
EDITORIAL Open Access

Migrations and diversifications in the UK
and Japan
Jenny Phillimore1* , Gracia Liu-Farrer2 and Nando Sigona1

* Correspondence: j.a.phillimore@
bham.ac.uk
1Department of Social Policy,
Sociology and Criminology,
University of Birmingham,
Edgbaston, B15 2TT Birmingham,
UK
Full list of author information is
available at the end of the article

Abstract

Japan and the UK are long-established countries of immigration which although
having different histories both share experience as colonial powers which have
shaped their somewhat hostile attitudes towards migration alongside a need for
migrant labour and negative public attitudes towards migrants. This paper sets the
context to the Special Issue of the same name. It examines the migration and
diversification histories and scholarships of Japan and the UK identifying common
themes as well as divergences noting the ongoing diversifications of populations in
both countries albeit on different scales. It then examines the key features which
shape processes underpinning the emergence of superdiversity: super-mobility, and
the scale, speed and spread of diversification, arguing the need to think about such
processes outside of UK and Europe and considering the ways in which shifting
scholarly gaze of superdiversity researchers to Japan can address some of the
critiques of its Western-centric bias. The paper then outlines four main themes in
superdiversity research setting out how they are addressed in this special issue
before describing the key contributions of the ten papers which form the content of
the collection.

Keywords: Superdiversity, Superdiversification processes, Japan, UK, Migration
scholarship

Introduction
Both the UK and Japan have long-established immigrant communities the nature of

which is somewhat shaped by centuries of colonial power and relations. Although

these two countries have different immigration histories in the post-war era, and other

political, economic and social differences, they share the challenges brought by the di-

lemma of labour and skills shortages on the one hand and unfavourable public atti-

tudes toward migration combined with anti-immigration political forces on the other.

Both have, or are attempting to, resist high levels of migration, and yet both increas-

ingly understand that future prosperity depends on access to labour migration. The in-

creasing pace of globalization, new geopolitics and demographic changes in the

contemporary world have accelerated population movements and brought new groups

of migrants to both societies. As a consequence, both Japan and the UK are witnessing

increasing diversification of their societies and face what Hall (2017:1024) has
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described as “a crisis of political imagination to engage with 21st century citizenship”.

This special issue compares the migration and diversification experiences in the UK

and Japan. Given the complexity of migration phenomena, both historically and at

present, the issue collectively explores the utility of the concept of “superdiversity” for

understanding diversification experiences in these two countries.

The term superdiversity has been invoked to describe the move from the predomin-

ance of “old” migration rooted in colonial and post-colonial relations, to “new” migra-

tion, wherein people arrive from many different countries as a result of shifting

geopolitical circumstances. It also acknowledges the intra-group heterogeneity of mi-

grant and minority populations. Vertovec’s (2007) concept of superdiversity describes

the “transformative diversification of diversity” (Vertovec, 2007: 1025) and associated

demographic complexity driven by global and internal migration accompanied by other

political, policy and socio-cultural changes. Despite some contestation (Back, 2015;

Hall, 2017; Ndhlovu, 2016), superdiversity is acknowledged as both a demographic real-

ity and as an analytical lens through which to describe multiple differentiations. Super-

diversity is seen as offering considerable potential to fill the current post-

multiculturalism theoretical void (Fomina, 2010) through providing a new lens to help

develop understanding about the ways in which older and novel demographic complex-

ities shape societies and how they can be governed.

However, regardless of increasing awareness and acceptance of superdiversity as a

new demographic reality and the recognition that factors beyond ethnicity and country

of origin play a major role in migrant settlement and social relations, migration studies

have to some extent continued to be dominated by an ethno-national focus. Interac-

tions between migrants, their descendants, established populations, employers and the

state have tended to be analysed using binary language of them/us, minority/majority.

This approach does not permit adequate analysis of the socio-cultural and demographic

complexity that underpins migration and consequent superdiversity. Further with some

important exceptions (ie Vertovec, 2015; Yeoh, 2018) the conceptual framework and

methods required to research migration and resultant superdiversity developed within

and outside of Europe have lacked an opportunity for intellectual exchange. This spe-

cial issue contributes to filling this gap in knowledge by comparing migrations and as-

sociated processes of socio-demographic and cultural diversification in the UK and

Japan. It examines different aspects of migration and diversification in these two coun-

tries from multiple disciplinary perspectives and using a wide range of methods and in

so doing offers a range of conceptual advancements and empirical insights.

Superdiversity and superdiversifications
Vertovec’s invocation of the term “super-diversity” appears first in relation to the

London UK. While he describes the ethnic and country of origin diversity of the city as

“remarkable”, and indeed much of the later focus on superdiversity has been on people

arriving from more places to more places, he considers such as a “one-dimensional ap-

preciation of contemporary diversity” (Vertovec, 2007:1025). Subsequent work focusing

on interactions in superdiverse neighbourhoods has raised questions about the com-

mon aspects of identity that unite or divide people (Grzymala-Kazlowska & Phillimore,

2018; Wessendorf, 2013) with arguments made that factors such as age, gender, spatial

proximity and immigration status may be more important than ethno-national identity.
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Recently superdiversity researchers have talked about the need to identify the difference

or differences that make a difference to people’s lives (Humphris, 2015).

The demographic trends originally identified by Vertovec in London, are now evident

in urban areas in many other developed countries. The poor quality of demographic

data frequently makes identifying and comparing superdiversity over time difficult. A

key concern is the absence of a particular tipping point at which superdiversity is said

to occur. We argue that superdiversity is the product of the interaction of multiple pro-

cesses producing an unprecedented level of population diversity. Superdiversity

emerges as an additional layer of complexity to existing and ongoing multiculturalism

or, in Japan, multicultural co-existence, where multiculture represent the presence of

discernible groups of individuals of similar ethno-national origins. Superdiversity in this

special issue refers to migration driven diversifications. We contend that the diversifica-

tion within diversity is a feature of many urban populations in the Global North and a

key feature of post-modernity in both the UK and Japan. Thus we recognise that pro-

cesses of diversification are themselves diverse and context and temporally specific.

There are however certain features of superdiversity that have been identified by

scholars. These include super-mobility, and the scale, speed and spread of diversifica-

tion processes. Valentine & Sadgrove (2012) refer to the unprecedented levels of move-

ment experienced by both individuals and within the places they reside as “super-

mobility”. Super-mobility is driven by multiple modes of migration which include sec-

ondary migration: circular migration, and onward migration as well as internal migra-

tion around the country of migration. The speed of diversification varies by locality

and, as Meissner & Vertovec (2015) note, increase has, until the pandemic, been the

dominant direction of change. In their most recent immigration publication, the OECD

(2019) note that immigration flows are on the rise in most OECD countries including

the UK and Japan. Speed of change has been viewed as problematic for social cohesion

in areas that have little familiarity with diversity (Kaufman & Harris, 2014) but may

barely be noticed in areas with long histories of immigration (Pemberton & Phillimore,

2018). The scale of increase is related to the speed of change although speed may be

experienced differently depending on the diversity starting point of a country with clear

differences in evidence between Japan and the UK. Fear of, change frequently attracts

the attention of policymakers and is of pertinence in highly nationalistic countries. Igar-

ashi and Laurence (2021) in this issue explore the ways in immigration diversity im-

pacts on social attitudes towards migrants.

As Vertovec (2007) indicates more people have been migrating from more places to

more places. The spread of diversity from inner city areas in global cities to more urban

areas, suburbs and even some rural areas is also a feature of superdiversity. These di-

versifications often result from demand for labour but also result from immigration

policy such as the refugee resettlement programmes discussed by Phillimore et al.

(2021b; this special issue). Such trends lead to autochthonous populations encountering

diversity for the first time but can also generate fragmentation of populations (Philli-

more et al., 2021a) wherein groups based on ethno-national identities are less in evi-

dence and small numbers of individuals or families from different countries reside in

the same locale. A key development of the past decades in the industrialised world has

been the differentiation of rights and entitlements between migrants of different immi-

gration statuses and lengths of residence. This is particularly the case in both the UK
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and Japan where immigration policy has sought to achieve the dual goal of both con-

trolling migration and meeting the demand for labour and used length of residence

and/or access to welfare as tools to control flows. Looking across the multi-layering of

old and new migrations, increased mobility, speed, scale, spread of diversification and

fragmentation of some groups it is evident that increasing migration driven population

complexity is a key feature of superdiversity which may be difficult to explore empiric-

ally especially when datasets tend to focus on long-standing groups of old migrants.

Yet there is a growing body of research on superdiversity.

The original intention of superdiversity was to ‘recognise the multi-dimensional shifts

in migration patterns’ (Meissner & Vertovec, 2015: 541) but in a recent analysis of 325

publication across 21 disciplines Vertovec (2019) identifies seven ways in which the

term had been invoked, describing some attempts as “highly misleading”. The most

popular is as a call for a methodological reassessment taking into account new multidi-

mensional patterns while the second is as a demographic context to a study, describing

it as a new condition. Building on ideas of a new condition the next most popular usage

is as a means to explore other forms of complexity, arguably as a mechanism to re-

spond to the call from Wimmer & Glick Schiller, (2002) to eschew methodological na-

tionalism. Within this special issue we offer all of these evocations but responding in

particular to Vertovec’s (2019:125) preferred usage of “the search for better ways to de-

scribe and analyse new social patterns, forms and identities arising from migration-

driven diversification”.

As Vertovec (2019) notes superdiversity has been widely invoked. We identify four

key areas of focus in the social sciences and humanities which directly respond to mi-

gration driven diversification processes. The first and very much dominant area is that

of encounters. Here we see a predominance of anthropology (following Vertovec) in

immersive efforts to understand the everyday reality of encounters in superdiverse

spaces. The work of Wessendorf (2014), Wise (2009), Valentine (2008) and Neal et al.

(2019) stand out in the focus on interactions in micro-spaces in coffee shops, restau-

rants, parks and leisure activities. Another important strand of encounter focused work

has been developed by sociolinguists. Much theoretical development has resulted from

analyses of language use in social spaces including classrooms, markets, family homes

and shops (see Creese & Blackledge, 2018). Jan Blommaert’s work on linguistic land-

scapes also stands out as important as he observes translanguaging on signage and how

this signifies processes of superdiversification. Yet this body of work has perhaps

attracted the most condemnation from critics of superdiversity. Accusations have been

made of downplaying inequalities and exclusion (Anthias, 2013) and the absence of

critical questioning about the loci of power and agency (McGhee, 2008). These criti-

cisms are addressed by Hall (2017) in her mooring of superdiversity to what she de-

scribes as a brutal migration milieu in which, as typified by the UK and Japan’s

bifurcated approach to immigration, states both desperately need migrants and intro-

duce diversity-creating regimes which sort migrants around an ethos of subordination.

A further key focus closely related to encounters is that of place which connects with

Vertovec’s (2019) superdiversity as a backdrop to a study and a push-back against

groupism. Biehl (2014) uses the neighbourhood arguing that at this scale space and dif-

ference have the potential to shape each other. Pottie-Sherman and Hiebert (2015)

advance a notion of super-diversity in the suburbs. Phillimore and colleagues (2013)
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and Phillimore (2015) focus on the super-diverse neighbourhood using mixed methods

to explore the ways in which a wide range of phenomena including belonging. Herein

methodological advancements looking across places are important because they actively

seek to address methodological nationalism. Further scholars use a place-based focus to

problematise existing binaries of host/guest, them/us within place (Wessendorf & Phil-

limore, 2019; Grzymala-Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018). Yet the vast majority of studies

on superdiverse spaces are by Western scholars feeding directly into criticisms by

Ndhlovu (2016) that superdiversity is both ahistorical and Western-centric. In shifting

the gaze to Japan we hope to begin to address some of this critique.

As we note above, immigration policy lies behind some of the features of superdiver-

sity. The advent of superdiversity has been described as a challenge for policy (Vertovec

2007; Phillimore, 2011) because of the complexity and mobility of associated popula-

tions. Some policy-oriented research has explicitly explored key issues around power

and agency addressing McGhee’s (2008) critique and drawing out the role of structure

in shaping lifeworlds. Some scholars have focused on policymakers’ and practitioners’

responses to challenges of addressing superdiverse needs (Boccagni, 2015; Phillimore

et al., 2019, 2021a) while others have sought to identify need within and between popu-

lations (Pemberton et al., 2019; Phillimore, 2015, 2017). Pemberton et al. (2019) and

Phillimore et al. (2021) using a household survey to explore the ways in which residents

in four countries address health concerns find that agency and access to resources are

central to individual’s ability to bricolage in order to address their concerns and show

how lack of trust in public healthcare is a key driver of inequality to access. Hamed

et al. (2020) highlight the inherent racism in healthcare provision underpin healthcare

seeking behaviours viewed as problematic by policymakers. There is considerable po-

tential to examine further the role of policy in superdiversity and within this special

issue (Wakisaka and Cardwell, 2021; Sigona et al., 2021; Phillimore et al., 2021b) all

offer perspectives on policy comparing UK and Japan.

A final theme speaks to several of the threads drawn out by Vertovec (2019) and is a

focus on methods. As noted, superdiversity demands a shift beyond methodological na-

tionalism. Goodson & Grzymala-Kazlowska (2017) call for more participatory and

multi-dimensional methods and with Phillimore et al. (2018) suggesting a shift away

from sampling based on similarity (country of origin, migration status etc) to maximum

diversity and respondent driven sampling selecting respondents on the basis of differ-

ence. The challenges of ensuring access and overcoming linguistic barriers are partially

addressed through community and participatory approaches (Goodson & Grzymala-

Kazlowska, 2017) but these rely heavily on small sample qualitative approaches. Perhaps

the most promising way forward is the use of mixed methods and comparative

approaches which enable identification of patterns and explanations of processes (i.e.

Bradby et al., 2019; Phillimore et al., 2019, 2021a). Within this special issue we offer

examples of wide-ranging methodological approaches some of which engage with large

datasets (Igarashi and Laurence, 2021) or rely on working within places for the long durée

(Hall et al., 2021; Drnovšek Zorko and Debnár, 2021; Wessendorf and Farrer, 2021).

Migration and diversity in UK
Patterns of migration to and from Japan and the United Kingdom up to the end of

World War II were largely shaped by the economic, political, and legal effects of
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colonialism, imperial expansion and retraction, and geopolitical adjustments and fric-

tions linked to them (Hirota et al., 2019). Often, but not exclusively, they occurred

within the territorial boundaries of the empire and would in current parlance fall under

the internal migration rubric. British colonial wars, the administration of colonies and

slave trade where among the main drivers of colonial mobility and of migration-driven

diversity. Besides intra-Empire mobilities and well before the world wars, Britain also

experienced the settlement of immigrant communities, including religious minorities

escaping persecution in continental Europe, in particular Huguenots from France in

the early eighteenth century and Jews from Eastern Europe from the late nineteenth

century had long lasting impact on British society. The arrival of Eastern European

Jews, in particular, was met with hostility in some segments of British society and led

to the British Parliament passing the first of numerous immigration acts that intro-

duced more stringent requirements for entry and residence for foreigners (Hansen,

2000). In the twentieth century, the world war efforts led to a major restructuring of

movement around the British Empire and towards Britain not only due to the extensive

involvement of colonial subjects in multiple war fronts with huge sacrifice of lives, but

also due to the redrawing of borders, the forced movements of populations within the

Empire and the scarcity of workforce available in Britain due to military conscription.

Following the end of the WW2, the decolonization process further transformed the

movement of people within the by then shrinking Empire. Nonetheless, imperial geo-

politics shaped migration patterns also during the decades of decolonisation, with mi-

gration towards the UK being largely from the Commonwealth area until the UK’s

accession to the European Union in early 1970s.

Post-war arrivals from the Commonwealth - mainly from the Caribbean, India,

Pakistan, Nigeria and South Africa - significantly increased the presence on non-white

residents in the main urban and industrial centres of the country. The process of

demographic diversification was uneven and patchy. From the Indian subcontinent, the

majority of immigrants arrived in Britain during the 1950s and 1960s. Although often

lumped together as one group by white Britons, these newcomers in fact came from a

variety of religious and ethnic backgrounds. They included Hindus from the Gujarat re-

gion of western India, Sikhs from the eastern Punjab region, and Muslims both from

the west part of Pakistan and from East Pakistan, which became Bangladesh in 1971.

Whereas earlier immigration laws exclusively targeted individuals who were not Brit-

ish colonial subjects, from the 1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act onwards, the UK’s

immigration policies have slowly eroded Commonwealth citizens’ rights to enter (Han-

sen, 2000; Solomos, 1989). These culminated with the introduction of visas for Com-

monwealth citizens and restrictions on family reunification in the 1988 Immigration

Act (Sales, 2007). Besides, legislation regulating entry, since the 1960s Britain developed

a substantial body of race relations legislation. Various Race Relations Acts (1965, 1968,

1976 and 2000) provided a statutory basis for stamping out racial discrimination in em-

ployment and other areas.

Up to the 1990s, the UK’s net migration was negative, with up to half of the incoming

migrants holding a British passport, this changed with the introduction of restrictions

on the acquisition of citizenship by Commonwealth subjects, which went hand in hand

with a closer integration in the EU migration system. In the 1990s, public concerns

with immigration were directed almost exclusively to the arrival of asylum seekers, later
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on with the EU enlargement to Central and Eastern Europe, concerns about intra-EU

mobility in particular from Poland, Romania and Bulgaria joined those focussing on the

arrival of forced migrants (Lessard-Phillips et al., 2019).

Although the increasing numbers of asylum seekers arriving in the UK has attracted

perhaps the most media and political attention official estimates from the years 1991 to

2017 (Home Office, 2019), show that work and study are the main reasons for individ-

uals to come to the UK. The number of people coming for family reunification, either

accompanying or joining a family member, has remained relatively stable during that

period with numbers of asylum seekers rising and then falling and then being supple-

mented with the introduction of refugee resettlement programmes.

From the end of WW2 until the early 2000s, the largest group of non-UK born resi-

dents in the UK was born in the Republic of Ireland. Lessard-Phillips et al. (2019)‘s ana-

lysis of Census data shows how the profile of immigration has changed over the

decades responding to macro-geopolitical events. For example, in the first census after

WW2, the main countries of origin were Ireland, Poland, India, Germany, and Russia.

Twenty years later, at the cusp of EU membership, colonial ties still play a major role

in determining migration pathways, with India, Jamaica and Pakistan feature in the

top-5 list. With the EU enlargement in 2000s and lifting of restrictions on citizens of

new EU member states, Polish and Romanians made the top-5 list in 2011. Importantly,

from a demographic perspective, they also occupy a prominent place in data on live

births, pointing to a long term demographic impact on British society (Lessard-Phillips

& Sigona, 2019).

Following the 2016 Brexit referendum in which concerns about immigration and loss

of control over national borders were at the forefront in the public debate, the country

has witnessed a change in its migration outlook with the decline in arrivals from the

EU (EU immigration) and the increase in departure of EU nationals (EU emigration) as

well as a growth of immigration from outside the EU (ONS, 2020). The realignment of

immigration policy with the new geopolitical reorientation of the country after Brexit,

the so-called Global Britain project, plays out in the ongoing negotiations on trade

agreements with key partners like Australia, Canada, Japan and India.

British political debate on migration post-2016 has increasingly looked at the Austra-

lia’s point-based system as a model for immigration governance, however concerns

have been raised on the transferability of this policy (Sumption, 2019), in particular as

it may not cater for the full range of skills required by the British economy. As a conse-

quence of Brexit and the end of EU freedom of movement, EU residents already in the

UK have had to apply for permit to stay through the EU Settled Scheme. For EU citi-

zens willing to move to the UK from 2021, the new immigration system applies, which

is likely to significantly change the profile of new EU comers in the future. (Favell 2020;

Benson, 2020).

In 2019 there were approximately 6.2 million people with non-British nationality liv-

ing in the UK and 9.5 million people who were born abroad, over one third of them

live in London. After London, the British regions with the highest proportions of their

population born abroad were the South East (13.4%), the West Midlands (13.9%), the

East of England (12.9%), and the East Midlands (12.7%).

There were around 994,000 British nationals living in other EU countries (excluding

Ireland), while there were around 3.7 million EU nationals living in the UK. India
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(9.1%), Poland (8.6%) and Pakistan (5.8%) were the main countries of birth for foreign

born residents in the UK in 2019 (ONS, 2020).

Migration studies as a discreet field of studies in the UK is relatively recent, dating

back to the 1980s. The prevalence of intra-Commonwealth mobility up until the 1980s

meant that rather than focusing on migration systems and movement, greater emphasis

was afforded to the challenges of settlement for British subjects from the Common-

wealth, particularly through the lens of race relations. The arrival and settlement of ra-

cialized subjects in Britain and the social and political conflicts that it generated

particularly in urban areas – the countryside will begin to host immigrants later – was

the main impetuous behind the work being carried out within the framework of race

relations from different epistemological stances. In the 1980s, the profile of migration

to Britain changed in response to Britain’s geopolitical realignment in the European

Economic Community (EEC). This led also to a diversification of topics and geograph-

ical interests for migration research. The field of studies consolidated over time around

a small number of academic journals and the beginnings of a focus on forced migra-

tion. These key journals had close connections with emerging research centres and

clusters. In the 1990s, transnationalism, diaspora and movement linked to the dissol-

ution of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War were at the centre of the de-

bate. A decade later, following a wave of high-profile terrorist attacks carried out by

Islamist organisations in US and European cities, and the beginning of the war on ter-

ror, issues such as securitisation and bordering as well the so-called “death of multicul-

turalism” (Berg & Sigona, 2013; Gilroy, 2012; Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2009) acquires a

central place in the scholarly debate, leading to a shift of attention towards ‘integration’

(Grzymala-Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018), encouraged also by the EU research agenda

and funding.

Migration and diversity in Japan
Post-war Japan had no significant immigration until the 1980s, and the rhetoric of im-

migration is still studiously avoided in Japanese politics (Roberts, 2018). Instead of im-

migration, the immediate post-war years saw the repatriation of hundreds of thousands

of former colonial subjects back to Korea and Taiwan, and the emigration of Japanese

nationals to South American countries continued into the 1970s. The defeat in World

War II and the loss of the colonies thereafter also changed the discourse of Japanese

national identity from a multi-ethnic empire to a racially homogeneous island coun-

try—a discourse embraced and promoted by the state as well as its business world

(Yoshino, 1992). Japanese government and businesses attributed Japan’s post-war eco-

nomic miracle to the harmony resulting from its racial and cultural homogeneity.

For several decades after WWII, Japan rejected the notion of importing foreign

workers in an attempt to hold onto its identity of a single-race nation. The 1989 Immi-

grant Control and Refugee Recognition Act, with the creation of categories of employ-

ment and resident visas, marked the transition of Japan into an immigrant receiving

country. Japan’s immigration policy, as Wakizaka and Cardwell (2021; this issue) point

out, is characterized by its selectiveness and restrictiveness. It prioritizes attracting edu-

cated and skilled professionals and international students and has tried to limit the im-

port of manual labour.
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The largest groups of immigrants the post-1989 immigration has brought into Japan

are international students, trainees and technical interns, workers in varied skill cat-

egories—from engineers and cooks to entertainers, long-term residents—mostly mi-

grants with Japanese descent, and spouses and dependents of Japanese nationals. Many

of these migrants have changed visa categories and settled in Japan. According to Ja-

pan’s Ministry of Justice (MOJ) statistics, by the end of 2019, nearly three million

(2,933,137) foreign residents were living in this island country, with 27% of them per-

manent residents (Ministry of Justice (MOJ), 2020). Although foreign residents were

only 2.3% of the total population in Japan, its share has been increasing because, while

the number of foreigners continues to rise, Japan’s native population has been steadily

declining. In addition, half a million people have gained Japanese citizenship since 1980

(Liu-Farrer, 2020).

Japan is likely to see more immigrants in the future. It is the world’s oldest nation

with 28% of its population aged over 65. With birthrates stagnant for decades, the only

conceivable source of workers is immigration. However, despite the need as well as the

reality of immigration, Japan still does not have institutional frameworks for immigra-

tion. This resistance toward immigration is due to political elites’ concerns that immi-

gration is incompatible with its ethno-nationalist self-identity and that immigrants will

disrupt the social order and its way of life (Liu-Farrer, 2020; Strausz, 2019). Reluctance

toward admitting immigration is also seen in the lack of an integration policy. Japan’s

official discourse toward immigrant integration is “multicultural coexistence”—a social

ideal first appeared in the mid-1990s in local municipalities with a large presence of im-

migrants and adopted by the Ministry of International Affairs and Communications in

2006 at the national level (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication (MIAC),

2006). Aiming for coexistence is not the same as truly embracing cultural and social

differences, or recognizing that Japan is changing toward a diverse society along mul-

tiple dimensions. Japan needs a new lens through which to look at itself.

Despite Japan’s official avoidance of the discourse of immigration and a relatively

small immigrant population, the scholarship on Japan’s immigration and immigrants

has proliferated. In the course of over three decades, a substantial body of literature has

emerged, encompassing different types of migrants as well as national groups’ mobility

and settlement experiences. Research on the returned ethnic Japanese from Latin

America reports their economic precarity (e.g. Roth, 2002; Tsuda, 2003), circular mi-

gration patterns (von Baeyer, 2019) and identity dilemma (Tsuda, 2003). Studies of

Filipino marriage migrants highlight the fragility of reproductive labour migration in

the context of global inequality as well as the resilience of these women (e.g. Faier,

2009; Suzuki, 2003). The research on Chinese, the largest foreign population in Japan,

emphasizes their transnational outlooks and cultural adaptation (Liu-Farrer, 2011). Lit-

erature on Nepalese migrants, on the other hand, report the historical continuity and

networked nature of their migration processes (Kharel, 2016). Researchers have also

paid special attention to the plight of trainees and technical interns (Kamibayashi,

2010; Liang, 2014) and of irregular migrants (Liu-Farrer, 2008: Takaya 2017: Kato,

2019). This body of research emphasizes that Japan’s refusal to import manual workers

despite its desperate need for them together with its draconian control of irregular mi-

gration have made these groups of migrants particularly vulnerable to exploitation and

human rights violations. In addition, more recently, with the children of immigrants
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growing up, more studies on the second generation—their mobility trajectories, their

sense of belonging and identity—have emerged (Celero, 2016; Liu-Farrer, 2020; von

Baeyer, 2019). In short, there has been increased research on the various foreign com-

munities living within Japanese society. This interest is fueled by population increases

and the constant changes in immigrant landscapes on the one hand, and by the nature

of immigration into Japan on the other. Scholarship on migration into Japan collect-

ively demonstrates that immigration to Japan has been a pragmatic and at the same

time problematic process produced by the country’s persistent ambivalence toward eth-

nic diversity amidst urgent demands for foreign labour and global talent (Liu-Farrer,

2020; Strausz, 2019).

Theoretical influences have mostly been from the West to the East. Migration schol-

arship in Japan has sought insights from empirical research in North America, Australia

and Europe and utilized in creative ways a range of theoretical and conceptual tools de-

rived from western tradition to understand the migration phenomena unfolding in this

ethno-nationalist society. Migration system theory (Kajita et al., 2005; Tajima, 2010),

transnationalism perspectives (Liu-Farrer, 2011; Tajima, 2010; von Baeyer, 2019), and

mobility research—a new line of inquiry that focuses on mobility itself (Hof, 2019),

among others, have had strong influences on scholarly interpretation of migration in

Japan. The conceptual and theoretical development stemming from Japan’s migration

experiences, on the other hand, has only begun to have an impact on wider migration

research. This imbalance might relate to the recency of immigration scholarship in

Japan. Nonetheless, the specific migration patterns and complexity of mobility pro-

cesses taking place, where institutional frameworks for international migration and im-

migrant integration are yet to develop, have facilitated new conceptualizations and

theorizations (Liu-Farrer & Yeoh, 2018). As this issue demonstrates, the investigation

of migration and integration taking place in an ethno-nationalist society such as Japan

has particular relevance in a global context where policy as well as public opinion re-

garding immigration is hostile; anti-immigration has become the main platform of

populist party politics; and more countries are embracing ethno-nationalism.

Comparing migration and diversity in UK and Japan
Thus the UK has considerable experience of large-scale labour migration but also offer-

ing refuge to forced migrants. Public attitudes have become increasingly anti-migrant

with the UK seeking for many years to reduce integrational migration instead relying

heavily on intra-EU mobility. In contrast, Japan has received much smaller numbers of

migrants. Underpinned by varying degrees of ethno-nationalist ideology that is highly

resistant to immigration although in the UK as a union of devolved nations expressing

wide ranging attitudes and, where legislation allows, different approaches to migrant re-

ception, both have a need for migrant labour. Japan’s focus has been placed on tempor-

ary labour schemes such as the technical intern system wherein migrants plugged gaps

in the labour market without the prospect of long-term residence, a policy that has

failed to meet employers’ demand. The UK has utilised free-movers from the European

Union, and is already facing major labour shortages alongside a global pandemic that

reduces the possibilities for labour market mobility. Despite these different histories

Japan and the UK currently find themselves in a similar position. Post-Brexit the UK is

faced with looking for migrant labour beyond Europe and increasingly acknowledging
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that labour migration will be essential for its future prosperity. In April 2019 Japan

opened its doors to large scale labour migration for the first time and is likely to see its

society further diversify. As an old migration, already diverse nation re-embracing

labour migration, and a more ethnically homogenous nation, the UK and Japan have

much to learn from each other.

Both Japan and the UK have seen an evolution in the demand for migrant labour, ar-

rival of immigrants, public attitudes towards migration and the governance of immigra-

tion and integration. As such with different traditions of scholarship and shared

challenges comparing and contrasting migration and diversity in the UK and Japan of-

fers the prospect of new empirical, theoretical, methodological and policy knowledge

and insight.

Applicability of superdiversity to Japan
As we note above the concept of superdiversity was introduced specifically in relation

to London and has subsequently been used extensively in relation to the UK and to

European urban, and to a much lesser extent, rural areas. With much of the UK and

Europe having a long history of migration and a number of countries now conceiving

of themselves as either countries of immigration or multicultural it is perhaps not sur-

prising that the notion of superdiversity has become so widely utilised. But given Ja-

pan’s different immigration flows, history and scale does the concept have any function

to help contemporary patterns of diversification? By 2020, foreign nationals were

merely 2.3% of the Japanese population and contemporary immigration did not take

place at a substantial scale until the late 1980s. Compared to the UK where the foreign

born population made up 14% of the total population with a continuous post-war flow

of immigration, it might be a stretch to label current Japan as a superdiverse society—a

concept created to describe the increasingly complex demographic composition

brought by large-scale immigration. However, diversification brought by immigration is

taking place in many urban and rural localities (e.g. Wessendorf and Farrer, 2021; this

issue). The presence of visibly foreign residents who speak unfamiliar languages and

demonstrate different social and cultural behaviours challenges the nation’s racially

homogeneous self-identity and necessitates the adjustment of its accustomed way of

life. Japan has been confronting the task of integrating the increasing foreign residents,

and searching for a new social ideal. We argue that superdiversity may provide such a

conceptual tool. Meanwhile, by bringing in empirical phenomena and theoretical dis-

cussion of immigration and diversification processes unfolding in a strongly ethno-

nationalist society, Japan’s immigration experiences bring new insights for the theoret-

ical development in the field of migration.

Japanʼs multicultural coexistence programs rely on local governments to provide ser-

vices to foreigners residing in their locales and to incorporate them into local commu-

nities (Aiden, 2011; Nagy, 2013; Tagmeyer-Pak, 2000). It is a culturally oriented

program (Kibe, 2016). As the name implies, it presents its central issue of coexistence

of people from different backgrounds as cultural difference. In practice, local govern-

mentsʼ programs mostly focus on removing linguistic barriers for access to services and

promoting appreciation of different cultures. Many city or ward offices provide multi-

lingual services and offer free or affordable language lessons to foreign residents (Aiden,

2011).

Phillimore et al. Comparative Migration Studies            (2021) 9:54 Page 11 of 18



Academics have been critical of this framework, arguing that the multicultural coex-

istence discourse helps reinforce the myth of Japan’s cultural homogeneity (Nagayoshi,

2011; Tai, 2007). Even though the newly proposed integration measures have dropped

“multicultural”, what coexistence connotes is an image of groups, presumably the Japa-

nese and foreigners of different nationalities, coexisting as parallel units. It calls for an

effort in mutual understanding and tolerance, but does nothing to challenge its ethno-

national self-identity—the root of Japan’s many institutional and social dilemmas in

dealing with immigration (Liu-Farrer, 2020).

It is precisely against this stubborn adherence to a discourse of ethnonationalism that

we attempt to introduce the concept of superdiversity, because, on the one hand, it pre-

scribes a different perspective on the engineering of the society. The concept of super-

diversity highlights the internal differences that are inherent in national society, such as

age, gender, rural or urban, sexual orientation, physical (dis) abilities, legal statuses

—the various differences that make a difference in people’s lives (Humphris, 2015).

Scholars on Japanese society have critiqued how the modern Japanese myth of cultural

and racial homogeneity is constructed by othering ethnic minorities and marginalizing

sexual minorities (Mackie, 2000; Weiner, 2009), and creating semi-citizenship (Morris-

Suzuki, 2015). Bringing in the framework of superdiversity can challenge this discourse.

Moreover, superdiversity problematizes the coexistence model of integration. Al-

though immigrants are still a small population in Japan, they already expose character-

istics that have prompted the conceptualization of superdiversity (Vertovec, 2007).

Immigrants in Japan are socio-economically stratified and racially as well as culturally

diverse. They experience different legal and institutional constraints. Individuals within

the same national group occupy drastically different structural positions. For example,

the more than 66,000 Indonesians in Japan are internally differentiated not only by

legal and social economic status— for example, technical interns versus professional

workers, but also religion—Christians and Muslims with varied religiosity, ethnicity—

Chinese or not, and which islands they come from. Such internal diversity cannot be

captured by the coexistence measures which often broadly categorize people by nation-

ality, and therefore posing potential challenges to policy and practices that aim to sup-

port and integrate them, as already seen in the context of UK (Pemberton et al., 2019;

Phillimore, 2015, 2017). Superdiversity, as a conceptual tool, sensitizes policymakers

and practitioners to this social reality.

Meanwhile, studying immigration and diversity issues in Japan, an ethnonationalist

society, allows new insights into the processes and outcomes of diversification, as the

comparative studies in this issue collectively demonstrate. The comparison between

Japan and the UK reveals that social spaces are nested and sometimes paradoxical cul-

tural practices can be observed. For example, in a west Tokyo neighbourhood of “emer-

ging diversity”, small immigrant-run businesses become the “third space” where active

intercultural contacts take place, while in the immigrant shops in the superdiverse

neighborhood in east London, such intercultural encounters are fleeting (Wessendorf

and Farrer, 2021; this issue). At the same time, immigrant entrepreneurs in Japan have

to conform to the general cultural expectation of drinking and socializing for eateries

in order to create the space where intercultural encounter takes place.

Moreover, as most of the comparative cases in this issue highlight, while the UK and

Japan differ in histories and trajectories of immigration, the two countries share the

Phillimore et al. Comparative Migration Studies            (2021) 9:54 Page 12 of 18



market-oriented logic of selective immigration policy (Wakizaka and Cardwell, 2021;

this issue). Immigrants’ shared structural positions in these two countries lead to their

similar experiences as well as the native population’s reaction towards them (Igarashi

and Laurence, 2021; this issue). Studies in both Japan and the UK highlight how both

immigrants’ labour market positions and native populations’ economic conditions affect

xenophobic sentiments (Nagayoshi, 2011, Igarashi and Laurence, 2021; this issue). In

both countries, infrastructures exist in producing and sustaining illegality (Sigona et al.,

2021; this issue). These shared findings in comparative cases, on the one hand, affirm

that the barriers to integration are inherent in an immigration context that have placed

immigrants in structurally segmented labour market, echoing the call for the superdi-

versity discussion to take into account structural inequality that affects both immigrant

experiences and the native-migrant relationship. On the other hand, some of the in-

sights have first emerged from observing and theorizing immigration experiences and

integration practices in Japan, showing that theoretical development in the field of mi-

gration needs new empirical cases in different social contexts.

This collection of papers examine comparatively migration and diversity in Japan and

the UK. The articles adopts different methodological and epistemological approaches to

achieve this task, ranging from theory development from case studies in Japan and the

UK, to the examination of legal and policy frameworks governing migration and forced

displacement, from the analysis of processes of racialization for white immigrants in

the two contexts, to the comparative ethnographies of eateries in London and Tokyo

and the spatiality of multicultural mixing.

Structure of the special issue
The nine papers included in this issue are jointly produced by researchers from the UK

and Japan. They were selected from papers presented at the NODE symposium in De-

cember 2020 which brought together over 50 scholars in a bid to bring new insight to

scholarship around migration and diversity from the UK and Japan. We have selected

articles offering different disciplinary lenses and focusing on different aspects of migra-

tion and diversity. Topics covered include migrants’ labour market integration, refugee

resettlement, the incorporation of irregular migrants, urban and local community trans-

formation, retirement migration, sedentarism, and how some key diversity indicators,

e.g. race, play out in the social contexts of Japan and the UK.

The special issue opens with an article by Igarashi and Laurence (2021) which ex-

plores how increasing diversification is affecting people’s attitudes towards immigration

in general. Engaging with the diversification of diversity the paper also examines

whether the dynamics of changing immigration are affecting all individuals equally, or

whether particular groups’ social attitudes exhibit greater sensitivity to increasing immi-

gration than others. This comparative analysis offers original insights into how (and

amongst whom) Japan’s demographic transition is impacting attitudes towards immi-

gration, and how such processes operate in the UK. Our next paper authored by

Drnovšek Zorko and Debnár (2021), deploys a comparative lens to interrogate how race

plays out differently in diverse contexts of migration by exploring the contemporary

racialization of white migrants in the UK and Japan. Focusing on the case of Eastern

European migrants, they account for how local historical contexts shape the race and

migration nexus beyond the framework of post-coloniality developed in primarily
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Western societies, contributing to debates that problematize whiteness as a universal or

ahistorical property. In so doing the authors address directly the criticisms outlined

above around a perceived lack of attention in the superdiversity literature to how race

and history affect complexity of migrants’ social positions within receiving societies.

They show how race and history matter in spite of individuals’ diverse subject positions.

They further argue that paying attention to the experiences of migrants within different

national contexts reveals that the identity of migrants and of the dominant group are

both racialized.

The next paper adopts a policy focus. Wakizaka and Cardwell (2021) explore the vari-

ous reforms of migration law and policy in the two countries highlighting the bifur-

cated approach adopted in each favouring highly skilled migrants and resisting low-

skilled migration, despite an evident need for both. They argue that rather than Japan

and the UK representing a ‘Western’ and ‘Asian’ model of migration, they are in fact

examples of a market-driven model but one which enables migration to be ‘sold’ to

often hostile publics. Since highly skilled migration is generally not politically conten-

tious, policymakers in both countries avoid the need to have more widespread debate

about other aspects of migration policy, including unskilled migration and family

reunification.

The paper that follows responds to the need to contemplate the role of structure in

the diversification of diversity. Sigona et al. (2021) brings together two bodies of migra-

tion scholarship by drawing on critical work on the social and legal production of il-

legality and the impact of legal violence on the lives of illegalised immigrants and the

role of migrant infrastructures in shaping mobility pathways and entry, settlement and

exit opportunities for migrants. The paper examines the diverse pathways leading mi-

grants move into irregular status and why/how decisions are made, in some circum-

stances and under constrained options, to move into irregularity. They conceptualise

migrants’ agency in terms of integration accounting for both the practices through

which migrants actively become political subjects and those that constitute a deliberate

refusal to do so. Through examination of the infrastructures for the ‘production’ of ‘il-

legality’ including legal and policy instruments and their implementation by public and

private operators they argue that despite structural differences, hostile environments

and racism affect the production of ‘illegality’ and everyday lives of migrants in both

countries.

Our next paper adds to the encounters genre in superdiversity research and is based

on findings from two long-term place-based ethnographic neighbourhood studies in

Tokyo and London. In both cases, migrant restaurants serve as ‘culinary contact zones’

for many and ‘third places’ for some regular customers. The authors argue the need to

pay greater attention to the role of established cultural norms of interaction in specific

third places highlighting the importance of understanding the nature of the superdi-

verse context. In the following paper Phillimore et al. (2021b) shift the focus to refugee

resettlement policy and specifically how distinctive Japanese and UK approaches to re-

settlement and integration shape integration outcomes. Like Wessendorf and Farrer

(2021) they note the importance of cultural context with a key dimension shaping integra-

tion outcomes in the form of the experience of Japanese firms or UK communities of en-

countering diversity. They contend that while there are distinct differences in the policy,

practice and cultural contexts underpinning both approaches to resettlement,
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understanding the strengths and weaknesses of each scheme can bring new knowledge

about how to support refugee integration in refugee resettlement programmes more

generally.

Our final papers bring a new perspective to migration research. The first by Hall et

al. (2021) looks outwards at the emigration of ‘third age’ migrants from the UK to Spain

and Japan to Malaysia. In both contexts, migrants tended to move into already estab-

lished ethnic communities and maintain transnational ties with the homeland. They

find that although migrants are not fully integrated locally, they fabricate their everyday

lives with local encounters and resources generating complex social and support net-

works often constructed over national borders. They extend the concept of bricolage to

explore the barriers and constraints faced by migrants as they negotiate the obstacles

arising as they age away from the home country. Hof et al. (2021) shift emphasis from

mobility to staying arguing that this an active agent-centred process, and which is often

an integral element of a life strategy involving other people or places. Using the concept

of ‘differentiated embedding’ (Ryan, 2018) they highlight the place-specific, relational,

transnational, temporal and more individualised processes which shape staying. Again

emphasizing the importance of considering the diversification of diversity and local

context they highlight the key role of linguistic proficiency, social networks and famil-

iarity with local and extra-local infrastructure as well as enhanced access to housing

and employment opportunities.

Abbreviation
UK: United Kingdom
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