, student, business, and working holiday visas (Ben-Ari, 2003; 
Fujioka, 2014; Fujita, 2008; Glebe, 2003; Kato, 2009; Kawashima, 2010; Machimura, 
2003; White, 2003). Previous research stresses that the most important factor 
behind such migratory movements is the foreign direct investment of Japanese 
companies (Glebe et al., 1999). In the course of massive investments, Japanese 
companies have established their branches and offices in many countries and sent 
their employees there. In addition, these branches and offices employ locally hired 
Japanese staff to support their expatriates. In response to this migratory 
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movement of corporate expatriates and locally hired employees, various busi-
nesses have flourished to provide goods and services for these migrants and their 
family members. As a result, a huge number of jobs for nonelite (young) Japanese 
have been created in the Japanese-oriented businesses around the world. In this 
way, the Japanese foreign investment has become a “pull” factor and has been the 
most important reason for the global migration of young people since the 1990s. 
At the same time, however, many of the studies cited above point out that a high 
ratio of nonelite young migrants have decided to leave Japan for a better life 
because of the poor youth labor market conditions in Japan. In other words, the 
youth labor market has become a “push” factor and a significant reason for their 
emigration. This implies that the global migration of nonelite Japanese youth 
should be seen as one of the means deployed to avoid the deterioration of their 
working environment in Japan.

Notes

1. The definition of NEET in Japan is different from that in the United Kingdom. The 
major difference is that the Japanese version does not include unemployed people (job-
less people who are looking for jobs) while the UK version does (Miyamoto, 2005). As a 
result, Japanese NEETs are often regarded as young people who have no will to work or, 
in extreme cases, those who are too lazy to work. This sort of negative image has caused 
harsh criticism against NEETs instead of providing the momentum for their public sup-
port (Honda et al., 2006).

2. The nonregular employment rate of older people aged 55 and above is very high, as 
there are many people who “retire” (quit their regular jobs) only to restart work on a 
part-time basis to complement their retirement income.

3. The word “arbeit” is a German term for “work” or “job,” but it is used to mean “tempo-
rary/casual job” in Japan.

4. Gaps based on education is another important issue, though it is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. Difficulties faced by high school graduates are analyzed by Hara (2005) and 
Hori (2009).

5. Hamaguchi (2013) contrasts the “membership” type system with the “job” type system. 
In the latter system, companies prioritize the clarification and arrangement of jobs and 
try to secure workers who fit these jobs.

6. Komamura (2008) gives a detailed explanation on the poverty line and the public assis-
tance standard of Japan.

7. According to the Survey on the Salary of Private-sector Businesses conducted by the 
National Tax Agency, the income level of young people had risen significantly during 
the period of the bubble economy (from the late 1980s to the early 1990s) and contin-
ued to rise even after the bubble burst, until the mid-1990s. After that time, since the late 
1990s, it started to decline. In other words, there was a gap of some years between the 
end of the bubble economy and the beginning of the drop in the income level of young 
people. That’s why the share of low-paid regular employees decreased from 1992 to 
1997, as shown in Figure 14.9.

8. Information on POSSE was gathered at the organization’s website (http://www.
npoposse.jp).

9. According to “Population Estimates” released by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications, 237,000 young people aged 20–34 departed (from Japan as 
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temporary residents between October 2013 and October 2014). A temporary resident is 
a person who stays in a foreign country for three months and longer. It is impossible to 
calculate the ratio of nonelite migrants, but it seems quite high, given that in recent 
years many Japanese companies have set up their offices in Southeast Asia and created 
plenty of jobs there (Noji, 2014).

References

Ben-Ari, E., 2003, “The Japanese in Singapore: The Dynamics of an Expatriate Community,” 
in Goodman, R., Peach, C., Takenaka, A., and White, P. (eds.), Global Japan: The 
Experience of Japan’s New Immigrants and Overseas Communities, London: Routledge 
Curzon, pp. 116–130.

Cabinet Office, 2008, Heisei20nenban Seishonen Hakusho [White Paper on Youth 2008], 
Oita: Saiki Printing.

———, 2014, Heisei26nenban Kodomo Wakamono Hakusho [White Paper on Children and 
Young People 2014]., Tokyo: Nikkei Printing.

Endo, K., 2012, Kojin Kamei Yunion to Rodo NPO [Trade Unions Giving Admission to 
Individuals and Labor NPOs], Tokyo: Minerva Shobo.

Fujioka, N., 2014, Nihon no Wakamono to Koyo Shisutemu no Kokusaika: Osutoraria Wakinguhoride 
Seido Riyosha no Jirekenkyu [Young Japanese People and the Internationalization of the 
Japanese Employment System: A Case Study of Japanese Working Holiday Makers in 
Australia], Doctoral Dissertation, Hitotsubashi University.

Fujita, Y., 2008, Bunka Imin [Cultural Migrants], Tokyo: Shinyosha.
Glebe, G., 2003, “Segregation and the Ethnoscape: The Japanese Business Community in 

Dusseldorf,” in Goodman, R., Peach, C., Takenaka, A., and White, P. (eds.), Global Japan: 
The Experience of Japan’s New Immigrants and Overseas Communities, London: 
Routledge Curzon, pp. 98–115.

Glebe, G. et al., 1999, “Investment-Led Migration and the Distribution of Japanese in 
Germany and Great Britain,” Escape, Populations, Sociétés, 17(3): 425–437.

Goodman, R., Peach, C., Takenaka, A., and White, P. (eds.), 2003, Global Japan: The 
Experience of Japan’s New Immigrants and Overseas Communities, London: Routledge 
Curzon.

Hamaguchi, K., 2013, Wakamono to Rodo [Young People and Work], Tokyo: Chuokoron 
Shinsha.

Hara, H., 2005, “Labor Demand for New High School Graduates in Japan,” Japan Labor 
Review, 2(3): 49–72.

Hirai, E. and Suezaki, T., 2015, “Taishokigyowa Genteteki?” [Very Few Companies Will be 
Disclosed?], Asahi Shimbun, May 16.

Honda, Y., Naito, A., and Goto, K., 2006, Nitotte Iuna! [Don’t Say NEET!], Tokyo: Kobunsha.
Hori, Y., 2009, “Changes in the Transition from High School to Work,” Japan Labor Review, 

6(1): 91–104.
JILPT (Japan Institute for Labor Policy and Training), 2007, Jyakunensha Shushokushien no 

Torikumi to Houkou [Efforts and Direction of Employment Support for Young People], 
Tokyo, JILPT.

Kato, E., 2009, Japanese Migrants Searching Themselves [Jibunsagashi no Imintachi], Tokyo: 
Sairyusha.

Kawashima, K., 2010, “Japanese Working Holiday Makers in Australia and Their Relationship  
to the Japanese Labor Market: Before and After,” Asian Studies Review, 34(3): 267–286.



THE YOUTH LABOR MARKET IN JAPAN 261

Kawazoe, M., 2013, “Hiseiki Rodosha no Soshikika to Rodokumiai Undo no Kadai 
[Organization of Non-regular Workers and the Challenges of Trade Union Movements],” 
Rodo Horitsu Junpo, 1801: 94–97.

———, 2015, “Shutoken Seinen Yunion no Chiiki wo Jushishita Katsudo [Area-Based 
Activities of the Metropolitan Youth Union],” Ohara Shakaimondai Kenkyujo Zasshi, 
677: 2–5.

Kinoshita, T., 2012, Wakamono no Gyakushu [Counterattacks of Young People], Tokyo: 
Jumposha.

Komamura, K., 2008, “The Working Poor, Borderline Poor, and Developments in Public 
Assistance Reform,” Japan Labor Review, 5(4): 67–94.

Konno, Haruki, 2012, Burakku Kigyo [Black Companies], Tokyo: Bungei Shunjusha.
———, 2015, Burakku Kigyo 2 [Black Companies, Vol. 2], Tokyo: Bungei Shunjusha.
Machimura, T., 2003, “Living in a Transnational Community within a Multi-ethnic City: 

Making a Localised ‘Japan’ in Los Angeles,” in Goodman, R., Peach, C., Takenaka, A., and 
White, P. (eds.), Global Japan: The Experience of Japan’s New Immigrants and Overseas 
Communities, London: Routledge Curzon, pp. 147–156.

MHLW (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare), 2013, Wakamono no Tsukaisute ga 
Utagawareru Kigyotoeno Jutenkantoku no Jisshijokyo [Report on the Intensive Inspection 
of Businesses Suspected of the Exploitation of Young Workers], MHLW (Retrieved May  
17, 2015, http://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/04-Houdouhappyou-11202000-Roudoukijunkyoku- 
Kantokuka/0000032426.pdf).

Miyamoto, M., 2005, “Prolonged Transitional Period and Policy,” Japan Labor Review, 2(3): 
73–91.

Noji, T., 2014, Ajia de Hataraku Ima wa Sono to ki da [It’s the Right Time to Work in Asia], 
Tokyo: Nikkei Business Publication.

OECD, 2011, OECD Economic Surveys: Japan 2011, Paris: OECD Publishing, Chapter 5.
RENGO-RIALS, 2013, Report of the 26th Survey on the Work and Life of Working People 

[Dai26kai Kinrosha no Shigoto to Kurashi ni tsuiteno Anketo Chosahokokusho],  
RENGO-RIALS (Retrieved May 16, 2015, http://rengo-soken.or.jp/report_db/file/ 
1389168971_a.pdf).

Sakai, C., 2003, “The Japanese Community in Hong Kong in the 1990s: The Diversity of 
Strategies and Intentions,” in Goodman, R., Peach, C., Takenaka, A., and White, P. (eds.), 
Global Japan: The Experience of Japan’s New Immigrants and Overseas Communities, 
London: Routledge Curzon, pp. 131–146.

Suezaki, T., Toyooka, R., and Hirai, E., 2015, “Burakku Kigyo no Kyujinwa Kyohi [Refusing 
to Receive Job Referral Forms from Black Companies],” Asahi Shimbun, January 10.

Thang, L. L., MacLachlan, E., and Goda, M., 2002, “Expatriates on the Margins: A Study of 
Japanese Women Working in Singapore,” Geoforum, 33(4): 539–551.

White, P., 2003, “The Japanese in London: From Transcience to Settlement?,” in Goodman, 
R., Peach, C., Takenaka, A., and White, P. (eds.), Global Japan: The Experience of Japan’s 
New Immigrants and Overseas Communities, London: Routledge Curzon, pp. 79–97.



15

Globalization, Immigration Policy, 

and Youth Employment in 

Australia*

Bob Birrell and Ernest Healy

Background

Elsewhere in this volume, it has been argued that, from the late 1970s, immigra-
tion had become central to a concerted effort by Australian political and business 
elites, and sections of the intelligentsia, to internationalize Australia’s economy, 
culture, and society. The maintenance of a robust immigration program was pro-
moted as evidence that Australia was transforming itself from an inward, protec-
tionist society to one which was economically and culturally open. Any retreat 
from high immigration, it was feared, would be interpreted as a loss of commit-
ment to internationalization.

Nevertheless, in times of economic recession, as experienced in the early 1980s 
and again in the early 1990s, political pragmatism dictated that immigration levels 
be cut. With the onset of the global financial crisis in 2008, however, this historical 
pattern was broken when the Rudd Labor government pushed net overseas migra-
tion (NOM) to record high levels. Various justifications for this action were put 
forward, including the long run effect of population aging upon labor force growth 
and the necessity to fill skills shortages associated with the Australian mining and 
resources boom. This boom, it was claimed, was drawing skills away from the 
largely metropolitan-based nonresource economy.

Yet, a close examination of immigration management and outcomes from this 
time indicates that immigration has been poorly targeted to national skill require-
ments and damaging to the labor market opportunities of Australian residents. As 
the minerals boom has subsided, immigration has been maintained at historically 
high levels in a period of slow jobs growth. This chapter examines the ways in 
which the Australian government’s management of the Australian immigration 
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program has damaged the employment prospects of Australian workers in the 
recent period, including those of many young people reliant upon low-skilled 
entry-level jobs.

Labor Force Growth Outstripping Employment Growth

Since mid-2011, Australia’s labor force (those employed and unemployed) has 
been growing faster than the total number in jobs. This is despite a significant 
drop in the labor force participation rate. As a result, the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) (2014) estimates that between May 2011 and May 2014, the num-
ber of unemployed persons in Australia has increased from 589,800 to 718,900. 
This is an increase of 129,000, or an average of around 43,000, a year.

There are two causes for this outcome. The first is that the level of job creation in 
Australia since mid-2011 has slowed to about 100,000 a year. This is less than half that 
of the eight years of the mineral resources boom up to 2011. The second is that 
Australia’s labor force continues to grow at a faster pace than employment growth. The 
main source of this labor force growth is migrant workers. These include those visaed 
under the permanent entry and temporary entry visa subclasses. This growth contin-
ues because the Labor government (2007–2013) made no adjustment to its migration 
policy and consequent visa rule settings after the minerals mining boom ended in 
2011, nor has the Coalition government since taking office in September 2013.

Remarkably, there has been no acknowledgment of the migrant contribution to 
this outcome from the experts who dominate commentary on the labor market. 
For example, in an otherwise useful recent analysis of Australia’s labor market, the 
Assistant Governor of the Reserve Bank manages not to mention immigration at 
all (Kent, 2014).

On the right, the main response has been that governments should redouble 
their efforts to improve business conditions so that businesses will create more 
jobs. Some (as we will see) want more immigration on the grounds that this will 
boost the economy by filling skill vacancies. There are others who argue that 
 population growth will help drive the housing industry, thus helping to fill the gap 
in economic activity created by the waning of resources industry investment.

On the left, some, like Professor Bill Mitchell (2014), ignore the migration 
issue and instead focus on job creation by governments. Who could disagree, but 
the likelihood of the Coalition government taking up this option is remote. In the 
meantime, the casualties of Australia’s present migration policy settings continue 
to mount among Australian residents.

Immigration and Unemployment—An Overview

The impact of the current oversupply of labor is manifest at two ends of the 
labor market for younger Australians. The first is among young people seeking to 
enter relatively low-skilled jobs. Australia’s total unemployment rate has edged 
up to 6 percent over the last couple of years. However, this aggregate figure hides 
a nasty worsening of the situation for young people. In the case of those aged 
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15–24, their unemployment rate increased from around 10 percent in 2009 to  
14 percent in 2015.

The second manifestation is among new graduates. Hot spots are emerging in 
accounting, nursing, information communication technology (ICT), and den-
tistry (among others), with many recent graduates struggling to get started in their 
profession, in part because of the competition they are encountering from recently 
arrived migrant professionals. Despite this evidence, the Coalition government 
continues to allow employers to sponsor migrant professionals in these areas 
under the temporary entry 457 program and under the permanent entry employer 
sponsorship program.

The Labor government and the current Coalition government have sought to 
allay public concerns. They point to a series of reforms in the skilled migration 
program since 2010, which allegedly result in better targeting of the skills needed 
in Australia. The Labor government initiated these reforms because of the scandal 
flowing from the out-of-control overseas student industry. Hundreds of thou-
sands of vocational and higher education students were attracted to Australia 
 during the 2000s with the expectation that, on their completion of an Australian 
qualification, they would be able to gain a permanent residence visa.

Since 2010, successive Labor governments and the Coalition government (since 
late 2013) have claimed that these reforms have been effective in targeting skills 
which are in short supply in Australia and genuinely needed by employers. However, 
these claims are false. There has been a serious deterioration in the skill level and 
relevance of the skilled migrants being visaed to skill vacancies in Australia.

The Setting

As Table 15.1 shows, there has been a sea change in Australia’s employment situa-
tion since 2011–2012. Up until 2011–2012, the annual growth in the numbers 
employed grew strongly. Since then, employment growth has slumped to around 
100,000 a year.

Meanwhile, as Table 15.1 shows, the labor force has continued to grow in 
greater numbers than those employed. The consequence is that the total number 
of unemployed persons has increased from 589,800 in May 2011 to 718,900 in 
May 2014. The labor force would have grown even faster if it had not been for the 

Table 15.1 Annual Growth in the Labor Force and Employment, Australia, and Labor 
Force Participation as of May 2012 to May 2014

Year Labor force (000s) Employment (000s)
Participation rate  
(at year end) (%)

2011–2012 223.2 192.8 65.5
2012–2013 161.8 106.6 65.2
2013–2014 142.4 99.4 64.8

Total 527.4 398.8  

Source: ABS Labor Force Survey, various issues.
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drop in the overall labor force participation rate: from 65.5 percent in May 2011 to 
64.8 percent in May 2014. Most of this fall is due to a decline in the participation 
rate of young people. They are both dropping out of the labor market and increas-
ing their engagement in education. Some of the decline is also due to the aging 
effect of Australia’s relatively large cohort of baby boomers who are approaching 
retirement age.

Almost All of the Growth in Jobs is Going to Recently Arrived Migrants

The level of NOM to Australia is very high because of permissive immigration 
policy settings. NOM is defined as the difference between the sum of all move-
ments into and out of Australia, including both residents and migrants. NOM has 
grown from 180,400 in 2010–2011 to 242,000 in 2013–2014 (DIBP, 2013).

From the estimates published in the ABS Labor Force Survey, it is clear that 
recently arrived migrants are currently the main source of the growth in Australia’s 
labor force and of those gaining employment. This is shown in Table 15.2. The 
table provides a snapshot of the increase in the number of migrants who arrived 
in Australia since the beginning of 2011 as of May 2012, May 2013, and May 2014. 
These numbers are an underestimation of the total impact of recent arrivals on the 
Australian labor market.

Table 15.3 shows that by May 2014, 380,000 overseas-born persons who arrived 
in Australia since the beginning of 2011 were estimated to be in employment. Yet 
Table 15.1 showed that, over this three-year period, the total growth in employ-
ment of all residents—whether recently arrived overseas-born persons, overseas-
born persons who arrived before 2011, and the Australian-born—only grew by 
around 400,000. This means that almost all of the net growth in jobs over the three 
years up to May 2014 was in jobs taken by these recently arrived overseas-born 
migrants. We detail later who the major resident casualties of this competition are.

This is a conclusion that has never been admitted by left or right commentators 
or by the official agencies, such as the Reserve Bank of Australia.

This finding should not come as a surprise, given the very high level of NOM, 
of some 240,000 a year. Table 15.3 provides the ABS estimate of the total number 
of the 15-year plus population comprised of overseas-born arrivals in Australia 
as of May 2014 who arrived since the beginning of 2011. This figure was 709,000. 
Overseas-born arrivals made up the greater part of the total growth of the 

Table 15.2 Annual Additions to the Numbers of Persons Born 
Overseas Who Arrived in Australia after 2010, Who Were Employed 
and in the Labor Force, May 2011 to May 2014

Period Employed (000s) Labor force (000s)

May 2011 to May 2012 129.9 146.2
May 2012 to May 2013 109.3 122.6
May 2013 to May 2014 117.9 130.5

Source: ABS Labor Force Survey, various issues.
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Australian civilian population in this age group over the three years up to May 
2011. This figure was 989,100. One implication of these data is that the resident 
population (other than these recent arrivals) was still growing strongly (by 
280,000) during the three year period to May 2014. This latter source of growth in 
Australia’s population could have provided for the people needed to fill the net 
growth in new jobs over the three years in question, especially if accompanied by 
an increase in the labor force participation rate.

Most of the recently arrived overseas-born persons were attracted to Australia 
by what they could earn in the Australian labor market relative to their home 
country. In addition, few could access labor market welfare benefits. They had to 
(and did) find work.

The Need to Fill Skill Shortages

This has been the main justification for continuing high levels of migration. The 
migration reforms since 2010 mentioned earlier have been repeatedly cited to jus-
tify claims that migrants really are filling skill gaps in the economy. One key reform 
was the establishment of a new Skilled Occupation List (SOL) in 2010. The SOL 
has long been proclaimed by successive governments as a mechanism to better 
target skilled migrants, and is widely regarded as an indicator of occupations 
which are in shortage in Australia, currently as well as in the medium term. 
However, as detailed further below, this turns out not to be true.

Some Key Indicators of Poor Skill Targeting

In 2012–2013, only 36 percent of those sponsored by employers under the perma-
nent entry program had occupations listed on the SOL. The situation is similar for 
the sponsored temporary resident 457 stream. In 2012–2013, only 39.7 percent of 
the principal applicants visaed under the 457 program were sponsored for occu-
pations listed on the SOL. For the first nine months of 2013–2014, this proportion 
fell to 34.9 percent (CFMEU, forthcoming).

Another indicator of poor targeting is the occupations for which migrants are 
being recruited. By far the largest single occupation, visaed in 2012–2013 under 
the permanent entry skill program, was cooks. Yet cooks were not listed on the 
SOL in 2010 and have not been listed since then. In 2012–2013, there were 8,449 
cooks as well as another 1,022 bakers and pastry cooks and 696 chefs visaed under 

Table 15.3 Overseas-Born Arrivals (15 Plus 
Years) 2011 to 2014, as of May 2014

Employed 380,100
Unemployed 48,200
Not in labor force 280,700
Civilian population 709,000

Source: ABS, Labor Force Survey (data cube ST LM7).
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the permanent entry skill program. These 10,167 migrants made up 16 percent of 
the 63,048 principal applicants visaed in the skill stream for 2012–2013. The next 
largest occupation was accountants (5,766), followed by software engineers 
(2,167), ICT business analysts (1,555), and hairdressers (1,502).

Cooks were also the largest single occupational group of principal applicants 
visaed under the temporary resident 457 visa subclass in 2012–2013.

Other Temporary Entry Migrant Workers

The skilled visa subclasses so far examined are only one component of the influx 
of migrants who are entering the Australian labor market. There is another huge 
category of labor market participants where there is no consideration at all as to 
their labor market impact on the resident workforce. There were 1.1 million per-
sons holding temporary entry visas in Australia as of March 2014, as well as 
approximately another 640,000 New Zealand citizens.

About half of the 242,000 NOM in 2012–2013 was made up of temporary 
migrants. Others (all temporary visa holders) include students, Working Holiday 
Makers (WHMs), visitors, and New Zealanders. With the exception of the visitors, 
all have work rights in Australia (and in the case of visitors, many work illegally).

There is no way to accurately determine how many of these temporaries are in 
the workforce. One cannot rely on the ABS for such an estimate because the Labor 
Force Survey does not survey persons unless they meet the criteria for being a 
 resident (i.e., they have to have been in Australia for 12 months out of the 16 
months that ensued since their first arrival in Australia) (Birrell and Healy, 2013). 
This definition excludes most of the WHMs because their visa is only valid for a 
period of 12 months, as well as most of the visitors and some of the students, some 
457 visa holders, and New Zealanders. Yet, most of these temporary entry visa 
holders would have worked while in Australia.

The stock of temporary visa holders is listed in Table 15.4 as of March 2012, 
March 2013, and March 2014. These are accurate counts because the Department 

Table 15.4 Temporary Visa Holders in Australia as of March 2012, March 2013, and 
March 2014

March 2012 March 2013 March 2014

Students 344,480 332,470 366,910
Visitors 220,380 248,250 234,180
457s 160,420 190,920 201,560
Working holiday makers 142,600 170,700 174,210
Bridging visas 132,320 118,820 107,190
Temporary graduate visa holders 27,980 41,090 25,110
Others 28,670 30,310 33,410
Total 1,056,850 1,132,560 1,142,560
New Zealanders 616,110 632,890 644,890

Source: DIBP, Temporary entrants in Australia as on March 31, 2014.
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of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) keeps a record of the arrival and 
departure of the visa status of each person moving in and out of Australia.

The numbers coming and going who hold temporary visas are “demand driven,” 
in the sense that they reflect the desire of those eligible for entry to take up the 
opportunities offered by the rules governing entry and work rights for each of these 
visa subclasses. Australia is a highly attractive destination and, as a result, the num-
bers attracted have grown, even as the labor market has weakened in recent years.

Implications for Australian Resident Job Seekers

This issue will be dealt with in two parts. Migrants currently entering the Australian 
labor market do so as part of two quite different streams. The first consists of those 
with trade, technical, professional, and managerial occupations, who are predomi-
nantly recruited either under the permanent entry skilled visa subclasses or the 
457 program.

The second stream includes most of those arriving on temporary visas (except 
457s). Many of these migrants have little choice but to seek work in entry-level 
jobs, where skill requirements are low, regardless of their formal qualifications. 
This is because many employers prefer to appoint permanent residents or locals to 
professional jobs.

Skilled Occupations

Among the occupations that best illustrate the deficiencies of the current immi-
gration policy are accountants among the professions and cooks among the trades.  
Many thousands of migrants are being visaed in these and similar fields, despite 
evidence that they are not needed and, in many cases, are competing with Australian 
residents for available jobs.

Accountants

There were 5,766 accountants visaed under the permanent resident skilled pro-
gram in 2012–2013 as well as another 1,000 visaed under the 457 visa program. 
This is a similar number to the 7,200 completions of domestic students from 
Australian universities in accounting at the bachelor and higher degree level in 
2012 (AWPA, 2014a).

By 2012, there was evidence of an oversupply of accountants in Australia. On 
the basis of labor market research conducted in 2011 and 2012, the Commonwealth 
Department of Employment concluded: “There is a more than adequate supply of 
accountants. Employers generally experience little difficulty filling their vacancies, 
attracting multiple suitable applicants” (DEEWR, 2011: 1).

The Department of Employment repeated this conclusion in 2013–2014. It 
stated that the oversupply of accountants was leading to a declining rate of success 
on the part of accounting graduates in obtaining accounting work and to relatively 
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poor starting salaries (Department of Employment, 2013). The Department of 
Employment recommended that accountants be taken off the SOL as of mid-2014.

The responsible authority, the Australian Workforce Productivity Agency 
(AWPA) reviewed the Demand and Supply of Accountants in 2014. AWPA acknowl-
edged that, in the light of the 7,200 domestic completions in accounting in 2012 
and the similar number of visas issued to migrants (cited above),“at current levels 
there is an increased risk of skilled migrants crowding out domestic workers in the 
future” (2014a: 26).

Yet, AWPA rejected the Department of Employment’s advice to remove accoun-
tants from the SOL. How could this be? AWPA also prepares a Specialised 
Occupation List (separate from the SOL). The occupations included are defined as 
those “that are of high value and where skills take a long time to develop and 
acquire” (AWPA, 2014b). For AWPA, a current oversupply in an occupation may 
not justify removing the occupation from the SOL. The reason according to AWPA 
is that if shortages subsequently emerge in these occupations, the Australian econ-
omy would risk recurring skill shortages and resource wastage as a result of mis-
matches between educational supply and workforce demands (AWPA, 2014b).

For such occupations, AWPA looks beyond the immediate labor market situ-
ation to the medium- to long-term outlook for the occupations in question. 
Since almost all professional occupations are on the Specialised Occupation List, 
this gives AWPA the opportunity to argue that whatever the immediate labor-
market situation in an occupation, it may be justified in leaving that occupation 
on the SOL. This is what has happened for accounting (among other occupa-
tions where skill shortages no longer exist, but which remain on the SOL). AWPA 
based its decision upon bullish assumptions about Australia’s medium-term 
economic future.

Nevertheless, in a gesture to the current oversupply, AWPA recommended, and 
the Coalition government accepted, that there should be a ceiling on the number 
of accountants visaed. AWPA recommended that in the case of accountants, the 
ceiling be around 5,000 per year. However, this was a very high number, given the 
surplus of accountants.

In reality, there will be many more than 5,000 accountants visaed because this 
ceiling only refers to the Skilled Independent visa subclasses. There is nothing to 
stop accountants being visaed in other visa subclasses, including the State/Territory 
Nominated visa subclasses and the permanent entry employer sponsorship visa 
subclasses, both of which have large quotas of visas to fill.

Why is the government disregarding the current surplus of accountants? AWPA 
provides the excuse. But, there is more to it than this. One factor is the health of 
the overseas student industry.

The government faces strong pressure from the overseas student industry (the 
university sector and private educational institutions) to keep accountants (and 
other lucrative occupations) on the SOL. Universities have already had to cope 
with a decline in overseas student accounting commencements, from 17,100 in 
2009 to 11,500 in 2012. The removal of accounting from the SOL would be a fur-
ther blow to their business prospects. Access to the Australian labor market and the 
hope of acquiring a permanent visa is important in the marketing of such courses.
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The Mismatch between Skill Shortages and Skilled Migrant Recruitment

If the skilled migration program is really attracting the “best and the brightest,” as 
government and departmental officials claim, while attracting skills in short 
 supply, one would not expect the program to be delivering so many accountants 
(and cooks). The series of reforms implemented in 2010 and after were supposed 
to avoid such an outcome. The new selection system introduced in mid-2011 put 
greater priority on English language skills and work experience. In addition, since 
2011, the accounting accrediting agencies have required an English standard of 
level 7 on the International English Language Test Score (IELTS). This is a referred 
to as “proficient English.” It is close to the level needed to perform a professional 
occupation. It is a demanding test which overseas student graduates from non-
English-speaking countries (NESC) have had difficulty meeting.

Yet, in 2010–2011, there was an enormous number of 14,000 accountants 
visaed in the permanent entry skilled stream, most of whom were visaed in the 
points-tested visa subclasses. Accountants were also by far the largest individual 
occupation visaed in 2011–2012. As indicated, in 2012–2013 a further 5,766 
accountants were issued permanent entry skill visas (4,144 in the points-tested 
visa subclasses). By this time, accountants had been overtaken by cooks. The num-
ber of cooks visaed in the permanent entry skill program in 2012–2013 surged to 
8,449. Of these, 5,818 were visaed under the points-tested visa subclasses. Yet, 
cooks have not been on the SOL since before 2010.

Those interested in the explanation will search in vain for an official justifica-
tion of this anomaly. To have admitted what was happening would have exploded 
the carefully cultivated story that the migration program was selecting skills cur-
rently in short supply in Australia.

The reason why so many accountants and cooks are being granted skilled per-
manent visas is that they represent the flow-on from the enormous stock of for-
mer overseas students who were in Australia at the time the 2010 reforms were 
announced. As of mid-2009, there were 386,523 people on overseas student visas 
in Australia, about 80 percent of whom were enrolled in higher education and 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses (Birrell and Healy, 2010). 
Many of these had entered these courses with the expectation that it would lead 
to subsequent participation in the Australian labor market, and ultimately to per-
manent residence.

When the reforms were introduced in 2010, some of these overseas students 
were already enrolled in such courses, had already applied for a points-tested visa, 
or had obtained or applied for a Graduate Skills visa (485) which allowed them to 
stay for 18 months with full work rights. Further, they were given concessional 
rights to apply for a permanent residence points-tested visa and to be assessed 
under the rules in place before the 2010 reforms. This situation meant that tens  
of thousands of accountants and cooks (among others—including hairdressers) 
remained in Australia.

As of July 1, 2011, the Labor government introduced a priority processing list 
which determined the order in which visa applications were processed for those 
being “grandfathered” in this way. Those who were placed at the bottom of the 
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priority list were granted bridging visas with full work rights while they waited 
until there were places available for them. They have been “warehoused.”

The Labor government told the overseas students affected by these new rules 
that their options included finding an employer willing to sponsor them for a 
permanent or temporary entry employer sponsored visa. This resulted in many 
thousands of former overseas students searching for willing employers. This situ-
ation helped undermine the integrity of these visa subclasses.

As regards the points-tested visa subclasses, places were subsequently found 
because DIBP ran out of applicants in the higher priority categories. The DIBP 
has, in effect, scraped the bottom of the barrel (in terms of its visa priorities) in 
order to achieve the migration program targets set by the Labor government and 
more recently by the Coalition government. By mid-2013, this process had not yet 
ended. As of mid-2013, there were still 11,200 principal applicants in the ware-
housed group yet to be processed (mostly cooks and hairdressers).

This situation has had serious consequences for the quality of the skilled 
migrants visaed. Almost all of the overseas students in question were from NESC 
and had completed degree level courses or, in the case of the cooks, certificate level 
courses at vocational colleges during the 2000s. Those with university qualifica-
tions have struggled to obtain professional jobs. Employers have been very reluc-
tant to take them on for these roles. There is a great deal of anecdotal evidence 
which confirms that this is a continuing problem (AFR, 2014). Our analysis of the 
job outcomes of former overseas students, drawn from the 2011 Census, shows 
that only a small minority of recently arrived graduates in accounting and in other 
professional courses who were from NESC has been able to find professional posi-
tions in their field of qualification (Birrell and Healy, 2008). In the case of accoun-
tants, not surprisingly, the hardest hit of those struggling to find employment, 
given the serious oversupply of applicants, are the former overseas students.

The situation is different for other university graduates, particularly nurses and 
ICT professionals. For these resident graduates, the influx of migrants is having a 
serious impact on the employment prospects of domestic students.

Other Skilled Occupations

As stated at the outset, there is a growing number of professional occupations 
where recent graduates are finding it hard to get relevant jobs. This is evident in 
the health fields of nursing and dentistry, as well as in ICT, engineering, and, of 
course, in accounting. Problems are even emerging in the general practice labor 
market for medical graduates.

A distinctive pattern has emerged. During the resources boom, when shortages 
in most professional labor markets were evident, successive governments encour-
aged growth in domestic student enrollments. Young people responded strongly 
to the opportunities in the health fields. For a significant price in Higher Education 
Contribution Scheme debt and study time, there appeared to be a guarantee of a 
good and well-paid job.

This outcome is no longer assured. Increasing numbers of graduates are 
entering the labor market just as job opportunities in professional fields are 
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contracting and migrant competition is continuing. This is particularly the case 
in engineering as the resources boom has slowed, but it also holds in the health 
fields because of government budgetary tightening. In all of these professions, 
local graduates are facing competition from continued high levels of permanent 
and temporary migrants.

We have documented the case for general practitioners (GPs) elsewhere. The 
number of domestic medical graduates doubled between 2006 and 2011. Yet, GP 
migration through the permanent and 457 programs has continued unabated. 
Australia is now “awash with doctors” (Birrell, 2013).

Dentists too are hurting. According to Australian Dental Association’s submis-
sion to the 2014 SOL review, there is a “substantial oversupply in metropolitan 
areas.” The Association reports that the number of vacancies is “substantially less 
than the number of graduates expected to enter the workforce” (ADA, 2014: 2).

Nurses

In the case of nursing, concerns about shortages during the boom years led to an 
increasing supply of nursing places in universities. The number of undergraduate 
completions in nursing increased from 5,650 in 2005 to 8,425 in 2012 (ANMF, 2014).

Graduate nurses face a job market in which they must compete with large 
numbers of migrants. In 2012–2013, there were 2,855 visas issued to registered 
nurses under the permanent entry skilled program and 2,853 under the 457 pro-
gram. According to the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation (the nurses’ 
union), hundreds of recent nursing graduates in each of the states of Queensland, 
Victoria, Western Australia, and South Australia have been unable to find nursing 
positions (ANMF, 2014).

The Department of Employment backed up these concerns in its submission to 
AWPA on the 2014 SOL. It stated: “The labour market for nurses has eased consid-
erably over recent years. National shortages are no longer evident and recruiting 
difficulties are confined to particular specialisations and specific locations” 
(Department of Employment, 2013: 24).

The AWPA was not persuaded by these concerns. Nursing, dentistry, and gen-
eral medical practice were all left on the 2014 SOL. AWPA applied the same ratio-
nale to the health occupations as for accountants.

Apart from the AWPA’s poor record of predicting future labor market demand, 
the response to this logic ought to be, “So what?” Given Australia’s immense attrac-
tion to immigrant professionals, should domestic output fall short, it can easily be 
filled on a temporary basis through migration. That was the original purpose for 
setting up the 457 visa program.

ICT Professionals

By contrast, in the case of ICT professionals, the output of Australian resident 
graduates has fallen well short of the growth in demand for such professionals. 
This is in large part because resident higher education completions have fallen 
from a peak of over 9,000 in 2002 to around 4,500 in 2011 (AWPA, 2013: 52).
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Immigrants have filled the void. There were 9,723 visas issued to migrants with 
ICT occupations under the permanent entry program in 2012–2013 and 11,691 
under the 457 visa program in the year up to August 31, 2012 (ACS, 2014).

That immigrant recruitment into this field is dwarfing the resident contribu-
tion, which is a disturbing situation given current concerns about the need to 
 create opportunities for young residents in skilled jobs. There is no doubt that the 
demand for ICT skills will increase. Yet, if the present pattern continues, it will be 
immigrants who meet this demand.

Why have Australian residents turned away in droves from ICT courses? In 
2013, AWPA pointed out that “many students who pursue an ICT education 
experience difficulty in finding employment in the sector on graduation” (14). 
This is because “there are a limited number of entry-level positions” (14). This 
situation reflects the structure of the ICT industry, where there is a high level of 
contracting or outsourcing of ICT functions. Employers have a “just in time” view 
of their needs. Both the end-use business and the outsourcing firms want staff 
who have the knowledge base and experience to produce immediately at the low-
est cost in wages.

This makes it hard for resident graduates to get a start. The ready availability of 
migrants means that there is no need to provide for the systematic training of new 
graduates. ICT consulting companies can bring in as many immigrants with spe-
cialist skills as they need on temporary resident 457 visas. Sometimes, they recruit 
such migrants on terms and conditions that undercut resident ICT workers.

AWPA’s study of the ICT workforce recommends a number of measures to 
improve training opportunities for residents. It is remarkable, however, that the 
report has nothing to say about the contribution which the escalation of migra-
tion recruitment has played in this decline, or any recommendation that immigra-
tion be reduced to give employers a greater incentive to employ and train recent 
ICT graduates.

We conclude that, for the points-tested visa subclasses, there is no mechanism 
to exclude professional occupations from eligibility on account of a current labor 
market oversupply.

The Threat of Employer Sponsorship to Job Opportunities  
for Australian Residents

The SOL, imperfect though it is in shaping the selection of points-tested appli-
cants, at least takes some account of whether the occupations are in short supply 
in Australia. But in the case of those sponsored by employers under the permanent 
entry employer sponsorship visa subclasses, there is no reference to the local labor 
market at all. The planning level for these visa subclasses in 2014–2015 was set at 
the high level of 48,250 places (principal applicants and dependents). The same is 
true for employers who wish to sponsor a migrant on a temporary entry 457 visa. 
Employers can sponsor who they like as long as the jobs are at trade level or above, 
and even at the sub-trade level under the 457 “Labor Agreement” arrangements.
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Only a small minority of employers have to make any effort to demonstrate 
through labor market testing (LMT) that they were unable to find appropriate 
residents for the work in question. Nevertheless, while the LMT requirements 
themselves have been considerably watered down by the Coalition government, 
they do appear to have reduced both the rate of 457 visa nominations and the 
approval rate for 457 visa nominations in all occupations subject to LMT 
(CFMEU, 2013).

Nevertheless, only around a third of those sponsored under the temporary 
entry 457 and the permanent entry employer sponsored visa subclasses have occu-
pations listed on the SOL. This listing is irrelevant for the 457 program, but it is a 
good indication of the lack of targeting of the 457 visa program to skills in short 
supply in Australia. This situation should be ringing alarm bells because, as the 
following analysis shows, employers continue to sponsor migrants in fields that 
are demonstrably oversupplied.

The Dynamics of Employer Sponsorship

The employer sponsorship visa subclasses were originally intended to allow 
employers to bring in skilled migrants where vacancies existed. In the case of the 
457 program, it allowed employers in multinational firms to transfer staff tem-
porarily to Australia in order to train resident employees and to transfer skills. It 
still does play this role to some degree, particularly at the professional and mana-
gerial levels. But, increasingly, the temporary resident 457 program is regarded, 
by the sponsored migrants and by employers alike, as a pathway to permanent 
residence.

About half of all those sponsored on a temporary resident 457 visa subse-
quently achieve permanent residence. Most do so through sponsorship by their 
employer for a permanent entry employer sponsorship visa. The great majority of 
all those sponsored in the latter visa subclasses (21,651 principal applicants in 
2012–2013) were already working for their employer on a 457 visa. Very few are 
sponsored from offshore. Successive governments have facilitated this process by 
granting concessions to employers who sponsor those already working for them 
on a 457 visa. For example, from mid-2012, the rules governing permanent entry 
employer sponsorship were modified so that, if the 457 visa holder had worked for 
the sponsoring employer for two years, there would be no test of the applicant’s 
English language skills or any assessment of their qualifications.

There are advantages here to both employers and sponsored employees. 
Employers can benefit from employing someone on a temporary resident 457 visa 
because, if the sponsored person regards the sponsorship as a pathway to perma-
nent immigration, he or she may be unwilling to leave the job with the sponsoring 
employer for two years (the qualifying period for an employer-sponsored perma-
nent entry visa under the Temporary Residence Transition stream). The sponsor 
person may also be willing to work on terms and conditions lower than the 
employer would have had to provide an Australian resident.
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The employer holds the whip hand in this relationship. Temporary resident 
457 visa holders are unlikely to protest, given their desire to obtain permanent 
residence through sponsorship by their employer or their desire to prolong their 
work stay in Australia on a temporary visa. Employers are just as likely to be 
advantaged when there is a surplus of locals available for the work as when there 
is a shortage. In the former situation, an employer taking on a 457 visa holder 
when the economy is slack and competition in the industry in question is fierce, 
as in the food service and construction industries, may obtain a competitive 
advantage relative to other employers.

Given that both the employer and sponsored employee have an interest in 
keeping the employment arrangements secret, the evidence that such practices 
occur is largely anecdotal.

There is no lack of people willing to take on such arrangements. Employers are 
being inundated by migrants already in Australia on temporary visas who are des-
perate to find work, especially if it leads to a long-term temporary visa followed by 
permanent residence. As shown in Table 15.4, there are currently over one million 
migrants on temporary visas in Australia. Most have work rights. They are being 
allowed to churn from one temporary visa to another over extended periods, dur-
ing which time they can make connections with employers who might be willing 
to sponsor them on a 457 visa.

This process is illustrated in Table 15.5. For the year to August 31, 2012, there 
were 30,032 temporary resident 457 visas issued to onshore applicants (just over 
half the total principal applicants visaed in this period). The table lists the top five 
occupations with the greatest numbers of those who succeeded in obtaining a 
457 visa.

Table 15.5 Last Substantive Visa Status of Those Issued 457 Visas Onshore, Year up to 
August 31, 2012

Occupation WHMs 457
VET 

studenta

Higher 
Education 

student Visitor

Temporary 
Graduate  

(485)a Other Total

Visa class at the time of 457 visa issuance
Cook 55 35 960 291 43 285 25 1,694
Program & project 

administrator
597 166 334 172 151 33 100 1,553

Marketing specialist 353 123 112 130 106 42 91 957
Carpenter 465 43 43 0 103 0 12 666
Chef 152 63 195 45 69 66 22 612
Other 7,336 6,987 2,014 1,926 3,532 430 2,325 24,550

Total 8,958 7,417 3,658 2,564 4,004 856 2,575 30,032

a VET stands for Vocational Education and Training Student. The Temporary Graduate Visa (485) is for former 
overseas students who completed a higher education or VET qualification and who meet certain qualifying 
conditions. It permits them to stay on and work in Australia for up to two years.

Source: DIBP, Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2013 (BE6153.02).
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Lower-Skilled Occupations

Each year around 350,000 young people aged 15–24 leave school, some 250,000 of 
whom enter the labor force. Since this latter group does not possess any post 
school educational qualifications, they therefore have to find work in low-skilled 
entry-level jobs. These include positions in the retail and hospitality industries.

The employment market is particularly tight for these jobs. Young residents 
have to compete for such work against recently arrived migrants, particularly 
those on temporary entry visas. The numbers of these migrants, as documented in 
Table 15.4, are large and growing. As we and others have shown, this competition 
is a major contributor to high youth unemployment (Birrell and Healy, 2013; 
Brotherhood of Saint Lawrence, 2014).

In the case of the WHMs (subclasses 417 and 462), the numbers visaed grew 
from 192,922 in 2010–2011 to 239,592 in 2013–2014. Part of this growth stems 
from the increasing number of WHM visa holders who are taking up the option 
(introduced by the Coalition government in November 2005 and later extended 
by Labor) of an additional one year visa. They can obtain an additional one year 
visa if they work in a regional area in agriculture, mining, or construction for 88 
days. In 2013–2014, 45,950 qualified for this second WHM visa.

The country of origin of these WHMs has also changed, with big increases 
from Ireland, Taiwan, and Italy as well as continuing high numbers from Korea. 
Most of them are not coming for the traditional working holiday; rather, they are 
migrants seeking access to the Australian labor market. As is well known, WHMs 
now play a crucial role from the point of view of employers in the horticultural 
industries. It is often argued that by doing so they have become essential to the 
viability of these industries. However, it is a mistake to generalize from this contri-
bution to the total impact of the WHM presence in Australia. By far the majority 
of the WHMs in Australia spend their time in the major cities. They, along with 
students and other temporary visa holders, are proving to be ferocious competi-
tors for the same entry-level jobs that Australian resident youth are seeking.

The impact of these temporary entry migrants is no accident. It is a product of 
a hands-off policy on the part of successive governments. The Labor government 
could have, but did not cap any of the temporary entry visa subclasses, despite the 
deterioration of the Australian labor market since 2011. Nor has the Coalition 
government moved to do so since taking office in 2013.

The temporary entry challenge has also been magnified by the accommodating 
stance of successive governments toward visa churning on the part of those hold-
ing temporary entry visas. As noted above, they can move from one temporary 
visa to another, thus prolonging their presence in the labor force and their oppor-
tunities to find employers willing to sponsor them for employment on 457 visas, 
and subsequently for a permanent residence visa.

Table 15.6 indicates the number of those with an overseas student visa who 
successfully obtained another visa, by visa type, for 2011–2012 and 2012–2013. 
The numbers are huge—subsequently reaching 142,405 in 2013–2014. Some 
19,768 obtained a tourist visa. It is extraordinary that this is allowed, given that 
DIBP must know that most of these former students will have obtained the visa in 
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order to continue working in Australia, even though it is illegal to do so under a 
tourist visa. Another 18,833 obtained a 457 visa, 8,671 found a permanent resident 
to sponsor them for a spouse visa, and 2,978 extended their stay by obtaining a 
WHM visa.

This visa churning is legal, but nonetheless reflects the generous setting of the 
rules which act against the interests of local residents. We do not hold the data 
needed to detail the numbers of those holding a WHM or other temporary visa 
who engage in a similar merry-go-round of visa churning. It is likely to be on a 
large scale. The fact that Table 15.5 shows that 8,958 WHMs found an employer to 
sponsor them for a 457 visa in the year up to August 2012, is an indication.

Concluding Comments

The main purpose of this study has been to expose the mismatch between current 
immigration settings and the deteriorating labor market opportunities for local 
residents, particularly young Australians. They are facing fierce competition from 
permanent migrants and temporary migrants with work rights, especially in 
lower-skilled entry-level jobs, such as in the hospitality industries.

A key finding is that, as of May 2014, almost all of the net growth in jobs in 
Australia over the three years from May 2011 to May 2014 has been filled by 
 overseas-born migrants who arrived in Australia since the beginning of 2011. To 
our knowledge, this has never been mentioned in the labor market literature. It is 
certainly not acknowledge by the Coalition government.

Table 15.6 Number of Visas Granted in 2011–2012 and 2012–2013, by Visa Subclass, to 
Those Whose Last Visa Held Was a Student Visa

New Visa 2011–2012 2012–2013 

Temporary graduate (485) 35,273 31,833
Student 32,425 29,490
Tourist 26,442 28,484
Temporary skilled migration (457) 10,567 18,050
Partner 7,257 8,671
Skilled independent 7,083 6,146
Regional sponsored migration scheme 3,902 5,508
Other skilled 4,717 5,248
Working holiday maker 2,810 2,978
Business 2,102 1,563
Onshore protection 946 1,226
Employer nomination scheme 1,133 827
Other temporary resident 489 690
Other family 476 687
Other visitor 316 397
Other visa categories 713 607

Total 136,651 142,405

Source: DIBP, Student visa program quarterly report, BR0097, June 30, 2013.
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Readers will also search in vain for any acknowledgment that a high proportion 
of the skilled migrants being selected under the points-tested visa subclasses and 
the employer sponsorship visa subclasses are former overseas students benefiting 
from concessions dating to 2010. These accountants, cooks, and hairdressers 
(among others) are doing poorly in the Australian labor market and for the most 
part are not filling positions that are in short supply.

Those interested will find a recent literature questioning whether the SOL is 
functioning to ensure that occupations where there is a surplus of suitably trained 
residents in Australia are ineligible to apply for a points-tested visa. But for the 
most part this literature is buried in the official files of AWPA and other govern-
ment agencies.

The result is that many Australian resident job seekers are losing out to compe-
tition from migrants in the labor market. Although there is plenty of government 
and employer rhetoric designed to reassure residents that their interests are fore-
most, the evidence reviewed above does not support such claims.

Residents’ rights are likely to be further diluted as a result of negotiations sur-
rounding the Free Trade Agreements the Australian government has been negoti-
ating with Japan and South Korea and is currently negotiating with China. These 
agreements appear to prevent future Australian governments from strengthening 
the existing weak LMT rules for migrants recruited from the agreement countries 
who wish to sponsor temporary workers to Australia on 457 visas.

Note

* The authors wish to thank Katherine Betts for her advice and editorial assistance.
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