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“Returnees’ cultural identity and com-
munication: A case story”

Esther Lovely

Background

This paper explores the impact of communication on the cultural
identity change of a young Japanese returnee student. The concept of
fluid cultural identity is increasingly significant in Japan, which has often
been characterised as ethnically, culturally, and linguistically homoge-
neous. An essentialist view of Japanese identity, in which Japanese-ness
is purported to be an inherent trait, immutable since birth, leaves no
room for the gradually increasing cultural diversity in the country
(Coates, 2016). This diversity includes not only immigrants, who are
needed to supplement the gaps in the workforce left by Japan's aging
population and low birth rate, but also an invisible minority of tens of
thousands of Japanese returnees.

Returnees, in Japanese called kikokushijo (J#E¥%), or kaigaishijo
(ME9+F12), spend several years of childhood or adolescence outside Ja-
pan for a range of reasons, including a parent’s job transfer. They attend
school overseas for several years, then they may return when their par-
ent is transferred back to Japan, or to enter university in Japan. Return-

ees have been the subject of debate in the Japanese media, by the Japa-
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nese education system and the government. They have been
characterised as disadvantaged social misfits who are no longer “junjapa”
(#i v %), that is, “pure Japanese” because their time abroad means
that they may have problems of adjustment to Japanese society when
they return. For example, language can present a problem, as returnees,
having little opportunity to use Japanese outside the family home while
living abroad, may not have learned to use formal or honorific Japanese
expressions. These language forms are essential in social contexts in Ja-
pan including school environments, when addressing teachers and older
students.

Alternatively returnees are viewed as privileged cosmopolitan indi-
viduals who are valuable resources for Japanese society in a globalising
world. This is particularly because of their perceived English proficiency.
However, as Sueda (2014) points out, there are returnees who live in
non-English speaking countries in Asia, and those who attend Japanese
schools while overseas, which mean that they do not necessarily acquire
any particular English language ability. White's landmark work on Japa-
nese returnee families (1988), followed by other significant studies on
Japanese returnees and their families (Yashiro, 1995; Sueda, 2002, 2014;
Kanno, 2000, 2003) have shed light on the challenges and difficulties
these individuals experience upon returning from abroad.

The case story presented in this paper examines some of these diffi-
culties and challenges, but also takes a broader approach, analysing the
participant’s experiences through the lens of Kim's (2001) integrative
theory of cross-cultural adaptation. Kim's theory, and the accompanying

model (see Figure 1), conceptualise cultural adaptation as a process of
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Figure 1: Young Yun Kim’s structural model of cross-cultural adaptation (2001).

learning and growth with no fixed end point. At the heart of this process
Is communication in its many forms, which act as a driving force. This
emphasis on the influential role of communication in identity change
aligns with Hall's (1990) conception of identity as socially and politically
constructed, that is, a constructivist view of identity. Seen from this per-
spective, the challenges and difficulties of re-adjusting to life in Japan are
contextualised within the broader story of cultural identity change of the
participant. In light of this, this investigation addresses the question of
what forms of communication influenced the participant’s cultural identi-
ty change, and how.

In order to capture as detailed as possible a picture of the
participant’s experiences, this research used a narrative inquiry approach
to examine her communication patterns over time within the context of

her life experiences. The case story shows how the returnee’s cultural
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identity, or identification as Hall puts it, influences and is influenced by
certain forms of communication. The longitudinal nature of the investiga-
tion, combined with retrospective elements, allowed for richly detailed
exploration of the returnee’s experiences. The case story reveals the
ways in which the overseas sojourn has long-lasting effects even several

years after the participant’s return to Japan.

Collecting the stories: a narrative inquiry

As mentioned in the previous section, this study took a narrative in-
quiry approach, commonly used in qualitative research to investigate a
phenomenon by constructing chronological stories of participants’ experi-
ences (Menard-Warwick, 2007). The stories typically have a particular
focus in order to answer the aims of the research, and are viewed as a
collaborative effort between researcher and participant (Barkhuizen,
2011). The data analysis is embedded in the case story itself, with the
researcher’s interpretations incorporated into the participant’'s account.
By reporting the findings of a longitudinal study in this form, the re-
searcher is able to preserve the participant’s story and allow readers to
understand the context and sequence of events.

I met Nami" , whose case story is presented here, at a public lecture
given at her university in Tokyo in November 2017. I introduced myself
and my research and asked if she was interested in participating in a se-
ries of interviews. She provided me with her contact details and I sent

her an information sheet and consent form. After gaining her written

1) Names have been changed to protect privacy.
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Figure 2: Participant’s timeline diagram.

consent, we scheduled the first interview.

I interviewed six participants, including Nami, four times over a pe-
riod of about eight months between December 2017 and July 2018. The
interviews were held at approximately monthly intervals. In order to an-
swer the aims of the research, they were semi-structured in nature,
guided by a protocol containing mostly open-ended questions. This was
so that participants had room to communicate freely during the inter-
view.

A combination of retrospective and concurrent interviewing was
used (Barkhuizen, Benson & Chik, 2014). The first interview focused on
establishing rapport and investigating participants’ past experiences
overseas and past communication patterns and social media use. At the
first interview, I also asked participants to complete a simple visual time-
line on paper (Figure 2). This often served as a useful memory aid (Ba-
gnoli, 2009), and helped participants to organise their past experiences.

Subsequent interviews then aimed to elicit updates on the participants’
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lives, focusing on changes in their communication patterns, and how
these changes might have influenced their cultural self-identification.

I audio recorded each interview, then wrote summaries of each in-
terview while re-listening to the audio. I later expanded on these summa-
ries, transcribing certain passages verbatim that I felt were of particular
interest. These summaries also served to guide my line of questioning in
subsequent interviews and enabled me to remind participants of what

they had previously said.

Constructing the case stories

In narrative analysis, data is analysed and findings are presented by
means of storytelling (Barkhuizen, Benson and Chik, 2014). As Polking-
horne (1995) stated, the narrative constructed by the researcher gives
meaning to the data. It “---displays the linkage among the data elements
as parts of an unfolding temporal development:-" (1995, 5). Clandinin
and Connelly concur that narrative inquiry involves narrative as a meth-
od of data analysis (2000). In order to construct a narrative that answers
the aims of the research, it is necessary to undertake a process of filter-
ing and organizing the data into a cohesive and focused story. Raw inter-
view transcripts can often be long and lacking in coherency. Participants
describe events out of order, repeat themselves, and omit detail that the
researcher may tease out in a separate interview. The process of con-
densing meaning (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) and selecting information
relevant to the aims of the research are an important part of the analy-

sis.
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Throughout the data collection period I listened to the interview au-
dio files and conducted close reading of the summaries. I arranged the
information from the interviews into chronological order as much as pos-
sible, in order to create a sequential account of the participants’ stories
up until the final interview. I highlighted sections that mentioned com-
munication, relationships, reflective and evaluative comments about cul-
ture and the participants’ feelings about their interactions and changes in
their life. In order to establish links between changes in the participant’s
circumstances and the way that those changes appeared to have affected
their beliefs, values, attitudes and behaviour in different life domains (Na-
vas et al, 2007) I used a modified table from Lewis longitudinal study on
evaluations of a National Job Retention and Rehabilitation program
(2007) as an analysis guide. In Lewis’ study, the researcher recommends
analysing changes that occur in the participants’ lives by considering the
eight external and internal influential factors. These are: description of
the change, location of the change, explanation of the change, evaluation
of the change, consequence of the change, personal meanings, fit with
current theory, and reflection.

I then selectively edited the case stories, deleting or condensing in-
formation that was less relevant to the focus of the research. I retained
detailed accounts of events and communication that impacted partici-
pants’ cultural identity change. As I edited, I added in analysis of the
participants’ experiences, and interpretation based on the information
provided in their other interviews. This enabled explication of the ideas
and assumptions underlying the participants’ account of their experienc-

es (Bell, 2002). By doing this, case stories with a specific focus based on
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the research aims were produced from the interview data. Barkhuizen
(2011) calls this process “narrative knowledging”. This is “the meaning
making, learning, or knowledge construction that takes place during the
narrative research activities of (co) constructing narratives, analyzing
narratives, reporting the findings, and reading/watching/listening to re-
search reports” (Barkhuizen, 2011, 395). According to this definition,
knowledge is produced through the shaping of meaning at every stage of
the research; by participant, researcher and research audience, with
each party gaining understanding of the experience.

In the following section I present the edited case story of one partic-
ipant from among the six people I interviewed during the research. Cer-
tain details such as names of individuals and places have been changed

to protect privacy.

Nami’s story

In 2001 Nami moved to the United States with her parents and two
elder brothers when she was five years old. She completed schooling
there from kindergarten to grade 7 of elementary school, but had to re-
peat the 7* grade when she returned to Japan with her mother.

Nami recalled that Michigan, where they first lived, was mostly pop-
ulated by Caucasian Americans. Later, the family moved to Detroit,
which had a more multicultural population, and by the time she was in
4™ grade, she had some Japanese classmates? .

During her time in the United States she had a close school friend

named Melissa, whose friendship was to have a long-lasting impact on
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Nami. To begin with, due to Melissa’s influence, Nami became an avid
reader, consuming fiction books in English. Additionally, contact with
Melissa and her family gave Nami a firsthand experience of Christianity.
Melissa’s family were devout, and Nami occasionally visited their home
and even attended church with them. Melissa also had an adopted sib-
ling, and Nami described the family as “very loving”.

By the 7™ grade her school’s student body had become increasingly
diverse, with 20 to 30 Japanese students, and more African American,
Indian, and Chinese students. However, Nami avoided contact with other
Japanese students. Not only because they were older than her, but their
insular attitude repelled her. She observed these students speaking badly
of other students in Japanese so that they could not be understood and
disapproved of this behaviour. This experience was one of the first in-
stances when Nami did not identify with her Japanese peers and felt un-
comfortable interacting with them. It shows that she had already devel-
oped a sense of belonging in, and preference to integrate with, the
mainstream American culture around her.

When Nami was 13, she and her mother left the United States and
returned to Japan. Upon her return, Nami enrolled in an all-girls’ Protes-
tant school. Having already being accustomed to an American school en-
vironment, Nami described her new school as “very Japanese” in terms
of the atmosphere and regulations. To Nami “Japanese” indicated rigidity

and restrictions. She also said that there was much pressure to achieve

2) Nami surmised that they were children of families connected with the Japanese car manufac-
turers in the area. By the early 2000s, Toyota was a significant presence in the American car man-
ufacturing market. (September 14, 2002). Japanese car makers down the road: Twenty years later.
The Economist. https.//www.economist.com/
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academically. She had difficulty understanding her classes conducted in
Japanese, especially maths, and was far behind her classmates in her
knowledge of Japanese history. Even in English class, where returnees
are expected to excel, she had trouble studying English grammar in Jap-
anese.

Academics were not the only area where Nami struggled. Like
many returnees, it was difficult for her to fit in with her classmates, ham-
pered by her imperfect use of Japanese. Her school peers soon pointed
out her deficiencies in speaking Japanese, calling her speech “katakoto”
(FrE), that is, halting or broken, and commented that things she said
were “weird”. This caused problems in the school volleyball team she
joined, which operated under a strict age-based hierarchy among team
members. This necessitated the use of honorific language, which was a
learning curve for Nami. She described her time in the volleyball team as
a period of “learning to be Japanese”. She gave the example of senior
members of the volleyball team overruling the opinions of other students
and expressed the opinion that such behaviour was very “Japanese-ish”.

A welcome escape from these problems was the school's English
language library, and Nami visited twice a week. She read avidly, to the
point where she was awarded prizes for her extensive English reading.
Rather than reading in Japanese, Nami preferred to read books in Eng-
lish and asserted that she liked the covers of English books better be-
cause they were more interesting than the Japanese book covers. Anoth-
er factor was convenience - the Japanese language library on campus
was not as close to her classroom as the English language library.

Nami had a few close friends in high school, who were also return-
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ees, but outside school hours, she was “not good at staying connected
with people”. She did not own a smartphone during high school, and only
used Facebook on her PC to contact a small circle of five friends.

In 2015 Nami began studying in the liberal arts faculty at S universi-
ty in Tokyo. She felt out of place in her faculty, calling herself “too Japa-
nese” compared to the other students, many of whom were non-Japanese
students, or Japanese recently returned from overseas. Unlike Nami,
they had attended high school in the United States, so they shared
American high school experiences such as attending prom. Their time
abroad and its impact was still fresh and readily apparent, while the im-
pact of Nami's time in the United States, after years spent readjusting to
life in Japan, was less apparent. This gap made it difficult for Nami to
find much in common with them.

Furthermore, after having difficulty with studying in Japanese dur-
ing middle and high school, Nami now had problems adapting to using
English again at university. During her first year she struggled to com-
plete written assignments in English for her classes.

Nami had been a member of a sports team during middle and high
school, and decided to join her university's lacrosse team. Her involve-
ment with the team presented a starkly different environment to her
other social circles at university. She spent a lot of time with her team
mates out of necessity, but occasionally found them frustrating to inter-
act with. In contrast to her “open-minded” and easy-going faculty class-
mates, the lacrosse team members were “typical Japanese people”, and
very flercely competitive. To Nami, “typical Japanese people” had a ten-

dency to stereotype and categorise others. She had experienced this
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when she first introduced herself to her team mates and said that her
hobby was reading, and that she had been reading modern Japanese lit-
erature. Her team mates reacted with astonishment, and to Nami's an-
noyance, from then on they seemed to view her as “a literature otaku
(geek)” obsessed with reading. Feeling out of place in most of her social
circles, there were times when Nami felt stifled by her surroundings and
said she wished she could go overseas again. This indicated that even
though it had been several years now since her return to Japan, she still
retained a sense of her returnee identity, that gave her an outsider per-
spective from which to critique Japanese culture and norms around her.

In general, Nami disliked smartphones and social media, a rather un-
usual attitude amongst her peers. However, she knew that if she did not
use the LINE app, she risked missing out on news and information that
her friends shared with each other via LINE. When Nami entered uni-
versity, she bought a smartphone, but regretted doing so because of how
it impacted her reading habits. Instead of reading books on the train, she
now found herself occupied with her smartphone. She used her smart-
phone and LINE to communicate with her friends and family in Japan
but used Facebook to keep in touch with contacts in the United States.
She also had an Instagram account, but rarely used it. She told me that
she only recently started using Twitter, for looking up information, rath-
er than for producing content or contacting friends.

At my second interview with Nami at the end of January 2018, she
told me her father had taken a work trip to France just before New
Year's. This was a move that significantly impacted Nami's family, as her

father would be staying there for as long as two years. Her mother
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planned to join him once Nami had graduated and found a job.

Nami had intended to seek his advice for her upcoming job-hunting
activities, but decided that in his absence she would have to rely on her
elder brothers. While at first she had communicated with him via video
calls, an argument between her parents had made Nami hesitant to com-
municate with him.

Nami told me that the argument had made her view her parents dif-
ferently, and had even changed her feelings about reading as a hobby.
Until now, she had thought of reading as a pleasant and enjoyable activi-
ty. Now, although she still found it a welcome escape from reality, read-
ing a story which dealt with real life issues that she had experienced
was upsetting and stressful. For the first time she wondered why people
would read books as a hobby, if not to feel happy or good about them-
selves.

This prompted me to ask what she had been reading lately. For a
class at university she had read a novel by a Japanese author about the
life of a closeted homosexual youth® . She was surprised that even
though the novel had been published more than 60 years ago, it con-
tained discussion of issues that were still relevant. After reading it, Nami
decided that she would like to try writing her own stories about impact-
ful real-life issues, as well as escapist fantasy.

Due to the tensions between her parents, Nami turned to her elder
brothers for advice about writing job applications, which they had help-
fully provided. She not only had trouble thinking of what to write, but

also had difficulties writing in Japanese. While at the beginning of her

3)  Yukio Mishima's “Confessions of a Mask”.
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university career, writing in English had presented a challenge, by now
she had spent three years writing mostly in English for her university
classes, and was no longer used to writing formally in Japanese.

Other than daily interactions with her mother and seeking advice
from her brothers, Nami had had limited social contact since our last in-
terview. She used LINE when she needed to text but used email for for-
mal communication with her university lecturers, some of whom she had
also contacted for advice about job-hunting.

At the time of our previous interview Nami had been attending la-
crosse training sessions every morning, but now it was the off-season, so
practices were only held twice a week. As before, she did not communi-
cate with her team members outside of practice.

Nami and I next met on the 15" March and she informed me that
her mother had visited her father in France in late February for a week.
The family conflict was apparently resolved.

Lacrosse practice five days a week had started again, but Nami said
that her biggest problem now was finding a job. Seeing her classmates
decked out in their business suits, heading to job interviews, was a daily
reminder and added to the pressure she was feeling.

For two weeks numerous companies had held information sessions
at her university, prompting her to mull over her skills and future career
trajectory. Two paths lay before her: a) to follow her love of reading and
work for a Japanese publishing company or b) to find a job in a non-liter-
ary industry where she could use English. She informed me that publish-
ing companies were normally based in Japan and used Japanese only.

One of Nami's classmates had begun working for a multinational
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company, but because all the customers were Japanese, she had no op-
portunities to use English. Mentioning the fact that this classmate had
graduated from a high school in the United States led Nami to reflect on
her own attitude towards English.

Nami had left the United States during elementary school and
missed out on typical American high school experiences such as attend-
ing prom, and participating in high school clubs and sports, and even
studying for exams. Nami thought her choice to study English literature
such as Shakespeare, which most American high school students studied,
was her way of trying to replicate parts of that experience. This showed
that Nami felt that compared to her peers who had attended high school
in the United States, there was something lacking in her returnee identi-
ty. Her years of adjusting to living in Japan again seemed to disqualify
her from matching the popular image of a returnee. English literature
provided a means towards supplementing that lack, though imperfectly.

Job-hunting activities had made Nami feel inadequate in other ways.
She reiterated her opinion from our previous interview — that she needed
to gain skills other than English proficiency to successfully live abroad.
Nami told me that in Japan,

“they admire you just for using English, but if you live overseas

and speak English, it’s not that special.” (Interview 3, March 15,

2018)

She was attending information and recruitment sessions held by
various companies, and hoped to find a job that would take advantage of
her English skills, and connect with her passion for reading.

I asked what Nami had been reading recently, and while she had
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done little recreational reading, she told me about a story she had been
required to read and analyse for a job application. The story was a tradi-
tional Japanese folk tale called “Kachikachi yama” (7*®#*%11). Accord-
ing to Nami's explanation, in the story a raccoon teases an old man. A
rabbit witnesses this and decides to punish the raccoon. The raccoon
kills the old man's wife and makes a soup out of her. Then the raccoon
transforms into the old woman and tricks the old man into eating the
soup. The rabbit fights the racoon, burning the raccoon’s back and apply-
ing chili to the burn to cause more pain. Then, they somehow get into
boats, the raccoon’s boat sinks, and the raccoon drowns, ending the sto-
ry?.

Nami's task was to write an essay analysis of this story, but the
symbolism confused her. When she discussed it with her mother and
brother, they both asserted that the message was about karma - the rac-
coon committed a crime and was punished for it by the rabbit. But Nami
found herself suspicious of the rabbit. She pointed out that in the version
she read, the raccoon was never told the reason for the rabbit's actions.
In Nami's opinion, the rabbit was a sinister figure, and the truly “evil”
character in the story. She went so far as to investigate the symbolism
of different animals in stories and found that while raccoons commonly
tricked humans in Japanese fiction, rabbits were portrayed as clever and
frequent liars. Her mother told Nami she was over-thinking the story.

In our interview, Nami cited the tale as an example of how Japanese

stories often seemed to have unhappy or ambiguous endings. She com-

4) Nami's explanation captured the main story beats. There are different versions of the story,
but the points about the rabbit punishing the raccoon for killing the old farmer's wife remain the
same.
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pared it to non-Japanese stories she had read in English, saying,
“A lot of books I read from other countries they usually have a happy
ending or, if the character, like, apologises-they get off the hook, that
comes from a Christian background...but in Japanese stories there’s
nothing like that, bad story ends with a bad ending, there’s nothing
good out of the whole cycle...so when I first started reading Japanese
stories that really caught me, because like I was expecting a happy
ending...and in this story as well, the raccoon didn’t realise he was

getting tortured for what he did, he never noticed until the end I

think...” (Interview 3, March 15, 2018)

Nami explicitly linked happy endings and themes of redemption in
English fiction with Christianity. This indicates that her childhood friend-
ship with Melissa, which had exposed her to Christianity, and her read-
ing habits as a child in the United States had had a profound and lasting
impact on her values and attitudes, which was still in evidence years af-
ter returning to Japan.

On 25" April I interviewed Nami for the fourth and final time. After
reminding her of what we had talked about in the previous interview, I
asked her to tell me about her progress regarding her job-hunting activi-
ties.

She had undergone one group interview, and told me that the day
after our interview she had another interview scheduled. She was also
preparing and submitting written job applications.

Nami was attending classes at university three times a week. To en-
sure she successfully graduated the following year, she said she wanted

to take extra classes. Between the two, Nami asserted that university
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was not as difficult as job-hunting, but she was finding it hard to strike a
balance. She stated plainly, “I don't like this Japanese process of job-hunt-
ing.” Labelling the process as “Japanese” demonstrated her tendency to
think of stressful, regimented and restrictive experiences as typically
Japanese. Nami had left the United States by middle school age, so she
could not have had experience seeking jobs there, and therefore could
not realistically make an informed comparison of job-seeking practices in
both two countries. However, her overseas experiences and her con-
sumption of English literature had given her a benchmark against which
she measured aspects of her life in Japan, and found them unsatisfactory.

In earlier interviews Nami had described two career paths that
were open to her - one in publishing that would make the most of her
creativity and love of books, and one that would require her English
skills. At this final interview, she said that was she was more focused on
the first path, and had been investigating positions in Japanese publishing
companies.

She had also attended an information session held by the clothing
brand Uniqlo and found it interesting. Although it was unrelated to
books, she thought that at least a multinational company would be a
good starting point for her career. Perhaps for now, it would be sufficient
to work in a different field, but later find a way to connect it to books.
Nami's change of heart was also partly because she claimed to have
missed the time frame for submitting applications to larger manufactur-
ing companies. These companies tended to hire applicants with English
skills and overseas experience.

Nami had expressed a dislike of social media early on in our inter-
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views, so I asked if her attitude had undergone any change during the
past months. She replied that in the past prior to our interviews, there
had been occasions where she had felt differently about social media. She
believed that it could be useful, and still kept her Facebook account in
case people might want to contact her. When she had started university,
Instagram had been increasing in popularity so she had liked it at the
time. She found the app easy to use and convenient for communicating.
However, she saw a danger in checking Instagram frequently, which
could lead to drawing negative comparisons between the lives of others
as depicted via their Instagram, and her own life. She believed that start-
ing a habit of drawing comparisons would lead to jealousy and unhappi-
ness. For this reason, she limited her time on Instagram. However, she
was aware of the role social media use could play in facilitating in-person
relationships. Being aware of her peers’ social media posts could be a
conversation starter in-person, therefore, she said, “I shouldn't avoid SM
just because I don't like it”, or else she risked being left out socially.
Nami was concerned about how Facebook the company might be
misusing her personal information, but the convenience of Facebook pre-
vented her from shutting down her account. She was unsure as to
whether or not she would ever become more enthusiastic about using
social media and communication technologies, claiming that she was “too
lazy” to explore them further. Although social media changed and added
new functions to apps, Nami only knew and continued to use the basic
functions. She kept her access to social media accounts only to stay con-
nected with others and stay abreast of their activities, not to share infor-

mation about herself.
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While her smartphone gave her easy access to these means of com-
munication, Nami expressed regret over owning one because of how it
impacted her reading habits. For example, instead of reading books on
the train, she now found herself frequently occupied with her smart-

phone instead.

Conclusion: thoughts on Nami's story

This edited version of Nami's case story reveals that she experi-
enced some of the same challenges and difficulties documented in previ-
ous research on returnees, but goes beyond previous studies to also ex-
amine how her experiences affected her in the long-term. When she first
returned to Japan, during middle school and high school, Nami's time in
the United States had the effect of separating her from most of her
school peers. She struggled to overcome her lack of Japanese language
skills compared to her classmates, and her lack of knowledge in areas
such as Japanese history. She felt closer to other returnees like herself,
and saw her other classmates, particularly those in her sports teams, as
“teaching” her “to be Japanese”. In that context “being Japanese” meant
fitting into the existing hierarchy of juniors and seniors, using appropri-
ate language forms, and accepting the authority of those older than her-
self.

Nami's case story extends past these immediate readjustment diffi-
culties to show that upon entering university she again found herself out
of step with those around her. This time she was “too Japanese” com-

pared to those returnees who had spent their high school years abroad.
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Simultaneously, she felt a gap between herself and her “typical” Japanese
team mates in the university sports team she joined. Although she spent
a significant amount of time with them, it was out of necessity rather
than choice. She had negative feelings about the way they labelled her as
an “otaku” due to her love of reading, and viewed this again as narrow-
minded, “typical Japanese” behaviour. Although she had some friendships
among a small circle of university friends, during the interview period,
maintaining these friendships was overwhelmed by university studies
and job-hunting.

Nami's feelings of being different, of being “weird”, also influenced
her experience of the Japanese job-hunting process. Even though she had
left the United States at a young age her experiences as a child there
were mostly positive. While she did not go so far as to self-identify as bi-
cultural or American, during our interviews she positioned herself as an
outsider to criticise and comment on aspects of Japanese society, includ-
ing the job-hunting process.

Throughout Nami's story, communication via social media and con-
sumption of social media did not seem to play the most influential role in
her cultural identity change. This is due in part to the fact that access to
these media was still relatively limited at the time Nami was in the Unit-
ed States, especially for children her age. However, even at the time of
our interviews in 2018, Nami used social media and communication tech-
nologies mainly for exchanging information and messages with friends
and family members. As shown in our final interview, she remained cau-
tious about the possible threats to privacy posed by social media sites.

She was also aware of and concerned about the negative effects of social
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media on mental health and well-being.

Rather than being influenced by these forms of communication,
Nami's love of reading proved to be an enduring thread weaving
throughout her story, beginning with her childhood friendship with Me-
lissa in the United States. Specifically, English language fiction and liter-
ary works from English-speaking countries influenced her values, beliefs
and attitudes over the years after her return to Japan. In high school,
reading English books was a refuge from the difficulties she experienced
adjusting to classes held all in Japanese, and gained her recognition and
rewards from her school.

As a university student, Nami again felt caught between being “too
Japanese” and “not Japanese enough”, but by reading English literature
she attempted to capture the formative experiences she had missed out
on by leaving the United States before entering high school. Even as she
stood poised to graduate university and begin the next phase of her life
as a working adult, the influence of English literature on her cultural
identity was again evident in Nami's response to the traditional Japanese
folktale, “Kachikachi yama”. Her comments showed that through her
reading habits she had absorbed certain typically “Western”, “Christian”
values, which left her confused and dissatisfied with values and attitudes
she perceived in Japanese fiction.

Nami's story is a fascinating example of how diverse modes of com-
munication can influence an individual's cultural identity change over a
number of years, including the readjustment period and beyond. As
Sueda (2014) points out, studies have tended to focus on returnees’ diffi-

culties in adjusting to the Japanese schooling environment. As more of
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these returnees of the 2000s and 2010s reach adulthood, future research
should investigate returnees in Japanese universities and workplaces. In
this way, Japanese institutions may not only better accommodate, but
also benefit from these returnees’ skills and experiences, and returnees
can gain a better sense of belonging and acceptance in Japan, while re-

taining their returnee identity.
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