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Abstract 

 
We are Japanese-Americans. Born and raised in the United States, we have studied Japanese              
language and culture at an university and also have studied abroad in Japan. From our experiences,                
we wanted to find out in how Japanese and American university students see Japanese-Americans.              
Through our research, we wanted to study the opinions of Japanese and American university              
students towards Japanese-Americans as well as how their views are formed. We surveyed 30              
Japanese university students and 32 American university students and found that American            
university students thought that Japanese-Americans are studious, well-mannered, and         
hardworking, while Japanese students only partially agreed that Japanese-Americans are          
hardworking. Also Japanese students felt that it is important for Japanese-Americans to maintain             
strong ties to both American and Japanese culture, however, American students did not feel that it                
was that important to maintain ties to either culture. On the other hand, both Japanese and                
American students thought that Japanese-Americans should be proud of both their American and             
Japanese cultures. Also, both groups of students thought that it is not important for              
Japanese-Americans to be fluent in either Japanese or English. Furthermore, both countries’            
students felt that Japanese-Americans should be able to freely identify how they please. Regarding              
how their views towards Japanese-Americans are shaped, both Japanese and American students            
felt that their views were shaped from the Japanese-Americans they either know personally or are               
acquainted with. However, Japanese students responded that their images of Japanese-Americans           
are also influenced by television and movies.  
 
 

Introduction 

Japanese have migrated to the United States since 1841 and have faced discrimination 

from the United States government even before World War II. For example, the gentlemen's 

agreement between the United States and Japan, however, many people do not know about this 

history. Therefore, I wonder how American university students’ views of Japanese-Americans 

are shaped? Similarly, how do Japanese university students’ shape their views of 

Japanese-Americans? Stemming from my curiosity, I decided to study what affects perceptions 

towards Japanese-Americans. 

 

1.  Significance of the Study 

The reason behind this study was that as a Japanese-American I wanted to know the 

perception toward Japanese-Americans. Also when I studied abroad in Japan I was surprised 
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about how little Japanese university students knew about Japanese-Americans.Therefore I 

wanted to find out what views American and Japanese university students had towards 

Japanese-American identity, as well as how those views were shaped. 

 

2. Research Questions 

1. How do Japanese and American university students view Japanese-American identity? 

2. What are the main factors that influence Japanese and American university students’ 

image of Japanese-Americans? 

 

3. Research Background 

3.1. Definition of Relevant Terms 

Japanese-Americans who migrated from Japan to the United States are divided into 

groups generational groups such as Issei, Nissei, Shin-issei. Issei are Japanese-Americans who 

migrated to the United States before World War Two (Niiya, 2001; Tsuda, 2009). Shin-Issei are 

Japanese-Americans who migration to the United States after World War Two. Nissei are the 

children of the Issei (Niiya, 2001). 

 

3.2. Numbers of Japanese Migrants into the U.S. 
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The statistics shown in Figure 1 from before World War II as well as after World War II 

show that immigration from Japan to the United States right before World War II and during 

World War II suddenly decreased. However, there was a steady influx of immigration to the 

United States after World War II (Spickard, 1996). 

 

3.3. New Japanese-American Migrants 

The Japanese census shows that from the year 2000 the number of Japanese migrants to 

the United States has suddenly risen (Japanese-Census, 2017). 

 

3.4. Generational Differences 

Those who migrated from Japan to the United States before World War II are called Issei, 

while those who migrated after World War II are called Shin-Issei. Due to the generational 

differences there is also experiential differences as well. For example, the Issei generation and 

their families have experienced internment while the Shin-Issei have not had that experience. 
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Also the current generations, such as Sansei and Yonsei, from the original Issei are more 

connected solely to American culture, however, Shin-Issei are connected to both Japanese and 

American culture. In terms of the type of work that brought Japanese migration to the United 

States for Issei has were mainly manual labor, or blue collared jobs, while Shin-Issei tend to 

migrate for more white collared jobs (Tsuda, 2015; Yamashiro, 2017). 

 

3.5. Assimilation (USA) 

After World War II, Japanese-Americans emphasized becoming part of the American 

mainstream society. One of the ways the did so was by promoting academic success. This was 

also further supported by the fact that many Issei had a high school or college degree. 

Furthermore, as Japanese-Americans became more assimilated, they tended to not necessarily 

have high academic performance, however, they were more likely to go further in their 

education, such as getting doctorate degrees(Kitano, 1962; Masuda, 1970; Matoba-Adler, 1998). 

Also, despite prior to 1967 which interracial marriage was illegal, Japanese-Americans promoted 

marrying into White-American families in order to have “more American” children (Hall, 1997). 

 

3.6. Stereotypes and Discrimination (USA) 

After World War II, despite various hardships, Japanese-Americans showed academic 

achievements as well as financial success which lead to the model minority which encompassed 

Asian Americans. The model minority is a preferred minority which there is a image that 

students are diligent, quite, and clever among other things(Kitano, 1962; Niiya 2001; Shim, 

1998) . As a result of the model minority there is an unrealistics perception towards academic 

achievement, therefore students may not get the support that they need. In terms of their career 

there is a glass ceiling towards Japanese-Americans in which they cannot further themselves 
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(Niiya, 2001; Matoba-Adler, 1997).  

When World War II broke out, President Franklin Roosevelt signed an executive order 

which imprisoned 120,000 Japanese-Americans in internment camps (Niiya, 2001). Fred 

Korematsu is a famous Japanese-American who was arrested for protesting against the 

discrimination of executive order 9066 and his supreme court case. Korematsu ended up losing 

his supreme court case however, his courage to fight against discrimination has been noted in 

history (“Lifetime”, n.d.).  In addition, the Japanese American Citizens League, also known as 

the JACL, is an organization of Japanese-Americans which aims to allie with and  protect the 

civil liberties of all minority and marginalized groups . The JACL was influential in supporting 

the supreme court case, Loving VS. Virginia, which challenged the legality of interracial 

marriages. Previously it was illegal to marry interracially however the victory of this trial 

legalized it (JACL, 2017; U.S. National Archive & Record Administration, 2017). 

In 1988 the American government signed a bill in which paid retributions of $20,000 to 

the surviving Japanese-Americans who were interned during World War II. The JACL was also 

a strong advocate of this bill as well(JACL, 2017; U.S. National Archive & Record 

Administration, 2017). 

 

3.7. Japanese-American Population (USA) 
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Asian-Americans make up 5.7% of the the American population with 

Japanese-Americans being the sixth largest group within Asian-Americans (US Census, 2016). 

The most populous states of Japanese-Americans, as shown in Figure 2,  are California, Hawaii, 

New York, and Washington (Yamashiro, 2017). 

 

3.8. Migration and Assimilation (Japan) 

Despite fluency in Japanese or understanding of Japanese culture, Japanese-Americans 

are more accepted into Japanese society than others of Japanese heritage, such as 

Japanese-Mexican, or Japanese-Brazilian. This is due to the fact that Japan considered 

Japanese-Americans “American-ness” as a beautiful aspect because Japanese have a positive 

image of America. Also many Japanese-American who go to Japan to live often go to either 

study abroad or to get white collared jobs such as teaching English (Tsuda, 2009; Yamashiro, 

2017).  

 

3.9. Stereotypes and Discrimination (Japan) 
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On the other hand, Japanese-Americans also face bullying while in japanese society. The 

bullying often stems from their lack of fluency in the Japanese language and cultural 

understanding. Also there is a view that White-Americans are better English teachers 

(Yamashiro, 2017; Lie, 2001; Tsuda, 2009).  

 

3.10. Japanese-American Population (Japan) 

In the last 14 years, the percentage of Japanese-Americans residing in Japan has 

increased. In 2000, of the 44,856 American living in Japan 12.50% were Japanese-Americans, 

however, the number has increased to 15.04% of the 51,256 Americans in 2014 (Japanese 

Census, 2017). 

 

3.11. The Image of Japanese-Americans 

The image of Japanese-Americans within American society is that they are respectful, 

hardworking, and mono-ethnic, but the Japanese image of Japanese-Americans are that they are 

beautiful, bilingual, and mixed race (Yamashiro, 2017). 

 

3.12. Culture Values and Characteristics 

The Japanese and American societies have difference in culture values. Some words that 

describe the characteristics of Japanese cultural values are; duty, obligation, hierarchy, 

difference, and dependence. On the other hand, for American society some cultural values are; 

individualism, equality, rights and privileges, self-reliance, and self-assertion (Matoba-Adler, 

1998). Furthermore, according to Matoba-Adler the Japanese cultural values and characteristics 

of gaman (patience), ganbare (do your best), and enryo (restraint) are often taught when raising 

Japanese-American children, which could be one of the influences to the model minority 

stereotype(1998). The characteristics of the gaman, ganbare, and enryo are aspects of 

self-discipline which promote strong work ethics, politeness, and compliance (Kendis, 1989; 

Matoba-Adler, 1998).  

 

3.13. National Identity vs. Ethnic Identity  
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For Japanese-Americans they are faced with both their national identities as well as their 

ethnic identities. National identity provides a sense of belonging as well as an ethnocentric view 

of their national identity (Bolaffi, 2003; Theiss-Morse, 2009). On the other hand, the ethnic 

identity of Japanese-Americans often affects how they portray themselves particularly in regards 

to assimilation (Bolaffi, 2003; Masuda, 1970). The common stereotypes of the average American 

person is that they are; white, Christian, speak English, and are born in the United States 

(Theiss-Moore, 2009). On the other hand, the image of the Japanese person is that they are; 

homogenous, well mannered, harmonious, and respectful (Hendry, 2006). 

 

3.17. Japanese-American Identity 

There are 3 elements that influence Japanese-American identity. The first is appearance, 

the second is the generational gap, and third is their knowledge of the Japanese language and 

culture(Yamashiro, 2017).  According to Sue and Sue, people who hold two cultures often face 

an identity crisis. This is caused by uncertainty of which culture they should belong to whether it 

be their national identity or their ethnic identity. Asian-American identity can be classified in 

three categories. The first is the traditionalist, they adhere to only their cultural values.The 

second is the marginal man who conforms to only western culture. The third is the 

Asian-American, they integrate both their cultural values and western culture (1971;1972).  

 

4. Research Methods  

For our research method we surveyed 32 American students and 30 Japanese students 

using google forms, an online questionnaire. From the total of 62 respondents ten of them said 

that they were Japanese-American, and three people said that they were half Japanese. 

 

5. Research Findings 

5.1. Research Findings 1 

Research question 1: how do Japanese and American university students view 

Japanese-American identity? 
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From Figure 3, you can see that more than half of American students agreed that 

Japanese-Americans are hardworking, academically successful, and successful in their careers, 

however, Japanese students mostly answered neither.  

 

 

 

Figure 4 shows that American students believed that Japanese-Americans are more polite 

than other Asian-Americans but Japanese students did not hold the same views.  
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We wondered about the perceptions surrounding Japanese-American knowledge and 

connection to both countries cultures. As seen from Figure 5, both American and Japanese 

university students felt that Japanese-Americans should be proud of both of their cultures. Also 

Japanese students thought that Japanese-Americans should be knowledgeable in both countries 

culture as well as maintain strong ties as well.　 

 

 

 

Both countries students thought that it was not important for Japanese-Americans to be 

fluent in either Japanese or English. However, more Japanese students than American students 
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thought that Japanese-Americans should be able to speak English fluently (Figure 6). 

 

 

 

In regards of the identity that Japanese-Americans are perceived they should have, more 

than half of American students responded that it is not important for Japanese-Americans to 

identify only as American.Both Japanese and American students felt that it was very important 

that Japanese-Americans should feel free to identify however they please. Also they thought that 

it was not important for people who identify as japanese-American to be born in the United 

States (Figure 7).  
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As can be seen from the Figure 8 word could American university students wrote words 

like “diverse”, “kind”, and “hardworking”. For the Japanese university students they responded 

with “I do not know”, “World War II”, and “Hawaii”. From this we can understand that Japanese 

students do not know much about Japanese-Americans.  

 

5.2. Summary of  Findings 1 

From our research we found that both American and Japanese university students thought 

that Japanese-Americans should be proud of both their cultures. Also they thought that 

Japanese-Americans should be able to be able to freely choose how they identify. Additionally, 

Japanese university students thought that Japanese-Americans should be knowledgeable and 

maintain strong ties to Japanese and American culture, but American university students did not 

think it was that important. Also the perspectives brought up in the word cloud were interesting. 

American university students tended to have a positive image of Japanese-Americans. However, 

Japanese university students did not know much about about Japanese-Americans other than 

things related to World War II.  

 

5.3. Research Findings 2 

Research question 2: What are the main factors that influence Japanese and American 

university students’ image of Japanese-Americans. 
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When asked the question of “if you know any Japanese-American, what is your 

relationship with them?”, American university students respond that they knew 

Japanese-Americans, however, Japanese university students said that they did not know any 

Japanese-Americans. In other words, Japanese students do not often have the chance to meet 

Japanese-Americans (Figure 9). 

 

 

 

Next we found that many American students have take class which talk about the history, 

issues, or identity of Japanese-Americans while Japanese students responded that they have not 

take class about Japanese-Americans (Figure 10). 
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Also we found that many Americans have taken classes about Japanese-Americans in 

high school or college but we also found that Japanese students have not had the chance to take 

classes related to Japanese-Americans (Figure 11).  

 

 

 

Also unlike American students, a majority of Japanese students responded that they were 

not raised in an ethnically diverse community (Figure 12).  
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Furthermore, most Japanese students also answered that they were not raised with 

Japanese-American in their community, while almost 70% of American students said that they 

were raised around Japanese-Americans in their community (figure 13).  

 

 

 

As you can see from Figure 14, both American and Japanese university students said that 

their image of Japanese-Americans has been influenced by Japanese-American that they know 

personally or have met. On the other hand, both countries students said that Japanese-American 

celebrities were of little to no influence on their image of Japanese-Americans. 
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 In addition, both American and Japanese university students said that their views of 

Japanese-Americans has been influenced by their knowledge of Japanese and Asian cultures. 

However, only Japanese students said that television and movies have had an influence on their 

views (Figure 15) 

 

5.4．Summary of Research Findings 2 

The students from both America and Japan said that their views of Japanese-Americans 

were most influenced by Japanese-Americans that they know, as well as what that they about 

Japanese and Asian cultures.In america, there is more opportunities to learn about 

Japanese-American issues and history. However, Japanese do not have the same chances to learn 

about Japanese-American history. Therefore, Japanese students knowledge and image is also 

influence from media (such as television dramas and movies). 

 

6. Conclusion 

American students do not seem to have prejudice against Japanese-Americans. Also they 

seem to have a lot of knowledge about stereotypes and discrimination issues against 

Japanese-Americans.  That is because American students have learned about Japanese-American 

history at school and are familiar with the issues surrounding them. In other words, America has 
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recognized that it is a multi-cultural society as well as educates about cross-cultural 

understanding.  However, Japanese students had some understanding of Japanese-American 

history but they do not have many opportunities to be able to meet with Japanese-Americans. 

Therefore, Japanese students focus on the Issei Japanese-American experience. It would be the 

best if the Japanese government gave more opportunities for Japanese students to understand 

about multiculturalism, by incorporating it into their education.  

 

7. Limitations of Study & Future Studies  

Lastly, a majority of American student who responded to this survey were from 

California, where there is a large population of Japanese-Americans. Therefore, there may be a 

potential bias so the results of the this survey cannot be generalized. For future studies, we would 

like to expand our studies from just the identity of Japanese-Americans to the identity of others 

of Japanese descendants such as Japanese-Mexicans or Japanese-Korean. 
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