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Editors’ note

This article was originally published in Cizy
and Society (2022, No. 6: 11-20) in Japanese,
which was translated from Korean by Eunhwee
Jeon who was a researcher of Urban-Culture
Research Center at Osaka City University at the
time. This translation was prepared by Maurice
Yip and reviewed by Byung-Doo Choi.

1. Congratulations to Professor
Mizuuchi on his retirement

It is both a light and lonely feeling to leave
the lectern where a university teacher has spent
his whole life researching and lecturing with all
his might. Looking back on the days that have
passed, we realize that time really does fly by.
However, when we count up what we have
achieved academically and practically, no
matter how many achievements we have
accumulated, we always feel that we have not
done enough. Perhaps for this reason, Zhu Xi,
who was one of the top scholars since Confucius,
left behind a poem like this.

Youth gets easily old, but learning is hard to
accomplish.

Do not look lightly on even one moment of
your precious time.

Not having even awakened from a dream of
spring grass beside the pond,

the parasol tree leaves in front of the steps
already signal Autumn.

DEG BB

— BT A

REMEEEE

PERTEZE EME

I have read this poem again, and I would like
to sincerely congratulate Toshio Mizuuchi on
his retirement, and hope that he will continue to
engage in free and passionate reflection and
research, and that the achievements he has
cultivated will shine even brighter in the future.

I met Mizuuchi about twenty years ago and
we shared our experiences working for critical
and alternative geography in East Asia. For an
individual’s life, twenty years is certainly not a
short time. Of course, it was not as close as
everyday relationships with neighbors or
colleagues at work, and we only met once or
twice a year, but it can be said that it is a special
relationship that researchers with similar
interests in critical perspectives on similar
themes in the shared academic field of
geography have met and continued to interact
with each other to the present day. In particular,
the record of our joint experience with Mizuuchi
is significant as a description of the process of
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4 B-D. Choi

forming the foundations of critical and
alternative geography in East Asia and the
formation of academic and practical exchange
across national borders.

2. The Inaugural International
Conference on Critical Geography as a
starting point for change

From August 1996 to the end of July 1997,
during my sabbatical with my family, I was a
visiting researcher in the Department of
Geography at Johns Hopkins University in the
United States, when the world-renowned David
Harvey was still affiliated there. Prior to that, I
had translated and published Harvey’s books
Social Justice and the City and The Limits to
Capital in Korean. In 1995, when Harvey
visited Korea, I met him in person and told him
that 1 wanted to take a sabbatical at his
university, and he kindly accepted me. At the
time, the Department of Geography at Johns
Hopkins University was integrated with
environmental engineering and belonged to the
Faculty of Engineering, and there were only
three faculty members specializing in pure
geography. There was no undergraduate
program, and there were not many graduate
students either.

I did not have many opportunities to meet
Harvey for academic conversations. However, |
was able to attend his “Reading Capital”
lectures and other seminars and discussions. In
particular, I had the opportunity to meet Lisa
Kim Davis, a graduate student in the doctoral
program, who was one of Harvey’s students.
Her mother is Korean, and because of this, she
was considerate towards me as I got used to the
atmosphere of the department, and she also got
along well with my family. She forwarded to me
an email from Neil Smith about the Inaugural
International Conference on Critical Geography
(IICCG) that was to be held in Vancouver,
Canada, in August of the following year. She
asked me to widely publicize the event to
critical geographers in East Asian countries,

including South Korea, and to encourage them
to participate.

The IICGG was established by faculty
members and graduate students from Simon
Fraser University and the University of British
Columbia in Vancouver, and Neil Smith, a
student of Harvey and the author of Uneven
Development, was actively supporting the
secretariat. [ first sent out information about the
ICGG to my colleagues and junior colleagues
(mainly doctoral students) in Korea, and sent
emails asking for their presentations or
participation in this conference. At the time, the
Korean Association of Space and Environment
Research (KASER) had been established in
Korea, and it was made up of relatively young
researchers studying in the fields of geography,
urban sociology, urban planning, regional
development, and urban engineering. About ten
of the association’s members showed a positive
response and said they would attend. In addition,
I informed people involved in the association
and Korean students studying in the United
States, the United Kingdom, Japan, etc. of the
relevant information and invited them to
participate. At the same time, | asked them to
introduce critical geographers from their
respective countries who could participate or
who had influence.

At the time, the person in charge of liaising
with the IICGG in Japan was Martin Brennan,
but I had never met him before and, although I
sent him an email, I never received a reply. 1
emailed Kim Doo-Chul (currently a professor at
Okayama University), who was a junior of mine
in the Department of Geography at Seoul
National University and was in the doctoral
program at the Graduate School of Geography
at Tohoku University, and explained the
situation and asked for an introduction to critical
geographers in Japan. He recommended Kenji
Tsutsumi (currently a professor at Osaka
University) from Shimane University and Fujio
Mizuoka (currently a professor emeritus at
Hitotsubashi University) from Hitotsubashi
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University to me, and told me about their areas
of interest and specific research themes.

According to the documents I have, I sent my
first email to Tsutsumi on February 19, 1997,
asking about his interest in critical geography
and his wish to participate in the IICGG. In
particular, I asked him to participate and present
in the special session I had in mind, “Uneven
Processes of Globalization: Experience and
Role of East Asian Countries”. Even though he
was concentrating on his research on
depopulation in Japan, he kindly agreed to
participate, and I am still very grateful to him.
As I did not receive an immediate reply from
Mizuoka, I mainly exchanged emails with
Tsutsumi several times to exchange opinions on
the progress of the ICGG and my session. I was
aiming to have more critical geographers from
other countries in East Asia participate in this
session. I extended the registration deadline and
looked through several channels, but I was
unable to find any more participants. In the end,
the session I organized ended up with about ten
critical researchers from Korea in the field of
geography and related fields, in addition to
Tsutsumi. The session was divided into three
sub-sessions for presenting papers.

In April 1997, 1 attended the annual
conference of the American Association of
Geographers (AAG) in Fort Worth, Texas,
where I met Neil Smith, Nick Blomley, and Joe
Painter, who were key members of the IICGG.
Despite it being the first time we had met, they
were kind and helpful, and we exchanged
opinions about the preparation process for the
ICGG and discussed anecdotes from that
process. I mentioned that around ten people
from Korea were scheduled to attend the IICGG,
but that there were almost no participants from
other countries, and I expressed my feelings that
it was quite difficult to conduct research from a
critical perspective in the fields of geography

' 1 vparticipated in the session moderated by

Swyngedouw and presented a paper on the theme of
Marx’s ecology and environmental justice. Mizuoka

and related fields in East Asian countries,
focusing on the situation in Japan and Korea that
I had understood up to that point. In particular, I
pointed out that the lack of awareness among
researchers in East Asian countries of the
formation process and background of critical
geography as it is developed in the West, as well
as the language barrier in discussions with
geographers from the English-speaking world,
are obstacles. In addition to discussions with
them, I had the opportunity to talk a little about
the IICGG with geographers from East Asia
who attended the AAG conference, but I was
unable to secure more participants.

In early August 1997, I was on my way back
to Korea after completing my sabbatical at
Johns Hopkins University, and I headed to
Vancouver with my family, where the IICGG
was to be held. The participants from Korea
who I met there had arrived a few days earlier
and had already completed excursions to the
surrounding areas, and were somewhat excited
about attending the conference. Park Bae-
Gyoon (currently a professor in the Department
of Geography Education at Seoul National
University), who was enrolled in the doctoral
program at Ohio State University, also joined us.
In addition to the geographers I had met at the
AAG conference in Fort Worth, I also made new
acquaintances in Vancouver. While checking the
participants in the sessions I had organized, I
also had to consider the papers to be presented
in other sessions. My session was held on the
second day, and although it was held throughout
the day, it was specialized in research on the
East Asian region, particularly research on the
Korean situation, so I remember that there were
almost no interested observers, and as a result,
the discussion was not very lively'.

At the venue, I met Tsutsumi and Mizuoka for
the first time since they arrived from Japan, and
we exchanged greetings. I was very grateful to

did not participate in my session, but I do not
remember which session he presented in.
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Tsutsumi for not only giving a presentation on
the third sub-session that I had organized, but
also for acting as the session chair. I discussed
the process of the formation of critical
geography in Japan and the current issues with
Mizuoka, and we agreed on the points that we
needed to work on so that more geographers and
researchers from related fields from East Asian
countries could participate in the future. After
the formal presentations and discussions during
the day, there is usually a chance to get together
over dinner and drinks to have a good time and
talk openly, but I was staying with my family, so
I regret that I was not able to fully participate in
these informal opportunities for exchange.

At the IICGG held in Vancouver, around 300
geographers, activists and other researchers
from 30 countries around the world gathered to
recognize the necessity and significance of this
academic conference, and to engage in earnest
discussion and camaraderie®. At the time, the
process of neoliberal globalization was
spreading across the world, and the IICGG was
held at a time when serious problems were
being caused in various parts of the world,
including the East Asian currency crisis of
1997-1998. As Neil Smith noted in his report on
the IICGG, “the time is ripe to build on these
many national political seeds and to fashion an
international ~ grouping of  geographers
committed to a critical and geographical
response to the global and local events that are
now reshaping our worlds” (Desbiens and
Smith 1999: 379).

2 For more on this, see the article that Tsutsumi

published in the newsletter of the Space and Social
Research Group at the time (Tsutsumi 1997).

At the 29% Seoul International Geographical
Congress, not only were most of the Korean
geographers mobilized, but the Prime Minister
served as the chair of the organizing committee, and
President Kim Dae-jung gave a congratulatory
address to the approximately 3,000 geographers
from around the world who participated.

According to Mizuoka et al. (2005), the origins of
critical geography in Japan can be traced back to the

3. The Inauguration of the East Asian
Regional Conference in Alternative
Geography

By the way, at the panel discussion session
that took place just before the conference closed,
16 ICG steering committee members were
selected, and in East Asia, Mizuoka and I were
included. At that time, South Korea was
proposed as a candidate venue for the 2™
International Critical Geography Conference. 1
could not refuse the offer, and I accepted it
without thinking. The official reason given for
proposing Korea as the venue for the 2™

conference was that the International
Geographical Union (IGU) was planning to
hold its 29™ International Geographical

Congress (IGC) in Seoul in August 2000, and it
was thought that holding the 2" ICCG in Korea
just before that would have various meanings.
However, the problem was that there was no
consideration as to whether the critical
geographers in Korea had the ability to hold the
21 [CCG, overcoming the tacit opposition with
the mainstream geographers preparing for the
IGU academic conference in Korea®.

Neil Smith states that “Many countries
already have a long tradition of organized
critical  geography—including Japan, the
Nordic countries, South Korea, and more
recently the United Kingdom” (Desbiens and
Smith 1999: 379), but this statement is quite an
exaggeration, at least with regard to the situation
in South Korea*. As mentioned above, at the
time in Korea there was an organization called

1920s. In Korea, there was a communist nationalist
movement under Japanese imperial rule, but after
liberation from colonial rule and the subsequent
division of the country, Marxism was taboo in all
academic fields, not just geography, in South Korea.
Until the mid-1980s, Marx’s Capital was a banned
book that could not be read or owned, and
furthermore, the book I translated, Harvey’s Social
Justice and the City, was printed and published, but
was banned from sale in the market for five years.
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the Korean Association of Space and
Environment  Research  (KASER) that
supported critical geographical perspectives,
and it held regular academic conferences and
irregular workshops, and also published the
academic journal Space and Society. However,
there were only five or six university faculty
members among the society’s members, and
most of them were graduate students in master’s
or doctoral programs. As the leader of the
society, I myself was excluded to a certain
extent by mainstream geographers, and
moreover, as a professor at a university that was
considered to be relatively low-ranked even in
the local area, I did not have much influence in
terms of attracting many participants from the
fields of geography and related fields, or in
securing the financial resources necessary for
holding conferences.

For this reason, on the final day of the IICGG,
I spoke with Neil Smith and Mizuoka about the
considerable difficulties involved in holding the
2™ ICCG in Korea, and the need for active
support. In particular, I asked Mizuoka if the
critical geographers of Japan and Korea could
hold a regular academic conference and
cooperate in the preparations for the 2" ICCG,
and he kindly agreed. Following this, about a
month after returning to their respective home
countries after the academic conference in
Vancouver, Mizuoka agreed to hold a mini-
conference co-hosted by a group of critical
geographers in Korea and the Space and Society
Commission of the Association of Japanese
Geographers. He wrote the following in an
email on September 13, 1997.

Dear Dr. Choi,

It is my pleasure to express my sincere
appreciation once again for the invitation you
had made to the IICCG. This was indeed an
excellent occasion, where I could feel and
learn a lot of the state-of-art of the society-
and-space debate on the global scale; as well
as meet many geographers in the world who
mutually share one or another common
research interests. I strongly hope that this

tradition continues into the future, with
strong support from the steering committee,
where you and I are members. After what we
agreed in Vancouver, I have arranged the
venue for our joint ‘mini-conference’ in
Himeji, Hyogo-ken.

Some details of the mini-conference he
proposed were:

(1) Venue: Shingu So, a kind of Japanese-style
inn, located a short distance from JR Harima
Shingu station on Kishin Line;

(2) Date and time: 2 pm, November 14, 1997 to
11 am on the 15;

(3) Post-conference schedule: either a visit to
Himeji Castle or participation in the annual
conference of the Human Geographers’
Association of Japan to be held at Osaka City
University on November 15 and 16;

(4) Cost: the Japanese side shall be responsible
for the cost of accommodation and food during
the mini-conference for Korean participants
(but transportation costs are to be borne on the
Korean side).

Mizuoka was planning to have formal
presentations and discussions with around ten
people in total, five or six from Japan and five
or six from Korea, but he also hoped that there
would be plenty of informal discussions, and in
particular, he asked the Korean participants to
give presentations on the process of the
formation of critical geography in Korea and its
current situation. After this meeting, the mini-
conference was held. I remember that five or six
people from the Japanese side participated,
including Tsutsumi, Takagi, and Mizuoka (I do
not remember clearly whether Mizuuchi
participated or not). The two geographers from
Korea were Kim Deok-hyeon, who also
participated in the IICGG, and myself. I gave a
presentation there titled “Retrospect and
Prospect the Development of Critical-
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alternative Geography in Korea” ®>. In the
subsequent discussion, we generally agreed on
the proposal to hold regular academic
conferences where critical-alternative
geographers from not only Japan and Korea but
also other countries in East Asia could gather,
and Korea was suggested as the venue for the 1%
conference. After the mini-conference, we
participated in the annual conference of the
Human Geographical Society of Japan, which
was held at Osaka University.

When [ returned to Korea, I felt that my
shoulders had become even heavier. In 2000, the
organization of the 2" ICCG was preceded by
the holding of the 1** East Asian Conference in
Alternative Geography in 1999, and while this
in itself was an organizational experience and
we could expect publicity effects, as an
individual I had to prepare for two academic
conferences in succession. Furthermore, from
the second half of 1997 to 1998, the economy of
South Korea was in a serious slump due to the
East Asian currency crisis (or the IMF economic
crisis), and the country was in a state of social
turmoil. Many workers lost their jobs, and the
government was cutting back on public
expenditure.

In this situation, I exchanged opinions with
Mizuoka via email, and he recommended a
number of critical geographers active in Japan,
Korea and other East Asian countries. So, the
name of the academic conference was proposed
as the “East Asian Critical Geography
Conference” as it was a regional meeting of the
ICCG, but Mizuoka’s suggestion was to
rephrase it as “Critical / Alternative”, and in the

This manuscript was translated into Japanese by
Mizuoka and published in the newsletter of the
Space and Society Research Group (Choi 1998).

There was some controversy about this after that. At
the 2" EARCAG conference, held in Hong Kong,
Henry W.C. Yeung of the National University of
Singapore proposed expanding the scale of the
conference from “East Asia” to include South Asia,
including India, or even the whole of Asia. At the
time, | strongly opposed this proposal at a meeting

end, the word “critical” was removed and it was
decided to be the “East Asian Regional
Conference in Alternative Geography”. The
conference was scheduled to take place from
January 24-26, 1999, during the winter break
period of most universities in East Asia, with a
preparation period of about one year.

The overall theme of the conference was
proposed as “East and Southeast Asian
Economy in Transition under the Process of
Globalization: from the  Alternative
Geographical Perspective”, but in order to
encourage more researchers to participate, a
more inclusive theme was set, and we decided
on the more inclusive theme of “Socio-spatial
Issues for East Asian Countries in the 21C”. It
was also implicitly agreed that the scale of
participants would not be limited to East Asia,
but would also include Southeast Asia. As a
result, the list of expected participants included
critical geographers from China, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore®.

We sent out information about this to not only
Japan and Korea, but also to East Asia and
ICCG members. Neil Smith, who we had lost
touch with for a few months, also replied by
email and kindly accepted our invitation for a
keynote speech.

In this way, the 1% East Asian Regional
Conference in Alternative Geography was held
as scheduled. The first day was held at the
Education and Culture Center Hotel in
Gyeongju, and the second day was held at the
Daegu University campus in the suburbs of
Daegu. The reason for the split was that in order
to obtain some financial support from Daegu

of the steering committee. This was because I
thought that while the scale of the conference
participants and the scale of the region of interest
would increase and diversify if the conference were
expanded in this way, at the same time, the
commonality of interests and the intimacy between
participants would decrease, and furthermore,
communication problems through English would
increase.
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University, it was necessary to hold the event on
campus. The theme of Neil Smith’s keynote
speech was “Global Economic Crisis and the
Need for an International Critical Geography”,
and the conference consisted of six general
sessions and one special session. The main
themes were: research methods and
perspectives in East Asian geography;
rethinking East Asian regional issues; the
changing significance of urban planning and
spatial forms; urban and regional policies and
development  ideologies;  local  urban
development in a global context (the case of
Daegu); and nationalism, locality and the
politics of place. The special session was on the
state of critical geography in Japan and the
preparation of teaching materials, which was
Mizuoka’s own research topic.

Looking at the presenters at the 1% East Asian
Regional Conference in Alternative Geography,
a total of nineteen papers and reports were
presented and discussed. Among them, the
presenters from overseas included Neil Smith
and five people from Japan (Kenji Tsutsumi,
Satoshi Fujita, Toshio Mizuuchi, Fujio Mizuoka,
Naoki Oshiro), two people from Hong Kong
(Wing-Shing Tang, George C.S. Lin), one from
Thailand (Chatchai Pongprayoon), and Robert
Hassink from the Netherlands, who was doing
research in Korea at the time. There were nine
Korean presenters, including myself, and in fact,
only two of them were studying geography at
the undergraduate level or belonged to the
geography department, with the others being
faculty members from the economics
department, public administration department,
urban planning department, and urban
engineering department. In addition, there were
around ten other faculty members and
researchers who attended the conference but did
not make presentations, and many students from
the Department of Geography Education also
attended the event on the day it was held at
Daegu University. We also invited Lily Kong,
Kristopher Olds, Brenda Yeoh, and Henry W.C.
Yeung from the Department of Geography at the

National University of Singapore to attend the
event via email, but although they expressed an
interest in attending, they did not participate.

The 1% East Asian Regional Conference in
Alternative Geography ended successfully.
Although the number of participants was not
large, at around thirty, everyone presented their
papers with great sincerity and actively
participated in discussions. After the formal
schedule had finished, we spent a pleasant time
interacting with each other on a personal level.
Looking at the collection of materials from the
1** conference, it is presumed that there was no
separate official session on the organization and
development prospects of this regional
conference, and that the election of the steering
committee had not yet taken place, but that the
participants had agreed to hold the next
conference in Hong Kong. In particular, I am
very grateful for the many geographers who
participated from Japan, and I still vividly
remember the time we spent together at lunch
before they returned to Japan from Gyeongju,
eating spicy seafood hot pot with a drink while
sweating despite the cold winter weather. Some
of the Japanese participants entered Busan Port
from the ferry and returned to Japan by the same
sea route. I remember that Tang and Lin, who
participated from Hong Kong, were picked up
at Busan International Airport and came to
Gyeongju in my car. [ would like to express my
sincere gratitude to everyone who participated
from Japan and to Wing-Shing Tang, who
participated from Hong Kong, and also to
Chatchai Pongprayoon, who participated from
Thailand but with whom I have not had any
contact since then.

4. The 2" International Conference of
Critical Geography

After the 1*" East Asian Regional Conference
in Alternative Geography, I began preparations
for the 2" International Conference of Critical
Geography. For this reason, I attended the ICCG
Steering Committee meeting held in Mexico
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City, Mexico in April 1999. Many researchers
were present, including Blanca Ramirez of the
National Autonomous University of Mexico,
Neil Smith, and Mizuoka. At this meeting, a
draft of the main text of the ICG was discussed.
In addition to the steering committee, there was
also an attempt to hold a mini-conference at the
university, but this did not come to fruition. In
order to participate in the steering committee, |
had to spend a week traveling there and back,
which was a big burden for me both in terms of
time and finances. It is written that other
steering committee meetings were held in
Honolulu and Venice, but I was unable to attend
those. That winter, on December 18, 1999,
Mizuoka held a seminar at Hitotsubashi
University, the university where he worked,
called “The Asia-Pacific Economy in 1997 and
into the 21% Century”, and I was invited to give
a presentation on my paper, “The East Asian
Crisis and its Social and Environmental
Impacts”. I discussed the preparations for the 2™
ICCG in Daegu with Mizuoka.

However, for me personally, the preparations
for the 2" ICCG were quite demanding. As
mentioned above, there was a limit to the
recognition of critical geography in the Korean
geographical academic community and my own
position, but I also had to devote a considerable
amount of time to practical social and political
movements. At the time of the 2000 conference,
I was co-chair of the National Council of
Professors for Democracy, and I was also the
head of a citizens’ group and two affiliated
research institutes in the Daegu area. Not only
that, from January to June 2000, there was a
nationwide citizens’ movement in Korea calling
for the disqualification and defeat of
inappropriate candidates involved in corruption
and other wrongdoing in relation to the
parliamentary elections, and the main body of
this citizens’ movement was the “2000 General
Election Solidarity”. I was the permanent co-
representative of the regional organization of
this solidarity, the Daegu Gyeongbuk General
Election Solidarity, and I had to hold meetings

with the activists almost every day and go out
onto the streets to publicize the movement to the
citizens. Even now, I still wonder what kind of
power led us to organize the 2" ICCG following
the 1" EARCAG under these circumstances.

I can hardly remember whether a separate
local organizing committee was set up to
organize the 2" ICCG, but most of the tasks
were carried out through my own work.
Mizuoka created a mailing list (icgg-
ml@econgeog.misc.hit-u.ac.jp) and a website,
and there was no further online work. Members
of the KASER also helped a lot with the call for
local participants. However, I had to respond to
hundreds of email inquiries, organize and
reclassify the submitted themes and abstracts,
and create dozens of sessions. I also reorganized
the abstracts and created a collection of
materials. The conference was officially
supported by Daegu University and the Korea
Foundation for the Advancement of Humanistic
Studies, as well as by registration fees paid by
the participants, and it was also supported by a
small grant from the city of Daegu and the
Korea Tourism Organization which wanted to
attract international academic conferences. One
of the biggest problems was accommodation.
Daegu University is located in the suburbs, and
there were no suitable places to stay nearby that
could accommodate more than a hundred
people. We had no choice but to use the Daegu
University student dormitories, which were
empty because of the summer vacation.

Thus, without any major problems, the 2™
ICCG was held at Daegu University from
August 9-13, 2000. The overall theme was “For
Alternative 21% Century Geography”. Around
150 people from over twenty countries
participated, and around eighty papers were
presented and discussed. In the opening session,
I gave a keynote speech on the theme of
“Dialectics of Utopian Space” in relation to the
aims of critical geography, and Blanca Ramirez,
who participated from Mexico, gave a keynote
speech on the theme of “Politics of Constructing
an International Critical Geography Group”. On
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the final day, David Harvey gave a presentation
on the theme of “Uneven Geographical
Development and Universal Rights”.

The themes of the papers presented at the
approximately thirty sessions were extremely
diverse, ranging from neoliberal globalization
and the economic crisis to urban planning and
the role of the state, and from environmental
crises to political ecology, and included film
screenings and poetry readings on themes
related to critical geography. In particular, Don
Mitchell’s presentation on the “People’s
Geography Project of the United States” aimed
to make (critical) geography more accessible to
the general public. The discussion also covered
what is meant by the term “critical” (and
“alternative” and “radical”) in critical
geography, and how the term is used in different
contexts in different countries’. Furthermore,
the main concern was the changes brought about
in relation to neoliberal globalization,
particularly the currency crisis of 1997-99 and
its impact on East Asian countries.

There were several excursion courses
suggested at the beginning of the conference,
but in the end, they were consolidated into one.
The course took participants to the area around
the US military base in Daegu City and to the
site of a strike at a local industrial complex on
the outskirts of Daegu. Swapna Banerjee-Guha
from India, who accompanied the group,
expressed her great surprise at the fact that a US
military base was located in the middle of a
large city. The participants were able to see for

While there was some opposition to prescribing
what “critical” geography means, the limitation of
losing “focus” rather than gaining it by not
prescribing it was also pointed out. Relatedly, the
main statement of the founding of the ICCG
explicitly states that it is “critical” in four aspects.
That is: we are “Critical” (1) because we demand
and fight for social change aimed at dismantling
prevalent systems of capitalist exploitation;
oppression on the basis of gender, race and sexual
preference; imperialism, national chauvinism,
environmental destruction; (2) because we refuse

themselves how the spatial structure of major
cities in Korea had been distorted by the
experience of Japanese colonial rule and the
subsequent stationing of US troops. At an
industrial park on the outskirts of Daegu, they
walked around the workplaces of the branch
factories of multinational companies and their
subcontractors, and also conducted brief
interviews with workers who were on strike at
the time.

There were many reasons why the 2 ICCG,
held in the Korean city of Daegu, was able to
attract so many participants. One of the main
reasons was the enthusiasm and active
participation of critical geographers from
around the world. In fact, the summer weather
in Daegu is so hot and humid that the
temperature often reaches around 35 degrees
Celsius. Despite this, most of the overseas
participants stayed in the student dormitories at
Daegu University, where they had to endure the
extremely cruel inconvenience of having to use
the shared facilities, as there were no showers in
their rooms. I feel truly sorry about this.
However, no one raised any complaints about it,
and they actively participated in the sessions the
next day, continuing with their reports and
discussions. And every night, a drinking party
was held at a pub near the university, where
everyone had a great time and enjoyed chatting.
Neil Smith livened up the atmosphere with a
song called “The Socialist ABC”, based on a
folk song from northern England.

the self-imposed isolation of much academic
research, believing that social science belongs to the
people and not the increasingly corporate
universities; (3) because in opposing existing
systems of exploitation and oppression, we join with
existing social movements outside the academy
aimed at social change; and, (4) because we seek to
build an alternative kind of society which exalts
social differences while disconnecting the economic
and social prospects of individuals and groups from
such differences.
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I think another reason why the 2" ICCG was
such a success was the participation of many
geographers from East Asian countries,
especially Japan and Taiwan. In this regard, I
would like to express my gratitude once again
for the many geography teachers, graduate
students, and researchers in related fields from
Japan and Taiwan who participated. In
particular, I would like to express my heartfelt
gratitude to Chu-joe Hsia and Jinn-yuh Hsu,
who did not participate in the 1* EARCAG but
participated in the 2" ICCG with many graduate
students. They also actively participated in the
2" EARCAG held in Hong Kong, and since
then they have continued to play an important
role in the ongoing success of the EARCAG as
key members. I do not know how many of the
overseas geographers who participated in the
2" JCCG also went on to attend the IGC
academic conference held in Seoul, but it may
have been a good reason for deciding to hold the
2" JCCG in Korea. The 18 EARCAG and the
2" [CCG were successfully held in Daegu, and
each conference has continued to develop to the
present day, probably because we all keenly feel
the need to seek alternatives to resolve the
problems of the capitalist socioeconomic
system and the spatial organization that
conditions it as a product of that system,
especially in East Asia.

5. My personal thoughts afterwards

In July 2001, about a year after the 2" ICCG
was held smoothly, I visited London to attend
the steering committee meeting held at the Open
University of the United Kingdom to discuss the
holding of the 3 ICCG. There were no
academic conferences to collaborate with, and it
was just the steering committee, so it was quite
a burden in terms of time and finances. The 3™
ICCG was held in Békéscsaba, Hungary, and I
had already prepared my presentation and
booked my flight to attend, but I was unable to
attend due to my mother’s illness. Since then,
the ICCG has continued to be held in Mexico

City, Mexico (2005), Mumbai, India (2007),
Frankfurt, Germany (2011), Ramallah,
Palestine (2015), and Athens, Greece (2019).
However, 1 did not participate in the 3™
conference onwards. There were personal
reasons, but I also decided not to participate in
the ICCG any more due to time and financial
issues, as well as communication limitations
with participants from non-English speaking
countries. Instead, I decided to attend the
EARCAG as much as possible and contribute to
the continued holding of this conference in the
East Asian region. I had to make strategic
choices and focus on a few things.

Since the 1* EARCAG conference was held
in Daegu, the 2" was held in Hong Kong
(December, 2001), the 3™ in Tokyo and Osaka
(August 5-9, 2003), the 4™ in Taipei (June 24-
30, 2006), the 5™ in Seoul (December 13-15,
2008), the 6™ in Kuala Lumpur (February 13-16,
2012), the 7™ in Osaka (July 22-26, 2014), the
8™ in Hong Kong (December 6-8,2016), and the
9 in Daegu (December 10-12, 2018). The 10th
conference was scheduled to be held in Taipei in
2020, but due to the coronavirus pandemic
(COVID-19 Pandemic), it has been postponed.
Of these, I was unable to attend the 7
conference held in Osaka due to caring for my
parents, but I attended all the other conferences,
and served as a presenter and moderator for the
keynote speeches and general sessions. | would
like to thank the local secretariat for their efforts
in organizing and successfully holding this
international conference despite the difficult
circumstances they were in. The fact that
EARCAG has been able to continue to be held
and develop is thanks to the selfless efforts of
the local staff.

In addition, we also appreciate the efforts to
expand the organization’s outer edges and create
a practical foundation through various activities
derived from or related to this organization. As
a representative example, the Department of
Geography at Osaka City University, where
Mizuuchi was affiliated, holds workshops
together with EARCAG, and the 4™ workshop
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was held on the theme of “The Geopolitical
Economy of East Asian Developmentalism”
from November 26-28, 2019. Furthermore, at
the invitation of the Osaka City University
Urban Research Plaza, where Mizuuchi serves
as Deputy Director, the “East Asia Inclusive
CITYNet Workshop” has been held since 2011
in cities across East Asia, including Japan,
South Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong, in
solidarity with public and private research
institutes and activist groups that are conducting
critical research in various countries in East
Asia®. Wing- Shing Tang of Hong Kong Baptist
University also holds various workshops related
to EARCAG or in which its members
participate.

Twenty-three years have passed since
EARCAG was established in 1999. EARCAG
has already entered a period of consolidation,
and welcomes the participation of researchers
who are interested in East Asian people and
socio-spatial issues’. However, Chu-joe Hsia
from Taiwan, who was a key member of the
steering committee and made a great effort to
hold EARCAG in his own country, Mizuoka
from Japan, Wing-Shing Tang from Hong Kong,
and I have already retired, and Mizuuchi will be
retiring this March. For the future sustainable
development of EARCAG, the Steering
Committee needs to be supplemented with

Meanwhile, in February 2008, I conducted
fieldwork in the Osaka area with one of my
colleagues and several graduate students for my
own research project. In our research on the
migration and adaptation processes of transnational
migrants and government policies, we received
active support from Mizuuchi and his graduate
students, and we were able to visit the Osaka City
Hall and receive an explanation of related policies
from the staff in charge. Furthermore, we were able
to obtain a lot of materials by visiting an
organization that supports foreign migrants and
meeting with activists. In this connection, I would
like to express my deep gratitude to Mizuuchi and
his graduate students. My research group also
visited Hiroshima in March of the same year for
fieldwork with the same objective. As a result, we

younger, more energetic, and more capable
critical geographers above all else. Furthermore,
in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, when
most international academic conferences have
been canceled, it is also a task for critical
geographers to seek ways to overcome this
problem. If the current situation continues and
cultural and especially academic exchange
between nations declines, and moreover, a trend
develops in which the very need for exchange is
denied, we will fall into the pit of nationalism.
In this connection, I would like to tell you a
story about Neil Smith, who is now deceased. It
happened in April 1999 at the ICCG Steering
Committee meeting in Mexico City. I was
enjoying a chat with Neil Smith and the other
Steering Committee members on the terrace of
a café in the city center. As he watched the
Mexicans passing by, Smith said that Mexicans
want their skin to be whiter. As is well known,
the Mexican people were formed through the
intermixture of their indigenous ancestors and
white people, and the degree of intermixture
differs from region to region. So I asked him:
“Which is better, for one people to intermingle
with another and have the same skin color, and
have a unified culture and identity, or for each
people to have their own unique skin color and
maintain their own distinct ethnicity and
lifestyle?”” Neil Smith did not hesitate for long

were able to publish several papers and a book
entitted  Multicultural ~ Conviviality:  Japan's
Transition to a Multicultural Society and the Role of
Local Communities (2011).

®  Relatedly, Wing-Shing Tang (2016) wrote in his
report on the results of the 8" Hong Kong
Conference, where more than eighty papers were
presented: “Since its inauguration in Kyungju and
Taegu, South Korea, in January, 1999, EARCAG
has been a forum for concerned people in East Asia
to interrogate local issues roughly once every two
years. Realising that we are living in an
interconnected world, EARCAG has always
welcomed scholars across the world to join the
debates, exchanging views on the latest
developments”.
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before choosing the former. It seems that he did
not properly recognize the dialectic between the
universal and the particular in this issue. As
someone who is very aware of the history of
colonial nationalism, this was a surprising
answer. I soon realized that the question was an
oversimplification of the issue.

I believe that Neil Smith played a crucial
practical role not only in the establishment of
the ICCG, but also in the establishment of the
EARCAG. As Harvey stated in his memorial
article, he fell into the contradiction of being a
critical geographer who was unable to criticize
himself in terms of his own death from drinking
too much (re-quoted from Wachsmuth 2013; see
also Cowen et al. 2012), and indeed his untimely
death was a great loss to the critical geography
community. My colleagues and I in Korea
mourned his death, and we published a
translation of his major work, Uneven
Development, and edited a memorial special
issue of Space and Society. 1 deeply sympathize
with his critical geographical arguments, and I
cannot deny that he made a great contribution to
the formation and development of critical
geography, both academically and practically.

Having said that, regarding the episode I
mentioned earlier, I believe that all cultures and
knowledge require a dialectical relationship of
difference and commonality. This is true not
only of ethnicity and culture, but also of critical
geographical knowledge. Unlike the tendency
in the episode above, Neil Smith would also
have understood this point well. He expresses it
in a slightly different context as follows: “Our
ambition for an International Critical
Geography (ICG) is to express an alternative
social dialectic of the local and the global, while
affirming the importance of scale in our
attempts to connect and organize politically”
(Desbiens and Smith 1999: 379). I would like to
emphasize that what is needed for critical
geographers is to develop the ability to solve the
problems that countries and peoples face in a
democratic way, while on the one hand
protecting and developing their own unique

cultures and knowledge, and on the other hand
recognizing the problems that other countries
and peoples face in common, and seeking out
academic and practical alternatives for mutual
exchange and cooperation in solving them. It is
not easy to realize this dialectic of difference
and commonality in reality.

Another important fact is that the countries of
East Asia are geographically adjacent to each
other. We must not be confined to the physical
adjacency of space, but at the same time, we can
never escape its limitations. No matter how
much relational space is emphasized, physical
space conditions the possibilities of human life
and consciousness. We are geographers. All of
humanity living in this space of the earth is a
geography. Not only that, but our social space is
also never flat. Just as the social world continues
to be dynamically unequal, the space of the
earth also constantly fluctuates, creating
inequalities between here and there. We are not
utopianists who seek to make this world and the
earth flat. We are critical geographers who reject
such inequalities and seek to confront and fight
them. If socio-spatial inequality is a condition of
human life possibility that can never be
overcome, critical geography will never cease to
exist.
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Conference Report: EARCAG 2025, Fukuoka
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The 11™ East Asian Regional Conference in
Alternative Geography (EARCAG 2025) took
place at Fukuoka and Osaka, Japan, from
February 11 to 15, 2025. Centered on the theme
“Territorial Justice in Times of Polycrisis:
Perspectives from East Asia and Beyond,”
the event gathered about 150 participants from
East Asia, Europe, and North America.

The term polycrisis framed the conference’s
discussions of overlapping global challenges—
climate change, geopolitical tension, digital
transformation, and social inequality—and their
spatial consequences. “Territorial justice”
served as the unifying theme: how current
power relations power are distributed across
(urban) spaces, infrastructures, and communities.

The program began with a field trip in
Fukuoka’s Tenjin and Hakata CBD areas to
witness the ongoing urban redevelopment
projects that are to maintain the city’s

extraordinary population growth tract (Figure 1).

We also visited the inner-city-like spaces in
between, such as the newly emerging popular
spaces in and around Haruyoshi and the night
economy scene in Sumiyoshi. We ended with a
post-conference excursion to Osaka, including
the Expo 2025 redevelopment sites and newly
emerging ethnic spaces in Nishinari and Ikuno
Ward (Figure 2).

I Kyushu University.

Figure 1: Group photo in front of Hakata Station

Figure 2: Excursion venue in Osaka (Ikuno Park)
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Between these excursions, three days of
presentations addressed themes such as care
and everyday life, migration and precarity,
infrastructure and mobility, new concepts
for urban redevelopment, the translation of
geographical knowledge, and digital and
cyber geographies, all with a strong focus on
the East Asian context. A unifying current
across sessions was the emphasis on local
resilience, people’s ingenuity, and spatial
transformation. Case studies of grassroots
activism, participatory mapping, and alternative
urbanism showcased the creative strategies
communities employ in times of crisis. This
focus on praxis reflected EARCAG’s broader
commitment not only to radical critique but also
to imagining alternative forms of place-making.
The conference was hosted by Kyushu
University’s Graduate School of Integrated
Sciences for Global Society, with support from
the Human Geography section of the Japanese
Geographical Society and Kakenhi projects
(#22K 01047, #23K20548).

At the start of each conference day, we had
keynote speakers who shared their expertise
perspectives on the overall theme:

Takashi Yamazaki (Osaka Metropolitan
University) explored the concept of territorial
justice, tracing its philosophical roots and
development within critical and political
geography. Using Okinawa as a case study, he
argued that political narratives often legitimize
territorial injustice and called for stronger
theoretical foundations to link spatial justice
with the lived realities of post-colonial
territories.

Christian Schmid (ETH Ziirich) discussed
planetary urbanization and the need for new
vocabularies to understand contemporary space.
He argued that urbanization now extends far
beyond city boundaries, producing hybrid and

uneven territories. Schmid urged to rethink what
counts as “urban” and to study the spatial
characteristics emerging in these expanded,
crisis-ridden  landscapes  without merely
depending on established concepts such as
gentrification.

Takashi Nakazawa (Meiji University)
examined population decline as a crisis of
capitalism, focusing on Japan’s regional
revitalization policies. He contended that
demographic shrinkage exposes capitalism’s
dependence on reproductive labor, which
neither the state nor the market can easily
control. Nakazawa warned that extreme
capitalist attempts to commodify the human
reproduction for renewed rounds of growth risk
deepening inequality and diminishing free will.

Despite its breadth, the conference
maintained a coherent focus on how various
territorial forms and scales—material, digital,
and social—are being renegotiated amid
overlapping emergencies. In overall, EARCAG
2025 succeeded in maintaining a shared
commitment to critical, situated, and just
geographies informed by East Asian and other
regions (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Group photo in the conference room

Further details about the conference are available at
https:/sites.google.com/view/earcag-2025-fukuoka
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Population Decline as the Crisis of Capitalism:
The Japanese Experience

Takashi NAKAZAWA *

Abstract

This paper examines the relationship between capitalism and population decline,
arguing that stable labor reproduction is essential for capitalism. Since neither the
state nor capital can directly control reproductive decisions, declining birth rates
in mature societies signal a crisis. Japan’s population policies, particularly
“Regional Revitalization” initiated in 2014, aimed to counteract declining birth
rates by redistributing populations to rural areas. However, this approach has
failed, as the concentration of population in Tokyo continues and the birthrate
remains well below the replacement level. The paper warns that if capital
ultimately seeks to subsume population reproduction, it could commodify human
existence itself, threatening individual freedom.

Keywords

population decline; commodification of human beings; labor; capitalism;

regional revitalization; Japan

1. Sense of crisis

The sense of crisis is always perceived in
relation to uncontrollable phenomena external
to capitalism, namely nature and humans. In the
19" century, based on Malthusian population
theory, it was believed that humans could not
escape poverty and vice, as the exponential
population growth would surely outstrip the
arithmetic increase in food supply. This
situation, known as the Malthusian trap, was
overcome by the increase in productivity of
staple food through advancements in capitalistic
agriculture. In the mid-20™ century, concerns
emerged that the accelerating expansion of
human activities, driven by population growth,

might exceed the Earth’s ecological capacity.
The “Limits to Growth” report by the Club of
Rome (Meadows et al. 1972) is well known in
this context. However, the subsequent oil shock
led to a reduction in fossil fuel consumption in
developed societies. Additionally, being eco-
friendly became a value-added trait, and
environmental impacts such as CO2 emissions
turned into exchange value. By the late 20™
century, concerns about the Earth’s ecological
capacity had temporarily alleviated.

However, upon entering the 21% century,
these concerns have resurfaced. The term
“Anthropocene” suggests that the increase in
population and resource utilization has reached
a geological turning point, creating irreversible
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environmental impacts (Curzen and Stoermer
2000). Against this backdrop, Neo-Malthusian
arguments advocate population control, even at
the expense of reproductive rights, to address
global environmental problems (Ojeda et al.
2019).

David Harvey (2014) questions the notion
that environmental crises are a threat to humans.
Such views tend to attribute the cause of
environmental crises to capitalism and argue for
its revision or abolition to resolve these crises
(e.g. Saito 2020). However, looking back on
human history, it was the very development of
capitalism that overcame environmental
constraints and resolved the crises of humans
repeatedly. The increase in productivity through
the capitalistic transformation of agriculture and
the commodification of environmental impacts
are evidence of this. For Harvey (2014), the true
crisis for humans is the development of
capitalism itself. The inexorable progress of
neoliberal capitalism intensifies exploitation,
expropriation, and alienation, undermining
humanity. Some scholars see signs of the end of
capitalism in the pacing down of global
economic growth (e.g. Mizuno 2014). However,
Harvey (2014) argues that capitalism is such a
robust system that it will not collapse on its own.
Only through conscious, collective opposition
can it be abolished and a new social system
constructed.

However, I believe that the very humanity,
seemingly powerless before resilient capitalism,
might be shaking the foundations of capitalism
today. The critical divide between humans and
other species lies in the fact that human
reproduction is based on individual free will. In
contemporary capitalistic societies, individual
decision-making regarding reproduction has
aggregated and manifested as declining
birthrates. In countries such as Japan, where the
birth rate is well below the replacement level but
is reluctant to introducing immigrants, the
population decline has already materialized.
The intergenerational reproduction of the labor
force is essential for the long-term sustainability

of capitalism. Therefore, declining birthrates
and the resultant population decline signify a
crisis for capitalism because this condition is not
satisfied. If this understanding is correct, it
implies that human freedom is the ignition point
of a crisis for capitalism. If the state power
recognizes population decline as a crisis for
capitalism, it may implement more coercive
population  policies  which  potentially
undermine the right to self-determination of
reproduction. This report is based on such
concerns.

Marx (1867: 718) stated, “the maintenance
and reproduction of the working class is, and
must be, a necessary condition for the
reproduction of capital.” Without labor power,
capital cannot be accumulated. Since the
working class comprises the majority of the
population, its reproduction is crucial for the
survival of both capital and the state. Despite
this, neither can generate the population on their
own. Thus, the research question of how capital
and the state have faced this challenge is
immensely important for the political economy.

However, until recently, political economy
has not actively addressed the reproduction of
population. The central task of political
economy has been critical analysis of the
problems caused by the expansion and growth
of capitalism, with poverty and social pathology
being representative of such issues. Malthus
argued that poverty and social pathology were
not caused by specific social regimes such as
capitalism but were due to the universal and
scientifically determinable relationship between
food production and human population growth.
There is an aversion within political economy to
orthodox  demography, which  follows
Malthusian naturalism (Robbins and Smith
2017). Consequently, political economy has
seldom focused on demographic phenomena
such as birth, death, and migration, which are
the main subjects of orthodox demography.

On the other hand, because Marx regarded
the creation of surplus population as a unique
demographic law of capitalism, political
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economy has accumulated substantial research
on the nature of surplus population. However,
Marx’s understanding of the mechanisms by
which surplus population is biologically
reproduced remained within nearly the same
naturalism as Malthusian one. This is evident in
his statement, “the capitalist may safely leave its
fulfilment to the labourer’s instincts of self-
preservation and propagation” (Marx 1867:
718). In other words, the existence of surplus
population was considered as a materialistic
precondition.

However, recent years have seen an increase
in research within critical geographies that
focuses on population (Bailey 2005; Robbins
and Smith 2017; Nakazawa 2023). Even during
the 1980s, when various fields of human
geography were influenced by postmodernism,

population geography remained largely
untouched.  Empiricist and  positivist
epistemologies  still dominate population

geography, with a continued emphasis on
quantitative methodologies. Nevertheless, the
1990s saw the emergence of new trends such as
political demography and the geopolitics of
population (Bailey 2005; Robbins and Smith
2017). In demography and mainstream
population geography, human individuals are
reduced to a plain quantity, namely, population,
and then statistically analyzed. As Michel
Foucault demonstrated, the socially constructed
concept of population is a governance
technology created by biopower of the modern
state, thanks to the invention of statistics
(Foucault 2007). Since population is equated
with national power and military strength,
maintaining the optimal size and improving the
quality of the population are vital for the state.
In this process, biopower draw a fine line in the
population, dividing “make live” and “let die”.
Furthermore,  Marxist-inspired ~ population
geography has also developed, focusing on
surplus population (Tyner 2013, 2015, 2016).
Since surplus population is a concept related
to labor, it has attracted interest from labor
geography (Strauss 2018, 2020a, 2020b). Labor

geography emerged from similar critical
perspectives as critical population geography.
Labor geography criticizes the reduction of
workers to mere labor force as a production
factor and claims the fair evaluation of workers
as active agents shaping the economic
landscape of capitalism (Herod 2001). As labor
geography  developed, reflective studies
emerged, focusing on workers whose inherent
agency was constrained and oppressed (Coe and
Jordhus-Lier 2011; Mitchell 2011). It is these
workers that are regarded as the surplus
population inescapable from precarity. Here, the
notion of precarity unites the interests of critical
population geographers and labor geographers.

Appropriately, a series of critical
geographical studies have highlighted how
people, as populations or labor forces, are
lumped together under capitalism and burdened
with precarity as a class. Nonetheless, the
biological reproduction of humans constituting
the population is often taken for granted.
Therefore, the idea that self-determination in
reproduction could undermine the sustainability
of capitalism is missing. This report aims to fill
this academic gap, based on experiences in Japan.

I have chosen this topic for the plenary speech
because the notable decrease in birthrates is a
common characteristic across East Asia.
Although Japan’s birthrate is often said to be
remarkably low, it is relatively high among East
Asian countries and regions. In this context,
numerous demographic studies on declining
birthrates have been certainly conducted in each
country and region. However, there is little
research on population from a critical
geographical perspective: My intervention
counts for something.

2. Intervention in reproduction and
mobilization of labor

As in many countries, in Japan before the end
of World War II, the population was considered
the source of national strength and military
power. Therefore, the primary goal of
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population policy was to encourage births, or
pronatalism. However, due to Japan’s limited
land and scarce natural resources, population
growth inevitably led to overpopulation. This
led Japan towards colonialism, and many
geographers ended up supporting the imperial
regime through commitment to geopolitics
(Shibata 2016). Japan expanded its territories in
East Asia and sought to solve the
overpopulation problem by exporting surplus
population to its de facto colonies and importing
staples produced there. The defeat in the war
resulted in Japan losing its colonies. The food
imports from the colonies ceased, and many
people returned to the mainland. The combined
total of repatriated soldiers and returnees from
the colonies exceeded 6.6 million. With men
returning to society and a period of peace
beginning, a baby boom occurred in the late
1940s. Thus, overpopulation became the most
pressing issue for post-war Japan.

Facing overpopulation, the government
completely reversed its pre-war pronatalism and
shifted towards birth control. The key measure
for birth control was legitimization of induced
abortion (Norgren 2001; Tama 2006; Ogino
2008). In 1949, abortion for economic reasons
was legalized in Japan, although certification
from the eugenic authority was required at that
time. By 1952, abortion for economic reasons
could be performed at the request of pregnant
women. Consequently, the number of abortions
surged, exceeding one million annually. This
caused a sharp decline in birth numbers and total
fertility rate (TFR), and Japan’s demographic
transition was completed in less than a decade.
Thus, in Japan, the national-scale issue of
overpopulation was overcome by intervening in
women's bodies and reproduction (Nakazawa
2019).

From 1955, when the demographic transition
was being achieved, Japan entered a period of
high economic growth that continued until the
oil shock. The challenge for the state during the
high growth period was the spatial mismatch of
labor between urban and rural areas. The major

metropolitan areas, particularly the Tokyo
metropolitan area, promoted Japan’s high
economic growth. In these metropolitan areas,
labor shortages emerged due to the expansion of
industries. On the other hand, in rural areas,
industrial growth lagged: The labor market was
underdeveloped and thus surplus labor was there.

The institutionalization of the new graduate
labor market bridged employment opportunities
in metropolitan areas with the labor supply from
rural areas (Yamaguchi 2016). Until the mid-
1960s, most young people entering the labor
market were junior high school graduates,
followed by an increase in high school
graduates from the late 1960s. Junior-high and
high schools functioned as employment
agencies, selecting pupils on behalf of
companies. The important selection criteria
were pupils’ academic performance and conduct,
for schools wished to build strong and trustful
relationship with good employers by sending
diligent recruits each year.

At that time, there were substantial
differences in living standards between
metropolitan and rural areas based on the
regional income disparities. Therefore, many
junior high and high school graduates from rural
areas chose to migrate to metropolitan areas.
Reflecting the mobility of young people, the
metropolitan areas experienced significant net
in-migration during the high growth period.

Junior high and high school graduates from
rural areas were transported to metropolitan
areas by train exclusively for them (Yamaguchi
2016). They migrated to metropolitan areas,
envisioning a better life. However, there was
structural discrimination between them and
metropolitan natives. Rural-origin graduates
were employed by significantly smaller
companies than their Tokyo-native counterparts,
even with the same education level (Kase 1997).
Thus, the structure of the new graduate labor
market included a system where job vacancies
that could not be filled by metropolitan natives
were filled by graduates with rural origins.
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As population concentration in metropolitan
areas progressed during the high growth period,
the main agents of population reproduction in
Japan shifted from extended rural families to
urban nuclear families. Urban nuclear families
were modern heterosexual families based on
gendered division of labor. Many of these
families lived in the suburbs, with the
breadwinner husband commuting to the city
center and the wife taking on all the
reproductive duties. This gendered division of
labor corresponded to the spatial structure of
Japan’s metropolitan areas, where city centers
and suburbs were clearly separated (Nakazawa
2019). Supported by high marriage rates and
stable employment exclusively for men, Japan’s
birthrate almost retained the replacement level
until 1974.

During this time, it was clear that “not giving
birth” for women and their families and
“moving to the cities” for rural-origin
individuals led to a better life in terms of
material living standards. Therefore, such state
interventions in reproduction and labor
mobilization, accompanied by unfairness, were
accepted by the public. In other words, it was a
rare period when individual pursuits of
happiness and societal benefits aligned.

3. Implementation of “Regional
Revitalization”: Pronatalism as
progrowth

The stable growth period between the oil
shock and the bursting of the bubble economy
was a transitional phase, and this report does not
delve into it in detail. However, it can be noted
that clear state interventions in reproduction and
labor mobility were absent during this period.
Declining birthrates were not yet a clear concern,

1 There is a Japanese superstition that women who are
born in a specific zodiac year (Hinoe-Uma) are
destined to harm the husband, with its origin being
unsure. The number of births in 1966 was 25%
lower than the former year (Ito and Bando 1987).

and the pressing issue recognized then was the
aging population. However, as soon as the stable
growth period began, the birthrate fell below the
replacement level, and this state has continued
to the present. From the mid-1970s to the early
1980s, net in-migration to metropolitan areas
decreased sharply, approaching a balance
between in-migration and out-migration. This
period, often called the “Era of Regions,” saw
an increase in employment opportunities in
rural areas due to the dispersion of
manufacturing plants. In Japan, a real estate
bubble emerged from the late 1980s to the early
1990s, during which net in-migration to the
Tokyo metropolitan area increased again.

In 1991, the real estate bubble burst, and
Japan entered a low-growth period that
continues to this day. The 1990s to the 2000s
were characterized by the recognition of youth
problems. In 1990, the TFR fell below the
anomaly recorded in 1966 of hinoeuma year',
leading to the recognition that declining
birthrates were a serious issue. This is known as
the 1.57 shock. In 1994, the national master plan
for addressing declining birthrates (Angel Plan)
was formulated.

With the burst of the bubble, companies
refrained from hiring new employees to reduce
personnel costs, thus youth unemployment and
unstable employment became apparent.
Consequently, the period from 1993 to the mid-
2000s was known as the “Employment Ice Age.”
The younger generation of this period, the “Ice
Age Generation,” tended to delay economic
independence and marriage, further lowering
the birthrate. The increase in unmarried young
people living with and dependent on their
parents led to the term “parasite singles”
(Yamada 1999). Youth represented strength
until then, but this period marked the discovery
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of socially disadvantaged youth (Miyamoto
2002). In the early 2000s, active labor market
policies targeting young people were initiated to
address youth issues. This was a kind of
workfare scheme (Peck 2001) targeted at young
individuals who faced difficulties (Nakazawa
2014). At that time, the sense of impending
structural problems was still weak.

In contrast to the 2000s when companies
were keen on reducing surplus personnel, the
2010s saw the emergence of labor shortages,
leading to the resolution of youth problems.
Simultaneously, population decline, the
concentration of population in Tokyo (Tokyo
overconcentration), and the low growth of the
national economy emerged as significant
structural issues facing Japan. Social policies
until the high growth period were designed to
address the distortions caused by population and
economic expansion and growth. However,
once expansion and growth were disrupted,
social policies began to explore measures to
mobilize social elements—particularly the
youth and regions—to return to the path of
expansion and growth. The most emblematic of
these is the “Regional Revitalization” initiative
that began in 2014. Despite various twists and
turns, this series of policies continues to be led
by the Cabinet Office. The salient feature of
“Regional  Revitalization” is that the
demographic issue, i.e., population decline due
to low birthrates, and the geographical issue, i.e.,
Tokyo overconcentration and the
unsustainability of rural municipalities, have
been treated as two sides of the same coin.

Historically, the flow of people from rural
areas to metropolitan areas (especially the
Tokyo metropolitan area) has been continuing
with fluctuations. Since 2000, the concentration
in Tokyo has tended to increase, particularly
among young women. Because the Tokyo
metropolitan area’s TFR is far low compared to
the national average, the concentration of the
population of reproductive age (particularly
women) in Tokyo accelerates the overall
population decline. Meanwhile, in rural areas,

the absolute number of the population of
reproductive age has decreased along with the
population outflow, leading to a reduction in the
number of births. This situation is creating
municipalities that may become unsustainable
due to population decline in the future (Masuda
2014).

Based on these future projections, four goals
were set for the first phase of “Regional
Revitalization.” Namely,

1. Create jobs in regional areas and ensure a
secure working environment
2. Establish new flows of people to regional
areas
3. Fulfill the marriage, childbirth, and child-
rearing aspirations of the younger generation
4. Develop regions that are in tune with the
times, ensure safe and secure living
conditions, and foster cooperation between
regions
As  mentioned, when the population
concentrates in the Tokyo metropolitan area, the
national population decline accelerates. To
overcome this, time-honored promotion of
marriage and childbirth is installed. However,
past experiences have shown that these policies
alone are not effective. Therefore, the main
framework of “Regional Revitalization” is to
encourage migration to rural areas with
relatively higher birthrates and to establish
economic and living foundations that support
childbirth and child-rearing there. This indicates
that the main goal of “Regional Revitalization”
is not to revitalize regions to improve the
welfare of people living in declining rural areas.
Rather, it is a set of measures to overcome
population decline to boost the national
economy (Nakazawa 2024).

“Regional Empowerment for Japan’s
Growth” presented by Cabinet Office
underwrites the validity of this interpretation:

A decrease in consumption and manpower
places a heavy burden on the Japanese
economy. To counter this decline, and to
maintain the population at 100 million by
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2060, the Japanese government has designed
a series of policies aimed at revitalizing the
local economy, a key factor in overcoming
population decline.?

Evidently, the decline in population is
considered problematic because it hinders the
growth of the national economy. Thus, pronatal
policies are progrowth policies.

It should be also noted that policies
concerning immigration constitute an important
context for “Regional Revitalization.” Although
Japan has already accepted many foreign
workers, prime ministers to date repeatedly
declared that the government will not adopt
immigration policies that grant citizenship or
permanent residency to foreigners to maintain
the population size. In other words, when
discussing population decline in Japan, the
implicit assumption is the decline of the ethnic
Japanese population. Thus, prenatal policies
reflect ethnocentrism.

4. Reproduction boycott

The “Regional Revitalization” policy is
currently ongoing with minor tuning, thus its
success or failure cannot be evaluated yet.
Although the first phase of “Regional
Revitalization” has already ended, it coincided
with the expansion of COVID-19, making it
difficult to purely assess the policy’s
achievement. However, the government’s
assessment report states, “Significant progress
has been seen in job creation and town and
regional development. On the other hand, the
effects of creating new flows of people to rural
areas and marriage, childbirth, and child-rearing

2 https://www.japan.go.jp/regions/ userdata/
pdf/A4_12P.pdf (last accessed 6 July 2025).

3 Minutes of the Fifth Meeting of the Expert Council
on Formulating the Second Phase “Town, People,
and Work Creation Comprehensive Strategy”, pp.2-3.
https://www.chisou.go.jp/sousei/meeting/senryaku2
nd_sakutei/r01-05-23-gijiyoushi.pdf
(last accessed 6 July 2025).

have not yet fully manifested.” This means that

the government itself acknowledges that there
were areas in the first phase of “Regional
Revitalization” where policy effects were
insufficient. Contrary to the policy intentions,
the net migration to the Tokyo metropolitan area
has increased since the start of the first phase of
“Regional Revitalization.” During the outbreak
of COVID-19, there was a trend of people
moving away from densely populated
metropolitan areas and the popularization of
remote work, leading to a temporary decline in
net migration to the Tokyo metropolitan area.
However, as COVID-19 subsides, the net
migration to the Tokyo metropolitan area is
increasing again. The government encouraged
people, especially the youth, to relocate to rural
areas to mitigate the Tokyo overconcentration
that accelerates population decline. However,
this recommendation seems to have been
boycotted.

How about measures against declining
birthrates? The justification for marriage and
birth promotion lies in the reality that people
wish to marry and have children but cannot
realize these desires. The Japanese government
justifies the implementation of countermeasures
against declining birthrates, saying that while
the non-marriage rate is rising and birthrates are
declining, young people’s desires for marriage
and childbirth remain strong. However, since
2000, the percentage of unmarried individuals
who say they “do not intend to marry for life”
has been increasing*. Additionally, the desired
number of children for unmarried women has
fallen below two in 2022 for the first time since
the survey (see footnote 4) began. Since the start
of the first phase of “Regional Revitalization”,

4 https://www.ipss.go.jp/site-
ad/index_japanese/shussho-index.html
(last accessed 6 July 2025).
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Japan’s TFR has significantly declined. This is
partly because people’s desires for marriage and
childbirth themselves have diminished. Merely
fulfilling people’s desires is no longer enough to
maintain the population size. In other words, the
government’s promotion of marriage and
childbirth has been boycotted.

Research focusing on the phenomenon that I
have termed “Reproduction Boycott” has just
begun. Many states recognize the declining
birthrate and resulting population decline as
crises and strengthen pronatal population
policies. Feminist population researchers see
potential in birth strikes as resistance to pronatal
policies aimed at maintaining or increasing the
population (Brown 2019; Davidson 2025). In
fact, in South Korea, a women’s social
movement called the “4B movement” has
emerged, which boycotts marriage, childbirth,
dating, and sex as a protest against the deeply
rooted patriarchy and misogyny in Korean
society (Lee and Jeong 2021).

In response to situations that can be termed
“Reproduction  Boycott,” the Japanese
government has established the Children and
Families Agency in 2023. In addition to a set of
cliched childcare policies, this agency also
carries out mild propaganda strategies such as
designating “Family Day” and holding family
photo contests. As such, Japan’s birth promotion
measures are not very coercive thus far.

In authoritarian countries, there are cases of
blatant interventions in reproduction. In Russia,
the number of births began to significantly
decline around 2015. Amid the labor shortage
exacerbated by the prolonged invasion of
Ukraine, the Russian government banned the
dissemination of information related to being
“child-free.”” They also tightened regulations
on abortions. As part of propaganda, President
Putin revived the Soviet-era title of “Mother

5 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-
battling-birth-rate-dip-is-working-child-free-
ideology-ban-says-putin-2024-09-24/

(last accessed 14 July 2025).

Heroine,” awarded to women who bear ten or
more children, equivalent in status to the “Hero
of Labor.”®

5. Humans neither for the state nor
capitalism

Since the Industrial Revolution, the world’s
population has continued to increase rapidly.
Therefore,  population  problems  have
commonly been understood to mean Malthusian
overpopulation. However, the global population
growth rate is expected to decline, and it is
estimated that the world’s population may begin
to decrease as early as around 2050. In the near
future, the meaning of population problems on
a global scale is likely to change to the opposite.

This global trend underlies Japan’s
experiences. During the high-growth period,
Japan’s population problem was Malthusian
overpopulation. In response, birth control
measures were enforced through the legalization
of abortions. The geographical issue was the
spatial mismatch of labor between metropolitan
and rural areas. This was addressed by
institutionalizing logistics that sent new
graduates from rural schools to metropolitan
employers. During the low-growth period, the
population problem changed to be the
population decline due to decreasing birthrates.
In response, pronatal population policies were
implemented. The geographical issue was the
Tokyo overconcentration and the disappearing
municipalities. This was addressed by
encouraging migration from metropolitan to rural
areas. This comparison reveals that the state’s
policy requests on people through policies were
completely opposite during the high-growth and
low-growth periods. Such requests were
accepted during the high-growth period but
boycotted during the low-growth period.

6  https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/16/
putin-revives-soviet-mother-heroine-title-a78580
(last accessed 6 July 2025).


https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-battling-birth-rate-dip-is-working-child-free-ideology-ban-says-putin-2024-09-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-battling-birth-rate-dip-is-working-child-free-ideology-ban-says-putin-2024-09-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-battling-birth-rate-dip-is-working-child-free-ideology-ban-says-putin-2024-09-24/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/16/putin-revives-soviet-mother-heroine-title-a78580
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/16/putin-revives-soviet-mother-heroine-title-a78580

Population Decline as the Crisis of Capitalism 27

The policy requests were accepted during the
high-growth period because complying with
them was thought to pave a road to a better life.
However, today, individual pursuits of
happiness and rights are not aligned with the
societal benefits sought, and this misalignment
is unlikely to be fixed soon. Therefore, it is
nearly impossible for current policies to stop
population decline or reverse the concentration
in Tokyo. The guardians of democracy will not
overlook state powers implementing coercive
pronatalism or aggressive migration policies
under the guise of societal benefits. The exercise
of power that treats humans as a measure to
achieve policy goals should be rejected.
Movements akin to the reproductive boycott are
emerging in South Korea. The freedom to
engage in such a movement is a hard-won result
of the long and arduous struggle against
patriarchy and authoritarian biopower. We must
retain the right to self-determination of
reproduction.
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Abstract

The urban world has fundamentally changed in the last few decades. Urbanization
is generating a great variety of complex and often surprising territories, which are
disturbing conventional understandings of the urban. This also means that the
question of the spatial units of analysis has to be fundamentally reconsidered. The
challenge to scholars is thus to analyse not only the multitude of urban territories,
but also the various urbanisation processes that are transforming those territories.
The essential task, therefore, is to investigate the historically and geographically
specific patterns and pathways of urbanisation and the dynamics of urbanisation
processes. A new vocabulary of urbanisation is required to help us decipher these
rapidly mutating urban territories and to facilitate discussions and common

understandings of urbanisation.
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Introduction

This article introduces concepts for reframing
a dynamic analysis of urbanisation processes
that were developed for the research project

“Vocabularies for an Urbanising Planet”
(Schmid and Streule 2023). These concepts
constitute a novel territorial approach, based on
a decentring perspective on urbanisation. This
perspective was first brought forward by
postcolonial approaches that marked an
important change in urban theory and research
by going beyond western urbanisation models
to address the great variety of urban situations
and constellations developing across the planet.
In an ambition to develop global urban studies,
they also proposed to bridge the various divides
that criss-cross our planet. This postcolonial
perspective has been complemented by the
introduction of the concept of planetary
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urbanisation that has exploded citycentric
understandings of the urban. The term planetary
urbanisation captures the observation that
contemporary urbanisation processes are taking
place across the entire planet, and thus can be
grasped by adopting a planetary perspective. To
analyse planetary urbanisation, we must
abandon the idea of the urban as a bounded
settlement space, and analyse urbanisation
processes instead. This approach not only
focuses on urban developments of sparsely
settled areas, but also fundamentally reorients
the analysis of metropolitan territories.

This decentring move in urban studies
demands an epistemological reorientation of
urban analysis. To better understand patterns
and pathways of urbanisation in time and space
requires new concepts and theoretical framings
that are suited to a dynamic, process-oriented
analysis. This motivated the development of a
territorial approach to urbanisation, which has
been elaborated over more than two decades in
the context of several research projects (Diener
et al 2006; Diener et al. 2015; Diener et al. 2016;
Schmid and Topalovi¢ 2023). Starting from
Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the production of
space, this territorial approach has continued to
be developed in the interaction between practice
and empirical research. It gives a new answer to
the old question: how to understand
urbanisation? First of all, urbanisation has to be
reconceptualised as a multidimensional process.
A deeper analysis reveals that the various
constitutive elements of urbanisation processes
are continuously producing new urban forms,
and thus the patterns and pathways of
urbanisation of a territory are always specific.
This observation demands for a reorientation of
urban theory to conceptualise the dialectic
between the general and the specific. The
concept of urbanisation processes is at the
centre of this reorientation, and it raises a new
question: how to identify and conceptualise
urbanisation processes? One answer is to
contextualise specific situations in the wider
territory, to diversify the sources of inspiration

through comparative procedures and to enrich
our language with a wider palette of terms and
concepts representing the manifold emerging
urban situations.

Contemporary challenges for urban
research

To understand urbanisation in time and space
demands a decentring of the analytical
perspective on the urban. It is inspired by the
postcolonial turn in wurban studies that
challenged the deeply inscribed geographies of
theory production, particularly the Anglo-
American hegemony in international urban
studies. More than two decades ago, Jennifer
Robinson (2002) called for a diversification of
the sources and inspirations in urban theory, a
suggestion that has been repeated many times
(see e.g. Roy 2009; Sheppard et al. 2013;
Parnell and Oldfield 2014). One important
analytical and methodological starting point to
address this challenge is to treat every urban
area as an “ordinary city” (Robinson 2006) and
thus as an equally relevant place for learning
about contemporary urbanisation as well as a
relevant and valuable starting point for theory
generation and conceptual innovation. Our own
project is strongly influenced by this invitation,
and seeks to address its analytical and
methodological implications.

Another consequence of this decentring
move in urban theory and research is that it
encourages us to go beyond conceptions of
separate area typologies. The emerging
patchwork of spatial unevenness can no longer
be captured adequately through a typological
differentiation =~ between  centre/periphery,
rural/urban, metropolis/colony, North/South, or
East/West. Indeed, the “southern turn” in urban
studies (see e.g. Rao 2006), so strongly fostered
by postcolonial approaches, has paved the way
towards a more comprehensive and
differentiating view of the urban world,
questioning the compartmentalisation that
inherited concepts inscribe and prescribe and
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that implicitly and explicitly structure theories
as well as research and practice (see also
Simone 2010; Robinson 2022). In order to
implement this decentring perspective, however,
we have to go one step further and question the
still dominant city-centric conceptions in urban
studies that limit and impoverish our
understanding of contemporary urban processes.

The second important starting point for our
project was therefore the concept of planetary
urbanisation, which addresses a wide range of
urban transformations that have given rise to
questions about many of the fundamental
assumptions and certainties of urban research
(Brenner and Schmid 2014, 2015; Merrifield
2014). This includes various processes that
extend the territorial reach of the urban into a
seemingly non-urban realm, and the
development of  heterogeneous and
polymorphous extended urban landscapes that
are characterised by the superimposition and
entanglement of cores and peripheries. These
processes are continually producing new
patterns and pathways of uneven urban
development, while wurban territories are
becoming much more  differentiated,
polymorphic and multi-scalar. At the same time,
the concept of planetary urbanisation requires
an epistemological reorientation of the focus of
urban research: no longer to look at bounded
settlements, but to examine urbanisation
processes stretching out over the territory.

The perspective of planetary urbanisation
questions not only conventional analyses of
areas located outside a putatively urban realm,
but also challenges inherited understandings of
urban core areas. This conceptualisation has
important consequences for long-entrenched
understandings of urbanisation: it examines the
debilitating effects of city-centrist approaches
and the related methodological cityism (Cairns
2019; Angelo and Wachsmuth 2015) that focus
exclusively on agglomerations and urban
regions, which are often defined by catchment
areas, commuter zones or labour markets. All
these approaches are Dbased on the

“agglomeration paradigm” and thus on the
assumption that cities can be defined as
concentrations of labour power and means of
production (Brenner and Schmid 2014; Schmid
2023). But contemporary agglomerations
stretch out to form multipolar, polycentric urban
configurations, leading to  overlapping
catchment areas, and are thus seriously
challenging any attempt to place boundaries for
identifying the putative basic units of both urban
analysis and everyday life. To put the
postcolonial turn discussed above into a
planetary perspective means to assert that every
point on the planet might be affected by
urbanisation processes in one way or another,
and thus could provide important insights into
the urban process. Robinson’s call to make
“space for insights starting from anywhere”
(2016: 5) invites us to look for inspiration and
for new concepts to emerge from any place on
this planet.

The perspective of planetary urbanisation has
fundamentally changed inherited views on the
urban. First of all, it proposes a much more
dynamic procedure of analysing urban
territories, focusing on the urbanisation
processes that are shaping and reshaping these
territories instead of urban forms. This process-
oriented perspective is expressed by the
introduction of the related terms “concentrated”,
“extended” and “differential” urbanisation,
which indicate three basic modalities of the
urban process (Brenner and Schmid 2015):
Firstly, any form of urbanisation generates not
only the concentration of people, production
units, services, infrastructure and information
that leads to concentrated urbanisation, but also
inevitably and simultaneously causes a
proliferation and expansion of the urban fabric,
thus resulting in various forms of extended
urbanisation, stretching out beyond dense
settlement spaces into agricultural and sparsely
populated areas. Food, water, energy and raw
materials must be brought to urban centres,
requiring an entire logistical system that ranges
from transport to information networks.
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Conversely, areas that are dominated by
extended urbanisation might also evolve into
new centralities and urban concentrations. Thus,
concentrated and extended forms of
urbanisation exist in a dialectical relationship
with each other and can, at times, merge
seamlessly. Urban territories may be marked by
both concentrated and extended modalities of
urbanisation.

Secondly, both modalities of urbanisation
may result in various processes of
commodification and incorporation, but also in
processes of differential urbanisation, and thus
to the creation and generation of new
centralities and new differences. This requires a
dynamic and relational understanding of
urbanisation, taking into consideration both the
extended and the uneven character of urban
territories, in which new centralities can emerge
in various places, in the urban peripheries, but
also outside densely settled areas, creating
complex interdependencies and multi-scalar
urban realities (see Diener et al. 2016; Schmid
and Topalovi¢ 2023). Thus, the concept of
planetary urbanisation does not postulate that
urban areas are becoming more homogenous or
that one overarching process of urbanisation is
shaping the world, as many critics of the
concept purport. Instead, the opposite is true:
planetary urbanisation reinforces and intensifies
uneven development and leads to much more
complex and contradictory urban territories. It is
therefore essential to consider the specificity of
these territories and hence to analyse concrete
processes and manifestations of the urban on the
ground (Diener et al. 2015; Schmid 2015).

These considerations have far-reaching
consequences for the analysis of urbanisation,
not only for territories of extended urbanisation,
but also for densely settled metropolitan
territories. Urbanisation has to be understood as
an unbounded process that transgresses borders
and extends over vast areas. This implies a
fundamental shift from a centric perspective that
starts from the material or virtual centre of an
urban territory and then stretches out in order to

define its boundaries to identify the “relevant”
perimeter of analysis; instead, a decentred
perspective is needed to understand the wider
urban territory.  Shifting the analytical
perspective away from the centre enables a view
on the production of urban territories from a
different, ex-centric angle, avoiding the traps of
methodological cityism and the illusory dualism
of city and countryside. We thus have to keep
open the unit of urban analysis and avoid
analysing cities, urban regions or similar
bounded units, focusing instead on urbanising
territories.

In order to understand the rapidly changing
universe of our urbanising planet, we thus have
to rethink the current conditions of urbanisation.
Urban forms are constantly changing in the
course of urban development; they can perhaps
best be understood as temporary moments in a
wider urban process. The challenge is thus not
only to analyse the multitude of urban territories
and forms, but also to focus on the various
urbanisation processes that transform those
territories and generate those forms. This means
that the spatial units of analysis —
conventionally based on demographic,
morphological or administrative criteria — also
have to be reconsidered. Urbanisation processes
do not simply unfold within fixed or stable
urban ‘“‘containers”, but actively produce,
unsettle and rework urban territories, and thus
constantly engender new urban configurations.
The essential task, therefore, is less to
distinguish “new” urban forms, but rather to
investigate the historically and geographically
specific dynamics of urbanisation processes.

A three-dimensional understanding of
urbanisation

The call to analyse urban processes is not
novel and has been expressed by urban scholars
many times (see e.g. Lefebvre 2003 [1970];
Harvey 1985; Massey 2005). However, to
realise this call in a thorough and consistent way
has many consequences and faces various
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obstacles and difficulties. Many new terms and
concepts intended to designate various
putatively new urban phenomena have been
introduced into urban studies in the last two or
three decades. Most of this energy has been
spent in identifying and labelling different types
of cities or urban regions based on emergent
urban functions, forms and configurations, such
as global cities, megacities or edge cities (see
e.g. Taylor and Lang 2004; Soja 2000; Murray
2017). Many of these once novel terms and
concepts have already lost much of their
explanatory force, as the new urban forms that
they were intended to grasp have changed
profoundly in the meantime. In contrast, much
less has been achieved in developing new
concepts to understand, analyse and define the
various ways in which urban areas are being
transformed. As a result, the field of urban
studies is not well equipped with analytical tools
to analyse urbanisation processes.

We have then to question in a more general
way the concept of urbanisation itself, which is
often understood and interpreted as a one-
dimensional, all-encompassing, linear and
universal process. For a long time, the dominant
conception of urbanisation was based on a
demographic definition of the population
growth of cities (for a detailed discussion, see
Brenner and Schmid 2014). This purely
statistical definition has countless implications
which are rarely discussed, and it reduces the
urban to a black box in which all sorts of
contradictory developments are homogenised
and turned into one universal movement.
Everything that happens outside this black box
is treated as “non-urban” and consequently not
even taken into consideration. The one-
dimensional and transhistorical economic
postulate that the agglomeration process follows
a universal law of spatial concentration that can
be applied to all cities from ancient times to
contemporary global city-regions, irrespective
of any concrete historical and geographical
context, has a similar effect. Thus, in a widely
debated text on the “nature of cities”, Allen

Scott and Michael Storper (2015: 4) postulate:
“All cities consist of dense agglomerations of
people and economic activities”. Such narrow
views that only take into consideration one
single criterion and focus exclusively on urban
centres and agglomerations reinforce a
simplistic and dichotomous view of the world
— in which only cities and non-cities or urban
and rural areas exist. However, as urban
research constantly reveals, the urban
phenomenon is much more complex and
polymorphic than in this characterisation (see
Schmid 2023).

Urbanisation processes include many aspects
of urban transformation that crystallise across
the world at various spatial scales, with wide-
ranging, often unpredictable consequences for
inherited socio-spatial arrangements. We thus
have to understand urbanisation as a
multifaceted emergent phenomenon, formed by
an ensemble of several interrelated dimensions
that shape and transform urban territories. They
are linked to processes of capitalist
accumulation, industrialisation and
commodification, state strategies and broader
social relations at various spatial scales; but at
the same time, they are always anchored in
everyday life and realised through concrete
constellations, struggles and tactics on the
ground.

Accordingly, there is an urgent need for more
differentiated conceptions of urbanisation
which, instead of being based on statistical
definitions, the morphology of settlements or
transhistorical urban features such as size or
density, analyse the urban as a multidimensional
process — a process that includes the economic,
social and cultural aspects of daily life. Thus,
David Harvey regards urbanisation, from the
perspective of political economy, as a process of
the production of the built environment; that is
to say, the construction of houses, production
plants and infrastructure, with all their attendant
social implications. However, as urbanisation
unfolds, it is not only the space economy that
changes, but also the understanding of the world
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and the social meaning of the urban.
Consequently, Harvey (1985) also analysed the
urbanisation of consciousness and the
emergence of an urban experience.

Such a multidimensional understanding is
developed in much more detail in Lefebvre’s
theory of the production of space. He offers us
an elaborated three-dimensional understanding
based on his double triad of the production of
(urban) space: perceived, conceived and lived
space, and spatial practice, representation of
space and spaces of representation (see
Lefebvre 1991 [1975]; Schmid 2008, 2022).
Firstly, we have to analyse how spatial practices
produce a material space that can be perceived
by the five senses, and thus constitute a
perceived space. Secondly, we need to
understand that we cannot see a space without
having conceived of it beforehand. To be able to
orient ourselves and act in a space, we need a
concept, or a representation of space, which is
directly related to the production of knowledge.
Thirdly, we must consider the question of lived
space, and thus how space is experienced in
everyday life, which involves the process of
meaning production. This depends on the social
forces that create an urban space by initiating
interaction, and hence relationships, among
people and places. In this process, specific
patterns of social, economic and cultural
differentiation evolve and can be seen as main
elements of the specificity of an urban territory.
This triad can be wused to differentiate
urbanisation processes (see Schmid 2023).

Abstract and concrete: The question of
specificity

How can we conceptualise urbanisation
processes? How can we relate the process of
general urbanisation to concrete processes on
the ground? The relationship between the
general and the specific, or in philosophical
terms the universal and the singular, is a
recurrent question in urban studies. It has been
treated in detail in a research project of ETH

Studio Basel that analyses a range of case
studies across the world (Diener et al. 2015).
The strategic thesis (Lefebvre 2003 [1970]) of
this project postulates that each urban territory
is distinguished by certain characteristics that
underpin the production and reproduction of its
own specificity. This means that we have to
investigate how specificity is constituted and at
the same time to explore how we can bring
specific processes into a more general
conceptualisation.

Recently, the question of specificity has been
revived in the context of debates on planetary
urbanisation (Schmid 2018; Goonewardena
2018). This debate has foregrounded a range of
epistemological questions concerning some
basic  understandings, orientations  and
procedures in critical urban studies: How can
we analyse urban developments in a planetary
context without neglecting the specific
determinations of concrete places and
experiences in everyday life? How can we make
a comprehensive analysis of urbanisation that
brings together a multitude of experiences in
different contexts? How should we approach
and conceptualise the relationship between
specific places and general processes? These
questions address a range of theoretical
challenges: the role of totality, the relationship
between urbanisation as a general process and
specific urban constellations, between the
abstract and the concrete, between universals
and singular cases. There are many ways to
conceive such fundamental concepts and their
respective relationships. Thus, the alleged
dichotomy between the singular and the
universal could also be conceptualised in a
dialectical manner. Hegel understood these as
moments of a ‘“concrete universal” that he
conceptualised with his famous triad — the
universal, the particular and the singular — as
an instrument to grasp the relationships between
different theoretical categories. In his
philosophical system, the universal moment
represents a general principle of development,
whereas the particular moment stands for the
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differentiation of the universal. Finally, the
singular moment arrives as the concrete
realisation of the universal moment (see e.g.
Stanek 2011).

The idea of a concrete universal as a
dialectical ~unity of singularities and
particularities deeply influenced not only Marx
but also Lefebvre. It can be recognised in core
concepts like labour or capital, but also in
Lefebvre’s understanding of the urban, of
everyday life, and of space (see Schmid 2022:
422-433). However, starting from a clearly
materialist position, unlike Hegel, both Marx
and Lefebvre located concepts not only in
thought, but also in practice, and therefore
understood abstraction not only as a mental
procedure but also as a material social process
in and through which certain abstract principles,
such as exchange value, become a concrete
social reality: a concrete abstraction. Related to
this understanding is Lefebvre’s definition of
urbanisation as a comprehensive transformation
of society that he analysed as a total
phenomenon. He defined urbanisation as the
totality of changes that a society undergoes as it
evolves from its agrarian beginnings to its urban
present (Lefebvre 2003 [1970]). Lefebvre links
capitalist urbanisation directly to the process of
industrialisation that he understands in its most
general sense as referring not only to the
construction of machines, factories and
infrastructure, but also to the related industrial
organisation of society. This includes the
ensuing financial, technical and logistics
systems; the generation, processing and
distribution of energy, food, raw materials and
information; and the rules and agreements
regulating global markets; the various economic,
social and cultural networks that permeate and
span urban space; and the modernisation,
standardisation and commodification of
everyday life that comes with industrialisation.
Lefebvre famously concluded that this process
tends toward the complete urbanisation of
society and hence the urbanisation of the entire
planet, a position he reconfirmed again in his

very last published text analysing how the city
dissolves in a planetary metamorphosis (2014
[1987)).

Urbanisation can therefore also be
understood as a social process of abstraction —
whereby a given natural space is transformed
into an urban space and hence also into a
technologically determined, abstract space
dominated by industrialisation — a “‘second
nature”. At the same time, however, this urban
space is a concrete physical reality; it has its
own specific characteristics. Urbanisation is
thus a process during which general social
developments are territorialised, which involves
the materialisation of social relations in a
specific place and at a specific period of time.
This materialisation is always confronted with
concrete conditions — the land with its
characteristics, specific political, social and
economic constellations and rules and
regulations — which they reshape and
transform. Thus, the materialisation of general
tendencies in concrete contexts leads to specific
urban situations and configurations. The crucial
point therefore is to understand how general
tendencies and abstract processes materialise,
how they become a social reality, consolidating
and inscribing themselves onto a territory. Thus,
we can examine a territory as the specific
material form of urbanisation and trace the
transformation of nature to a second nature: an
urban space, produced by society. From a
general point of view, urbanisation can therefore
be conceptualised as an encompassing but
uneven transformation of the territory that
unfolds in time and space.

From a temporal perspective, each successive
round of urbanisation encounters the results of
earlier phases of urbanisation and transforms
them anew. However, this is not to say that the
traces of earlier phases completely disappear.
Urbanisation is thus not — like a footprint in the
sand — the direct expression of a general social
development. The land, the territory, are never
“empty” or “primal”: they are always occupied
by people and various social practices, they bear
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the marks of earlier social processes and they
are embedded in wider contexts and social
networks. Urbanisation is crucially dependent
on specific local conditions and therefore does
not proceed evenly across the board but leads to
differentiation and uneven urban development.
However, this dialectics of general processes or
universals (such as urbanisation) on the one
hand and the specific urban territories or the
individual on the other leaves us with a
dilemma: We don’t understand how a concrete
situation is produced and how general processes
materialise in concrete places. This is the
moment in which a third term moves to the
foreground: the particular. Following Hegel’s
triad, urbanisation could thus be understood as a
universal category that contains many
particularities or constituting instances; among
these are many different urbanisation processes.
Urbanisation is a general process with manifold
particularities that finally materialises in
singularities, each of which forms a concrete
totality: a specific urban territory with its own
features and specific patterns and pathways of
urbanisation. This gives rise to the question of

how the theoretical and the empirical are related.

As we have explained elsewhere (Brenner and
Schmid 2015; Schmid 2022), urbanisation (as
well as the urban, the city and so on) are not
empirical, but theoretical categories; they are
theoretical abstractions constructed on the basis
of general considerations.

However, what we encounter on the ground
are always concrete phenomena. In empirical
research, we start from certain observations in
specific locations and bring them into
conceptualisation, which means that we
construct a representation or a concept. The
point is to identify and analyse particular
urbanisation processes as particular moments or
as constituting instances of a universal — the
general process of urbanisation. We thus
conceptualise  urbanisation processes  as
particulars or as differentiations of a general
process of urbanisation and analyse how a
specific territory is transformed by these

particular urbanisation processes. In doing so
we therefore understand the particular as a
mediation between the universal and the
individual: Particular urbanisation processes
constitute general traits of socio-spatial
development on the ground and thus on a
specific terrain. As a consequence, we can
analyse an urban territory as the result or
outcome of the interaction and entanglement of
a specific combination of different urbanisation
processes.

Towards new vocabularies of
urbanisation

How can we conceptualise multidimensional
urbanisation processes that allow us to decipher
the production of specific urban territories?
Looking at contemporary approaches, we
realise that they offer only a very rudimentary
and limited set of urbanisation processes, such
as urban  regeneration, gentrification,
suburbanisation, periurbanisation, or informal
urban development. These concepts do not
suffice to grasp and understand the
differentiated and dynamic patterns and
pathways of urbanisation emerging across the
planet (see Schmid et al. 2015). A revitalised
vocabulary of urbanisation is therefore required
to decipher — both analytically and
cartographically — the transformation of urban
territories. In our project we were looking for
concepts that address the multidimensionality of
urbanisation and not just highlighting one
isolated aspect. These concepts should not be
derived from only one specific paradigmatic
case, but have empirical starting points in
different wurban territories. Therefore, a
comparative procedure is necessary for the
development and  conceptualisation  of
urbanisation processes. Lefebvre did not define
urbanisation processes more specifically. He
gave us a series of important concepts, such as
the production of the urban fabric, the
hypothesis of the complete urbanisation of
society and the important consideration that
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urbanisation affects both urban and non-urban
areas. But, beyond these general reflections and
conceptions, we have to be inventive and
identify different processes of urbanisation. To
make Lefebvre’s concept fruitful for concrete
analyses we need to go beyond his general
theoretical considerations using a transductive
research procedure (see Schmid 2022).

So how can we conceptualise specific
urbanisation processes? This implies a moment
of generalisation: to detect a bundle of
characteristics, common underlying
mechanisms, logics, regularities and common
traits in the way urbanisation unfolds and
proceeds, thus producing similar outcomes.
Using an appropriate comparative procedure, it
is possible to identify a common problematic
across different cases or singularities and the
various divides that separate them. These
specific urban outcomes can be grouped in order
to make systematic distinctions between
different situations that share a common
problematic. Thus, if we look at existent
concepts, we see that they define in a more or
less precise way a core problematic, such as the
forced relocation of inhabitants (gentrification),
geographical peripherality (suburbanisation) or
precarious settlements (urban informality). We
can understand these concepts as expressing and
defining particular moments of the general
process of urbanisation. In other words:
urbanisation as a general and generic concept
has to be specified by more narrowly defined
concepts of urbanisation processes. In a separate
step, we subsequently have to identify concrete
urbanisation processes and bring them into
conceptualisation: the main aspect here is to
find appropriate definitions of these processes.
This includes a theoretical moment, to examine
extant concepts and terms and possibly also
develop and define new concepts. This always
includes a comparative moment: We compare a
specific urban configuration with extant
concepts and assign it to one of them. Or we
come to the conclusion that this configuration
does not fit the extant definitions and start to

develop a new concept with a different
definition. In the following step, these concepts
have to be specified, tested using different
examples and finally stabilised in order to
propose using them for further discussions and
various applications.

Our territorial approach allows us to analyse
the surface of the earth and to discern certain
consistencies emerging in the ongoing current
of urbanisation and in the continuous mesh of
the urban fabric. This analysis detects the
interplay and entanglement of urbanisation
processes that give a territory its distinctive
features and characteristics. It identifies
territories within which the same rules apply, the
same regulations are in operation; in which
certain overarching connections and modes of
interaction dominate and may give rise to a
more or less coherent understanding of the
urban. However, it does not follow that we
should consider only the specificities of urban
territories and fall into the trap of singularity.
Rather, urbanisation can be seen as a general but
differentiated process with several dimensions.
It is composed of a wide range of particular
urbanisation processes unfolding in the
confrontation of general processes and specific
territorial conditions that can be identified
through comparative analysis. From a more
general perspective, this highlights and
confirms the necessity of developing a
differentiated view of urbanisation. The
reduction of the concept of urbanisation to
certain universal principles or mechanisms
cannot suffice to address productively the
diversity and richness of the contemporary
urban universe. By identifying different
processes of urbanisation as constitutive
elements of an urbanising planet, we go beyond
the apparent contradiction between
universalising and particularising research
strategies and provide a dynamic understanding
of urbanisation processes across the divides that
characterise our contemporary world. Urban
territories are open to a vast range of urban
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developments and hence also to realising the
possibilities that are intrinsic to urbanisation.

Therefore, new concepts and terms are
urgently required in order to help us to decipher
the varied and restlessly mutating landscapes of
urbanisation that are currently being produced
across the planet. It is necessary to diversify the
empirical references and theoretical sources in
urban theory, and to enrich our language with a
wider palette of terms that represent the
manifold emerging urban situations and urban
processes. The goal is not to develop a unifying
language, but to propose an enriched vocabulary
that leads to a differentiated view of the world
and helps us to better understand the dynamics
of urbanisation. The development of a more
diversified vocabulary of urbanisation allows us
to offer a more differentiated framework for
analysis and practice, and to facilitate the
exchange of ideas and debates in urban studies
that is increasingly multilingual and global in
character.
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Abstract

Against the backdrop of ongoing urbanization and demographic aging, this paper
critically examines the limitations of Japan’s formal housing system in addressing
the needs of an expanding population of impoverished seniors living alone. It
investigates how informal arrangements, shaped within legally ambiguous
contexts, have taken form as viable responses under the strain of diminishing
public interventions and escalating market pressures. Although frequently
delegitimized, subsistence-based and unregulated practices continue to provide
essential shelter for marginalized groups excluded from formal housing domains.
Drawing on international comparisons, the paper contends that such alternatives,
when facilitated by adaptive policy frameworks, possess the potential to alleviate
housing precarity. Ultimately, it calls for a reconsideration of the rigid formal-
informal dichotomy in order to promote more integrative and resilient housing
strategies in aging urban environments.
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1. Introduction

Recent years have seen a marked global
acceleration in urbanization and aging. In Japan,
where these dynamics are unfolding
concurrently, there is a compelling imperative to
align analyses of urbanization with
demographic transitions. Even in the Tokyo
metropolitan area, home to the largest
proportion of working-age cohorts, those aged
65 and over are projected to comprise around
35% by 2045 (Cabinet Office 2019). Yet the
built environment of the city has not been

sufficiently restructured to manage this shift,
notably in the housing sector. Beyond the rising
demand, the primary challenge lies in ensuring
the availability of accessible and affordable
accommodation for the growing number of
urban seniors.

Heightened economic deprivation has
aggravated housing precarity among this
demographic. While the national poverty rate
declined slightly from 16.1% in 2012 to 15.4%
in 2021 (MHLW 2022), the rate for older adults
living alone reached 37%, far exceeding 14%
observed among couples in the same age
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bracket (Abe 2024). With their numbers
expected to swell from 7.38 million in 2020 to
10.49 million by 2050 (National Institute of
Population and Social Security Research 2025),
the elderly in single-person households are
poised to constitute a substantial share of the
urban poor. This trend points to a resurgent
housing crisis amid societal and spatial
transformation in progress.

Historically, housing policy was a central
pillar of social welfare. This paradigm was
generally realized through the construction of
public housing, with the aim of formalizing
substandard settlements via clearance or
upgrading schemes. Nevertheless, the turn
toward neoliberal modes of governance has
curtailed  public = sector  engagement,
disproportionately impacting single-person
older households, especially those lacking
financial and  social  support.  This
marginalization underscores the necessity of
reassessing existing policy frameworks and
implementing measures that more effectively
respond to the evolving needs of disadvantaged
groups.

In the face of demographic aging, this paper
advocates for reimagining alternative practices
and embedding them as a deliberate component
of urban housing policy. Through the lens of the
elderly living alone in Tokyo, it evaluates the
constraints of formalization initiatives and the
viability of informal arrangements as resilient
and pragmatic pathways. The discussion also
considers the applicability of such modalities
beyond Japan, showing how they can deliver
valuable, albeit modest, forms of shelter in cities
where formal housing systems dominate and
selectively receive official recognition.

2. Limitations of public housing and the
shift to market-based approaches

Since the post-war recovery period, public
housing in Japan has served as a fundamental
platform in granting housing access to those
with limited income. The Japan Housing

Corporation (JHC), founded in 1955, launched
this effort by building thousands of units
annually, with 43,586 established in 1972 alone
(UR 2023). The compilation of relevant data
exhibits that private rental housing costs in the
1970s surged at more than twice the rate of
inflation, whereas public sector rents remained
stable, amounting to one-third of market rates
(Fuwa 2024). Public housing thus played a
pivotal role in enhancing household well-being
and labor productivity, thereby contributing to
the country’s broader economic advancement.

Over time, however, the extent and function
of public housing have changed. Since the
creation of the Urban Renaissance Agency (UR)
in 2004, which succeeded JHC, provision has
been modified to conform more closely to
neoliberal ideals. UR initiated a commercially
oriented  approach, emphasizing urban
redevelopment through the encouragement of
private sector involvement. As Hirayama (2005)
notes, public housing construction has nearly
ceased amid the shift. In fact, only 39,703 units
were completed between 2005 and 2022, with
just 586 in 2022 (UR 2023). By contrast, more
than 72,000 condominium units were sold by
private developers in the same year (Real Estate
Economic Institute Co., Ltd. 2024), reflecting a
pronounced reliance on profit-driven housing
regimes. In light of these tendencies, only
around 5% of the population resides in public
housing (Statistical Bureau 2019).

Alongside the government’s retreat from
direct interventions, UR-managed properties
have gradually diverged from the housing
expectations of seniors with reduced budgets.
Dwellings developed under UR tend to target
middle- and higher-income segments and fall
outside the affordability range of older adults.
For instance, a 50-square-meter unit in a UR
complex on the outskirts of Tokyo rents for
approximately 120,000 Japanese yen (JPY) per
month, while 38.3% of elderly residents earned
less than that monthly amount in 2019 (Tokyo
Metropolitan Welfare Bureau 2019). Municipal
programs operated by the Tokyo Metropolitan
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Government offer lower-cost options, with
average rents around JPY 23,000 (Office for
Housing Policy 2018). Nonetheless, the high
demand renders access to these opportunities
highly competitive. Application ratios may
escalate to twenty applicants per unit, and
acceptance rates may drop to one in thirty-six
for the properties designated for older adults,
such as “Silver Peer” (JKK Tokyo 2023a,
2023b). Yamamoto (2023) recounts the case of
an 87-year-old man who waited fifteen years for
public housing, exemplifying the scale of unmet
need.

Another issue is the age and design of the
existing public housing stock. As of 2018, less
than one-quarter of them originated after 1995;
in comparison, 60% can be traced back to before
the mid-1980s (MLIT Japan 2016). These
outdated buildings frequently warrant major
upgrades, particularly in seismic safety and
plumbing. Many were completed during the
1970s, incorporating designs for the nuclear
family configuration prevalent at the time.
Commonly measuring about 50 square meters
and subdivided into small rooms lacking
barrier-free features, such layouts are ill-suited
to the living needs of single-person elderly
households. The absence of elevators in many
multi-story buildings impedes accessibility for
those with mobility difficulties.

Prevailing beliefs that older renters are
undesirable have reinforced Japan’s long-
standing preference for homeownership, further
narrowing their housing choices. In 2019, the
homeownership rate was 61.2% overall and
88.2% among those aged 60 and over,
remaining high at 79.4% even in expensive
urban areas (Cabinet Office 2019). These
figures demonstrate the peripheral status of
seniors in the rental market, where eligibility
criteria are rigorously applied. Roughly 80% of
landlords are reluctant to lease properties to

prospective elderly tenants (MLIT Japan 2018a).

A 2023 survey found that 26.8% of older
applicants were turned down, with the rate
surpassing one-third in the Kanto region,

encompassing Tokyo (R65 Inc. 2023). These
rejections are principally attributed to applicants
inability to obtain a guarantor, concerns
regarding their financial reliability, and
perceived risks associated with solitary death.
Poor older adults clearly encounter formidable
obstacles when attempting to enter the formal
rental housing sector.

>

3. Rise of informal alternatives and their
drawbacks

This paper seeks to critically interrogate the
pervasive binary that frames the formal as
inherently legitimate and desirable, while
casting the informal as deficient or temporary.
Yet the formal and informal are not mutually
exclusive. In the realm of urban housing,
informal arrangements do not simply occupy
residual spaces left by formal systems; rather,
they frequently materialize as locally grounded
responses to regulatory voids and the
shortcomings of both public provision and
market-driven development. In this regard,
Yiftachel’s (2009) concept of “gray space”
presents an important perspective through
which to interpret this complexity. Gray space
refers to liminal zones positioned between
legality and illegality. Although institutionally
sidelined, these spaces are implicitly tolerated
and continue to be integral to the maintenance
of everyday urban survival. In this paper, the
term “informal alternatives” denotes organically
generated practices that operate within such
gray spaces.

The inadequacies of Japan’s formal housing
provisions have stimulated the spread of
informal alternatives that furnish feasible
solutions for vulnerable people. Among these,
kashi rooms, a form of rental accommodation,
gained prominence during the economic
downturn of the 2000s. Typically converted
from offices, warehouses, or apartments, these
two- to four-square-meter units rent for JPY
20,000 to 30,000 per month. Without formal
registration as residence, they are also labeled
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dappé  hausu, or “law-evading houses.”
Notwithstanding minimal legal safeguards,
such lodgings drew tenants unable to access
formal rental housing, owing to their
affordability, the absence of guarantor
obligations, and the issuance of documentation
necessary for jobs or service contracts like
mobile phones.

The momentum to delegitimize this scheme
became evident in 2013, when a kashi room
property in Tokyo’s Nakano Ward was cited for
breaching the Fire Service Act, despite no
reported injuries or damage. Public discourse
centered on legality rather than tenant rights,
leading to a series of closures and evictions.
Authorities acted to tighten regulations and
reclassify these rooms as “dormitories” under
the Building Standards Act, thereby subjecting
them to more stringent compliance
requirements. Violations were identified in
around 80% of the investigated properties, with
80% of those located in Tokyo (MLIT Japan
2017a, 2019a). These crackdowns suppressed
the supply of low-cost options and intensified
the instability experienced by housing refugees,
especially among seniors. Between 2007 and
2016, the proportion of homeless persons aged
60 and over soared from 42.2% to 65.7%
(MHLW 2007, 2017), evidencing the excessive
burden borne by the elderly in poverty.

Stricter enforcement against kashi rooms
triggered a subsequent phase of formalization,
typified by the emergence of more regulated
rental rooms known as share houses. By 2021,
5,057 registered share houses existed, up from
2,804 in 2014, with approximately 70% based
in the Tokyo metropolitan area (Japan Share
House Organization 2021). This growth has
been fueled by policy rationales derived from
neoliberal principles. Even the brochure
published by the responsible ministry, Share
House Guide Book (MLIT Japan 2017b), states
that multi-tenant formats can yield considerable
rental returns, attracting the interest of private
operators. Administrative endorsement, coupled
with profitability in high-demand urban centers,

has facilitated the expansion of this housing
model.

Even with their proliferation, share houses
have not succeeded in alleviating housing
insecurity among older adults. A 2017 survey by
the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport
and Tourism (MLIT Japan 2018b) highlights
several barriers. Nearly one-third of share
houses imposed age restrictions that
disqualified elderly applicants, resulting in
those over 65 representing as little as 4.9% of all
tenants. Most contracts were short-term, with
4.1% lasting more than three years. Just 15.4%
of rooms were priced below JPY 40,000. Half
of operators reported accepting renters eligible
for special housing assistance by law, which
includes those in lower income tiers, elderly
people, persons with disabilities, disaster
victims, single-parent households, and foreign
nationals. Nonetheless, 76.6% of them were
foreign nationals and only 15.6% were older
adults. These patterns reveal that share houses
are largely tailored to the preferences of younger
cohorts with high mobility, leaving aging
individuals underrepresented.

Government attempts to dismantle informal
alternatives have primarily focused on the
enforcement of standards, such as stricter fire
safety regulations and licensing mandates for
dormitory-type lodgings. These policies, in fact,
have limited housing availability and
accessibility without enacting appropriate
compensatory measures. Japan’s  policy
direction continues to dismiss the alternatives as
illegitimate, prioritizing their eradication at the
expense of integration into comprehensive
housing policy. This stance overlooks the
adaptive value of improvised living endeavors
and remains inadequate in addressing the
entrenched  inequities  shouldered by
underserved elderly populations.
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4. Applying informal alternatives in the
Global North

Ongoing societal realignments in the Global
North are beginning to parallel those of the
Global South, where informal alternatives have
evolved as a coping mechanism to mediate
access to housing. The majority of studies have
examined those practices in rapidly urbanizing
regions of the Global South, with particular
emphasis on slums. However, as housing prices
climb and socioeconomic disparities deepen in
cities, the presence and spread of unregistered
and  unauthorized accommodations are
expanding globally (Shrestha et al. 2021). Even
in countries with well-established formal
structures, some governments have begun to
engage with implementable methods by
acknowledging the potential of informal
alternatives instead of undermining them.

In the United Kingdom, mounting housing
costs have led vulnerable individuals to seek
shelter in unconventional spaces, such as
garages and sheds, that are leased as living
quarters  (Lombard  2019).  Equivalent
approaches have been adopted in New South
Wales, Australia, where outbuildings are

permitted for residential use (Gurran et al. 2021).

Ireland has likewise proposed similar practices,
formerly restricted, to mitigate the city’s acute
housing shortage (Loughlin 2025). These
repurposed buildings, equipped with minimal
amenities, serve as indispensable, though
imperfect and sometimes criticized, housing
options for populations excluded from formal
avenues. Across diverse settings, the growing
embrace of informal alternatives is justified as
inevitable when government efforts and market
logics are insufficient in relieving housing
pressures.

In this line of discussion, the Republic of
Korea stands as a noteworthy case. To navigate
the accumulating age-related urban strains,
Korea has utilized accommodations not
officially classified as residences. The most
notable example is the goshiwon, akin to Japan’s

kashi rooms, which has long been employed as
a low-cost unit. Despite consistent criticism of
goshiwon for their unsatisfactory living and
safety conditions, the Korean government has
undertaken regulatory adjustments geared
toward incremental improvement, rather than
discarding informal alternatives as has occurred
in Japan. Consequently, the number of older
occupants in goshiwon increased from 104,766
in 2017 to 177,441 in 2022, accounting for 40%
in the category of secondary housing (MLIT
Korea 2017, 2022). With 72.6% of them
residing alone (MLIT Korea 2022), goshiwon
appears to offer a practical mode of shelter for
the elderly in comparable situations.

The experiences of those countries suggest
that informal alternatives can function as
protective buffers against housing insecurity
when attuned to policies informed by the local
milieu and socio-demographic contexts. In
Japan, incorporating such alternatives into
mainstream  policy  would  necessitate
institutional restructuring to guarantee safety
and accessibility, in tandem with preserving
affordability. The strategic application of real-
world insights may contribute to the
stabilization of housing conditions and the
reform of chronic inequities within formal
housing systems.

5. Conclusion

The convergence of aging, urbanization, and
economic hardship has intensified housing
insecurity among impoverished seniors living
alone. Public housing has become less
attainable following its reduction in scope and
scale, whereas private rentals are financially out
of reach. This reflects trajectories observed in
the Global South, where spontaneous
settlements took shape due to the persistent
inaction of authorities. As shown in the
international cases outlined, formulating
broader housing policy must involve the
inclusion of informal alternatives as purposeful
elements.



46 K. Takahashi

A key implication of this study is that the
formal-informal divide fails to capture the
realities of aging in contemporary cities. Robust
housing policy entails the coordination of varied
tenure types, spatial patterns, and assistance
mechanisms. Informal alternatives should be
understood not as a deficiency in planning, but
as strategies that arise in response to enduring
structural constraints. Accordingly, policy
recommendations call for revising regulations
to permit affordable rentals that comply with
basic safety requirements, allocating subsidies
to elderly tenants in need, and expanding
eligibility for share houses that sustain diverse
urban lifestyles.

As demographic transitions accelerate,
countries such as Japan confront heightened
challenges in addressing poverty and social
divides. Although safety remains paramount,
renewed attention is essential to harness the
constructive potential of subsistence tactics.
This is especially evident in today’s contexts,
characterized by the weakening of public
commitment and the ascendancy of neoliberal
influence, where older adults are increasingly at
risk of displacement. Policymakers and
planners are thus wurged to re-evaluate
informality and pursue concrete visions toward
more just and workable urban futures.
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Abstract

Care is instrumentally shaped by where and when it is situated. Through the close
reading of a care worker’s narrative, the paper explores the contextual care
practices and the emergence of situated care ethics in nighttime nursery settings.
Moral and emotional negotiations of what good care is are central to this process,
and the commitment to continue caring amidst ambivalence arises here. Care
workers attend to various interests and ideals for care in looking after children
outside the home at night, rather than prescribing what spatio-temporal

arrangements of care are better or worse.
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Introduction

Care is inextricably shaped by the place in
which it is generated and experienced (Milligan
and Wiles 2010). Extending this contribution
that geographers have made in the
interdisciplinary study of care, this paper
demonstrates how the ethics of care and its
enactment are also situated in particular spatial
and temporal contexts. The emergence of ethics
of care is contingent upon cultural environments
and historical trajectories (Raghuram 2016,
2019). When care takes place is essential to how
it is made sense of, especially in its moral
understanding. By  exploring  nighttime
nurseries in Japan and the cultural ambivalence
surrounding the practice of caring for children
outside the home at night, I delineate the
negotiation of various moral and spatio-

temporal ideals of what good care might be, that
is central in this context and the ensuing
emergence of situated care ethics. Nighttime
nurseries in this paper refer to nurseries open
beyond 8 pm that care for children whose
parents work at night.

In what follows, I first briefly trace the
feminist scholarship on the ethics of care and
denote its place-specificity that geographers
have called attention to. Then, the geohistories
of nighttime childcare in Japan and the
moralising discourse on this form of childcare
are outlined. The following part turns to an
analysis of a narrative by a care worker, to
explore the situated emergence of care ethics
specific to her practice and experience of caring
for children at night. It is essential to note that
this is not an exhaustive attempt at theorising the
care ethics of nighttime childcare, but rather an
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exploration of the situated emergence of the
ethics of care in this setting. I conclude the paper
by suggesting the significance and implications
of this exercise for care studies.

Situated ethics of care

Originating in Gilligan’s (1982: 74) seminal
psychological work In a Different Voice:
Psychological Theory  and Women s
Development, the ethic(s) of care ‘evolves
around a central insight, that self and other are
interdependent’. Standing in contrast to the
emphasis on independence and autonomy in
liberal ethics permeating second-wave feminist
arguments (Sevenhuijsen 1998: 37-38), the
feminist ethics of care conceptualises
individuals as ‘dependent upon one another for
their survival, development and social
functioning’ (Engster 2007: 7-8), contesting the
expectations of self-sufficiency (Held 2005), to
instead foreground human vulnerabilities and
conceive of a relational social ontology. While
the initial conception of the ethics of care
explicitly drew on women’s experiences, it has
been developed and advocated for as a feminist
practice rather than an exclusively feminine
morality. The feminist ethics of care advocates
for the centrality of care in public life, de-
gendering care as women’s work and morality
(Sevenhuijsen 1998; Tronto 1993, 2013).

Parvati Raghuram asserts that such a
dislocation of care ethics from women’s bodies
and experiences needs to be accompanied by a
further dislocation from the Global North
(2016) and ‘the normative white body through
which much care is theorised’ (2019: 629).
Geographers’ interest in differences across place
can contribute to the studies of care ethics by
spelling out the locational specificities of care
through a close attention to the geohistories of
care (Raghuram 2016). Care is ‘strongly based
in practice’ (Raghuram 2016: 512); hence care
ethics is ‘continuously being produced and
enacted through its located practices’ (525). Her
arguments highlight the universalising qualities

of the ethics of care and urge scholars to
critically reflect on how care ethics may arise
and take shape differently in different places.
This is particularly pivotal considering how the
theorisation of care ethics originates from the
Global North, the West, and white bodies, but
has been mobilised as universally applicable
and relevant, when in fact care is racialised, and
the world is racially unequal (Raghuram 2019:
630). Greenhough et al. (2023)’s call for a
scholarship on ‘cultures of care’ further
emphasises the variegation of care among
different groups. What is considered good care
is highly contingent, and they are also always
negotiated and changing, as ‘each culture of
care is a complex network through which care is
expressed, extended, audited and at times
undone’ (Greenhough et al. 2023: 6).

Geohistories of nighttime childcare in
Japan

The question of what constitutes good care
recurs in the narratives of care workers
providing care at night. The sociopolitical
histories of nighttime childcare in Japan
underlie this constant negotiation of care ideals
that characterises their work. From the 1950s to
the 70s, Japan experienced a period of high
economic growth, and the demand for infant
care and nighttime childcare surged as many
women started taking up paid work outside the
home (Nakata 1982: 21). The heightened
demand for nighttime childcare was largely met
by unregulated private childcare providers,
often called baby hotels. These baby hotels
came under public scrutiny in the 80s, when a
journalist covered the poor conditions in which
children were cared for (Domoto 1982), and
many injuries and accidents, some of which
were fatal, were reported at these facilities
(Asano 2019: 24-25). While this has prompted
governmental provisioning and licensing of
nighttime nurseries, much of nighttime
childcare needs remain fulfilled by private
providers (Ohe 2019).
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Ohe (2019, 2023) further suggests that the
ambivalence around leaving children away
from their family and home at night, and the
negative prejudices around parents who work
until late, are essentially discouraging public
provisioning ~ of  nighttime  childcare.
Furthermore, the unsubstantiated claim that
nighttime  childcare  adversely  impacts
children’s physical and cognitive development
remains an influential discourse in portraying
nighttime nurseries in a negative light.
Developmental psychologists have refuted
these claims by demonstrating that the length
and the nocturnal setting of childcare are not the
factors that determine children’s developmental
states, but rather the qualities of the home
environment in which they are cared for and the
parents’ lack of childcare support and
confidence that play a strong part (Anme and
Oh 2000; Anme et al. 2010). Hence, care
workers play a key role in providing daily
support to families by encouraging children’s
exposure to positive social interaction and
acting as counsellors that parents can consult
(Watanabe et al. 2010).

The geohistories of nighttime childcare in
Japan, particularly of its moralisation in popular,
public and scientific discourse over the past five
decades, signify the ambivalence and anxieties
surrounding the practice of caring for children
at nighttime nurseries. The negotiation of such
ambivalence is not incidental but central to the
experience and practice of care workers at the
nighttime nurseries [ visited. In the following
section, I analyse a narrative from an interview
with a care worker, Ajisai (pseudonym), to
examine the tensions she encounters in detail,
and how she navigates them and narrates this
process of navigation. Through this focused
analysis of Ajisai’s accounts, I attempt to
experimentally build care ethics back up rather
than drawing them down to this context
(Raghuram 2016: 524). My intent is not to
theorise the ethics of care of nighttime nurseries
in Japan, but rather to demonstrate how
geographers might carefully engage with a

specific care culture to explore the situated
emergence of care ethics.

Analysing Ajisai’s narrative

Ajisai is a lead care worker at Nursery E, a
licensed nighttime nursery in Kyoto, Japan,
open from 7 am to 10 pm, consisting of a
daytime class (until 7 pm) and a nighttime class
(until 10 pm). Children have dinner in the
nighttime class, and those staying after 8:30 pm
also sleep until 10 pm. Ajisai has worked at the
nursery for over thirty-five years and became
the lead care worker seven years ago. I met her
in February 2024 and interviewed her during my
fieldwork in Japan from September 2023 to
March 2024, where 1 visited 11 nurseries and
interviewed 41 parents and care workers. All
participants were interviewed in Japanese, and
the English translations of the interview
transcripts presented here are mine. The
interview with Ajisai took place in a small office
across from the nighttime class. It was past 5:30
pm, just before dinner time for children.

In the interview, I mentioned the negative
public opinion that I often hear regarding
nighttime childcare to ask what she thought. In
response, she described her experience of
suggesting to some parents to consider signing
up for the nighttime class, as she noticed they
were often late for the pick-up time at 7 pm.
Noting how parents often decidedly reject these
suggestions, she explained that she senses the
parents’ hesitance in depending on nighttime
childcare. While expressing her understanding
of such sentiments, Ajisai cautiously narrates
how nighttime childcare may be helpful:

Ajisai: But, um, you know, well... I think
that’s also a way to support the parents, um...
you know the children don’t have to eat
dinner at the nursery every day, but at times
when it's hard for the mother, when their
work overruns beyond 7 pm, they rush, they
rush for us, but you know you can’t be late
because the daytime class does end at 7 pm
Sieun: Right
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Ajisai: So then, if you were registered for the
nighttime class, for times when the mother is
busy, um, the children can eat at the nursery.
Then, well, after they eat they can go home
and have plenty of relaxed time to play
together, that’s a benefit of it, so then, um, for
that, um the mums, um, for when the mums
are busy or tired, it helps them, um, I think
they should use it whenever it’s hard for them,
and there’s lots of children in the nighttime
class! Yeah, and um, it’s not like they (the
children) are lonely

[...]

Ajisai: There are people who feel like that,
certainly

Sieun: Hmm, yes

Ajisai: You know they feel sorry for the kids?
Because it’s so late at night. But you know
about that, um, hmm, I think maybe I feel that
I want to cherish the mum’s job as well, and
um

Sieun: Right, I see

Ajisai: Yeah, yes, and, you know, um we, for
meals, uh, um, we have the meals, and um the
play times as well, we have that...yeah, we do
these things in a way you wouldn’t feel bad
for the children just because they stay here till
late.

In this narrative, Ajisai recognises and
negotiates the reluctance expressed by the
parents and in cultural discourse, around the fact
that children stay at the nursery until late. While
she demonstrates her sympathy and
understanding for such feelings and ideals
surrounding childcare and familyhood at night,
she simultaneously troubles the negative
assumptions of nighttime childcare, such as the
imagination that children are lonely while
waiting for their parents at night. She does so by
accounting for the ways nighttime nurseries can
support busy mothers and their relationship with
their children, by alleviating the time pressure
that permeates their family lives. She further
denotes her reassurance that children are not
lonely, or rather that she makes sure that they are
not lonely at the nursery, as they are with their
peers, and their dinners and play times are taken

care of attentively. Her narrative works to
delineate how the practice and experience of
nighttime childcare contests normative ideals of
good care that expect children to be home at
night, without dismissing the parental hesitance
fuelled by it.

While Ajisai’s narrative outlines how care
workers make the nursery a fun and caring space
at night, its narration as a defence against the
criticism of nighttime childcare delineates her
ambivalence. In our dialogue, Ajisai does not
dismiss the negative remarks made towards
nighttime childcare that I raise, and instead
further elicits the anxieties expressed by the
mothers and legitimatise them. She then
narrates a defence against the critique rather
than a dismissal of it by attending to these
emotions and describing alternative views on
how nighttime childcare may be helpful and
portraying the nighttime class as lively rather
than lonely. Earlier in the interview, Ajisai
explained that the care workers working during
the day now leave without saying goodbye to
their colleagues working at night. While they
used to announce their departure, this change
was made so that children do not feel left behind.
She expressed her intention to avoid the case
where some children become bothered that their
parents have not arrived yet. The care that she
pours into arranging the atmosphere of the
nighttime class in such ways further
demonstrates her worries around how the
nighttime class might be affecting the children,
and the power of normative ideals for children
to be at home at night.

Such ambivalence around nighttime
childcare is negotiated as Ajisai speaks. She
holds onto her worries towards nighttime
childcare and narrates her care for the mothers
and their jobs, as well as her efforts to provide
good care for the children at the nursery. Instead
of determining the right way to care for children,
and where children should be at night, she
continuously negotiates how to protect different
interests and understandings of good care
together. As Mol et al. (2010) compellingly
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assert, ‘[r]aising an argument about which good
is best “in general”, makes little sense. Instead,
care implies a negotiation about how different
goods might coexist in a given, specific, local
practice’ (13). Ajisai’s care demonstrated in and
practised through her narrative produces a
corresponding situated ethics of care that is
committed to continuously negotiate and care
for varying interests, expectations and
experiences of children and their parents
without prescribing what good care might be.
The normative diurnal ideals of childcare that
portray nighttime childcare in a negative light
are reworked through this attention to diverging
moralities of care and responding to care needs
with various physical, emotional, and discursive
care practices.

Conclusions

By attending to the place-specific histories
and scientific discourse surrounding nighttime
childcare in Japan, this paper has brought the
culturally specific moralisations of care to the
fore. Through this I have demonstrated the
importance of the temporalities of care in how
nighttime childcare is morally made sense of
and experienced. Care workers at nighttime
nurseries grapple with normative ideals of good
care, in response to popular anxiety surrounding
nighttime childcare, fuelled by historical stigma
associated with baby hotels and moralised
reluctance of caring for children outside the
home at night. Through the close reading of a
care worker’s narrative, I have explored the
contextual emergence of care ethics. The
navigation of ambivalence around nighttime
childcare is central to the practice of care
workers. The commitment to continue
negotiating different ideas around what good
care is, and the different interests of children
and parents were characteristic in the practice
and ethics of care at nighttime nurseries. Rather
than determining the correct and righteous way
to care, and prescribing such ideals to this
context, care workers physically, emotionally,

and discursively attend to the plurality of good
care in their setting. Through the detailed
analysis of one care workers’ narrative, the
paper responds to Raghuram’s (2016, 2019)
calls to account for the inductive
conceptualisation of care ethics at an
exploratory capacity. In doing so, the paper also
exemplifies how geographers may attend to the
spatial and temporal specificities in the
production of care practice thus ethics,
illuminating the moral and discursive work that
often underlie practices and experiences of care.
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Abstract

In Japan, local governments are developing systems for community-based
Japanese language education as part of social integration policies. However, about
40% of municipalities in Japan have not yet established community-based
Japanese classes. This paper presents action research conducted with the city of
Koga, a municipality engaged in building a multicultural society. It examines the
roles of community-based Japanese classes. Reinterpreting them as “hub” rather
than “third place” expands their potential to offer care and services that support
foreign residents in living true to themselves. As a result, such classes are seen to
function as important social infrastructure.
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1. Purpose

Since the late 1970s, local citizens in Japan
have been supporting the lives of foreign
residents through volunteer activities. One of
the most important places for this support is the
community-based Japanese language class. In
Japanese, the term i35 has two meanings: local
and community. In this paper, H3s H AZEH =
refers to Japanese language classes organized
and run by residents living in the community;
therefore, the term community is used. Led
mainly by local Japanese residents, these classes
provide a space where refugees and migrants
can learn Japanese, receive help with daily life,

and interact with others. This paper discusses
the theoretical foundation for understanding the
social role and function of these community-
based classes.

2. Background: Japan’s social
integration policy

Japan’s policy for accepting foreign residents
changed in 2018 with the release of the
“Comprehensive Measures for the Acceptance
and Coexistence of Foreign Nationals”
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(hereafter, the “Comprehensive Measures
2018”)!. This marked two important changes.
First, the national government started
providing  financial support to local
governments to help them build systems for
community-based Japanese language education.
In 2019, the national government launched the
“Project for the Promotion of Regional Japanese
Language Education Systems for the
Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign

Nationals” (hereafter, the “Promotion Project”)’.

The Promotion Project supports local
governments by  providing  funding,
encouraging the appointment of coordinators
with expertise in Japanese language education,
and recommending classes taught by trained
teachers. Because of this, community-based
Japanese language classes led by volunteers are
now being asked to reconsider their role and
meaning.

Second, the policy clearly stated that social
inclusion was one of its goals. Before the
Comprehensive Measures 2018, the focus was
on creating communities where foreign
residents could live more easily*. But the
Promotion Project makes it clear that foreign
residents are full members of Japanese society,
and that policies should be based on this idea of
inclusion®. As a result, Japan is now working to
build local Japanese language education
systems that focus on social inclusion,
especially by the effort of local governments.

1 Please refer to the website of the Immigration
Services Agency of Japan:
https://www.moj.go.jp/isa/support/coexistence/nyu
ukokukanriQ1 00140.html

2 Please refer to the website of the Agency for
Cultural Affairs:
https://www.bunka.go.jp/seisaku/kokugo nihongo/
kyoiku/chiikinihongokyoiku/

3. Problem: Low motivation among
local governments

The systems for regional Japanese language
education involve many actors, including the
national government, local governments, and
volunteers. If we consider the national
government as the macro level, local
governments as the meso level, and volunteers
as the micro level, we see different motivations.
The national government is motivated by
economic  development.  Volunteers are
motivated by an interest in international
exchange and a desire to contribute to society.
But many local governments are less motivated.
This is often because of the small number of
foreign residents in their area and the lack of
mayors who actively support multicultural
coexistence. For example, as of 2023, 38.9% of
local governments have not yet established
community-based Japanese classes®, although
this number is going down. Increasing the
motivation of local governments to support
these classes is an important issue, but it has not
yet been studied enough.

4. Discussion: Action research in Koga
City, Fukuoka Prefecture

4.1. Overview of Koga City and its
initiatives
Koga City is located in northern Kyushu,

between Kitakyushu and Fukuoka City. As of
March 2025, the city has about 59,000 people,

3 Please refer to page 2 of the 2006 Comprehensive
Measures for Foreign Residents as Members of
Society.
https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/seisaku/gaikokujin/honbu
n2.pdf

4  Please refer to the “Purpose of the Project” section
on the website provided in footnote 2.

5 Please refer to page 26 of the “Survey Results on the
Actual Situation of Japanese Language Education
(2023)”.
https://www.mext.go.jp/content/20241101-
mxt_chousa01-000038170_02.pdf
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including 1,300 foreign residents (about 2% of
the total). About 31% of the foreign residents
have “Technical Intern Training” visas, and
about 20% have “Specified Skilled Worker (i)”
visas. The city is known for its food processing
industry.

Koga city has already had a class under the
Board of Education since 2005, but that class
was like a regular school and did not involve
local residents.

In 2018, a new mayor took office and made a

strong commitment to multicultural coexistence.

In April 2020, the city government established a
new Multicultural Affairs Section as a
government unit within the municipal
administration. Since then, I have worked with
this section to start a new community-based
Japanese class. [ mainly served as a community-
based Japanese language education coordinator
in Fukuoka Prefecture, providing advice on the
operation of the new community-based
Japanese language class in Koga City.
According to our design, the new class was to
be led by local residents. In April 2022, the old
class merged into the new program.

4.2. Theoretical foundations of the
community-based Japanese class

When designing the class, at first, I used the
concept of the “third place” (Oldenburg, 1989)
to understand the Japanese class. Third place is
a comfortable place in the community that is not
home, work, or school, and where people can
make social connections. Oldenburg (1989)
listed eight features: (1) neutral ground, (2) a
place where everyone is equal, (3) focus on
conversation, (4) easy to access, (5) has regular
visitors, (6) low-key, (7) playful, and (8) a
second home. I thought that community-based
Japanese classes could have these features and
become places to build and rebuild social
relationships. 1 shared this idea with the
Multicultural Affairs Section, and it was
accepted.

But as the class continued, some problems
became clear, especially the low and decreasing
number of foreign participants. Third place
theory alone could not explain or solve this
problem. Therefore, I looked for another theory
and focused on the “hub” concept from
geography. I used two ideas from Kornatowski:
the “community hub” (2022) and the “solidarity
hub” (2024). Community hub is a place that
connects people to local resources and does
“assessment,” meaning it acts like a
consultation center. Solidarity hub is a place
where people who want to help others go to
show and build solidarity.

Based on these ideas, the Japanese class can
be seen as a place where local people who care
about foreigners gather (solidarity hub), and
also as a place where they talk, share concerns,
and connect foreigners with community support
(community hub). 1 focused on the idea of
“assessment” in the community hub model. In
the practice of community-based Japanese
language classes, “assessment” can be
considered in two stages. The first stage is to
understand the background of each foreign
participant: for example, their reasons for
coming to Japan, future aspirations, current
living conditions, previous experiences of
learning Japanese, and the difficulties they face
in daily life in Japan. The second stage is to
identify their specific needs: for instance, the
reasons they joined the class, what they hope to
gain from it, and what they wish to achieve in
their everyday lives. Based on such assessments,
it becomes possible to provide each participant
with the necessary information and to set
individual goals tailored to their needs.
Community-based Japanese language classes,
while serving as comfortable spaces for
interaction, also have the potential to function as
places where foreign participants can pursue
self-realization in their daily lives, grounded in
such assessments.
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5. Conclusion

In Koga City, local and foreign residents are
now interacting through one-on-one or small-
group activities that reflect the needs of the
foreign participants. As the coordinator of Koga
City’s Multicultural Coexistence Environment
Development Project, I provide advice and
suggestions for these practices. My research is
action research that engages with the field to
improve practices and contribute to the
realization of a better society. Therefore,
together with city officials, I will continue to
conduct action research through a cycle of “goal
and issue setting,” ‘“‘implementation,” and
“evaluation.” Based on this action research
cycle, I plan to develop a practical hub model
centered on “assessment.”

Finally, this paper connects these ideas to the
concept of “social infrastructure.” Since
Klinenberg (2018), social infrastructure has
become a popular way to think about places and
organizations that support social relationships.
Enneking et al. (2025) list seven types: (1)
public institutions, (2) commercial spaces, (3)
recreational facilities, (4) religious facilities, (5)
transportation, (6) digital infrastructure, and (7)
groups of people. One unique point is that they
include groups of people as part of social
infrastructure. Enneking et al. (2025) also argue
that social infrastructure does not only help
build social connections but also provide care,
services, and platforms for cooperation. These
functions match the activities of Japanese
classes. The ideas of community hub and
solidarity hub can help us study these functions
more deeply.

Latham and Layton (2019) suggest that
thinking in terms of infrastructure helps us see
the value of underappreciated public spaces and
systems. To “think infrastructurally” means
looking at how these spaces are made and used.
They also argue that successful social
infrastructure is not guaranteed. We must
carefully record and explain why and how it
works so that we can protect it. Since the

Promotion Project does not have stable funding,
it is important to share and study good examples
of Japanese classes as social infrastructure. This
will help continue and improve these important
programs.
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Rethinking from a More-than-Human Border

Ling-I CHU *

Abstract

While the Global North/South framework has replaced the West/East divide,
ideological struggles over competing utopias appear to have yielded to a shared
orientation toward development. Yet, as the South reinterprets its own conditions
and questions the Northern path, the East — marked by an alternative desire —
has subtly resurfaced. Rather than asking whether East Asia belongs to the Global
South or North, this paper addresses the issue differently by exploring how
alternative development might be possible in East Asia. Drawing on more-than-
human border thinking, I argue that the pursue of darkness opens space for inter-
Asian referencing and for reimagining development itself.
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Replacing the East-West with North—
South?

In 1980, the Brandt Line was first proposed
as a way to reframe the world into the Global
North and Global South (Brandt 1980). That
year, however, the world remained firmly
divided between East and West at the height of
the Cold War, a moment when few could have
imagined that such a geopolitical order would
shift so dramatically within the following
decade. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
globalization replaced the Cold War as the
dominant global framework in the 1990s, and
the  North-South  categories effectively
supplanted the earlier East—West divide. If the
East—-West divide represented an ideological
confrontation between rival blocs envisioning

competing utopias, the new globalized
framework reflects a singular consensus around
the pursuit of development. Development is
upheld as both a universal value and a
fundamental human right in globalized
discourse (Chant and Mcllwaine 2009; Dados
and Connell 2012; Gray and Gills 2016). The
categorization of North and South, as it purports,
simply reflects different moments within a
developmental continuum, indicating transitory
standings within a global scale of advancement.

Once situated within opposing Cold War
blocs, East Asia is now increasingly
interconnected through integration into a
globalized world. Since East Asia is no longer
divided along East-West blocs, the question
now becomes: in the current context of
globalization, should it be considered part of the

*  Assistant Professor, National Changhua University of Education. < lingichu@cc.ncue.edu.tw

ZOFEENEDY TA T4 T DBV AFR-JFEF] 4.0 B (CC BY-NC 4.0) 71V 2DE L CHAFHIN TV,

REEE L HIE BRI 2L 5T, JFER BANIRY. Bt B M THILHHRETH S,

This work is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

This material may be freely distributed, copied, and used for non-commercial purposes, provided that the original author and source are cited.


mailto:lingichu@cc.ncue.edu.tw

60 L-L. Chu

Global North or the Global South? This
question may involve issues ranging from
international power dynamics and regional
security (Buzan and Segal 1994; Goh 2007) to
the global division of labor and prospects for
democratization (Friedman 2019; Glassman
2018; Yeung 2010).

However, if we seriously adhere to
conventional North—South definitions, this
question becomes may turn out to be less
significant than it initially seems. Under this
framework, North and South are merely
categories along a single developmental
continuum, with each country positioned
somewhere along the spectrum. Moreover, such
classifications are provisional, what is
considered “South” today may be reclassified as
“North” tomorrow. The one-dimensional
North—South classification in this sense might
serve practical purposes, such as comparing
development levels, but it provides limited
insight into what East Asia is, what
development entails, and how development
takes shape within the region.

But can we really say that the divide between
the West and the East has truly vanished in the
tides of history? When the South begins to
realize that the path taken by the North, often
upheld as a set of universal norms, may not be
suitable for its own development, and thus seeks
to break away from dominant knowledge
frameworks, reassess its own conditions, and
explore alternative trajectories, this shift points
to the persistence of a hidden East—West
distinction (Dados and Connell 2012; Grovogu
2011). The seemingly unified consensus on
development may, in fact, obscure the power
relations embedded within it. In other words,
within the Global North—South framework there
lies the East—West divide. If this is the case, then
the question of whether one belongs to the
Global North or South becomes all the more
crucial, as it may reveal a deeper and enduring
colonial relationship between the West and the
rest.

Then, is East Asia, after all, part of the Global
North or the Global South? This paper
approaches the question from a different
perspective by tracing the East-West power
relations underlie the North—South framework.
We suggest that the more critical question to ask
is how those constructed as the “Other” by the
North or the West, whether designated as the
South or the East, might embody alternative
possibilities. Accordingly, the question may be
reframed as: How is an alternative beyond the
established framework possible in East Asia?

Wouldn’t East Asia, known for its
developmentalism, constitute an alternative
path to development distinct from that of the
Global North? Indeed, it may be an alternative
to the laissez-faire market economy represented
by the Washington Consensus — if such a thing
truly exists in reality (Amsden 2001; Wade
2010). Even so, when FEast Asian
developmentalism seeks to leapfrog and catch
up through state-led concentration of efforts, it
reveals their continued pursuit of Western
recognition and submission to global rankings,
implying that their path may be less “alternative”
than it seems (Woo-Cumings 1999).

Even more embarrassing is that we East
Asians are always at odds with one another.
There are lingering tensions between Koreans
and Japanese, constantly tries to outcompete
Korea, and China has strained relations with
many of its neighbors (Chu 2004; Er 2017,
Hwang 2003). Perhaps the underlying reason
for this discord is that we view each other
primarily as competitors in global rankings
(Cumings 1999). In doing so, we have
undermined the very basis for inter-Asian
referencing (Chen 2002).

Blue Tears at the border

Yet in certain contexts, glimmers of the
alternative do emerge. When the waves crash
against the shore, the sea’s abundant
bioluminescent plankton emit a faint, glowing
light. To romantic poets, these are the tears of
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the ocean. Blue Tears is a phenomenon that
occurs at the border.

With the arrival of the rainy season each April,
silicate sediments from exposed terrestrial
surfaces, which suggest patterns of large-scale
urbanization, are washed into rivers and
transported offshore. The influx of nutrients
triggers diatom blooms and leads to the rapid
proliferation of Noctiluca scintillans, a
bioluminescent plankton species that feeds on
the diatoms (Chiang and Tsai 2017).

While bioluminescence of this kind is not
uncommon, in highly urbanized areas severe
light pollution often renders it invisible. The
Matsu Islands are one of the few exceptions.
Although they belonging to Taiwan, the Matsu
Islands are situated just off the coast of Fuzhou,
a major metropolitan area in China. The islands’
long-standing role as a Cold War frontline has
kept them dark enough to witness the ephemeral
glow. With the rise of Blue Tears tourism, Matsu
has transformed from a militarized borderland
into a breathtaking wonderland.

In search of darkness

However, Blue Tears is not entirely a natural
phenomenon. It is, in fact, a byproduct of
development, reflecting human impact on the
environment. Furthermore, the Blue Tears
phenomenon has also sparked tourism-driven
competition between the islands, some
governed by Taiwan and others by China, subtly
reshaping cross-strait relations. One point of
consensus among these competitors is that light
pollution poses a serious threat to the visibility
of Blue Tears.

This is the broader context behind the dark
sky movement in Matsu. Creating a darker sky
requires rethinking and redesigning lighting
systems so that they operate more efficiently,
conserve energy, and minimize light pollution.
The pursuit of darkness is not only about
making the Blue Tears visible; along the way, it
also brings back starlight and contributes to the
creation of a more ecologically friendly

environment. More importantly, the movement
can be understood as part of a wider
transformation in everyday life, as it resonates
with emerging lifestyles such as slow food,
mindful consumption, and an appreciation for
quiet soundscapes (Lin 2020).

Cross-border connections provide crucial
support for this reorientation of local
development agendas. Among them, the
International Dark-Sky Association (IDA) plays
a key role by offering guidelines for improving
lighting environments and certifying exemplary
cases as International Dark Sky Places (Hunter,
2013). Advocates in Taiwan actively engage
with counterpart organizations in South Korea
and Japan through the network of dark-sky
communities. South Korea’s Yeongyang Firefly
Eco Park and Japan’s Iriomote-Ishigaki
National Park, the first two certified Dark Sky
Places in Asia, serve as important models for
learning and reference (Lin 2019; Lin and Liu
2020a, 2020b, 2020c).

This movement opened up new possibilities
for inter-Asian referencing, as it resonates with
certain forms of knowledge, affect, and memory
across FEast Asia. Whether placed on the
frontlines of the Cold War or incorporated into
the global division of labor through
developmentalism, the people of East Asia have
endured the logic of sacrificing the self for the
nation, of giving up the small parts for the
greater whole, in these contexts. The search for
dark skies evokes a renewed attentiveness to
one’s place and to the interdependence we share
with others in the world. It resists the logic of
sacrificing the homeland — soil, sea, and sky —
for the sake of national development. This
alternative form of bottom-up, cross-border
interaction can thus be seen as reclaiming a
basis for inter-Asian referencing, moving
beyond the colonial histories, national identities,
and economic comparisons that are deeply
intertwined in the region.
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Conclusion

Through the Blue Tears at the border and the
cross-border search for darkness, I explore how
alternative possibilities might take shape in East
Asia from three aspects:

First, this case underscores the possibility of
darkness as a form of development. It is neither
the territorial confrontation that marked the
Cold War nor a race among developmental
states to climb global rankings. Instead, the
pursuit of darkness, aligned with eco-friendly
and mindful ways of living, addresses the
wounds borne by East Asian peoples and opens
up possibilities for healing. In this sense,
darkness not only provides an alternative to
development but also enriches its meaning.

Second, reflection rarely arises without
cause; it is usually triggered in specific sites or
circumstances. Here, the encounter and
entanglement of silicates, rain, seawater, waves,
and plankton, together with urbanization, Cold
War legacies, and developmental aspirations,
coalesce into the phenomenon of Blue Tears,
which sparks such reflective moments. In turn,
Blue Tears also participate in the cross-border
exchange and learning inherent in the search for
darkness. 1 suggest that they not only lay a
more-than-human foundation for inter-Asian
referencing but also broaden our very
imagination of what referencing itself can be.

Finally, this case foregrounds the
geographical stakes of alternative development.
It does not suggest that East Asia has
transitioned into a post-development stage, nor
that the entire region shares identical conditions
for pursuing alternative pathways. Following
Mignolo’s (2000, 2011, 2012) notion of border
thinking, I stress the disjunction between
knowledge and geography. When prevailing
epistemic  frameworks cannot adequately
capture local experiences, the ensuing in-
betweenness, although unsettling, can open up
points of departure for actions that exceed
existing paradigms. Rather than slotting East
Asia into North—South or East-West schemas,

we should attend more closely to the knowledge,
affects, and memories circulating at the margins,
to those unruly geographies that remain
unconfined by such frameworks.
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Abstract

This paper examines the translation of geographical knowledge in Taiwan to show
how academic translation mediates local social changes. It highlights how
translation has always been undervalued despite its importance in laying research
and teaching foundation. Focusing on three key academic institutions, the study
details their translation efforts on spatial theory and how these were integrated
with broader activities such as social activism and community engagement.
Finally, the author reflects on how knowledge-peripheral countries, while
emulating advanced nations through translation, may still anchor knowledge
production in local contexts, thereby transforming the hegemony of English into

shared English commons.
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Introduction

Modernity, as a specific historical condition
and process of social development, is not only
characterized by the global expansion of
Western political and economic power, but also
reflected in translation practices shaped by
asymmetrical power relations. In East Asia,
both Japan and China experienced what Liu
(1995) terms “translated modernity,” which
indicates forced modernization and nation-
building under Western influence. Translation in
this context was a vital tool for introducing
foreign knowledge, given the intellectuals’

anxiety in national salvation and thought reform.

However, how translated foreign academic
literature truly works in fostering theoretical and
empirical innovation within local scholarly
communities is seldom examined. This
oversight highlights the marginalization of
academic translation in broader processes of
knowledge dissemination and innovation.
Although the importance of translated texts for
learning, teaching, and research is widely
recognized, translation continues to be regarded
as secondary to “original” scholarship—
although such originality itself is often rooted in
borrowed foreign theories and perspectives.
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This paper examines the translation of
geographical knowledge in Taiwan to make a
case on how academic translation mediates
comprehension, critique, and action. It first
highlights how translation has not only served
as a crucial channel for introducing Western
thought but also fostered intellectual innovation.
Despite this contribution, academic translation
is still regarded as secondary to original
scholarship, revealing an implicit hierarchy
between imitation and innovation.

The study then focuses on three key
institutions—the Department of Geography at
National Taiwan University (DG at NTU), the
Department of Geography at National Taiwan
Normal University (DG at NTNU), and the
Graduate Institute of Building and Planning at
National Taiwan University (GIBP at NTU)—
analyzing how they engage with translated
geographical and spatial theory to enrich
teaching, research, and social involvement.
Finally, this paper reflects on how academic
communities in knowledge-peripheral contexts
can move beyond imitation and dependency by
localizing and adapting Western knowledge,
thereby fostering more autonomous and
contextually grounded forms of knowledge
production and practice.

Important but marginalized academic
translations

Academic translation in postwar Taiwan can
generally be divided into two main categories:
government-sponsored and privately published
translations.

In terms of government support, Taiwan’s
National Institute for Compilation and
Translation (NICT) played a key role in
academic translation, producing major works of
global scholarship. For example, with the
support of the NICT, Professor Yi-Chung Hsueh
from the Department of Geography at Chinese
Culture University translated and published
Richard L. Morrill’s The Spatial Organization
of Society in 1985 (the original second edition

was published in 1974). And Professor Kuei-
Cheng Pan of the Department of Geography at
National Taiwan Normal University translated
Yi-Fu Tuan’s Space and Place: The Perspective
of Experience (originally published in 1977) in
1998.

In 1997, the National Science Council
(NSC)—the primary funding body for research
for universities in Taiwan—Ilaunched the
Translation and Annotation Program for
Classics in the Humanities and Social Sciences,
a dedicated initiative to support academic
translation. Under this program, Professor
Cheng-Chung Wu of the DG at NTNU received
funding to translate and publish Jane Jacobs’s
The Death and Life of Great American Cities in
2007 and Ebenezer Howard’s To-morrow: A
Peaceful Path to Real Reform in 2020.

Meanwhile, since the late 1980s, in response
to Taiwan’s increasing social openness and the
academic shift toward critical perspectives,
private publishers have invested heavily in
translating Western texts on humanities and
social science. These translations spanned
disciplines such as philosophy, history,
sociology, political science, and more (Wang
2005), though geography—especially human
geography—was notably absent, reflecting its
marginal academic status in Taiwan at the time.

In the early stages, many translations were
adapted from simplified Chinese editions
produced in China, which were then converted
and refined for local publication. As Taiwanese
scholars and graduate students gained expertise,
the amount of locally produced translations
witnessed a significant growth. The expansion
of higher education in the mid-1990s further
stimulated the academic translation market.
However, steady decrease in university students
coming along with demographic decline and the
rise of digital reading have also posed as a
counter-force that reduced the demand for
printed translations. This leads to the cutback in
the translation of large-scale series, even though
the number of translated academic works
continue to expand.
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Despite this growth, concerns persist.
Taiwan’s small domestic market has been
limiting publishers’ ability to sustain serious
academic translations. The massive influx of
low-priced translations from China moreover
aggravates competitive and cultural challenges,
while, on the contrary, Taiwanese publications
entering the Chinese market often face
censorship (Lai et al. 2015). The society’s lack
of recognition on translation poses yet an even
more fundamental problem. Academic faculties,
who are supposedly capable of the job, are
discouraged by the time-consuming nature of
translation and its low academic value in a
system prioritizing research output. For this,
calls have emerged for increased government
support to sustain quality translation works,
whether through funding, higher translation fees,
or formal academic recognition (Lai et al. 2015).

Furthermore, senior academics sometimes
advise junior scholars to avoid excessive
involvement in translation, warning that it may
overshadow their original research. Some
scholars may even dismiss translations as
inferior to source texts, reinforcing the
perception that translation is intellectually less
valuable. Ultimately, academic translation
occupies a paradoxical position: widely
acknowledged as important, yet consistently
marginalized. This is reflected in both its low
academic prestige and the rarity of translations
being treated as the subject of serious scholarly
study.

Translation for comprehension

In Taiwan, physical geography aligns closely
with natural sciences, whereas human
geography has remained marginal within the
humanities and social sciences (Wu et al., 2006).
Both were initially shaped by positivism. By the
1990s, amid Taiwan’s localization,
democratization, and academic critical turn,
perspectives like critical political economy,
cultural studies, and feminism began to
influence human geography. New methods such

as phenomenology and textual analysis emerged,
moving away from positivism. However, a
distinctly ~ critical orientation only fully
developed after 2000 (Wu et al., 2006).

The translation of  contemporary
geographical thoughts was essential in
facilitating this critical turn. Due to positivism’s
legacy and Taiwanese geography institutes’
limited training in epistemology, critical
theories like radical geography, feminism,
poststructuralism, and Foucauldian thoughts
often seemed inaccessible because of their
abstract language and unfamiliar styles. Given
this, faculty and students from the geography
departments of NTNU and NTU’s, as well as
NTU’s Graduate Institute of Building and
Planning (GIBP) embarked on the translation of
key works.

At NTU, Professor Lan-Hung Nora Chiang
led a project culminating in the 1996 publication
Contemporary Issues in Geographical Thought:
Selected Translations (thereafter Contemporary
Issues) (Chiang et al. 1996). The 1996 first
edition offered a traditional overview of
geographical thought, covering key paradigms,
debates, and geographic development in Europe
and North America. It included Holt-Jensen’s
(1988) introduction of Kuhn’s scientific
paradigms and the three major schools of
traditional, quantitative, and critical geography,
with an emphasis on humanistic and radical
perspectives.  Self-published by NTU’s
Geography Department, it adopted a historical
approach ~ while  acknowledging  post-
quantitative developments.

The 2000 second edition of Contemporary
Issues added articles on social and feminist
geography, reflecting both the editors’ interests
and Taiwanese scholarship’s critical turn, plus a
piece by Laurence J. C. Ma on humanistic
geography, postmodernism, and new regional
geography (Chiang et al. 2000). Published by
Tonsan, a respected social sciences publisher in
Taiwan, it marked a shift toward market-
oriented translation. The third edition (Chiang et
al. 2014) continued this trend, adding
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translations focused on East Asia—including
feminist geography in Taiwan and Hong Kong,
migrant women’s experiences in Hawaii, skilled
migration to Australia, and thematic
cartography. It also featured two original articles
by local scholars on migration studies and
tourism geography, bringing Asia-Pacific
studies and Taiwanese geographers to the front.

Given that NTNU was originally established
for the training of secondary teachers, education
remained its Geography Department’s focus. In
1992, notes on the history of geographical
thoughts from a lecture by Paul Claval, NTNU’s
visiting scholar at that time, were translated and
revised into a book: A History of Geographical
Thoughts (2003). The book traces geography
from ancient Greece to postmodern
developments, offering a cohesive narrative
unified by Claval’s perspective, unlike the
multi-author reader by NTU. The 2005 second
edition added chapters on globalization, GIS,
the cultural turn, and human geography’s future.
Later editions even appeared in China (2007,
2015) with minimal changes.

Also in 2005, Chih-hung Wang and
colleagues translated Richard Peet’s Modern
Geographical Thought (originally 1998),
focusing on post-quantitative human geography,
including  existentialism, = phenomenology,
radical Marxist geography, postmodernism, and
feminist geography. Peet’s leftist stance is
demonstrated by the book’s significant attention
on Marxist and critical political economy
perspectives.

Compared to earlier NTU and NTNU texts,
Peet’s work is more current and introduces
critical perspectives less familiar with the
contemporaneous Taiwanese society. Even with
the translation, readers still rely on instructors
for explanation, suggesting that language access
alone is insufficient; critical thinking requires
supportive teaching and research to integrate
critique with social practices. Such orientation
also aligns with the lead translator Wang’s
background at NTU’s GIBP, an interdisciplinary
center blending Western critical theory, social

critique, and practice. The next section

discusses GIBP’s translation efforts.

Translation for critique and social
action

Unlike other geography institutions in
Taiwan, the Graduate Institute of Building and
Planning (GIBP) at NTU was founded with
practical goals tied to national development. It
later evolved into a research and teaching
institute deeply engaged in local social practices,
civic struggles, as well as spatial planning and
design.

Concerning itself with Taiwan’s
democratization and localization progress,
GIBP emphasized not only planning expertise
but also critical social analysis, aiming to
address real-world issues and even facilitate
social changes. Unlike its fellow institutions on
spatial design and planning, which are more
technically oriented, GIBP focused on critical
theories in architecture, urban studies, and
spatial-societal relations. Professor Chu-Joe
Hsia, a UC Berkeley Ph.D., played a vital role
in shaping this approach, and for this he also
encouraged students to translate key theoretical
works. Their efforts were compiled into a
reader: Readings in Social Theories and the
Cultural Form of Space.

The first edition of Readings in Social
Theories and the Cultural Form of Space (Hsia,
1988) features 15 translated essays from
environmental ~ psychology,  architectural
criticism, urban studies, geography, intellectual
history, and semiotics by Allen Scott, Manuel
Castells, Michel Foucault, and others. In the
preface, Hsia (1988) explains that the book’s
purpose is to challenge the profession’s narrow
focus on technical skills and regulation norms
by introducing theoretical frameworks that
analyze space through historical and social
realities. He argues that Taiwan’s spatial
structure mirrors its position in global
capitalism and must be understood through its
economic, political, and cultural contexts.
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Without such critical insight, professionals
cannot effectively address spatial issues, not to
mention transform them.

Many of the essays in the 1988 reader
stemmed from Chu-Joe Hsia’s teaching and his
Berkeley training, exemplified by his 1987
dissertation titled as An Epistemological
Critique of Contemporary Aesthetic Theories on
Architecture: Towards a Social Theory on the
Cultural Form of Space. Hsia later translated his
dissertation into Chinese (Hsia 1992), and along
with the 1988 reader, it became a foundational
text for GIBP students and their access to the
then avant-garde theoretical discourses.

For instance, Hsia (1992) critically examined
theorists like Kevin Lynch, Christopher
Alexander, Manfredo Tafuri, Roland Barthes,
and the Althusserian School, analyzing how
they related spatial form to cultural and social
context. His critiques exposed the ideological
limits of humanist and poststructuralist
approaches—arguing that the former ignored
political-economic realities, while the latter
failed to confront state power or account for
collective agency.

Another example is Hsia’s introduction of
Manuel Castells. Castells was Hsia’s advisor at
Berkley, so his theories somewhat guided GIBP
faculty and students throughout the 1980s and
1990s. Castells’ concepts—such as urban social
movements, project identity, the space of flows,
and the local state as a critical arena for civic
action—had a profound influence on GIBP’s
involvement in participatory community
planning,  civic  protests,  preservation
movements, and the pursuit of a citizen-oriented
urban vision.

Castells’ influence did not end with his
translated essays in the 1988 reader though. At
the turn of the 2000s, Hsia spearheaded the
translation of The Information Age trilogy
(Castells, 1998, 2000, 2001, 2002). GIBP
students also contributed to the translation of
Castells’ writings afterwards, introducing
further discussion on the space of flows,
planning and social change, and urban sociology.

These translations were published in the
academic journal Cities and Design, edited by
Hsia, as well as in the Bulletin of the Graduate
Institute of Building and Planning.

In 1994, Readings in Social Theories and the
Cultural Form of Space was released in a
substantially revised edition (Hsia and Wang,
1994). This edition added key texts by Castells
and Foucault, as well as works on spatial theory
by Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, Pierre
Bourdieu, and Roland Barthes. It also included
three feminist-oriented essays on geography,
housing design, and urban studies, broadening
the range of critical perspectives.

Overall, GIBP’s academic translations at
NTU stand out in Taiwan for their scope and
depth. They encompass a wide array of
interdisciplinary fields, including architecture,
environmental  planning  and  design,
environmental psychology, geography, cultural
studies, and sociology. And, during this process,
they stick to the focus on critical theory and its
application on empirical research and social
practice.

Discussion and conclusion

Translation, including the translation of
geographical knowledge, is not merely a
conversion of words and meanings but
fundamentally a worlding process that demands
different worlds of life to understand, empathize
with, compete against, negotiate with, and
cooperate with one another. It is essentially
about how differences might coexist. The
implication of this paper should therefore not be
limited to academic translation alone; we should
remember that the social worlds the academia
depends on, investigates, and helps construct are
themselves translated through scholarly
practices.

However, given that the global academic
community remains entrenched in the
hegemony of the English language and Western-
dominated systems of knowledge production,
academic translation in knowledge-peripheral
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countries such as Taiwan operates within
asymmetrical  relationships ~ shaped by
postcolonial contexts. In response to this
situation, we propose two possible directions for
reflection and action.

First, to move beyond imitation and
dependency, local knowledge production must
ground the translation and appropriation of
Western knowledge in local experiences and
issues. This approach enables the development
of contextually rooted yet broadly relevant
concepts and theories. Translation, in this sense,
embodies a creative tension between mobility
and rootedness—the former is embodied by the
transgression of cultural boundaries while the
latter seeks anchorage in the local context.

Second, the role of English should be
reimagined. Ideally, it should function not as a
hegemonic language but a shared commons
accessible to all. This shift requires a serious re-
examination of power imbalances between
English and other languages, such as Chinese,
that reflect lingering imperial hierarchies. In this
context, sustained translation efforts are pivotal.
As translation concerns the profound
exploration of language selection, it 1is
indispensable for opening up a more equitable
space for knowledge exchange. In this way,
intellectual contributions may be preserved in
both local languages and English, while the
expanding body of English works from diverse
cultures serves as a shared resource—no less,
and no more.
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This paper addresses how Japanese geographers have read the works of 19th
German geographers: Carl Ritter and Ernst Kapp. While the main problem of
modern geography was understood as the environmentalism, especially the
opposition between ‘environmental determinism’ and ‘possibilism’, some
Japanese geographers proposed an alternative interpretation of the paradigm of
‘modern geography’ that addressed the spatial system and hierarchy and its

temporal processes.
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1. Introduction

Most geographers would think that
‘quantitative and theoretical revolution’
changed the paradigm of ‘classic modern
geography’ and that ‘New Geography’ was
established as ‘spatial science’ during the 1950s
(Cresswell 2024). We would understand that
this ‘New Geography’ was criticized by
Marxian or critical and humanist geographers
since the second half of the 1960s and the first
half of the 1970s, and fierce disputes among
them have led to the multiple paradigms in
‘contemporary geography’.

However, what is the paradigm of classic
modern geography begun in the 19™ century?
The conceptions of Alexander von Humboldt
(1769-1859), Carl Ritter (1779-1859), Friedrich
Ratzel (1844-1904), and Paul Vidal de la Blache
(1845-1918) have sometimes been understood

only in the context of ‘environmentalism’, that
is to say, the opposition between ‘determinism’
and ‘possibilism’, and the research of

‘Landschaft morphologie’ (landscape
morphology).
These understandings are not wrong.

However, these have been criticized and revised
by many geographers who belong to different
historical and geographical, or various cultural,
political, and social contexts. In Japan, there
were a lot of translations and investigations on
the plural histories of European geographical
thoughts since the Meiji Restoration. Japanese
modern academic geographies have been
established under the strong influence of
European geographies, in particular German
geography. Japanese geographers have made
these investigations crossing their own cultural,
social, and academic context. I think these
include the distinct and original interpretations
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on European geographies, but most of these
articles were written by Japanese. Language
barrier still prevents us from making the
circulation and crossing of different knowledges
and ideas.

In this paper, I present some interpretations
on the works of Carl Ritter and Ernst Kapp by
three Japanese geographers belonging to
different generations.

Firstly, Saburo Noma (1912-1991) was the
representative of the first generation of
researchers on the history of European
geographical thought. Noma (1963, 1979)
described the formation of modern German
geography from the beginning of the movement
of ‘Reine geographie’ (pure geography).

Secondly, Keiichi Takeuchi (1932-2005) was
engaged in social geography in Italian and
Mediterranean World, and he also wrote many
articles on the histories of geographical thoughts
from the perspective of the articulation between
academic and popular geographies. He was a
former chairperson of the IGU commission of
the history of geographical thought.

Finally, Tetsuya Hisatake (1947-2007) was
one of leading cultural geographers, who
researched the geographical and cartographical
knowledges of North American indigenous
people as well as the history of cultural
geography, in particular Carl O. Sauer and his
Berkeley School which was influenced by the
ideas of German thinkers: Johann Gottfried
Herder and Friedrich Ratzel.

2. Geographical science as spatial and
temporal relationships and processes:
The idea and method of ‘Modern
geography’ by C. Ritter

Noma (1963, 1979) and Takeuchi (1981)
reconsidered the concept of ‘Allgemeine
vergleichende  Geographie (general and
comparative geography)’ by Ritter. Noma
pointed out that Ritter deliberately used the term
of  ‘Geographischen = Wissenschaft’  to
distinguish his new concept of geography from

the old type of ‘Geographie’ that was presented
as random lists and miscellaneous descriptions
of geographical phenomena in places and areas.

According to Noma, the movement of ‘Reine
Geographie’ in the second half of the 18"
century had played an important role in making
this new Geographischen Wissenschaft. Before
this movement, the only raison d’étre of
geographical knowledge was useful for
monarch, politician, merchant, and so on.
Geography was a part of ‘Staatenkunde’ (the
state or the political discipline). In Staatenkunde,
a monarch assigned two elementary roles to
geographers: one was setting and resetting the
boundary among states; the other was collecting
basic information in his territory. The state
boundary had changed constantly due to war
and political marriages. But with Reine
Geographie, a new idea of boundary based on
natural or physical conditions was introduced
into geography to fix state boundary. Although
the concept of natural boundary was very simple,
it transformed the old ‘feudal geography’ into a
‘scientific discipline’. Farinelli (1983, 1989) has
a more radical way of thinking that Reine
Geographie was the emergency of ‘civil
(bourgeois) geography’ which tried to liberate

geographers  from the dominance of
cartographic reasoning.
What is the basic idea of Ritter’s

‘Geograhischen Wissenschaft’? Noma and
Takeuchi mentioned that Ritter did not consider
new geography as environmentalism and
teleological or mythical cosmology. Ritter
sought to study ‘geographical individuals’ and
their positions on the surface of the earth by
uncovering not only the general laws governing
natural forces, but also those governing
historical and cultural forces. Ritter designed
scientific research of the system or ‘Anordnung’
(ordering) of spatial relations at various scales
on the earth by the comparative and relational
approach: the reciprocal relationships from ‘das
Einzelne’ (Part) to ‘das Ganze’ (Whole) and
from Whole to Parts. Ritter considered that
these  complex  interrelationships  had
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hierarchical ones between part and whole in the
nesting spatial scales.

However, Ritter divided a continent into its
basic parts and structure by not economic,
cultural (ethnic) and political unit, but the
natural one. Can it be said that he did not hold
an environmental determinist perspective?
According to Takeuchi, although we may be
able to recognize the limitation of this concept
of regional division by natural elements, we
should remember that Ritter had always
criticized the subordination of geography to
‘Staatenkunde’. Takeuchi estimates that his
concept of regional unit was the basic method

that could exclude the influence of
Staatenkunde from his  Geographischen
Wissenschaft.

In fact, Ritter was also interested in the
change of traffic routes and means, and the
impacts of its historical development on the
relationships among the continents or places on
the Earth. Ritter thought that these relationships
never fixed permanently and always changed.
For example, he mentioned if the isthmus of
Suez or Panama was dug in the future, this
project could change the spatial relations in the
world and the position of Europa could become
more prominent, because Europa occupied
favorable position to connect with all other
regions in the world easily. Takeuchi thought
that the transformations of time-space relations
or the relativity of space-time were the main
topic in Ritter’s geography.

Ritter’s basic conception has been
misunderstood or disregarded due to his
difficult ideas and mistranslations. Takeuchi
pointed out Elisée Reclus, the French translator
of Ritter’s work, might not understand the
perspective of the complex interrelations
between Whole and Parts. Therefore, Takeuchi
evaluated that Reclus had trivialized the
conception of ‘rdumliche Anordnung’ by Ritter
to simple environmentalism.

3. The conception of cultural
geography by Ernst Kapp

Ernst Kapp may have been forgotten as a
geographer. In Japanese academic world in the
1950s, the work of Kapp was recognized as the
philosophy of modern technology, but any
Japanese philosophers did not take any notice of
the aspect of Kapp as a geographer. However,
Noma (1963) pointed out that the position of
Kapp was peripheral among Ritter’s successors,
but his work (1845) was very famous and
popular in his time, because it could connect the
ideas of Hegel and those of Ritter. Hisatake
(2000) also pointed out that it was in this book
that Kapp coined the term of ‘Culturgeographie’.

His book was constructed by three parts: Die
physische  geographie, Die  politische
geographie, and Die culturgeographie. While
the part of political geography made up more
than half of this work, the number of pages of
cultural geography was relatively small. Kapp’s
political geography was very known by
European intellectual. For example, he had
influenced the ideas of land power and sea
power by Carl Schmitt (1954). Claude Raffestin
(1995) regarded the work of Kapp as ‘missing
link’ between Ritter’s Erdkunde and Raztel’s
Politische geographie.

When the German revolution begun in 1848,
Kapp went into exile to the America continent.
This experience as an exile brought new ideas to
Kapp. He wrote second edition of his book
(1868) whose contents were rather different
from first one. According to Hisatake, while the
part of political geography of Kapp’s book was
strongly influenced by the world view of Hegel
or his philosophy of world history, the part of
cultural geography showed his position as
Hegel’s leftist group, including Karl Marx.
Hisatake (2000) thought that the ideological
position of Kapp was closer to Marx than Hegel.
His cultural geography was largely divided into
two parts: ‘Die Geographie der Raumcultur’
(geography of space-culture) and ‘Die
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geographie der Zeitcultur’ (geography of time-
culture).

In the part of space-culture Kapp (1845: 365,
translated by author) introduced the key concept
of ‘Arbeit’ (Labor) into cultural geography:

Die Arbeit ist die Seele der Cultur. Die Cultur
fiillt die Kluft zwischen Natur und Geist, sie
ist die ewige Briike zwischen der Materie und
den Gedanken. In der Cultur kommt durch
den Menschen die Natur zu sich, und erhélt
mittels seiner Thatigkeit und Arbeit ihre
Vollendung. Die Arbeit macht den Menschen
wahrhaft zum Herren der Wirklichkeit.

(Labor is the mind of culture. Culture fills the
gap between nature and mind, it is eternal
bridge between the material and the thought.
Nature becomes culture through human
being and is granted completeness by his
activity and labor. Labor makes men the true
master of reality.)

Hisatake considered that Kapp could overcome
a kind of idealism including Ritter’s thought and
re-interpret the traditional concept of landscape
by the concept of labor and property, and his
cultural geography tried to explore new
approach between human activity and natural
environment beyond idealism. However, Kapp
remained optimistic about the industrialization
of the world (Schultz 1996), and did not address
problems such as the alienation of labor that was
a unique issue to the modern world which Marx
discussed in the Capital.

In the part of time-culture, Kapp’s one of the
main concepts was ‘Die Verklarung der Natur
durch den Geist in der groBBtmoglichen Tilgung
der Raum= und Zeitspatien’ (the transfiguration
of nature by mind in the full annihilation of
space and time) (Kapp 1845: 31). While this
annihilation was achieved by various means
including machine (internal combustion engine,
telegraph, telephone), language and mind, Kapp
regarded mind as the most important means.
Hisatake thought that this problematic was
connected to ‘faux frais’ in distribution costs by

Marx and ‘time-space compression’ by David

Harvey (1989). It seems that Kapp developed
Ritter’s ideas of the relative space-time to
discuss the particular impulse of modermn
capitalist world. However, this problematic was
not necessarily taken over the works of
Friedrich Raztel who was interested in the
movements of ethnic and animal groups.

4. Concluding Remarks

Noma, Takeuchi and Hisatake tried to
provide an alternative way of reading about
Ritter and Kapp by reconsidering some central
concepts of modern geography which were
ignored by many geographers. They can bring
Ritter and Kapp to life as the predecessors of
contemporary geography. How can they do their
alternative reading of these classic works? In
addition to their deep knowledges and
understandings about European culture, history,
and society, the peripheral position and context
of Japanese geographers may enable them to
read these works in a way that is different from
the European tradition.
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Abstract

This article calls for critical attention to the role of language in knowledge
production for the advancement of geographical scholarship in East Asia. This
article reviews recent debates on the epistemology of geographical knowledge and
reflects on some issues that arise from the practice of translation in this discipline.
Geographical concepts are often translated and interpreted differently in different
linguistic and socio-spatial contexts, and how these concepts can be translated
between various contexts may be key to open up the possibilities of theorizing
from East Asia. In response to these debates, this article suggests alternative ways
of doing translation which underscore dialogues and mutual understanding.
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Introduction

In this article, my goal is to reflect on the
relevance of translation between languages to
knowledge production in geography'. I argue
that, instead of considering translation as a
unidirectional practice, it is important to
recognize translation as a multi-directional and
relational practice, which has the potential to
expand the possibilities for knowledge mobility
and for dialogues between different places.
Drawing on the experience of East Asian
geography, [ examine and reflect on some issues
that arise from translation in this discipline.

Then, in response to recent scholarly
discussions, I also suggest alternative ways of
doing translation which underscore dialogues
and mutual understanding. Translation as a
bridging means can help to connect concepts
from various contexts.

I became interested in this topic during a
research stay in Japan in 2023, where I explored
the multiple meanings embedded in
geographical concepts as well as the history of
Japanese geographical scholarship. I discovered
that Japanese geographers translated various
works from other languages to shape their own
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geographical writings from the late nineteenth
century onward. This period also witnessed a
broader movement of scientific knowledge in
all academic disciplines from the so-called
Western world, influencing not only intellectual
activities but also wider social transformations
in East Asia. Within this context, I focused on
the institutionalization of geography as an
academic discipline in East Asia and discovered
many intriguing aspects of how geographical
knowledge was translated. These findings led
me to reflect more deeply on questions of
translation, knowledge, and the identity of
geographers, recognizing translation as an
integral part of the process of producing
geographical knowledge.

Language in the epistemology of
geographical knowledge

Language translation has played a key role in
the history of modern geographical scholarship
in East Asia. The translation of geography
textbooks from foreign languages, beyond
merely English, facilitated the establishment
and growth of the discipline at modern
universities in the early twentieth century in
Taiwan (Chiang and Jou 2006), Korea (Baik
2006), and Japan (Yamada 2007). In Japan, for
example, different phases of geographical
scholarship were closely tied to the topics and
types of translated materials, as well as to the
motivations of the translators, many of whom
were geographers themselves 2. While this
historical  trajectory may suffer from
postcolonial critiques of academic imperialism,
East Asian geographers’ critical reflections on
so-called  “imported  scholarship”  have
alternatively pointed to an understanding of

An unpublished manuscript of journal-article length
entitled “Translating human geography into and
from Japan: Language, knowledge, and territory,”
elaborating on the role of translation in the five
phases of the trajectory of Japanese geography, is
available upon request from the author.

their self-representation and intertextuality
(Mori 2009; Shimazu et al. 2012). It can also be
suggested that translation remains a continuous
academic practice to present day. In Japan,
translation activities remain central to a
particular type of university course, that is the
reading classes devoted to the close reading of
significant or classical works, mainly in foreign
languages.

It is important to place an emphasis on the
critical role of language in mediating
geographical knowledge within specific socio-
spatial contexts. Critical debates in Anglophone
geography have problematized language. For
Blomley (2008), language serves as both a
medium of communication and a means of
thinking, and the issue of linguistic hegemony
in Anglophone geography is significant for
critical ~ geography  which  aspires to
intellectualism, solidarity, reflexivity, and the
analysis of power. As Robinson (2023)
discusses, the norms of which language to use
and where to publish research have long defined
what constitutes “international” knowledge,
limiting the scope for theoretical conversations.
The current knowledge production activities
prioritize the use of English. While reflections
on language and knowledge emerged earlier in
Latin America with the development of
decolonial approaches, as well as in the
Anglophone world, East Asian geography has
only recently begun to engage seriously with
these issues.

We must be beware of the problem of
linguistic privilege created by the global
dominance of English as the hegemonic
language of knowledge-related activities
(Miiller 2021; Ren 2022). English is not only
about grammar; it is also about language as a
social practice and a way of thinking that
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constitutes a body politics of knowledge. Recent
works problematize language as both a
navigator of possibilities and interactions (Ren
2022; Zhao 2020) and a manifestation of
hegemony and privilege (Miiller 2021). They
represent two interrelated approaches: the first
looks for ways to develop dialogues that are
concerned with comparative geographies; the
other is concerned with the location of the
discipline of geography as centered on so-called
the West, the Global North, the former colonial
powers, the English-speaking regions, etc.
Language shapes academic conventions in a
given place. Original research or intellectual
development in each place may be less known
outside that territory due to language barriers.

Knowledge is created as it circulates through
texts and ideas, which are modified and
reinterpreted through translation (Fall 2012).
Fall wrote about the works of Claude Raffestin,
a French-speaking geographer in Switzerland.
Fall discussed how and where Raffestin’s works
were written, thought about, used, ignored or
translated into many different languages,
including Japanese, but rarely English. Fall
emphasized the importance of paying attention
to the spaces and contexts of geographical
works, especially when drawing ideas from
foreign thinkers.

Translation of geographical concepts

Concepts in geographical knowledge are
being translated. Conventionally, translation is
understood as a process of merely seeking
equivalent meanings of words between source
and target languages (Figure 1). However, there
is a need to go beyond this conventional
understanding. Miiller (2007) highlights that
geographers frequently need to handle sources
and materials in foreign languages, urging us to
consider the politics of translation and the
agency of the translating geographers. This
critical awareness is also important when
examining the translation of geographical
concepts.

Geographical concepts are often translated
and interpreted differently in various socio-
spatial contexts. The concepts of territoriality
and territory, for example, have already been
defined and understood differently by
Anglophone and Francophone geographers
(Delaney 2005; Klauser 2012; Raffestin 1977,
1986; Sack 1986), not to mention how it is
decolonized in Latin America (Halvorsen 2019).
When East Asian geographers translated these
works into their respective languages (Raffestin
1996a [1977], 1996b [1986]; Delaney 2017
[2005]; Yamazaki 2022), they synthesized these
foreign works with their own regional
experiences and languages, which further led to
different conceptualizations in their academic
praxis.

Clarifying the meanings and contexts of the
concepts we use in academic discourse is
important for  advancing  geographical
explanations. Geographers in Asia have already
alerted us of the danger of overlooking the
differences in the meanings and contexts of the
concepts being translated (Gao and Cartier
2024; Raju 2004; Shin et al. 2016; Tang 2014,
2021; Zhao 2020). For instance, Tang (2014,
2021) criticizes the random appropriation and
indigenization of different concepts. Raju
(2004) also discussed the uncritical adoption of
Western categories in the context of India.

The concept in the source language is
influenced by the intellectual and socio-spatial
contexts from which it emerged. When
translating this concept into the target language,
many factors come into play (Figure 2). For
example, the translators’ identities, funding, and
the institutional setting of the translation project
are all influential factors. Translators may have
their own motivations and are sometimes
influenced by local politics because they often
seek knowledge relevant to their societies (for
example, Hsu 2020). The outcome of the
translation process affects research and teaching,
which may subsequently impact policy and
practice within the target society. For East Asian
geographers, this process has often been
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Figure 1: Conventional understanding of translation

Figure 2: Translation of concepts in geography

intellectual development

Through dialogues

Figure 3: Alternative translation and knowledge production
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unidirectional, from the source language to the
target language. This raises the question of
whether we can influence back the source
society.

Geographers have identified several issues
with translating geographical concepts.
Drawing on examples from political geography,
Sidaway et al. (2004) discussed two such
problems: mistranslation and misrecognition.
Mistranslation is simply using the wrong words.
Misrecognition occurs due to a lack of
awareness of historical specificity and
assumptions; concepts often carry specific
assumptions about the social order (Sidaway et
al. 2004). These two types of problems can also
be identified in other geography subdisciplines,
such as economic geography. Mizuoka (2019:
309) documents that critical concepts of space
were mistranslated and misrecognized in the
Japanese translation of an economic geography
textbook published in the late 1990s. Relating to
spatiality, the word “heterogeneity” was
mistranslated as “homogeneity.” However, the
more serious mistake is misrecognition. Marx’s
concept of “mode of production” was “dropped
entirely” because the translators, who were not
interested in critical geography, were unable to
recognize the concept.

Untranslatability can be considered the third
problem in translating geographical concepts
from the perspective of decolonial geography.
Although translation is  conventionally
understood as finding equivalents, some
concepts and ideas simply do not have
equivalents in other languages, and their
meanings cannot easily be captured in existing
knowledge typologies or categories (Jazeel
2016). Untranslatability also complicates the
circulation of concepts between English-,
French-, and German-speaking geographies
(Stock 2024). An academic concept may carry
complex, multi-faceted, and contextual
meanings (Shin et al. 2016). The scientific
literature has already discussed some examples
in Asian languages:

o “Development” in Southeast Asia (Rigg
2003): There is no universally accepted
language that conveys this concept. The
words and their meanings vary greatly
depending on the country’s history.

o “State,” “territory,” and “border” in Asia
(Sidaway et al. 2004): These terms were not
only contextual within the country’s history
but also relational, as they were connected to
other countries in the region, due to the
geopolitics and historical geography.

e “Race” in Japan (Takezawa 2015): This
study of Japanese geography textbooks from
the early Meiji period reveals how the
concept of “race” was introduced to Japan.
This only knowledge
activities, but also, in the more consequential
way, led to the problem of racial
discrimination in contemporary Japan.

e “Nature” in Asia (Droz et al. 2022): There is
a diversity of conceptualizations of “nature”
in East and Southeast Asia. Each language’s
conceptualization is linked to its particular
understanding of the relationship between
humans and the environment. However,
environmental reports and policies at the
global level ignore this knowledge and
assume a universal understanding of nature.

e “Shequ” (f£[X) in China (Gao and Cartier
2024): Rather than “community” or
“neighborhood,” “shequ’ should be used to
describe local areas in China since these
English words ignore the spatial and
administrative meanings of “shequ,” which
is part of China’s state administrative
hierarchy.

influenced not

Alternative translation in geography

Inspired by recent calls to decolonize and
decenter knowledge production (Shin 2021),
this final section proposes an alternative
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translation approach that emphasizes dialogues
and highlights the differences in concepts and
meanings between languages. This approach
echoes Zhao’s (2020) “translation turn,” which
proposes that, rather than seeking equivalence,
we should engage in dialogues that recognizes
and values the differences between languages.

Scholars influenced by the postcolonial
thought have advocated studying and theorizing
from the Global East and Asia, small cities, and
other research sites. As Ren (2022) suggests, the
most important thing is not to provide case
studies but to overcome the privilege of thinking
and speaking the language of theory.
Comparative research should demand more
translation, exchange, and collaboration. It is
important to understand how a concept
originating in a particular context is socially and
spatially situated. Through dialogues, mutual
understanding can be fostered, which advances
the innovative intellectual development about
categories or phenomena (Figure 3). For
example, Tang et al. (2024) innovatively applied
the philosophy of tongbian, a philosophy that
goes beyond dialectics to underscore non-
dualistic ceaseless interaction and continuity, to
show the limitations of Western literature in
addressing issues related to land, property, and
territory. As Tang et al. (2024: 8) suggest, their
theorization approach

upholds difference without alienation and
contests framings of conjunctural approach
as informed by the dialectic between the
general, assumed to be the North, to then pose
the particular-empirical cases in the South.

They aim to influence the dominant ways of
understanding these critical issues.

If geography recognizes the diversity of
landscapes and places around the world, then
we must also recognize the different words in
different languages and contexts that we use to
describe and explain these spatial phenomena.
The way we translate geographical knowledge
influences not only scientific communication

but also how we understand our societies and
intervene in various geographical issues.
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Abstract

This paper examines community-based multicultural initiatives in Ikuno Ward,
Osaka—1Japan’s most ethnically diverse urban area. Focusing on the activities of
IKUNO Multicultural Flat, it highlights locally funded programs supporting
children, youth, and adults with foreign backgrounds through education,
consultation, and community engagement. Despite the absence of government
funding, these initiatives foster inclusivity and cultural exchange while addressing
demographic and social challenges. The study suggests that such grassroots efforts
offer a viable model for multicultural coexistence in historically complex urban

communities.
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Ikuno Ward, located in Osaka City, has the
highest proportion of foreign residents among
all urban municipalities in Japan, with 22.5% of
its population holding foreign citizenship as of
March 2024. This equates to approximately one
in five residents. The ward is home to long-
established “oldcomer” communities—
primarily ethnic Koreans who migrated before
World War II—as well as an increasing number
of “newcomer” residents in recent years. In total,
individuals with roots in 79 different countries
reside in the area (Table 1).

Ikuno Ward also grapples with a range of
complex social issues, including rapid
population aging, a sharply declining birthrate,
a school assistance rate more than double the
national average (indicating relative poverty),
and school reorganization resulting from the

diminishing  student  population. = These
challenges position Ikuno as a community at the
forefront of issues related to multiculturalism,
multiethnicity, socioeconomic vulnerability, and
demographic decline.

Table 1: Comparison of the first three major
nationalities of foreign residents in Ikuno Ward
between 2025.3 and 2012 (Source: Residents’
registration record)

Rank 2025 Population 2012 Population
1 Korea 18,050 Korea 26,532
2n Vietnam 3,833 China 1,612
3 China 3,661 Vietnam 211
4 Nepal 1,586 Taiwan 130
5t Myanmar 645 Philippines 90

In response to these conditions, community-
driven initiatives have emerged to reimagine
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local community-building while preserving the
ward’s historical and cultural legacy. One
notable example is the work of the nonprofit
organization IKUNO Multicultural Flat. The
term fabunka in its name refers to
“multiculturalism,” reflecting its mission to
promote inclusive coexistence.

The selection of the site itself reflects the
symbolic and historical significance of the area
(Figure 1). According to Mr. Song Oh, the
director of IKUNO Multicultural Flat, the
decision to begin activities in this area was
deeply tied to its unique historical background.
The former Miyukimori Elementary School is
located in a district where many Zainichi
Koreans have long resided, including the well-
known Korea Town, making it a highly
symbolic location. From the perspective of the

Maps Data: Google, ©2025

South Korean government as well, this
neighborhood holds special meaning, and for
Zainichi Koreans it can be regarded as a kind of
“Mecca.” Considering the recent diversification
of lkuno Ward, this area is a particularly
appropriate place to serve as a hub for
multicultural coexistence. In this sense, the
historical presence and collective energy of the
Zainichi community became a driving force
behind the creation of IKUNO Multicultural
Flat. Its practices are therefore grounded in the
long-standing historical and cultural context of
this community.

As school closures and consolidations
progressed under the city’s reorganization plans,
IKUNO Multicultural Flat partnered with
Retown Co., Ltd., to repurpose the former
Miyukimori Elementary School site as a base

Figure 1: The location of Ikuno Tabunka Flat and its surroundings
(This map was delivered at the EARCAG Osaka Session on 15 February 2025)
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for multicultural engagement. Following a
successful public proposal, the organization
began managing the site in April 2022. In May
2023, the facility reopened as /[KUNO Park
(Figure 2).

Figure 2: IKUNO Park

It is important to note that this initiative
receives no direct financial support—not only
from Osaka City, but also from other public
entities such as Tkuno Ward, Osaka Prefecture,
or the national government. Instead, the
organization operates entirely on self-generated
funds. In addition to paying over 400,000 yen in
monthly rent for the use of the former school
building, the organization must also bear the
cost of utilities such as electricity and water.
Furthermore, a wide range of independently
operated programs require additional funding,
including personnel expenses necessary for the
planning and implementation of various
community-oriented initiatives. To sustain
operations under these financial constraints, the
classrooms of the former school have been
rented out to diverse tenants, thereby creating a
self-supporting model of revenue generation.

Currently, IKUNO Park hosts a diverse range
of tenants and organizations, including a café, a
cooking school, an Italian restaurant, a
tackwondo dojo, and a K-pop dance studio.
Each tenant contributes to the facility’s vibrant
and pluralistic atmosphere while pursuing their
own goals.

Beyond property management, [/KUNO
Multicultural Flat engages directly with local
residents through inclusive, needs-based
programs. As of January 2025, approximately
140 children and youth with muiticultural
backgrounds—many of whom face various
challenges—are registered in the organization’s
programs. Support is provided through
academic tutoring, consultations, and informal
interactions, with the aim of offering both
learning opportunities and a sense of belonging.

These young participants also engage in
experiential learning, encountering diverse
people and perspectives through a variety of
activities. For students living farther away,
online Japanese language instruction is
available. During weekends and school holidays,
the organization offers unique enrichment
experiences such as rice planting, camping, and
participation in university open-campus events.

Among its many programs, the “Children’s
Cafeteria” stands out. Operating twice weekly
on Fridays and Saturdays, these community
kitchens offer children not only nourishment but
also social connection. Children attend for
various reasons, including the opportunity to
share meals with peers.

For youth with foreign backgrounds, the
“empathy-seed” program promotes ethnic
identity development and peer connection.
Distinct from established Korean communities,
many of these young individuals are
geographically dispersed and have limited
opportunities to engage with peers who share
similar cultural backgrounds. The program
provides a platform where participants—
ranging from high school students to young
adults in their 30s—can engage in open
dialogue about their experiences of being
minorities in Japanese society. Through these
exchanges, they reflect on their own identities,
deepen their understanding of self, and foster a
sense of belonging. Notably, the program is
driven by the youth themselves, who
independently plan and organize events based
on their interests and concerns. Adult staff
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provide accompanying support through a non-
directive, empathetic approach, enabling
participants to take ownership of the process
while ensuring a supportive environment. In this
way, “empathy-seed” serves as both a site of
empowerment and a mechanism for nurturing
identity formation among young people with
multicultural roots.

For adults, IKUNO Multicultural Flat offers
training programs for those wishing to support
children’s education and Japanese language
acquisition. Participants include school teachers,
experienced volunteers, and newcomers to the
field. These programs foster mutual understanding
and knowledge-sharing among participants.

In addition, the organization convenes
roundtable discussions and seminars to share
insights and practical strategies for cultivating a
multicultural community. It also operates a
multilingual consultation desk staffed by
interpreters in Vietnamese, Chinese, and English,
as well as specialists such as school social workers,
certified social workers, and legal advisors.

A range of community development projects
further extend the organization’s reach. For
example, vegetables grown in the on-site
community garden are used in the children’s
cafeteria and sold to the on-site Italian restaurant,
fostering a local food circulation model. The
former elementary school library has been
transformed into a community library where
conversation is encouraged—a deliberate
departure from conventional “silent” library
norms, emphasizing human connection.

Collaborative efforts with diverse sectors
continue to expand. These include multilingual
storytelling sessions, child-friendly recreational
spaces, and annual events such as Crossing Fes,
where residents from different cultural
backgrounds perform music and dance. Another
signature event, the World Night Market, offers
cuisine from around the globe and serves as a
platform for aspiring food entrepreneurs. This
initiative is linked to a broader project

supporting food startups, with the goal of
revitalizing vacant housing in Ikuno through the
establishment of permanent restaurants.

In these ways, IKUNO Multicultural Flat is
collaboratively ~building what might be
described as a “fortress of coexistence”—a
community infrastructure that empowers
individuals to discover, express, and take pride
in their potential while fostering a peaceful and
inclusive urban environment.

To summarize, IKUNO Multicultural Flat
engages in a wide array of support activities:
creating safe spaces for children, offering
educational and language support, operating
multilingual consultation services, organizing
online Japanese classes, running community
kitchens, and empowering youth with foreign
roots.

These initiatives are not government-funded
but are sustained through independent financial
means. More than simply offering direct
“support” to children, youth, and adults with
foreign backgrounds, these programs contribute
to the cultivation of a community ethos that
values diversity and inclusivity. While questions
remain about their long-term sustainability due
to their non-governmental nature, such initiatives
have thus far proven to be effective responses to
the complex and contemporary challenges faced
by historically layered urban communities.

Indeed, the historical coexistence of ethnic
Koreans and Japanese residents in Ikuno has
fostered a local culture characterized by deep
interpersonal connections and mutual support.
This unique regional ethos has not only enabled
these grassroots efforts to flourish, but also
expanded the possibilities for achieving
multicultural coexistence. If such locally rooted
practices can serve as a model, the experience of
Ikuno may offer valuable insights for realizing
a multicultural society across Japan. As
evolving practices toward the realization of a
multicultural and inclusive society, their
potential continues to unfold.
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Abstract

In 2023, a Guandi Temple was established in Osaka, Japan, by new overseas
Chinese worshippers. The facility served as a site for religious practice for the
Chinese community, while also remaining accessible to the host society. This
study examined the relationship between the local communities and the temple
based on visitor trends. The survey indicated that, while the Chinese community
primarily visits the temple for worship, Japanese visitors utilize the temple in more
diverse ways. This suggests a non-Western understanding of “religion” one that
challenges the dichotomy of the religious-secular.
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1. Introduction

Economic and sociocultural activities of the
new overseas Chinese community have become
increasingly prevalent in Nishinari Ward, Osaka
City, Japan. As a part of their cultural expression,
they have established a facility for transnational
religious practices. This facility functions as an
open space, welcoming members of the host
community, without imposing restrictions on its
use. Consequently, it is being utilized in various
ways by both immigrants and members of the
host society. This study explores the potential of
this facility to foster new relationships between
the local community and recently arrived
overseas Chinese immigrants.

The decline in shopping arcades in this area
was pronounced from the 1990s to the 2000s.
Since 2013, new overseas Chinese immigrants
have started various businesses in this area,
including food and beverage businesses,
followed by lodging and real estate. This growth
has been driven by a network of individuals
from Fuqing City, Fujian Province, and
consequently, Chinese enterprises have
gradually begun to gain prominence. In 2017,
the Osaka China Chamber of Commerce (KBx
#EP4), hereinafter referred to as OCCC, was
founded by the Chinese immigrants engaged in
business in Nishinari Ward. In 2023, Chinese
immigrants constructed the Osaka Guandi
Temple (KPREAFER)', religious facility which
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is associated with Daoism, Buddhism. Lu (2018,
2019) and Wang (2019) have discussed the
trends of new overseas Chinese people in the
area. This study explored the relationship
between the local community and the facility by
examining visitor trends at Guandi Temple.

We analyzed visitor trends at Osaka Guandi
Temple based on the data recorded by Ms. A, a
Japanese staff member stationed at the temple
during the daytime. Her records include the
number of visitors and their characteristics,
organized by date. The data were aggregated
with the consent of Ms. A. Uncertainties or
missing details were confirmed through
interviews with Ms. A. The records used in this
survey were collected between February 2024
and January 2025. Records from January 2024
(when the temple opened) and from April to
May 2024 were unavailable and were therefore
excluded from the analysis. Based on these
records, visitors were classified according to
their country of origin, place of residence, sex,
and reasons for visiting. Any unclear
characteristics were marked as ‘“unknown.”
Among visitors who came to the temple
multiple times, those whose faces Ms. A were
classified as “regulars” while those she did not
recognize were classified as “irregulars.” It is
important to note that Ms. A collected these
records informally, and as previously mentioned,
some were incomplete. Therefore, the data used
in this study were not sufficiently rigorous.
However, we assessed that the records are
adequate for identifying visitor trends, making
them a potentially valuable resource for
understanding the cultural and social functions
of the Guandi Temple.

2. Constructing the Guandi Temple in
Nishinari Ward

In 2019, the OCCC planned to transform the
shopping arcade in Nishinari Ward into
Chinatown. However, the project faced
opposition from local residents and was further
hindered by the pandemic, ultimately causing it

to stall. Subsequently, the OCCC decided to
propose the construction of the Guandi Temple
a cultural facility that will still lacking in the
area. The project gained momentum due to
significant support. This support came in the
form of donations from OCCC members,
overseas Chinese people from various countries,
and members of the local Chinese community in
Nishinari, Japan. One member of the OCCC
donated a plot of land to the association, which
included a former shop’s warehouse in the
shopping arcade alley, with its structural
framework kept intact. The construction of
Guandi Temple began in 2023 on this land and
was completed in January 2024 (Figure 1). The
OCCC is responsible for managing temple
operations. Unlike the Chinatown Project, the
construction of the Guandi Temple was not
publicly promoted. Furthermore, the temple is
located in the back alley of the shopping arcade.
Without information boards, it is difficult to see
the temple while passing through the shopping
street (Figure 2). There were no significantly
opposing voices.

To clarify, the Guandi Temple is a place of
worship dedicated to “Guandi” (Bl %), also
known as “Guan Sheng Di Jun” (FEEFEE), a
deified form of “Guan Yu” (BF]), a general
from third-century China. Since Guan Yu is
worshiped in folk beliefs, Confucianism,
Buddhism, and Daoism, the temple is associated
with these beliefs and religions (Nikaido 2024).
Guandi temples are found not only in mainland
China, but also in Chinese communities around
the world. These temples serve several
functions for the Chinese people. First, Guandi
Temple is primarily known as a place to pray for
business  prosperity =~ and  harmonious
relationships. Second, they symbolize the
connection between Guandi temples worldwide
and mainland China. For example, through
mutual visits, the OCCC has strengthened its
relationship with the Xiezhou Guandi Temple,
an ancestral temple located in Xiezhou Town,
Yuncheng City, Shanxi Province, China, and



The Establishment of a Religious Facility by New Overseas Chinese in Osaka and Its Socio-Cultural Impact 93

Persatuan Kebudayaan Guan Gong Malaysia,
which means the Malaysia Guandi cultural
promotion center through mutual visits (Figure
3). As a result, Osaka Guandi Temple was
recognized as a hub for cultural exchange by the
ancestral temple. Additionally, the members of
the OCCC hoped to contribute to the
community through the temple in Nishinari
Ward.

Mr. L, who played a central role as a real
estate agent in the region and contributed
significantly to the establishment of the Guandi
Temple, first reflected on his activities in the
shopping district during a guest lecture (July
2023) at the authors’ university. He expressed
his intention to establish a mutually beneficial
relationship with Japanese store owners. He
believed that the revitalization the arcades by
attracting more customers would be a way of
giving back to the local community. Therefore,
he did not think that the shopping district
necessarily had to be called “Chinatown.” He
articulated his desire for shopping streets to
feature a diverse variety of dishes from various
countries. Ultimately, he expressed his
aspirations to attract tourists through Chinese
cuisine and to establish a venue where people
could experience different cultural practices,
such as Fujian tea. The method of serving Fujian
tea differs from that used for Japanese tea.

The Guandi Temple in Nishinari Ward has
unique features. In addition to Guan Sheng Di
Jun, Mazu (4%4H) and Manjusri (LA TE) are
also worshiped in the temple. Mazu is a deity
that originated in Fujian, China. In Daoism,
Mazu is the goddess of the sea and honored to
ensure a safe voyage. In the framework of
Mahayana Buddhism, Manjusri is regarded as
the bodhisattva of wisdom. It is uncommon for
these deities to be enshrined together in one
place. Many members of the OCCC originate

2 Collaborative Reference Database. 17 November

2023.

from Fujian Province, which explains their
worship of Guan Sheng Di Jun and Mazu, who
are deeply revered there. The birthday of Mazu
was also grandly celebrated at the Guandi
Temple (Figure 4). The inclusion of Manjusri in
their worship may also reflect the members'
desire for their children to succeed academically.
In Japan, Guandi Temples are not widely
acknowledged. At least seven Guandi Temples
have been identified in Japanz; however, these
figures are negligible when considering the
approximately 76,000 Buddhist temples and
84,000 shrines present across the nation
(Agency for Cultural Affairs, Government of
Japan 2024). This suggests that the recognition
of Guandi Temples was not widespread. Mazu
was widely accepted in early modern Japan,
with Mazu worship spreading to various regions
(Fujita 2021). However, its contemporary
influence is limited. Although the proverb
S ANINIESCFRDEE” (The wisdom of
Manjusri is found in the gathering of three. =
Two heads are better than one) is well-known in
Japan, it cannot be said that Manjusri is deeply
ingrained as an object of worship. Although
these objects of worship have historically been
transmitted to Japan, the facility, including its
architectural style, has not yet taken root.

3. Visitor trends at the Guandi Temple

This discussion analyzes the survey results of
visitors of the Osaka Guandi Temple. It is
important to note that all numerical values
presented in this section are cumulative totals.
Initially, 1,800 visits were recorded over a nine-
month aggregation period. Of them, 575
(31.9%) were repeat visitors. In terms of actual
numbers, there was an upward trend in the
number of visitors when observed on a monthly
basis during the specified reporting period
(Figure 5). An examination of visitor data

https://crd.ndl.go.jp/reference/entry/index.php?pag
e=ref view&id=1000340314 (last accessed 5 May
2025).
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Figure 1: Exterior of Guandi Temple in Nishinari Ward (Credit: Qian Yinshan)

Maps Data: Google, ©2025
Figure 2: Location of the Guandi Temple and its surroundings
(Revised version of the map delivered at EARCAG Osaka Session on 15 February 2025,
based on Google Maps)
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Figure 3: Visit of Persatuan Kebudayaan Guan Gong Malaysia to the Guandi Temple
(Credit: Ms. A)

Note: The dance depicted in this figure is the “Yangge dance”, a folk dance originating from Northeast China.
This performance took place at the rear of the Mazu palanquin procession (a type of deity sedan-chair
procession).

Figure 4: Parade celebrating Mazu’s Birthday in the shopping arcade
(Credit: Qian Yinshan, July 4, 2024)
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disaggregated by country or region revealed that
the number of visitors from Japan consistently
exceeded from other regions or countries.
Throughout the survey period, the total number
of visitors from Japan was 1,095, making it the
largest demographic group. The total number of
visitors in China was 568. Together, these two
countries accounted for more than 90% of the
total number of visits. In terms of gender
composition, a small majority of visits were
male (59.6%), whereas females represented
40.4%.

The category of “regulars” predominantly
consists of A’s acquaintances and friends (199
cases), karaoke izakaya mamas (145 cases), and
members of OCCC (99 cases). First, we
ascertain the precise nature of A’s acquaintances
and friends. Ms. A is a Japanese woman in her
seventies who communicates solely in Japanese.
She had previously worked as a manager
(mama) at karaoke izakayas located within the
shopping arcade. Several of her interpersonal
and personal relationships were also brought to
the Guandi Temple. Mr. B’s case was the most
notable. Mr. B, an acquaintance of Ms. A,
visited the temple more frequently than any
other individual. Among the regular visitors, Mr.
B, an acquaintance of Ms. A, was the most
frequent visitor. Of the 309 visits by Japanese
regulars, Mr. B accounted for 125. Mr. B, an
elderly individual residing close to the temple,
had prior acquaintances with Ms. A. Mr. B was
a regular patron of a karaoke izakaya located on
the arcade street. However, in June 2023, the
usual establishment was destroyed by a fire.
Subsequently, Mr. B began to visit the Guandi
Temple, where Ms. A was located. Other
patterns of visits by acquaintances and friends
of Ms. A, who are also regular, include coming
solely to see Ms. A and trying to spend time with
him before their favorite izakaya opens. It was

3 “Increased Inflow of Residents Revitalizes Osaka:

Exchange Hubs and Religious Facilities Continue to
Emerge.” The Mainichi Shimbun, 25 March 2025.

assumed that these visits were primarily aimed
at conversations with her.

Next, the term “izakaya mama” refers to the
managers of the karaoke izakayas run by the
Chinese immigrants, which are concentrated in
the arcade street near the Temple. Most of these
individuals were Chinese women who had
migrated to Japan from Fujian Province. Some
Chinese women working as “mamas”
frequently visited the temples. They did not visit
with the intention of talking to Ms. A, as the
Japanese did. A considerable proportion of the
constituents affiliated with the OCCC hail from
Fuging City, situated within the province of
Fujian. They sometimes visited Guandi Temple
for business, but primarily engaged in worship
activities.

With regard to “irregulars,” the predominant
rationale was “tourism, sightseeing, or worship”
(228 cases). However, there were also visits
from teachers, media personnel, and tourists.
Teachers went on field trips with high school
and university students to explore the
neighborhood. Media personnel conducted the
interviews, including those with free local
papers and major news organizations. The
former publication featured the temple on its
cover (see Figure 6) and included a four-page
feature article about the temple (Wakamatsu
2025), while the major news organization
introduced the temple as a religious facility
increasingly visited by foreigners in recent
years®. The facility was included in tourist tours
for Japanese visitors, and tour guides were
increasingly leading tourists.

The facility was incorporated into the
itinerary for Japanese tourists, with tour guides
accompanying the visitors. On another occasion,
a secular nonprofit organization based in the
region held a “Bon Dance” (Bon-Odori) at the
Guandi Temple, which is a unique religious

https://mainichi.jp/articles/20250325/ddm/003/040/
121000c (last accessed 9 June 2025).
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Prepared by the authors, based on Ms. A’s records.

Figure 5: Trends in the actual number of visitors by country/region

Figure 6: Free local monthly magazine featuring Guandi Temple on the cover
(Navi 212, courtesy of Nice Inc.)
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Figure 7: Scene of the Bon Dance at Guandi Temple (Credit: Ms. A, August 2, 2025)

event in Japan (Figure 7). The group, which
engages in  activities including the
dissemination of artistic pursuits and human
resource development, performed their newly
created Bon Dance at the site as an “offering” to
the deities.

4. Discussion and conclusion

A discernible trend of increasing visitor
numbers has been documented; however, the
persistence of this phenomenon remains unclear.
To ascertain whether this increase will persist, it
is necessary to review the data that extend
beyond the current aggregation period. It is
evident that Guandi Temple is progressively
garnering recognition as it has been integrated
into tourist itineraries and emerged as a local
area study visits. Moreover, the aggregated data
indicate that the number of Japanese visitors
exceeded that of Chinese visitors. The OCCC
had the option of exclusively restricting access
to the temple to Chinese individuals;
nevertheless, it opted to implement such
measures.

The motivations for visiting the temple varied
considerably between the Chinese and Japanese
regulars. For the Chinese regulars, the primary
motivation for visiting temples was worship.

Additionally, the temple functions as a symbol
of the maintenance and formation of identity
among new overseas Chinese people, as well as
a representation of the local community.
Conversely, Japanese regulars are
predominantly thought to visit for conversations
and interactions with Ms. A, in notable contrast
to other religious facilities frequented by
international migrants in Japan. The facility
demonstrated tolerance of other religious
practices, as evidenced by the example of Bon
Dance. Moreover, the presence of Japanese staff
members at the facility is considered significant
as it serves to reduce barriers for Japanese
visitors. In a manner consistent with the
perspective that many izakayas in this area are
regarded as third places (Molasky 2014), the
temple can also be regarded as a third place for
Japanese  regulars. The  demographic
composition of the area was originally
characterized by a significant proportion of
elderly single males. Whether or not this was
anticipated as a form of diverse and open
utilization aside, it can be evaluated positively
that the Guandi Temple is fulfilling its purpose
of ‘contributing to the community.” Guandi
Temple, which is open to these diverse uses,
should not be understood from the perspective
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of the Western dichotomy of religious-secular.
Rather, it can be considered as a place that
flexibly alters the way it operates between
immigrants and the host society. This study
underscores the non-Western dimensions of
transnational religion in China as seen in Japan.
However, what this study shows is merely a
trend observed within just one year of the
temple establishment. To elucidate the religious
and cultural positioning of the Guandi Temple,
it is imperative to conduct interviews with
visitors, gather data on the number of visitors
following the conclusion of this study, and
undertake more detailed investigations.

Acknowledgement

This study is based on a presentation given at
the 11" EARCAG. We would like to express our
gratitude to all those who collaborated in this
research. This work was supported by Grant-in-
Aid for Scientific Research (Grant Numbers
21K01906 and 23K20548) and JST SPRING
(Grant Number JPMJSP2139).

References

Agency for Cultural Affairs, Government of Japan
2024. Shukyo Nenkan (Religious Yearbook). (J)

Fuyjita, A. 2021. Mazu worship in East Asia and
funadama worship in Japan. Bulletin of the
National Museum of Japanese History 223: 97-
148. (JE)

Lu, L. 2018. Inner City ni okeru Newcomer to Toshi
Kuukan no Sai-keisei (Newcomers in the inner
city and the reformation of urban space). URP
Sentanteki Toshikennkyu Series 13: 54-60. (J)

Lu, L. 2019. Shin-Kakyo no Business Doukou to
Chiiki Community e no Hakyu Kouka: Karaoke
Izakaya, Minpaku, Fukushi Apart Keiei no Jittai
kara (Business trends of new ovrseas Chinese
and their impact on the local community:
Insights from karaoke izakayas, private lodging,
and welfare apartment management). URP
Sentanteki Toshikennkyu Series 17: 69-81. (J)

Molasky, M. 2014. Nihon no Izakaya Bunka:
Akachochin no Miryoku wo Saguru (Japanese
izakaya culture: Exploring fascination of red
lantern). Kobunsha Shinsho. (J)

Nikaido, Y. 2024. Chugoku no Shinko Sekai to
Dokyo: kami hotoke sennin (The religious
world and Daoism in China: Deities, Buddhas,
immortals). Yoshikawa kobunkan. (J)

Wakamatsu, T. 2025. Chiri: Kanteibyo
(Geography: The Guandi Temple). Navi 215:
2-5. https://nice.ne.jp/wp/wp-
content/uploads/2024/12/navi215.pdf (J)

Wang, J. 2019. Nishinari-Ku Shin-Imamiya-Eki
Nantou Chiiki ni okeru Karaoke Izakaya no
Gekizou to So no Chiriteki Tokushitsu:
Chuugokujin ni yoru Shoutengai-Nai de no
Fudousan Business no Tenkai (The explosive
increase of karaoke izakayas in the southeast
area of Shin-Imamiya station, Nishinari Ward,
and their geographical characteristics: The
development of real estate businesses by
Chinese within the shopping street). URP
Sentanteki Toshikennkyu Series 17: 51-68. (J)


https://nice.ne.jp/wp/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/navi215.pdf
https://nice.ne.jp/wp/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/navi215.pdf

100



Space, Society and Geographical Thought, 2025, No. 28
ZEfH A - HEREAR 28 B 2025 4F
ISSN: 1342-3282

General Contributions to the English Section

B TRANSLATION

Toshio MIZUUCHI (Translated by Maurice YIP) 103
Envisioning a Safety Net from the Community Level:
Insights from Homelessness Research

Il ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Eliot CONTI 111
Exploring the Perceptions of Newcomer Immigrants in the Japanese Inner City



102



Space, Society and Geographical Thought, 2025, No. 28, 103—110

Translation

2o AL - HEREAE 28 5 103-110E 2025 4
ISSN: 1342-3282

Envisioning a Safety Net from the Community Level:
Insights from Homelessness Research

Toshio MIZUUCHI !

(Translated by Maurice YIP ")

Editors’ note

This manuscript was originally published in
Japanese as a book chapter:
KPR 2024, HitgiN S —T 74 2y MR
BT —A— LV AREREORERNS —. 5
BT RIL - FHJEAF - /MRRD - FHOME - NRBE
Foiml i i 2 AR L, sz Al
60-70. H 5T

This translation was prepared by Maurice Yip
and reviewed by Toshio Mizuuchi.

1. Safety net research is extremely
policy-driven

I became aware of this issue in the 2000s.
Since then, my research themes have
consistently been related to the construction of
a safety net, and I would like to present a view
on this issue based on my own research
trajectory on this theme. The safety net is
extremely close to policy, and findings from a
purely high-level observer research stance are
not welcome in society if they diverge from
what is being sought. It requires a very close
relationship with the field, and because of this,
it also has a social implementation aspect that is
popular today. As a geographer, when I first

started to carry out the homeless survey in 1998,
which made me aware of the issue of safety net,
I felt that it had to be done in a very
interdisciplinary way to address it as a regional
issue.

To summarize briefly, regarding the social
implementation of safety nets for the homeless,
the emergence of the new category of “needy
persons” (4 & & 5 #) has replaced the
homeless as the main focus of policy. The
KAKEN research reflecting this change is now
clearly conducted by an interdisciplinary team.
The team consists of researchers from social
welfare, sociology, urban planning, and
architecture. These projects are indeed
concerned with the region, and I often use the
terms such as “city” and “region”, but in terms
of the safety net, what kind of practical
application of urban and regional studies has the
KAKEN research team come up with? In this
paper, [ would like to present the trajectory that
led to it, which can be seen as a collection of
good practices.
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2. The safety net-oriented research
began with a survey of the homeless

Let us go back 25 years in time. It all started
when Mayor ISOMURA Takafumi, who was a
professor in the Faculty of Business
Administration at Osaka City University before
becoming the mayor of Osaka. He instructed
Osaka City University to take the lead in
conducting a survey of the homeless. At that
time, the sociology and geography departments
of Osaka City University and the labor
economics and social welfare departments of
Osaka Prefecture University were the main
participants. There were very few studies in
sociology that dealt with the homeless, and
clarifying who the homeless people were was
the essential starting point for understanding
how to provide services to individuals. From the
perspective of labor economics, the problem of
homelessness was a problem of unemployment,
and the urgent task was to figure out how to
construct an unprecedented system for adjusting
the demand for labor in response to the ups and
downs of the economy. In addition, in the field
of social welfare studies, homelessness was
partly caused by the dysfunction of social
welfare, and the question was how to make it
work. From this perspective, these three
academic fields were able to get to the heart of
the problem because they were primarily
concerned with people. There was a lack of
prior research, and there were too many
unknowns, so there was a great need for good
practices that would lead to practical solutions.

However, the problem that geography faced
in relation to the homeless problem was to
provide knowledge on how to coordinate the use
of space and to provide basic data for consensus
building on the use of space (this is how I
understand it now). Many homeless people
spontaneously use and live in public spaces and
other people’s private spaces, and the issue was
more about “eviction” than about coordinating
the use of space. Many concerns were expressed,
especially by the graduate students who

attended. While the other three academic fields
were concerned with the structure of the system,
geography, by its very nature, is good at
observation, and we recognized that the
problem was to clarify where the homeless were.
Although people who could no longer live in the
region became homeless, and the problem of
homelessness is a problem of spaces related to
urban parks, underpasses, station buildings, and
riverbeds, there was no attempt to look at this
problem as a regional issue.

Research in an area where there are many
unknowns is required to find solutions and to
contribute to the smooth implementation of
policies based on the findings. This survey of
homeless people faced such a very practical
problem. At the time of the survey, around 2000,
I was not really aware of it, but the survey leader,
sociologist MORITA Yohji, was a researcher
with a strong awareness of this point, and there
was much to learn from his attitude. After that,
young researchers in sociology, labor
economics, social welfare studies, and
geography produced results and were able to
pursue careers as researchers, and it can be said
that this was the result of providing clues and
answers to the unknown things that were being
sought. Looking back on those days, I think that
the process and the results, including the various
heated discussions that sometimes turned into
arguments between the young graduate students
and the faculty members at that time, are worthy
of being called good practice.

3. Unknown research subjects are
worth dealing with

At the heart of this search for the unknown
was the need to clarify the role of work in
helping the homeless find employment. While it
was true that the majority of people lost their
homes and ended up on the streets after losing
their jobs, 70% of those living on the streets
earned an average of 30,000 yen. They were
found to be working in informal jobs, mainly
collecting scrap and recyclable materials, living
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in huts or tents they had built while working,
and leading a lifestyle that was equivalent to an
income of about 80,000 yen, as they had no rent
or utility bills to pay and spent about 50,000 yen.
In line with the findings of these surveys, the
central government (the then Ministry of Health
and Welfare) introduced its first homeless
policy in 1999, and local governments followed
suit in 2000. The surveys revealed a picture of
homeless people who worked, which was quite
different from the situation in Europe and
America, and the way to achieve the goal of
eliminating homelessness as society demanded
was to re-integrate them into the formal labor
market, rather than the informal one. With the
goal of moving into an apartment with a rental
contract that is tied to formal employment, this
was called “self-reliance through employment”,
and the new facility called the “Homeless Self-
reliance Support Center” was to be responsible
for helping people in their early 50s, who were
still in their prime, to return to the formal market.
With employment support provided by the
Hello Work employment agency, shared
accommodation with meals was provided. As a
result, around 40% of the people started out with
the goal of “self-reliance through employment”,
and around 40% of them achieved that goal in
the short term. For those who found it difficult
to return to the formal market with a focus on
employment, the route to “welfare
independence”, or becoming independent in an
apartment by receiving public assistance, was
explored while using the temporary shelters set
up in parks, or shelters that could be used for one
night or short-term stays. This route was
improved in the direction of elderly people
without an address receiving public assistance,
and in the early 2000s, so-called “home
protection” using public assistance housing
assistance in the community rapidly progressed.
Of course, the outreach work of private NPOs
also played a strong role. In Osaka City, housing
called “supportive houses” (so-called because
they were modeled on similar projects in the US)
were set up in converted simple lodgings, while

in the Tokyo metropolitan area and other areas,
NPOs operated free or low-cost lodgings (multi-
person lodgings based on the Social Welfare
Law) that functioned as housing by
guaranteeing temporary accommodation until
people could move into their own apartments.
We call this intermediate housing “transit
housing”. The path to “self-reliance through
work” and “self-reliance through welfare” - the
path to ending homelessness - has been opened
up through this intermediate housing.

The field of study has also shifted from
homeless people living in public spaces and
other outdoor living spaces to areas that offer
apartment living, and to the broader category of
precarious living as a resident. These
apartments are typically small, low-rent
dwellings in inner-city neighborhoods, and
research has shifted to the study of housing,
living arrangements, support systems, and work
styles in areas where the real estate market is
dominated by the use of underutilized resources
such as employee dormitories, in other words,
the safety nets of cities and regions. Of course,
even with the introduction of such safety nets,
there were various gradations of circumstances,
such as those who could not cope well with
them, those who moved back and forth between
sleeping outdoors and informal employment,
etc.

4. We focus on homeless self-reliance
support centers and free low-cost
accommodation

Research from the perspective of “transit
housing” in the context of supporting the
homeless was something new. Previously,
shelters were the main form of housing for the
homeless, but from the 1980s, temporary
shelters were set up in large cities for people to
spend the winter or the year-end and New Year
period. These included rehabilitation facilities
for unemployed people with injuries or illnesses
that could be used within public assistance
facilities, which could also be positioned as
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transit housing. However, in addition to these, in
the early 2000s, a series of homeless self-
reliance centers were established under the
jurisdiction of the government of designated
cities in large cities as a new measure dealing
with people living on the streets/homelessness.
The operation of most of these hastily-built
centers was taken on by a long-established
social welfare corporation in the industry that
operates the above-mentioned transit housing.
In addition, as an outreach to people living on
the streets, a system of mobile consultation was
also established. This combination of the center
and the mobile consultation room formed the
core of official homeless measures.

What was unique was the background of the
staff involved. As the operation of the interim
housing was developed on short notice, some
staff were seconded from the main corporation,
but the majority were recruited through job
postings at Hello Work and word of mouth.
They did not necessarily have welfare-related
qualifications. Therefore, the team was made up
of a diverse group of people with a variety of
career backgrounds who had entered the
“industry” through changing jobs, and who
were relatively strongly motivated to work on
improving the homeless problem.

The reason I continued to be involved with
self-reliance support centers was the aftercare
project started by Director YAMAMOTO of
“Oyodo”, a self-reliance support center. The
project was made possible through private
funding via an NPO with which the director was
involved. The project entailed helping the
former residents to find jobs and apartments to
live independently after leaving the center. The
apartments were conveniently located, had low
rent, and were close to places of employment,
and were scattered all over Osaka City and
beyond. When it comes to whether or not the
local community can support single men living
in apartments, the fact that they have lived there
for a short time means that their ties to the area
are weak, and in the absence of ties to their
families, the center becomes their lifeline. As

the center staff members take on the role of
family, and through repeated home visits and
safety checks, it becomes clear that the
unintentional monitoring of local real estate
agents and the presidents of small and medium-
sized companies also plays a significant role.

In addition, free or low-cost shelters
developed in metropolitan areas that were
institutionally ~ underutilized have been
discovered by NPOs as a way to house such
individuals. This is done by using public
housing subsidies as rent to help people get out
of homelessness. Rather than approaching it as
a “poverty business”, we obtained cooperation
from several NPOs to investigate how the transit
housing functions as a safety net. This involved
using idle former employee dormitories in local
regions to provide private rooms and meals in a
dining hall, with the goal of achieving
“employment self-reliance” and “welfare self-
reliance”. It became part of the support for
overcoming homelessness using  public
assistance, serving as either a final residence or
temporary transit housing. The passionate
commitment of the young staff, most of whom
had changed jobs, was truly impressive.

The significance of post-use local residence,
place, and regional built environment - such as
centers and accommodations - has grown
stronger as social infrastructure. From this
perspective, the work has become meaningful in
terms of social implementation in these regions.
In this way, since the late 2000s, homelessness
research has shifted from focusing on homeless
individuals living on the streets to studying
those who have lost their connection with a
home while residing in housing. This has led to
nationwide research on transit housing and
apartments.

5. What is the state of the safety net for
the homeless in East Asia?

In 2001, overseas research was started in East
Asia, in South Korea, Hong Kong and Taiwan,
with a survey of the homeless, and the reason
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why the research was continuously adopted was
due to the synergistic effect of the research in
Japan and East Asia, where the situation of the
homeless in Japan and the development of a
safety net for them were progressing in parallel. I
have written elsewhere about how I started to
work on the issue of homelessness in East Asia,
which was completely unrelated to the flow of
research in Japan (Mizuuchi 2017). I consciously
planned a survey that focused on location, built
environment, and regional relations. This
involved focusing on intermediate housing in
urban areas, such as shelters, homeless self-
reliance support centers, hostels, lodgings, and
simple lodging facilities. As this is a project
relatively new in terms of policy, it has also been
largely ignored by academia, and there is almost
no prior research, so we carried out a series of
joint surveys with translation.

Geerhardt KORNATOWSKI, who was a
research student who participated in the East
Asia survey from the beginning and ended up
writing his doctoral thesis on this theme, reflects
on the expansion of the survey to include the
region in a retrospective essay on his master’s
thesis, which dealt with homeless support in
Hong Kong:

From a geographical perspective, it is
inevitable that the commonalities of support
centers and services in inner cities stand out,
and it was clear that the relationship with the
unique housing and labor markets was
decisive, not just the geographical
convenience of the support services. For the
time being, in my master’s thesis, I focused
on the fact that support groups have a high
level of pride in the areas where they operate.
These groups can make use of the unique
characteristics of these areas in their support
activities. In conclusion, I stated that the high
motivation for providing support services and
the social identity that is based on the location
have formed another social movement.
(Kornatowski 2022: 117)

In his master’s thesis, he focused on the bases
of activities of homeless support groups from

this perspective and proposed the concept of
“place-based”. Furthermore, in his doctoral
thesis, he examined the popular urban theories
of the time, such as revanchist city and
gentrification, which were gaining popularity in
the radical geography community, and
examined whether they were applicable to Hong
Kong:

Although the poor housing and homelessness
issues and incidents of removing the homeless
from public spaces certainly fitted well, the
movement to strengthen support for the
homeless, including the injection of public
funds, the persistent support activities of NPOs
in inner city areas, and the construction of new
transit housing, called for a different theory.
(Kornatowski 2022: 118)

At the time, we were running a Global COE
program, and our goal was to pursue the
establishment of the “East Asian Inclusive City
Theory”. This was in line with the “Another
Approach to Inner City Regeneration through
Homeless Support in East Asia” project, which
was approved as a Grant-in-Aid for Scientific
Research (A) from 2010 to 2012. Here is the
outline of this project:

The recent ten years of new homeless support
initiatives in East Asia (Japan, Korea, Taiwan,
and Hong Kong) have given us an insight on
its achievements. Homeless support has
produced an alternative rehabilitation-based
regeneration model, in which energetic
NGOs have filled the gaps of residual welfare
and housing policy shortcomings. We have
analyzed projects on local safety-net
rebuilding and unique transitory housing
initiatives. These projects have added an
extra dimension of housing and job support
to the existing welfare schemes. By means of
organizing international workshops every
year, we have also formulated suggestions for
enhanced social policies.

It was truly a rebirth as a study of the concept
of a regional safety net.
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6. The nationalization of survey that
leads to a comprehensive safety net
concept has been conducted

In the East Asia survey, the focus shifted from
inner-city regeneration to urban theory in the
2010s. As an overseas research project, the
primary objective was not to implement social
measures to create safety nets in each region.
However, the Japanese survey was more about
tackling the unknown aspects of the homeless
problem than about pure research, and this led
to the clarification of policy issues and the
creation of a mechanism that mobilized and
motivated actors to tackle these issues.

Clarifying the importance of aftercare
became the most important issue for the
unknown. This is because it was related to how
successfully people who had left homelessness
could live in the region. In the 2000s, the
number of welfare recipients in Nishinari Ward,
Osaka City, who were the target of such
aftercare, increased dramatically. In 2005, we
conducted a survey of 1,249 people at the
request of the ward office. In 2006, we
conducted a nationwide survey of people who
had moved into apartment living through
homeless support groups across the country,
with the cooperation of 63 groups from as far
north as Asahikawa to as far south as Naha. This
“Another Homeless Survey”, which was
conducted as an alternative to the Ministry of
Health, Labour and Welfare’s nationwide survey,
was a groundbreaking survey in terms of
building a nationwide network for supporting
the homeless. It was commissioned directly by
a Democratic Party of Japan member of the
House of Councillors at the time. Firstly, during
the survey, we were able to work together with
well-known social activists from Nishinari,
Kamagasaki, San’ya, Shinjuku and Kitakyushu,
and through our visits to NPOs providing
support across the country, we were able to
create  opportunities to bring together
organizations that had previously been working
more or less independently. This meeting

between social activists and NPOs led to the
establishment of the “National Homeless
Support Network” in 2007, with OKUDA
Tomoshi of Kitakyushu at the center, and
directly led to the official establishment of the
NPO in 2008.

Coinciding with the time, the bankruptcy of
the Lehman Brothers and the subsequent
organization of the “Tent Village for Jobless
over the New Years Period”
(FE# U YR E #T), a tent village for newly
unemployed homeless individuals, marked the
beginning of a rapid development in research
and safety net policy formulation. In the midst
of Prime Minister KOIZUMI’s “trinity reforms”,
the safety net component, aside from the heavy
public assistance sector, began to be formalized
in the mid-2000s as being entrusted to private
NPOs. Following the “Tent Village”, it became
a natural course for private NPOs to take on
policies related to the last line of safety nets.

The “Cabinet Office Special Mission Team
for a Society that Includes Each and Every
Person”, which was established in January 2011
under the leadership of YUASA Makoto, who
was the leader of the “Tent Village”, combined
with the recovery from the Great East Japan
Earthquake that followed, decisively set the
trend towards social inclusion, with private
sector NPOs playing a leading role. In order to
do this, it is necessary for the private NPOs
themselves to clarify the actual situation and
initiatives on the front line, and the Ministry of
Health, Labour and Welfare has begun to
support surveys through a subsidy system called
the Social Welfare Promotion Project. The
aforementioned NPO National Homeless
Support Network was also commissioned a
survey project through a selection process and
has been conducting it continuously since 2010,
while 1 served as the head of its survey
committee.

The immediate goals were to formulate
emergency support for the precariously housed,
to promote residential welfare, and to establish
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personal support and accompaniment support to
provide concrete aftercare. As a result, the
support for the homeless, which had been called
“residual welfare”, was formally included in the
welfare system with the enactment of the Act for
Supporting the Self-Reliance of Persons in
Need in 2015. One of the free low-cost
accommodation facilities for the homeless,
which had been criticized for being a poverty
business, was rebranded as a social welfare
housing facility, and the personnel costs for
providing support were finally institutionalized
as daily life support housing facilities. In
addition, the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure,
Transport and Tourism has also promoted
housing welfare policies based on the
establishment of housing welfare corporations,
with the aim of evolving the Housing Safety Net
Act in the form of housing security for people
with special needs.

7. A safety net concept that is inclusive
and built from the region

As the author, I have referred to the last safety
net as the "basal safety net" that functions in any
region, and our research team has continued to
be involved in the establishment of this formal
welfare system. While repeating nationwide
surveys, I was able to gain the rare experience
of being involved in the process of enacting this
law. Thanks to this experience, a series of
Challenging Exploratory Research Projects
were adopted to contribute to the safety net
concept by tracking down the diverse groups of
people living in precarious conditions in the
region.

Figure 1: Schematic diagram of the community’s basic safety net
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Finally, using Figure 1, I would like to
explain how the topics of the Challenging
Exploratory Research Projects have been
involved in the safety net that is being
constructed from the region.

Items (1) to (5) in Figure 1 are research topics
for Challenging Exploratory Research, which
have been adopted every three years since 2010.
In contrast to the traditional safety net, which
has been covered by institutional welfare, the
basic safety net of the public assistance for the
self-reliance of the need persons has started to
function, particularly at the homeless self-
reliance support center, temporary living
support, and shelters. And from there, or directly
through the use of public assistance, many
needy persons have begun to live in the regions,
with free or low-cost accommodation and
welfare apartments being mediated by the social
real estate industry. The three themes of the
challenging exploratory research (1), (2), and

are precisely those that deal with such
themes, and in terms of the relationship with the
community, the small, low-rent housing became
“social housing” (which refers to housing that
utilizes public housing assistance in the form of
public assistance, as opposed to public housing).
The mechanism of revitalizing urban areas in
need from the viewpoint of residential welfare
began to work as a result of the accumulation of
these housing units. This was supported by
NPOs whose main purpose was to provide
residential welfare.

Recent research ((4) and (5)) has focused on
the way in which these dormitories function as
anon-policy, yet substantive safety net that does
not rely on private-sector systems, providing a
set of housing and work. The scope of research
is expanding to include dormitories for
temporary and contract employees, seasonal
workers, and even foreign nationals. In

particular, in terms of regional relations, the
survey makes visible what is difficult to see in
terms of regional concentration of dormitories
for employees and seasonal workers, and it is
also easy to see the areas where foreign
nationals live in concentrated numbers. Amidst
the declining population and the mismatch
between labor supply and demand, the need for
foreign nationals is increasing greatly. The
residential welfare safety net is essential as an
infrastructure that enables everyday coexistence
in the regions.
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Abstract

This paper examines how newcomer immigrants perceive and experience life in
Nishinari, a stigmatized inner-city neighborhood of Osaka, Japan. Based on two-
and-a-half years of fieldwork and interviews with 31 immigrant residents, it
proposes a typology of “perceptions of Nishinari” to capture the diverse and
complex ways in which immigrants understand their environment. Through these
grounded accounts, this paper reveals the dynamic and evolving interpretations
among immigrants in Japan’s marginalized urban spaces.
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Introduction

This paper is an adaptation of the fourth
chapter from the author’s master’s thesis
completed at Osaka City University (now,
Osaka Metropolitan University). Based on two-
and-a-half years of fieldwork and participant
observation in the impoverished inner-city

neighborhood of Nishinari in Osaka, Japan
between 2014 and 2017, this research seeks to
understand the significant increase of newcomer
immigrants  (hereafter referred to as
“immigrants” or “migrants”) ' living in the
target area > by delineating their migration
processes, networks, and varied relationships

*

with Japanese society. The findings presented
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The term “newcomer immigrants” refers to migrants, mostly from the Asia mainland and Southeast Asia, who
moved to Japan from the late 1980s onward. This term is used to distinguish between so-called Zainichi Koreans
and other non-Japanese who either moved or were forcibly relocated to Japan during its occupation of Asia prior
to and during the Second World War.

The field for this paper is defined as the northwest portion of Nishinari Ward, known in Japanese as 784k 7520
(Nishinari hokuseibu). This area is sociologically significant because it represents the largest hisabetsu buraku
(discriminated community) in Japan and played a large role in galvanizing the postwar Dowa Movement. While
Nishinari Ward writ large is also historically significant as a symbol of inner-city poverty in Japan, this research
focuses on the Nishinari area to better understand the transition away from a uniquely Japanese form of
discrimination to the more generalizable phenomenon of immigration, inner-city poverty, and stigmatization.
“Nishinari” and “the Nishinari area” are used interchangeably to refer to the field of research, while “Nishinari
Ward” is only used when referring to the larger surrounding area.
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here—namely, descriptions of the lived
experiences of 31 immigrants in the Nishinari
area gleaned from semi-structured
interviews3—represent an attempt to answer the
following research question: What are the
perceptions of immigrants living in a highly-
stigmatized part of the Japanese inner city, and
how does this inform our broader understanding
of the ways in which immigrants understand and
interface with the communities in which they
reside?

The lived experiences of immigrants in
Nishinari are inherently complex, diverse, and
dynamic. This dynamism is manifested in the
varied ways in which immigrants perceive and
describe their place of residence. As residents,
the immigrants’ diverse perceptions of the
Nishinari area (hereafter referred to as
“perceptions of Nishinari”*) provide valuable
insight for interpreting recent changes and
social trends in the area. While research on the
migration process and social capital seeks to
illuminate how immigrants come to make
Nishinari their home and the kinds of
relationships they form there, questions
concerning how these people perceive their
living environment and their experiences within
Japanese society are invariably more subjective.
The goal of this paper is to provide a framework
for the common “perceptions of Nishinari” by

interpreting the narratives of immigrant residents.

This paper will begin with an overview of the
prior research devoted to uncovering
immigrants’ perceptions of their environment.
Following that, I will introduce the concept of

Interviews were conducted in Japanese or English,
depending on which language the participant was
more comfortable using. In only one circumstance
was interpretation necessary (participant K3), in
which the participant used Korean, and a mutual
acquaintance translated into Japanese. Further, each
interview participant is assigned a code consisting
of a letter representing their nationality and a
number corresponding to the sequence of their
interview. For example, P2 designates the second
Filipino participant interviewed for this study.

the lifeworld and elucidate the “perceptions of
Nishinari,” the central theme of this research.
After identifying the factors contributing to the
framework, 1 will analyze the typology of the
“perceptions of Nishinari” through case studies.
Finally, this paper will conclude with a
discussion of cognitive variability, focusing on

how one’s “perception of Nishinari” can change
over time.

1. The perceptions of immigrants

Among the qualitative literature on
immigrants, the views and perspectives they
hold of their host societies is a central theme.
Indeed, this topic’s impact is far reaching,
stretching beyond the domain of sociology to a
wealth of other disciplines, from psychology
and anthropology to economics and political
science. For the purposes of this paper, I review
previous studies in the field of urban sociology
to better understand the influx of immigrants into
marginalized and impoverished neighborhoods.

In Japanese urban sociology, Hideo Aoki
(1993) views international migration as a re-
stratification of the urban underclass of the host
society. This argument focuses on the processes
of sending and receiving and offers a typology
of the position of foreign workers in the
Japanese labor market. In his delineation of the
stratification of workers, Aoki emphasizes both
the fluidity and the diversity of the lower urban
strata in Japanese society. However, as this
argument rests strongly on the historical
backdrop of the early 1990s, it reduces

“Perceptions of Nishinari” is used here to reflect the
Japanese term [ FEARHIXEL | |, which indicates
immigrants’ subjective interpretations of their
neighborhood, rather than objective assessments.
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foreigners residing in the areas studied to
merely manual laborers. As a result, the scope
of Aoki’s analysis is overly narrow when one
considers the current situation in which the
social status and occupations of foreign
residents have become highly differentiated.

Kahoruko  Yamamoto  (2000;  2010)
conducted similar work in Kotobukicho, a
yoseba, or district within a Japanese city where
day laborers congregate to find work, of
Yokohama city. Through her exploration of the
perspectives of manual laborers from Korea and
the Philippines residing in Kotobukicho,
Yamamoto found that these immigrants differ
from the Japanese residents in the area. That is,
contrary to the Japanese, who are subject to a
degree of exclusion from larger society and bear
an inferiority complex, the immigrants in
Kotobukicho see it as a place where they can
earn high wages and interact with their fellow
residents. Although an interesting and important
point,  Yamamoto’s  representation  of
immigrants assumed that they have maintained
the same, homegeneous perspectives since their
arrival in Japan.

In this respect, western urban sociology is
instructive. The study of urban migration has its
roots in the Chicago school of sociology (Park
and Burgess 1925; Zorbaugh 1929), and this
paper focuses on a theoretical shift that occurred
during the mid-1980s. It was at this time that the
traditional theoretical frameworks proposed by
the Chicago school (namely, assimilation,
multiculturalism, and ethnic enclave theory)
started receiving criticism for not reflecting
reality and being too ethnocentric (Zhou 1997).
Consequently, focus was placed on reexamining
the immigrants’ journey within their host
societies, and a richer understanding of the
immigrant experience in the United States—
namely, that wvariation exists within the

Jensen and Christensen (2012) and Biswas-Diener
and Diener (2001) also report similar findings from
different fields, the former in FEast Arlburg,
Denmark, and the latter in Kolkata, India.

immigrant community and they cannot be
expected to simply assimilate into the middle
class—took hold. The segmented assimilation
theory was the first to posit that immigrants,
especially second-generation and onward,
integrate into different segments of the host
society, leading to diverse social and economic
outcomes (Portes and Borocz 1989; Portes and
Zhou 1993), while also taking differences
within immigrants’ perspectives into account.
As Yamamoto (2000, 2010) analyzed in
Kotobukicho, newly arriving immigrants tend
to perceive and experience their place of
residence differently from general society. A
similar trend can be observed in large American
and European cities as well. From their research
in Miami and San Diego, Portes and Rumbaut
(2014: 178) point out that, contrary to their
predictions, and even though most immigrants
live in relatively poor areas, many of them think
positively of these areas’. These perceptions are
seen as the result of a combination of factors,
namely the living conditions and experiences in
their home countries and host societies.

More recent studies, however, have begun
exploring immigrants’ perceptions from the
approach of social psychology, focusing on the
link between place of residence and life chances,
experiences of discrimination, and stigma
(Broto et al. 2010). This has revealed more
varied  interpretations  of  immigrants’
perceptions of their place of residence and host
society, adding nuance to what was once
characterized as generally positive. Indeed,
when immigrants are unable to move to their
desired location due to economic exigencies,
many cases reveal that they go on to criticize
and discriminate against other residents (Smith
and Ley 2008; Wacquant et al. 2014). In sum,
while immigrants’ perceptions and experiences
of their place of residence necessarily and
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naturally differ from what is common in the
larger host society, we must also acknowledge
the internal gradations that exist among
immigrants themselves.

French sociologist Serge Paugam (2005)
argues that taking diversity into account is a
theoretical and analytical advancement. Indeed,
he posits that in order to understand the process
of poverty, it is necessary to simultaneously
consider the social representation of poverty and
the experiences of those identified as poor. In
doing so, it becomes clear that poverty has
different meanings depending on the level of
economic and industrial development of a
country or region, making it possible to analyze
the subjective aspects of poverty as well. This
study shares Paugam’s awareness of the
subjective nature and experience of poverty: to
fully understand the case of Nishinari and avoid
simplistic generalizations, it is necessary to
employ an analytical framework capable of
addressing the area’s extensive diversity.

2. From the “lifeworld” to “perceptions
of Nishinari”

The concept of the “lifeworld” has been
frequently used by social scientists in an attempt
to comprehensively understand the lives of their
subjects. Tomoko Fukuda (2012: 14), who
studied transnational networks of Pakistani
residents in Japan, summarizes the usage of this
analytical framework as follows:

The concept of the lifeworld has often been
used in Japanese migration research. It involves
a reconstruction of the subject’s reality through
participant observation, interviews, surveys of
living conditions, and especially life histories
and ethnography. (translated by the author)

It is important to note that the lifeworld does not
aim to represent reality itself, but the reality of
the parties concerned. Although the
methodological superiority of empiricism and
subjectivism has long been debated, the goal of
the lifeworld is not objectivity. Rather, it is

incumbent upon the researcher to be as aware as
possible of his or her own positionality, and to
describe and reconstruct in concrete terms how
the participant’s habits and behaviors are
subjectively conceived and expressed (Frick
2011).

By focusing on the participant’s daily
practices and the diversity within them, the
lifeworld is informative when examining the
relationship between social structure and the
individual. As Ijichi (2000) explains from her
fieldwork on Jeju Island, the study of the
lifeworld cannot be constructed from the
traditional dichotomy of structuralism and
individual agency, but must recognize the give-
and-take between the two. No matter how much
an individual is constrained within a given
social structure, there is always room for
improvisation and negotiation to emerge.

It is in this vein that the concept of the
lifeworld informs our understanding of
Nishinari. As  mentioned above, the
“perceptions of Nishinari” that this paper aims
to uncover necessarily reflect the participants’
lifeworlds. As will be detailed in the next
section, the “perception of Nishinari” is the
subjective interpretation by each participant of
the place in which he/she lives, and I will
analyze the specific factors and process of its
formation. Given such conceptual complexity, a
comprehensive description of the lifeworld—
made up of everyday practices, such as customs,
values, backgrounds, cultural practices
considered traditional, improvisation, social
structures, and more (Ijichi 2000)—falls beyond
the scope of this paper. As such, the “perception
of Nishinari” is a thread that runs through the
lifeworld of immigrants, but is not equal to it.

Nevertheless, the sociological significance of
elucidating the “perceptions of Nishinari” can
be summarized in the following two points.
Firstly, even if the level of analysis does not
reach that of the lifeworld, it is still possible to
reconstruct the “perceptions of Nishinari” from
the participants’ narratives. These perspectives,
inherently subjective, are rooted in deep and
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meaningful personal experiences. Above mere
observations of whether Nishinari is good place
to live or not, objections to Japanese society,
complex attitudes toward experiences of
discrimination, and contradictory statements
emerge through this form of expression,
providing valuable data for interpreting the
relationship between social structures and the
individual.

The second point of sociological significance
is its contribution as a case study. The
immigrants living in the Nishinari area represent
a growing population of subalterns in Japan’s
“stigmatized inner-city,” and their
understanding of social status and perceptions
of their situation provide a unique case study
that informs urban sociology, immigration
studies, and Buraku studies. As outlined in the
previous section, the accumulation of research
focusing on the perceptions held by immigrants
in recent years has forced researchers to
acknowledge the diversity that exists within
those views, making it difficult to advance
theory beyond descriptive observation. In this
paper, 1 posit four types of “perceptions of
Nishinari,” keeping in mind the improvisational
and variable nature of the participants
emphasized in the lifeworld framework. Of the
four types presented here, some have been
observed in other fields, while others have yet
to be outlined in detail. Moreover, by examining
the process by which immigrants’ perceptions
are formed, it is possible to draw connections
between the Nishinari area and other
marginalized inner-city neighborhoods studied
around the world.

3. The formation process

Portes and Rumbaut (2014) point out that not
only do the attitudes and perceptions
immigrants hold differ according to their place
of residence and host society, but that significant
variation can be also observed within the same
immigrant communities. Based on findings
from previous studies which posit that

immigrants’ subjective perceptions are mainly
shaped by various social and economic factors
in their home and host societies, in this section,
I will examine the factors at play in forming
participants’ “perceptions of Nishinari.”

The conditions in migrants’ home countries
provide a useful starting point. The culture and
social norms, level of economic development,
standard of living, and native language of
immigrants living in Nishinari are all
determined by their country or region of origin,
and it is important to note that this directly
impacts their subjective perceptions. As such, it
can be said that the cultural and socioeconomic
conditions of the home country shape
immigrants’ habitus and form the basis of their
worldview prior to migration (Bourdieu 1972;
Broto et al. 2010). After leaving their home
country and moving abroad, immigrants
compare and judge their destination against
standards and expectations formed in their
home country, at least initially. Merton (1957)
investigated the same phenomenon through the
concept of relative deprivation. That is, whether
one is satisfied or dissatisfied with their
circumstances is determined not by absolute
conditions, but by the relative standards each
individual adopts (Merton 1957; Pettigrew et al.
2008). This explains why immigrants tend to
have different perceptions from those of the
general society in their host country; a
phenomenon which can also be observed in
Nishinari.

The level of economic development in an
immigrant’s country of origin and their social
status within it are important factors informing
their “perception of Nishinari.” More
specifically, whether the participant came from
a developed society or a developing country,
and whether their background was middle-class
or working-class, are all meaningful factors
influencing their interpretation of Nishinari. In
some cases, circumstances in the home country
are directly connected to the migrant’s purpose
for migrating to Japan. For example,
participants N1 and N2, both of whom were
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born in northern Nigeria, fled to Japan to escape
persecution by Boko Haram. The Koreans
interviewed for this study came to Japan
through a network of compatriots that directly
tied their place of birth to the Nishinari area. In
all cases, however, the criteria immigrants adopt
for evaluating their place of residence vary
depending on their motivations for migration
and expectations when moving to Japan, and
these differences are ultimately reflected in the
“perceptions of Nishinari.”

Another determining factor in the foundation
of the “perceptions of Nishinari” is the
migration pattern, specifically, whether they
moved to Japan by choice or not. Of the
participants who had no say in the decision,
many began living in Nishinari immediately
upon arriving in Japan. For them, their new
neighborhood came to represent all of Osaka
city and, by extension, Japanese society as a
whole.

P2: “(Before coming to Japan,) I knew almost
nothing about this country and had no
expectations in particular. I only came here
because my mother told me to... When I first
came to Nishinari, of course I was very happy
because it is totally different from the
Philippines. You know, the city is clean, there
are no cockroaches or rats. I liked it because I
could go anywhere by bicycle. And I liked the
Japanese baths (ofuro) right from the start.”

This account can be considered representative
of the experience of those who moved to the
area with no other recourse. This group of
immigrants, who moved into the Nishinari area
without any awareness of its relative social
status, invariably evaluate their new life based
on standards inculcated in their home countries.
For those like participant 11, an Indonesian
immigrant who has only lived in the Nishinari
area and explains that he “fell in love with Japan
because of its food and the warmth of the
people,” Nishinari serves as the benchmark for
Japanese society. However, as their stay in
Japan grows longer and they gain a deeper
understanding of the area in which they live

within larger Japanese society, their criteria
change, and with it, their “perception of
Nishinari” changes as well.

Conversely, most immigrants who chose to
move to Japan lived in other regions of the
country or parts of Osaka for some time—and
therefore developed, to varying degrees, an
understanding of Japanese society and the
stigma associated with Nishinari—prior to
moving in. Indeed, exposure to negative
comments about their choice of residence, such
as “Nishinari is scary” or “overrun by homeless
people,” or through the process of visiting the
area themselves, they begin to form the basis of
their “perception of Nishinari” in advance.
Given that they decided to live in Nishinari
despite the existence of these negative biases
and other available options, we can assume that
the area met their standards in one way or
another, even if it was not ideal. In other words,
the immigrants who make a rational decision to
move into Nishinari do so with prior knowledge
and set of expectations that make them less
likely to be surprised by their area of residence
than members of the previously discussed group.
Moreover, if these immigrants find life in
Nishinari to not match with the discriminatory
rhetoric they faced prior to moving in, they feel
further justified in their choice of residence.

In addition to factors relating to the home
country, the immigrants’ lived experiences in
Japanese society also influence the “perceptions
of Nishinari.” Broadly speaking, immigrants’
relationship with Japanese society and means of
accumulating social capital are largely
determined by their Japanese language skills
and access to compatriot networks. In general,
the more an immigrant personally associates
with Japanese people, the more likely he or she
is to become aware of public perception of the
Nishinari area, which in turn impacts their
“perception of Nishinari.” When immigrants
who previously held a favorable impression of
their neighborhood are told of the “dirty and
dangerous Nishinari,” a cognitive dissonance
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occurs, causing some people to change their
views, others to become conflicted.

That being said, there are situations in which
immigrants are made aware of the status of
Nishinari even without forging strong bonds
with Japanese society. For example, K1, a
Korean woman, first learned of Nishinari
discrimination by interacting with a cab driver
who was reluctant to let her ride when she
shared her destination. Of the participants
interviewed for this study, K1 thinks more
positively of the Nishinari area than most, yet
even she admits that this experience—a
symptom of territorial stigma—made her
reconsider her place of residence. While there
are cases of long-term residents who never
come to realize how Nishinari is thought of by
larger society, generally, participants’ ability to
understand and speak Japanese improves the
longer they live in Japan, thus increasing their
exposure to  dismissive or  outright
discriminatory views.

In sum, it can be said that immigrants’
“perceptions of Nishinari” are shaped by both
experiences in their home country as well as
those within Japanese society. However, it is
also necessary to account for the role of
individual attitudes in this analysis. Data from
this survey reveals that two immigrants who
share similar backgrounds and experiences—
and even members of the same family—can
form completely different “perceptions of

Nishinari.” As such, despite my best efforts in
analyzing the factors discussed here, I must also
recognize that there is a limit to their predictive
power. In the next section, I will construct a
typology of the “perceptions of Nishinari” and
examine it through illustrative case studies.

4. Uncovering the “perceptions of
Nishinari”

In explaining the typology of “perceptions on
Nishinari” (Table 1), the following two points
should be noted in advance. First, the
“perceptions of Nishinari” discussed below are
ideal types inductively derived from the data of
this survey, and do not claim to be an exhaustive
summary of all of the possible subjective views
of immigrants. As ideal types, each is intended
to analyze general trends rather than to
wholistically describe the narratives of the
participants in their entirety. Secondly, the
“perceptions of Nishinari” are not mutually
exclusive, but contain partially overlapping
aspects. While this will be discussed in detail in
the following section, it is because individual
perceptions often change organically over time
and rarely fit neatly into one type in perpetuity.
Therefore, the classification of each participant
represents only what his or her perception was
at the time of the interview, and it should not be
assumed that their type is fixed or incapable of
changing in the future. As I covered at the

Table 1: The Typology of “Perceptions of Nishinari”

# Type Main Characteristics Applicable
Participants
1 Ignorance is Bliss e Unaware of the existence of discrimination 13 of 31
e Hold generally positive views of their place of residence
2 Positive Defiance e Aware of the existence of discrimination and actively 12 of 31
oppose it
e Hold positive views of their place of residence and seek
understanding from general society
3 Internalized Discrimination e  Hold biases toward the area and its residents 4 of 31
e Support social stigma against Nishinari while
simultaneously being a victim of it
4 Inferiority Complex e Vacillate between positive and negative views toward 2 0f31

the area

e Sensitive to discrimination and conditioned to believe it
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beginning of this paper, traditional assimilation
theory was pilloried by the following generation
for being too simplistic to properly ascertain the
immigrant experience (Zhou 1997). As such, the
similarities between the following types are a
feature, not a bug, of this framework, in that it
allows us to capture the breadth, depth, and
complexity of the views expressed.

4.1. “Ignorance is Bliss”

The first “perception of Nishinari” may
initially seem surprising given the prevalence of
negative discourse surrounding the area, but it
proves to be quite natural upon examination.
The main characteristic is that participants of
this type live in Nishinari without any
knowledge of its social status and perceive the
area in a positive or neutral way, thus leading me
to name this type “Ignorance is Bliss™®. These
participants are unable to pick up on the region’s
characteristics and the stigma it faces from
general society, evaluating their place of
residence solely through comparison with their
environment in their home country. At the time
of this study, 13 of 31 participants interviewed
fit the “Ignorance is Bliss” type. Their
backgrounds are diverse—two Nigerians, one
Indonesian, four Filipinos, one Italian, one
American, two Chinese, one Vietnamese, and
one Nepali—spanning four continents and a
broad range of economic development.

How does this perception emerge and persist?
While varying in nationality, age, occupation,
and gender, most participants in this type are
relatively young, the majority of whom are
international students and short-term visitors.
There is considerable variation in migration
processes as well: while reliance on
organizational networks is the most common
pattern, there are also those who deliberately
chose to live in the Nishinari area. While this

¢ In the original Japanese, this type is referred to as

[HDmEE ] | which is the first half of an idiom
that can be directly translated as “a frog in a well
does not know the great ocean.” Metaphorically, this

type is diverse in terms of attributes, they all
share a low level of Japanese language
proficiency and weak connections with
Japanese society.

While foreign students naturally come to
Japan with the goal of learning the language, in
dorms and at their part-time jobs, and even after
graduation, they are surrounded by classmates
and other non-Japanese, making it difficult for
them to establish personal relationships with
Japanese people. Despite the fact that they are
in contact with Japanese society in an
educational setting daily, they live unaware of
the history, social status, and existence of
discrimination in their place of residence. The
same trend can be observed with short-term
missionaries, such as Filipino participants P3,
P4, P7, and American participant A1, who focus
their time and attention on their work, and
Nigerian asylum seekers, like N1 and N2, who
necessarily prioritize establishing a stable
foundation for their lives. In all of these cases,
participants have only limited engagement with
Japanese society and thus have few
opportunities to learn about the Nishinari area or
encounter discrimination.

Blissfully ignorant of public prejudice, these
participants form a “perception of Nishinari”
that is unencumbered by negativity and stigma
from the outside. As prior research indicates,
immigrants in such a position tend to judge the
host society and their place of residence within
it based on the conditions in their home country,
and in the case of these 13 participants,
developing countries (Nigeria, the Philippines,
China, Nepal, Vietnam, and Indonesia) make up
the overwhelming majority. When compared to
where they grew up, the Nishinari area is
relatively clean, well-maintained, safe, and far
from inferior in their eyes.

idiom represents a person unaware of the world
beyond one’s small bubble, so for the English
translation, I have adopted “Ignorance is bliss” to
capture the same sentiment.
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Let us examine the narratives of three
immigrants who fit this type.

INT (Indonesian male student): “(Where I grew
up in) Bali is dirty and the streets are quite
dangerous.”

Author: “Oh, crime, you mean?”

INT1: “There was a lot of crime near my parents’
house, yeah... But in Japan, in Nishinari it is
clean and free, and I don't have that kind of fear
at all.

P3 (Filipina missionary): “I really don't know
anything about Nishinari. Well, I know that it is
very different from Manila. But I think
Nishinari is very peaceful. The people are quiet
and kind, busy, in general. I feel like Nishinari
is a place to raise a family.”

V1 (Vietnamese male student): “Osaka is a
bustling city, but it is very easy to live here (in
Nishinari). It is close to Namba’, and there are
many trains, convenience stores, and
supermarkets. And everyone is very kind and
helpful. It is safe and convenient, and there are
many beautiful stores...I liked living in
Vietnam, but the roads are not good, there are
many traffic accidents. It’s just a lot less
convenient. In Nghe An Province, where I lived,
there are only three supermarkets.”

These three participants share a significant
amount in common: they all came from
Southeast Asia, migrated to Japan in their early
twenties, and have only lived in the Nishinari
area within Japan. Like other participants in this
type, they tend to describe their place of
residence largely through comparisons with
their home countries, revealing interpretations
of Nishinari that directly oppose the commonly
held images of fear and prejudice shared by
Japanese society.

While the area’s proximity to downtown
Osaka is geographical fact, the perception that
Nishinari is a relatively clean and safe area
indicates a lack of knowledge about Japanese

7 Namba is one of the main commercial and

entertainment districts of Osaka, located in the
south-central part of the city.

society. Without historical context, it is no
surprise that these immigrants are unaware that
the Nishinari area is a hisabetsu buraku, but
they also fail to recognize that they are living in
the middle of the largest concentration of
poverty in all of Japan. IN1 reveals through the
statement “in Japan, in Nishinari it is clean and
free” that his lens for interpreting Japanese
society is indeed Nishinari itself. P3, who goes
so far as to emphasize the area’s promise for
raising children, is oblivious to the fact that
Nishinari has the highest number of single-
parent households in Osaka, in addition to the
highest aging rate and the shortest average life
expectancy in Japan.

There are others in this type who do not give
as much credit to their place of residence®. Most
of these participants are living there for
economic necessity, although some are residing
with their families. Unlike those quoted above,
these participants do not speak of Nishinari in
such lofty terms (“comfortable” was the most
colorful expression used by these five), but they
seem to be satisfied overall with the low cost of
living and rent. These participants do not
necessarily seek to establish a life in Nishinari;
they just happen to live there now, and would
probably move to another area given the chance.
However, they demonstrate no awareness of the
area’s social status—nor do they harbor any
distaste toward it or its residents—which fits the
mold for the “Ignorance is Bliss” type.

It is worth clarifying that to acknowledge the
existence of this type is not to deny the
narratives of these participants as inconsistent or
untrue. Given that subjective perception is
constrained by one’s mental models, a
participant who has not been socialized in Japan
cannot be expected to understand its complex
social structures and history of discrimination
and ostracization. Until these participants

There are five subjects in particular who fit this
pattern: N1 and N2, a Nigerian male and female, P6,
a Filipino, and C1 and C3, a Chinese male and
female.
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accumulate the time and experience required to
understand their place of residence in the
context of larger Japanese society, their
“perception of Nishinari” is of an area with a
higher standard of living than their home
countries. This type is, therefore, transitory:
while 13 participants shared this “perception” at
the time of the interview, the same trend can be
observed in all participants who had no say in
moving to the Nishinari area immediately after
migration. The “perception of Nishinari” that an
immigrant transitions into, however, depends on
his or her experiences, evolved understanding,
and reactions to one’s changing conditions.

4.2. “Positive Defiance”

Participants who fall into the second type also
appreciate the Nishinari area, but speak based
on an entirely different perception than those of
the previous type. These immigrants form an
identity of “Positive Defiance” against
Nishinari discrimination and broader social
inequality in Japan. Interestingly, the
backgrounds of those who hold this “perception
of Nishinari” are even more diverse than the
“Ignorance is Bliss” type, and it is difficult to
find similarities in their home environments or
the circumstances surrounding their migration.
The 12 participants in this type come from seven
countries: the Philippines, Germany, South
Korea, Nepal, China, India, and the United
Kingdom. There is considerable variation in
their age, gender, occupation and relationship to
Japanese society as well. That being said, there
are three throughlines that unify this type: these
participants have generally lived in Japan for an
extended period of time (the one exception
being HI, an Indian male who has only lived in
Japan for two years), they have an accurate
understanding of the social status and stigma
associated with the Nishinari area, and they
actively defy discrimination and prejudice from
the general public.

“Positive Defiance” is characterized by a
high level of Japanese language ability and

extensive contact with Japanese people. Of
these 12 participants, nine are Long-term
Residents or Permanent Residents, and five
have intimate relationships with Japanese
people. It is also worth noting that only three of
these participants have lived in Nishinari from
the beginning of their stay in Japan. Excluding
P1 (a Filipina) and K1 and K6 (South Korean
women), who moved into the area directly from
overseas, the others made the conscious
decision to reside in Nishinari after living in
Japan for a certain period of time. While
differences of degree exist between these
participants, the fact that they deliberately chose
to move into Nishinari even after learning of the
area’s social status is revealing. Despite the
diverse criteria that informed their decisions
(while K4 and UK2 (South Korean and British,
respectively) emphasized economics, HI1
(Indian male) prioritized proximity to work, P5
(Filipina) and Chinese participants C2 and C5
valued potential job opportunities, and Gl
(German male) declared eloping with his
Japanese partner as the main reason), it is clear
that they moved into the area with a specific set
of expectations. Choosing Nishinari, in the face
of certain discrimination and social stigma, is
their first act of defiance.

How do participants articulate this mindset?
NE1, a Nepalese male who graduated from a
Japanese language school and vocational school
and has lived in Nishinari for three years,
describes his experience as follows:

Author: “What did you know about the area
before you moved in?”

NEL: “Well, I knew that Nishinari is considered
the most dangerous area in Osaka, yeah. My
teachers and friends constantly told me that it
was dangerous to live here... I was a little
disappointed that my friend believed that, so
one day I invited him (to come to my apartment).
‘Nothing’s gonna happen, man, just come over,’
like that. But he refused, he didn’t come. I've
lived here for three years now, and never once
felt in danger, but I still get comments (from
friends and others). I've just learned to stop
paying attention.”
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Uncomfortable ~ with  the stigma and
generalizations he faced on a regular basis, NE1
took concrete steps, like inviting his friend to
visit the area, to dismantle them. Cognizant of
the strong negative perceptions handicapping
the area, he seeks to share his experiences and
raise awareness amongst those around him. The
efficacy of his actions, however, are tenuous at
best, evinced by expression like “he refused, he
didn't come” and “but I still get comments.”
Despite this, he continues to demonstrate an
unwavering spirit of positive defiance with his
concluding statement: “I’ve just learned to stop
paying attention.”

C4, a 71-year-old Chinese woman who began
living in the Nishinari area in 2001, reflected on
her first impressions of the community and the
15 years since.

C4: “(My first impression was that) I didn't
think badly of the area at all. When I first came
here, people told me that it was not a nice area,
but once I arrived, I had trouble finding things I
thought were bad. The image of Nishinari is
bad—that’s for sure—but the area itself is not
s0... When I was studying Japanese at Y Junior
High School’, people used to say that Nishinari
was not a nice place to live, but I always argued
with them that that was not true...There are
many schools, shopping is convenient, and
everything is inexpensive. And as for
transportation, there is the subway, Nankai Line,
JR Line, and buses as well. For me, Nishinari is
a very nice place to live. I say this with pride.”
Author: (with a laugh) “T know what you mean.
People are often surprised when I tell them I live
in Nishinari.”

C4: “Well, people who don't know about the
area say that it is not a good place, or they just
talk about the reputation of Nishinari in general.
I guess it takes actually living here to see the
good.”

C4 makes a clear distinction between outsiders
“who don't know,” who merely accept the
widespread discrimination of the area wholesale,

Y Junior High School is not located in the Nishinari
area.

and residents who “actually” understand what it
is like to live there. In proudly asserting the
benefits of living in Nishinari, C4 is fighting a
similar battle to NE1. She seeks empathy from
those around her, to varying degrees of success.
Ultimately, however, she rationalizes the
position of those who think poorly of the area by
stating that actually living in Nishinari seems to
be a prerequisite for appreciating its upside.

K4, a South Korean male, first came to Japan
as an international student. He later moved into
the Nishinari area after discovering its
inexpensive housing. Following graduation, he
found a job, married a fellow South Korean
migrant, and started preparing to settle down.
He recalls that after becoming financially viable,
he was torn for a considerable period of time as
to whether he should raise his family in the
Nishinari area or not. However, he admits that
as time passed, and he became more
comfortable with the area, his mindset changed.
He described this process as follows:

K4: “In the beginning, you know, the rent was
cheap, the cost of living was cheap, and I that
was just the kind of place I was looking for. But
when it came to my family, well, I was pretty
worried. For a little while, I was unsure. But |
got to know a lot of people at my kids’ school,
got involved with PTA, and when I talked to
people, they were all very warm-hearted.
Actually living here with my family, I found
that it was a very nice place. Now, I have no
worries and plan on staying here at least until
my youngest (the youngest of five) graduates
from school.”

Despite changes in priorities due to becoming a
father, K4 opted to remain in Nishinari after
careful consideration, and he now feels at ease.
Further, like C4, he uses the word “actually” to
emphasize the difference between the reality of
living in the area versus the public image of it.
He had the following to say regarding the area’s
social status:
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K4: “There are many rumors, not so good
rumors. Even 15 years ago (when I first moved
to the area), there were rumors, you know, and
people saying all kinds of exaggerated things.
But these rumors, well, they make me very sad,
because that’s not what actually living here is
like. For me, this is a wonderful place to live. I
could call it my second home. There isn’t one
part of me that wants to move elsewhere.”

K4, who has forged a connection with the
Nishinari community over the course of his time
living there, is distressed by the area’s
reputation. Despite this, K4 remains loyal to
Nishinari, not only by participating in the PTA
and contributing to various community causes,
but by positively defying the discrimination that
plagues the area.

In addition to the three immigrants
introduced above, P1, K1, and K6, who could
not choose where they would live in Japan, also
fit the “Positive Defiance” type. This is worth
noting because unlike those who moved into the
Nishinari area with prior knowledge of its
public perception, these three participants went
through a phase of “Ignorance is Bliss” shortly
after migrating. Over time, however, each of
them became aware of their situation for one
reason or another. This is a pivotal juncture in
the arc of immigrants living in Nishinari, and
various reactions are possible. Nevertheless, if
the participant’s lived experience does not align
with the negative portrayals being propagated,
leading them to believe that discrimination is
unreasonable, the “perception” of “Positive
Defiance” beings to emerge.

Participant P1’s case sheds light on this point.
P1 is a 20-year-old Filipina who migrated to
Japan in April 2014 to live with her mother (P5),
who has lived in the Nishinari area for 11 years.
In her first year in Japan, with only beginner-
level Japanese skills, she struggled working
part-time at a bento shop. Following that, she
joined a Japanese language school in
Uehonmachi, some five kilometers from her
home in Nishinari, where she spent the next year
intensively learning the language. During this

time, P1, who had the characteristics of the
“Ignorance is Bliss” type until then, expanded
her sphere of everyday life—both
geographically and socially—and as a result,
learned about discrimination in Nishinari for the
first time.

P1: “At first, a teacher at school told me.
Somehow that teacher found out that I live in
Nishinari and approached me, with this really
worried look on her face. She told me to be
careful, that was about it. And then shortly after
that, I got the same thing from my classmate.
First, he laughed when he heard about Nishinari
and said something like, ‘You live in the ghetto.’
This really made me think. I don't know if
Nishinari is the ghetto, like I don’t even know
what a ghetto is in the first place. Why can't I
see what these people seem to know (about
Nishinari)?”

The experience of being repeatedly insulted
created an internal conflict, which would
ultimately lead to an evolution of her awareness
from “Ignorance is Bliss” to “Positive Defiance.”
Six months later, during our second interview,
the change in P1 was evident.

Pl: “I'm used to it now. You know, people
making fun of where I live, hearing lies told
about me.”

Author: “You’re used to it?”

P1: “Yeah, it happens all the time. But I think
my perspective on Nishinari has changed a lot.
At first, I couldn’t stop thinking about it ‘cause
people were saying all kinds of things. I was like,
‘Is my neighborhood really dangerous?’ you
know? But I've lived here for two years now,
and have never felt “in danger” as they say. To
be honest, I’'m quite comfortable here. I go out
alone at night, and I always ride my bicycle to
my part-time job. Now I just ignore the people
who have something to say (laughs).”

It goes without saying that this narrative is based
on a different “perception of Nishinari” than the
first interview. What is most important, however,
is that of the several possible reactions P1 could
have had to learning about how her place of
residence is perceived by society at large (and
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the same goes for K1 and K6, who had similar
experiences), she chose to reject the biases she
was told were common sense and trust her lived
experience. Although the following section
reveals a different reaction to similar
circumstances, the “perception” of “Positive
Defiance” is unaffected and unwavering when
confronted with staunch territorial stigma.
Regularly using expressions like “I don’t care,”
“actually live here,” and “it’s a nice place,”
these participants highlight the gap between real
conditions on the ground and negative popular
opinion, taking pride in the lives they are
building in Nishinari.

4.3. “Internalized Discrimination”

The third type, named “Internalized
Discrimination,” refers to immigrant residents
of the Nishinari area who have adopted the same
viewpoint as general society toward their place
of residence. Four participants share these
characteristics: two are long-term residents of
Nishinari, Korecan females K2 and K3; the
remaining two, a Filipina (P2) and a British
male (UK1), both moved elsewhere after only
residing for a short period of time. The first two
are fluent in Japanese and have received
permanent residency. The latter remain unable
to speak Japanese, and P2 has already returned
to her home country.

These participants also share a common
origin story. With the exception of UKI, the
other three relied on connections with
compatriots when moving to Japan, meaning
that they could not choose their place of
residence. K3 briefly summarizes this
experience by saying that upon leaving her
home country and coming to Japan, “I just
ended up here and that was it.” UK1 differs from
this in that he was already living in Japan prior
to moving into Nishinari. He recalls that there
was a two-month gap when changing jobs

10 P2 is referring to Kamagasaki, an area located in the

northeast part of Nishinari ward where day-laborers,
elderly men, and other socially-marginalized people

before he could start at his new company, and
economic necessity led him to choose a
guesthouse in the area. As he never intended to
live there long-term, UK1 did not integrate into
the community and moved out as soon as his
financial situation allowed him to do so, just
three months after moving in.

Further, the three women who fit this type
each carry the scars of discrimination. When K2
was a student, for example, she was
discriminated against by her Japanese
classmates for being foreign and came up
against prejudice toward Nishinari for the first
time when she started working at a company
just outside of Osaka city. P2 laments a different
aspect of her plight, saying that foreign residents
like her are at an extreme disadvantage because
they can listen but not speak. “I can’t defend
myself outside of my home. It’s sad when you
can’t express what you really feel.”

But why do these participants, who have
experienced the injustice and cruelty of
discrimination firsthand, ultimately end up
viewing their place of residence in a similarly
prejudicial light? Examining the narratives of
“Internalized Discrimination” provided a useful
starting point.

P2: “In the beginning I quite liked Nishinari.”
Author: “In the beginning?”

P2: “Yes, in the beginning. But now, I think
Nishinari is just full of strange people.”
Author: “Really?”

P2: “There are a lot of crazy people, you know.
Well, I don't know if they’re actually crazy or
just mentally ill, but there are a lot of them. And
there are a lot of homeless people, too. You
know that place near Shin-Imamiya station'®?”
Author: “Yes.”

P2: “It’s like it’s not even Japan. It’s like, it’s
hell over there.”

It is clear from this recollection that as P2 grew
more familiar with the area, her “perception”

congregate. Strictly speaking, Kamagasaki does not
fall within the Nishinari area as defined in this paper.
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shifted to one largely critical of her
surroundings. Yet, while her reaction is similar
to the others in this type, P2 is unique in that her
inability to speak Japanese left her unaware of
the larger, socially imposed discrimination
against Nishinari. Put another way, P2’s distaste
for the Nishinari area developed independently
from public perception, which sets her apart
from the “Internalized Discrimination” type.

UK1 condemns many of the same aspects of
the area as P2, but does so from a slightly
different perspective.

UKI: “T think Nishinari is a place for outcasts.
Alcoholics, poor people, old people, people
without jobs. It doesn’t seem stable, you know,
like people just come and go. I don’t know if
Nishinari is related to the Burakumin people,
but anyway, there are a lot of poor people
there...It’s been two years since [ left
(Nishinari) and of course I don’t wanna move
back. People reject Nishinari, they say, “It’s not
Japan,” as if the area does not exist. I don’t go
that far. I don’t think people should reject it, or
ignore it, either. I lived there, too, you know?
But the place you live has an effect on you, so
as long as I'm in Japan, I'm fine living
somewhere else.”

UKI1 justifies his decision to move out by
asserting the influence of one’s living
environment. However, it is interesting to note
that UK1’s “perception of Nishinari” diverges
from those who completely look down on it.
Although he clearly states that he no longer
wishes to be associated with the area, he
nevertheless expresses empathy and a degree of
understanding for its residents, resisting the
impulse to reject it entirely.

Having spent more than half of their lives in
Nishinari, participants K2 and K3 have endured
repeated experiences of social stigma. K3, who
says that she would have no place to go even if
she returned to South Korea, frames her harsh
critique of Nishinari within the backstory of her
migration to Japan and changes to the area.

Author: “You said earlier that you didn't know
anything about the Nishinari area before you
moved here.”

K3: “That's right. Perhaps that’s why I managed
to live here: because I didn't know about other
places... But you come to understand an area
once you live there, right? Its color, shall we say.
If T had children, I would have probably moved.
For the children’s sake, for their education. But
I couldn’t have kids, so here I am.”

Author: “Is that so? What is your opinion of
Nishinari now?”

K3: “I don't think it's a good place. No, even
living here now, I don’t think so. Just look at
how many people there are on welfare. I hate to
say it, but Nishinari is like the trash can of Japan.
And maybe 10 years ago or so, more people
started coming from other places and things got
worse. (Residents have) no manners. They spit
on the ground, in front of people's houses. That's
Nishinari.”

K3 was shocked when she came to understand
the state of affairs in Nishinari and says that she
argued with her husband several times about
moving out. Her sharpest criticism is based in a
comparison of Nishinari today to the Nishinari
of the past, focusing on changes in the area due
to an inflow of new residents—specifically, the
socially marginalized, like welfare recipients—
and the deterioration of moral standards in the
community.

K2 also began living in the Nishinari area at
a young age, but unlike K3, she concentrates
more on outside influences in relating her story.

K2: “I'm not discriminating, but there are a lot
of old men and women on the street, and it’s just
a bit depressing. I don’t like that part. I want to
live in a livelier place.”

Author: “Really? So you’d like to leave
Nishinari?”

K2: “Well, it’s not that I want to leave. It’s not
that T want to live here, either, it's just that I
came here when I was little and didn’t have a
choice...But as an adult, I’'m just tired of having
to explain to people why I live here and be told
that the area is dangerous. When people talk
about Nishinari, they’re referring to the people
who are from here. But I'm not from here, I was
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born in Busan, and I don’t appreciate being
talked about like that. If T had had a choice
(when moving to Japan), I wouldn’t have
chosen this place.”

K2 dislikes being confused with other residents
and distances herself from Nishinari and the
gaze of discrimination by emphasizing that she
was not born there. This is a strategy for coping
with discrimination and has been identified in
poverty studies literature and case studies of
various other urban neighborhoods (Auyero
1999; Wacquant 2000). While K2 does
acknowledge Nishinari’s convenience, her
ultimate stance is one of self-preservation,
redirecting any negative bias she receives
toward the area and its native residents.

As demonstrated above, the “Internalized
Discrimination” of these four participants is not
perfectly uniform, as each individual articulates
his or her “perception” based on their own
awareness and diverse experiences. While the
targets of their criticism may vary, each is
similar in their final analysis of the Nishinari
area being an unworthy place for them to live
(Popay et al. 2003).

Another commonality is that all four of these
participants experienced some sort of difficulty
or hardship either during their residence or prior
to moving in. For example, K3 stated several
times during the interview that if she had been
able to have children, she would have put the
Nishinari area behind her long ago. In other
words, the very fact that she still lives in
Nishinari is a reminder of the future she never
got to build. In addition, UK1 moved into
Nishinari due to financial exigencies: in
between jobs, he was forced to make a rational
decision during the poorest stage of his life in
Japan. For him, this area is not only a place for
“have-nots” to congregate, but also represents
painful memories of economic uncertainty
when he too could not afford to live elsewhere.
While others in Nishinari inherited poverty,
UK1 moved into it by necessity—a bitter sign
that life was not going as planned.

It goes without saying that this study is
limited in its ability to distinguish between
discriminatory perceptions toward one’s place
of residence and explanations of the hardships
one experiences whilst living there. However,
the readily observable differences in the
favorable descriptions of the area and
lamentations over its public perception from the
“Positive Defiance” type and the harsh
criticisms levied by the participants in this
section reveal the more general role of life
satisfaction in determining one’s response to
territorially-based discrimination. In this way,
we cannot separate how one chooses to narrate
their “perception of Nishinari” from their sense
of contentment in the area.

4.4. “Inferiority Complex”

“Inferiority Complex,” the final “perception
of Nishinari” analyzed in this study, is both the
most complex and ambiguous. This type
includes characteristics from “Positive Defiance”
and “Internalized Discrimination,” but also
demonstrates an irresolute view toward
discrimination. Only two participants (K5 and
K7) fit this type, both of whom are Korean
women with a long history in Nishinari. Despite
a large age difference, both worked temporarily
at a local shoe factory before moving on; the
former to become a housewife, the latter to
qualify for social welfare. Now, they spend most
of their time in the Nishinari area and have
many acquaintances in the community, most of
whom are immigrants from South Korean or
have Korean ancestry. Their lives are similar in
many ways, except that K7 is married to a
Japanese man, while K5 is married to a Zainichi
Korean, whose parents moved into the area
during the pre-war period and stayed there.

This type is unique in that it does not take a
firm stance. While both women speak to the
area’s advantages (geographical convenience,
friendly people, easy lifestyle, etc.), they also
acknowledge its shortcomings and readily point
on the impact of discrimination and negative
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social status. However, this narrative differs
from that of “Internalized Discrimination” in
that it is not a personal indictment of Nishinari,
but rather a rephrasing of the public discourse,
with no individual value judgment mixed in. In
other words, these participants are acutely
conscious of the views imposed on them from
the outside and equivocate when asked about
what the Nishinari area means to them.

K5: “I’'m a little different from my husband. He
grew up here. I didn't know the first thing about
Nishinari when I moved in, just another
neighborhood in Japan. I found out what
Nishinari is like later on, though.”

Author: “And what did you find out?”

K5: “Well, I’'m not Japanese, but I speak as
someone who has lived here for a long time, not
as a foreigner. This place has a bad image. In the
past, the people here were very discriminated
against. It’s not the same now, but if I didn’t
know about the history, I guess I’d think
differently, I wouldn’t care so much. But when
Italk to people, I can’t help but wonder what the
other person is thinking.”

K5 mentions numerous facts about the area—its
history, the existence of discrimination—
without inserting her personal opinion. She does
admit, however, the fear and anxiety of painful
social interactions.

K7 similarly interweaves public discourse
and personal experience, making it difficult to
determine where her narrative begins and ends.
At 71-years-old, K7 reflected on her 23 years in
Nishinari in the passage below:

K7: “I don't think much has changed here
because we were always poor. People say that
(the area) has gotten much worse. I'm not so
sure. [ mean, I guess it’s a little worse now than
it was before.”

Author: “So it’s changed somewhat?”’

K7: “I think so.”

Author: “What has?”

K7: “But we re the same, you know. I haven’t
worked for about 10 years now, I'm still on
welfare, so I guess it’s the same.”

Author: “What do people say?”

K7: “Well, I often hear that the community is
getting worse. ‘It’s getting worse every day,’
that kind of thing. A lot of people seem to have
that feeling. Things are more expensive now,
rent is going up, you know, like a downward
spiral. I keep hearing that, and maybe it’s just
me, but not much has changed.”

In this single quote, K7 wavers back and forth
between two different positions. In the first half,
she agrees with popular opinion that the area is
deteriorating, but as she continues, she
seemingly becomes less convinced, and finally
asserts that “not much has changed.” While K5
focused more on discrimination and its ill-
effects, it is still evident that these two formed
their “perceptions of Nishinari” on a solid
foundation of public discourse.

Given the passive nature of this worldview,
the content of their narratives is fluid and
ambiguous, making it difficult to follow at times.

K7: “So, Nishinari is... well, when I tell people
that I live in Nishinari, it’s like I left a bad taste
in their mouth or something. Because that’s the
image, that’s how people think of this place. I
don’t have children, but I think young families
should live somewhere else. For the kids’ sake.
If I had the money, I might want to move to a
different place. Who knows? But I'm old, so I
gave up on all that long ago.”

In this quote, K7 makes a distinction between
her “perception of Nishinari” and the “Positive
Defiance” and “Internalized Discrimination”
types. Although K7 does not harbor as strong an
attachment to Nishinari as the participants of the
former type, she herselfis not prejudiced against
the area and does not condemn it or its residents,
as one might expect from the latter. However,
the manner in which she declares that she would
hypothetically like to move out given a family
or financial resources, only to immediately deny
it as a mere pipe dream is interesting. Even after
residing in Nishinari for many years—and
admitting that she is significantly happier living
there than in Korea—it remains an uneasy topic
of discussion for her, one that she prefers to
avoid if possible. Of the 31 immigrants



Exploring the Perceptions of Newcomer Immigrants in the Japanese Inner City 127

interviewed, these two were the only
participants who talked more about the negative
public perception of the area than their own
lived experiences. It is this sense of inferiority
that lies at the core of their “perceptions.”

K7 concluded the interview by saying, “To
put it simply, Nishinari is a great place for the
poor and downtrodden: they can live here, they
can survive.” In passing, this seems like
something an immigrant from the “Positive
Defiance” type might say, but close examination
of this statement reveals an embedded sense of
inferiority. Even when upholding the area as “a
great place,” she qualifies this praise by pointing
out that it is “for the poor and downtrodden.” It
is not a place to grow and thrive, but rather one
where residents—herself included—can “live”
and “survive.” While a detailed analysis falls
outside the scope of this paper, Wacquant and
others have noted that this heightened sense of
awareness toward one’s place of residence is a
manifestation of territorial stigma, which can
influence even the most benign social interactions
(Wacquant 2007; Arthurson et al. 2014).

5. Concluding observations: Change
and variability in the “perceptions of
Nishinari”

To summarize the typology of the
“perceptions of Nishinari” laid out thus far, I
focus on the wvariability in participants’
perceptions to identify meaningful patterns. In
doing so, it becomes clear that each individual
immigrant’s “perception of Nishinari” is not
fixed, but shaped by a dynamic interplay of
various factors over time. However, I do not aim
to simply reiterate that the subjective
consciousness of immigrants in a new
environment is subject to change. Such an
assertion actually misses out on a crucial part of
the participants’ narratives.

A. Portelli (1991: 50), a leading expert on oral
history research, writes about the potentiality of
interview data and the meaningful subjectivity
of oral history as follows,

“Oral histories tell us not just what people did, but
what they intended to do, what they believed they
were doing, and what they now think they did.”

In the context of this paper, Portelli’s
assertion reveals that when participants speak
about the Nishinari area, they are not merely
recounting their subjective experiences, but also
situating their place of residence within their
lives and ascribing meaning to it. Beyond the
surface-level judgment of whether the Nishinari
area is a good place to live or not, their
narratives are saturated with messages about
what kind of place the area was in the past, what
kind of place they hoped the area could be, and
how they themselves have changed as a result of
residing there. As such, it is important to
consider what the participants reveal about
themselves through their portrayals of Nishinari,
in addition to interpreting the specific
“perception of Nishinari” being expressed. This
analysis will focus on general trends that can be
observed in each type.

As is evident from the examples introduced
in the previous section, immigrants’
“perceptions of Nishinari” follow a step-by-step
formation process. All of the immigrants who
had no say in their place of residence initially go
through a phase of “Ignorance is Bliss,”
typically harboring positive first impressions of
the area in comparison with their home
countries. Whether or not their perceptions
change often depends on the extent to which
their understanding of Japanese society
evolves—usually as a result of improved
Japanese language skills and the development
of new relationships with Japanese people. This
process of “socialization” represents a transition
from “Ignorance is Bliss” to another type.

This study indicates a few possible results of
the socialization process. While participants like
P1 and K1, who admit feeling confused initially,
were able to transition from “Ignorance is Bliss”
into “Positive Defiance,” the progression is
generally not so seamless. K6, for example,
explains that socialization led to significant
dissatisfaction—both with her life and
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environment—that lingered until she eventually
adjusted. In her own words,

K6: “T was shocked, honestly. I mean, I saw
men with skin diseases and naked men
wandering around. I didn’t understand anything
at first, but it sure seemed like there were a lot
of crazy people hanging around Nishinari. It
was really hard for me to get used to. I couldn’t
accept what was going on around me.”

K6 was one of the staunchest supporters of the
Nishinari area in this study, but it is clear from the
quote above that she moved through a period of
“Internalized Discrimination” before arriving at
her current type, “Positive Defiance.” There are,
however, those who do not make the second
transition. Of the four cases presented in section
4.3, three of them changed from “Ignorance is
Bliss” directly into “Internalized Discrimination,”

and still maintain a negative stance toward the area.

Another pattern recognizable from the data is
the transition from “Ignorance is Bliss” to
“Inferiority Complex.” Given that the narratives
typical of the “Inferiority Complex” type are
ambiguous, it is possible to interpret them as
currently undergoing the process of transition,
on the way to finally settling on a different type.
However, it is not the case that these participants
are deciding between embracing the path of
“Positive Defiance” or falling into “Internalized
Discrimination.” The contradictions apparent in
the narratives of K5 and K7 are not the result of
a “socialization-induced” paradigm shift, but
rather speak to the conflicts that regularly
emerge in their daily lives and interactions. As
such, it is better to read this instability not as an
indication that their “perception of Nishinari”
will inevitably change in the future, but rather as
a feature of this type itself, subject to subtle
changes even from one day to the next.

The diverse lived experiences of the
immigrants in this study and the typology of
“perceptions of Nishinari” presented here point
toward complexity, variety, and depth,
challenging the reductive explanations relied
upon in prior research. Indeed, in contrast to

conclusions drawn in earlier studies of
marginalized and impoverished areas, most
participants did not perceive their place of
residence as  inferior—highlighting  the
importance of recognizing cognitive diversity
(Porgham 2016). Among them, some are
entirely unaware of Nishinari’s social standing,
while others consciously fight against it. By
accounting for the variable of time, we can even
observe the same participant change their
perception of Nishinari (and by extension,
Japanese society) by 180 degrees over the
course of their residency. In each of these cases,
the “perception of Nishinari” and its mode of
expression are not uniform, but fluid and
constantly evolving, often irrespective of the
public perception of their place of residence.
However, as mentioned at the beginning of this

paper, there are aspects of the “perceptions of
Nishinari” that need to be examined beyond the
frameworks of variability and cognitive diversity.
The typology presented in this paper uses
interview content—positivity, negativity, the
degree of accuracy versus the degree of
exaggeration, and so on—as the primary focus of
analysis, but we must also be careful not to
overlook how factors like the participants’ life
stage and sense of self are reflected in their
narratives. Although the “Ignorance is Bliss”
type has limited knowledge of Japanese society
and is therefore limited in its ability to accurately
assess the situation in Nishinari, the narratives
tend to emphasize two key points: safety and
freedom. While asylum seekers represent an
exception, many of the participants in this type
are young people—mainly international students
and short-term missionaries—from developing
countries, and their narratives are replete with the
desire for a life unburdened by the daily stresses
and persistent anxieties that characterize their
experience back home. To the “Ignorance is Bliss”
type, questions concerning his or her place of
residence in Japan take on a fundamentally
different meaning from that of a permanent
resident. For the former, whose future in Japan
most likely remains uncertain, the act of moving



Exploring the Perceptions of Newcomer Immigrants in the Japanese Inner City 129

into the Nishinari area represents a continuation
of their first departure from home, symbolizing
both the pursuit of adventure and their initial
sense of independence. Even if these individuals
were to learn the language and remain in Japan
long enough to experience socialization, they are
likely to maintain a positive view of Nishinari as
long as they remain apprehensive about returning
to their home country.

As described in the previous section, the
positive evaluation offered by the “Positive
Defiance” type is fundamentally based around
the convenience and “livability” of the area, and
many of these participants explain that their lives
improved upon moving into the Nishinari area.
For example, it was in Nishinari that Chinese
immigrants C2, C4 and C5 obtained permanent
residency; in Nishinari, Indian male H1 escaped
the frantic pace of Tokyo and found suitable
living conditions to match his laid-back
personality; and in Nishinari, K4 purchased his
first apartment, allowing him to settle down and
devote himself to family life. Following a period
of extreme poverty and separation from her
family, P5 obtained long-term resident status and
transformed her life after establishing a
successful business in the Nishinari area. This
success enabled her to bring her two children,
who had remained at home in the Philippines, to
live with her in Japan. Although few other cases
in the “Positive Defiance” type have backstories
as dramatic as that of P5, we can observe a
distinct betterment in each of these participant’s
lives. Through “Positive Defiance,” these
immigrants do not only seek to expose the
inaccuracy of public perceptions toward
Nishinari. For them, Nishinari represents
profound personal transformation, regardless of
the extent to which these life events are related to
their place of residence. In this sense, “Positive
Defiance” is not merely a stance against
discrimination and inequality; it is also an effort
to safeguard a place they see as essential to their
self-actualization. When Nishinari is disparaged,
their journey to find happiness in Japan is
endangered as well.

Conversely, “Internalized Discrimination”
falls at the opposite end of the spectrum. In these
narratives, the Nishinari area is commonly paired
with hardship and strife. As noted in the previous
section, these participants found themselves in
challenging circumstances while residing in
Nishinari. For P2, the Nishinari area is a signifier
for confusion and loss of agency; for UKI,
economic instability; for K2, it serves as a place
of disempowerment; and for K3, a place where
she could not start a family. Although the
problems these immigrants face vary, each offers
their own painful narrative of Nishinari. To
process the struggles of the past, they distance
themselves from—or openly reject—the
Nishinari area and its residents, symbolically
cutting ties with distressing memories.

In sum, the “perceptions of Nishinari” are not
merely the subjective perceptions of one’s place
of residence, but also expressions of these
immigrants’ self-identities. Just as residents
engage in a reciprocal relationship with their
place of residence, the “perceptions of Nishinari”
are inherently dual in nature as well. They
reflect not only the subjective judgments
immigrants make about the area, but also a
reflection of their evolving identity in relation to
place and society. While this paper is limited in
its scope, the “perceptions of Nishinari”
framework offers important insights into the
dynamic and complex experiences of
immigrants living in marginalized areas.
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H EDITORIAL NOTE

This 28" volume marks a major editorial shift. As
readers will notice, roughly four-fifths of the
published papers are in English, making this volume
a bilingual issue with both English and Japanese
sections. In addition, as noted in the colophon, the
editorial responsibility for the English papers has
been transferred to EARCAG, and the publication
has transitioned from print to a digital, URL-based
download format.

Behind these significant changes lies the
discontinuation of the medium-scale KAKEN
research grant previously held by the editor-in-chief,
which had supported the print edition. More
importantly, however, this shift stems from the
continuous discussions about publishing a newsletter
within EARCAG, which has been held in Japan
(Kyushu  University, Fukuoka) since 2014.
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SEBROHEEEREOLORELMEL, SHBEBEY
ADEREBUTRIETEXLOLE>TWD,
REIZHIo T AV T =Y AIAIIKRER IV
PRV Z IR U EIF 52 H12, EARCAG2025 & R
FHIEEIN, KERRELEARLUTI NV IR
F I IIAL, U4V -FYEY - RI-XAITIIDEY
BILEL LTS,
TZefd- & - HIE AR IS 28 5
mEARE
PN IE

EARCAG’s International Steering Committee
formally approved my proposal to inherit the legacy
of Space, Society, and Geographical Thought and
designate it as the Annual Report of EARCAG,
marking a turning point in the journal’s trajectory.
Publication of this issue was delayed by about six
months because EARCAG2025 was held in February.
The 11" conference attracted nearly 150 submissions
—a level of participation that was both impressive
and inspiring. This success reflects the dedicated
efforts of the International Steering Committee,
bound by a strong spirit of solidarity. As some of the
founding members from EARCAG’s launch in 1999
have retired or passed away, the current committee
now includes many younger scholars. The network
continues to expand, centering on East, Southeast,



and South Asia, while also drawing participation and
contributions from Europe and North America.

Although the journal does not yet operate as a peer-
reviewed publication, our editorial policy emphasizes
concise yet theoretically and empirically rich
discussions. Given that EARCAG is held biennially,
the opportunity to disseminate ideas from Asia in
English around each conference remains highly
valuable. We invite readers to circulate the URL of
this issue widely and to contribute short, vibrant
papers that resonate with this somewhat
unconventional editorial vision (please contact us at
SSGT.editor@outlook.com).

To our long-standing Japanese readers, we
acknowledge that this shift may come as a

disappointment. Nonetheless, the intellectual lineage
built through the Geographical Thought KAKEN
project will continue within the Japanese section.
Including translations, we aim to maintain the
journal’s role as a venue for discussions that may not
fit into mainstream journals —those sharp-edged
inquiries and grounded studies whose empirical
weight can inspire social transformation and practical
implementation.

Finally, I would like to express my deep gratitude
to Maurice Yip for his dedicated editorial work, and
to Geerhardt Kornatowski and Tammy Wong Kit-
Ping, who successfully organized EARCAG2025
and brought forth remarkable outcomes.

Toshio MIZUUCHI
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