
Bond University

DOCTORAL THESIS

Identity and self-construction through intercultural experiences: an IPA study of
Japanese and Chinese immigrants in Australia.

Kraven, Julia

Award date:
2023

Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.

https://research.bond.edu.au/en/studentTheses/394ef576-07d8-4598-8f82-ae6e71637ca6


 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Identity and self-construction through intercultural experiences: 

 an IPA study of Japanese and Chinese immigrants in Australia 

 

Julia Kraven 

 

 

Submitted in total fulfilment of the requirements of 

the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

March 2022 

Faculty of Society and Design 

 

 

 

Assistant Professor Marie-Claire Patron, Associate Professor Oliver Baumann, 

Emeritus Professor Raoul Mortley 



ii 
 

Identity and self-construction through intercultural experiences: 

 an IPA study of Japanese and Chinese immigrants in Australia 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Identity has become the subject of widespread academic interest in the last several decades. 

This thesis aims to contribute to identity research by offering an in-depth analysis of 

individuals’ identity transformations as a result of their intercultural experience. It shows the 

influence of intercultural experience on the primary cultural identity of an individual, as well 

as other identities, such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, and professional occupation. 

One of the focal research questions addressed in the thesis is whether adult Asian migrants 

become bicultural when they stay in Australia for a prolonged period of time. The Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) framework applied to the study made it possible to give 

voice to the Japanese and Chinese interviewees and create their ‘linguistic portraits’ that are 

vital for understanding their identities in the Australian cultural context. In accordance with the 

chosen methodology, the participants of the study were encouraged not only to describe their 

lived experiences in Australia but also to interpret them. The final analysis, thus, represents a 

joint interpretation of the interviewee (self-interpretation) and the researcher.  

 

The results gained from this research explain how adult Asian immigrants perceive themselves 

in the Australian cultural context. Their narratives were expected to shed light on the 

mechanism of identity negotiations and construction of bicultural identities (as a result of 

intercultural experience), extensively discussed in the existing literature. However, this 

expectation was not realised as biculturalism did not become manifest in the respondents’ 

cultural self-identification. None of the individuals who took part in the study said that they 



iii 
 

see themselves culturally as Australian or Chinese Australian and Japanese Australian. 

Although they are socially well integrated into Australian society, they continue to identify as 

Japanese or Chinese. The feeling of Australian-ness comes mainly from Australian citizenship 

for those who hold it, which is a newly acquired national identity but not a cultural identity. 

They are also seen as Japanese or Chinese by their compatriots, by nascent Australians and by 

other foreigners and Australian immigrants, who, for example, often approach them to ask 

questions about Japan or China. Their English language ability remains distinctly non-native. 

These findings challenge the long-established equation in the existing literature between 

Berry’s (1997) integration strategy of acculturation and biculturalism. The current study did 

not find evidence to demonstrate that the adoption of a new cultural identity by adult Asian 

migrants in Australia takes place. The identity transformations that have been identified in the 

current study are related to the changes in the individuals’ mindsets and sense of self. Thanks 

to the freedom from the social expectations of their home countries reported by the respondents, 

they can consider a broader range of life choices such as changing career midlife, dating at an 

older age (as opposed to being married and staying with the same person for the entire life), 

changing some cultural patterns of relationships with parents, raising their children differently, 

or even joining a church to make friends. The study shows that while some identities (social 

categories), such as age and gender, remain on the surface unchanged, intercultural experience 

can alter the individual’s perception of oneself as somebody who, for example, feels younger 

at a certain age or more empowered as a female. Despite the fact that such changes caused by 

the Australian cultural environment can have a profound impact on identity as a self-narrative, 

they do not result in a complete cultural transformation of Asian migrants or adoption of a new 

Australian identity. 
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Chapter One 

Background to Research: Identity Formation and Identity Transformations 

 

1.0. Introduction 

Identity has recently become one of the most popular and prominent themes both in public 

discourse and in a wide array of social sciences and humanities. We find the word ‘identity’ in 

such commonly used word combinations as identity politics, gender identity, cultural identity, 

ethnic identity, state identity, organisational identity, and personal identity, to name a few. 

Many modern-day social movements are centred around identity issues without explicitly 

stating the word. Women’s movements, LGBTQIA+ movements, separatist movements, the 

Black Lives Matter movement, the Indigenous land rights movement, and civil rights 

movements are all essentially about identity. Identity is a subject of academic research within 

political science (B. Anderson, 1991; Horowitz, 1985), international relations (Katzenstein, 

1996; Wendt, 1999), sociology (Castells, 1997; Giddens, 1991), cultural and intercultural 

studies (P. S. Adler, 1975; Berry, 2005; Hofstede, 1980; Y. Y. Kim, 2001; Ward, 2013), 

philosophy (Arendt, 1994; Glover, 1988; Lacan, 1977), psychology (Erikson, 1968), and 

sociolinguistics (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001; Preece, 2016; Zriba, 2020). Furthermore, 

academics themselves question their evolving academic identities in the context of rapidly 

changing educational environments (J. Smith, Rattray, Peseta, & Loads, 2015).   

 

In Australian society, cultural identity is a specific type of identity that stands out. Since the 

abolition of the White Australia Policy (formally known as the Immigration Restriction Act of 

1901), which prevented non-European migration into the country, and the introduction of 

policies like the Racial Discrimination Act in 1975 (National Museum Australia, 2021), the 

cultural fabric of Australian society has radically changed.  Within a short span of several 
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decades, Australia of the 21st century has become a country that embodies Marshall McLuhan’s 

(1964) idea of a ‘global village’ (implying its later interpretation as the metaphorical shrinking 

of the world and interconnectedness of people through transnational commerce, migration and 

culture (Poll, 2012)). With more than 300 languages spoken in Australian homes and with 

almost half (49%) of the Australian population being immigrants or having at least one 

immigrant parent (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a), the exposure of the Australian 

people to other cultures and cultural identities is unavoidable. The recent Census data (2017a) 

showed that Australia had a higher percentage of overseas-born people (26%) than New 

Zealand (23%), Canada (22%), the United States (14%), and the United Kingdom (13%). 

According to the most recent release of the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2021), 29.8 % of 

Australia’s population were born overseas, while the World Migration Report (IOM UN 

Migration, 2022) states that the number of international migrants in Australia has grown to 

30.1%. The numbers show how quickly the shift in the Australian demographic is happening.  

 

Australian cultural diversity reflects worldwide societal development trends caused by 

globalisation: rapid technological advancement and an upsurge of global multinational 

enterprises, expansion of global markets and new job opportunities, international education and 

affordable tourism lead to the unprecedented speed of human migration. Scholars have been 

recently paying close attention to people who initiate their own expatriation due to ‘a complex 

set of personal interests and intrinsic motivations’ (K. Kim & Von Glinow, 2017). Such people 

are being referred to as self-initiated expatriates (Myers & Pringle, 2005) as opposed to 

traditional, organisationally assigned expats. As the numbers of self-initiated expats are on the 

rise, so is the visible and invisible diversity of the global workforce. ‘Taken together, and on 

the basis that self-initiated expatriates make up a much larger percentage of the international 

assignee workforce than they have in the past, workforce diversity has become a key issue in 
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many multinational enterprises’ (K. Kim & Von Glinow, 2017, p.318). ‘The mobility of 

individuals and social groups becomes the ‘new normal’, state Hong, Zhan, Morris, and Benet-

Martínez (2016, p.49). By 2022, the worldwide count of international migrants has grown by 

84% since 1990 and reached approximately 281 million people living outside their country of 

birth, which is over three times compared to the number of international migrants in 1970 (IOM 

UN Migration, 2022).  

 

In the past, immigration was highly restricted and usually meant a permanent relocation of 

unskilled labourers and their families to a new country. It was typically a one-way journey and 

a struggle for a better life (Liu, 2015; Østergaard-Nielsen, 2003). Modern immigration is 

different. Nowadays, immigrants have a choice of staying in close contact with people and 

events in their home countries through regular travel, work, mass media consumption, as well 

as social networking platforms and free messenger applications. They can also opt to return 

home or continue their journey of crossing borders by moving to the next country of preference 

(Liu, 2015a). While in Marshall McLuhan’s times (1964), ‘the global village’ might have 

sounded like a long-term forecast of social and technological change, modern times, with their 

reliance on the internet and increased human migration, epitomise this change. We live in the 

‘age of over-exposure to otherness’, according to Walter Anderson (1996), ‘because, in 

travelling, you put yourself into a different reality; because, as a result of immigration, a 

different reality comes to you; because, with no physical movement at all, only the relentless 

and ever-increasing flow of information, cultures interpenetrate’ (cited in Kidd & Teagle, 2012, 

p.99). Such ‘over-exposure to otherness’ comes with its advantages and disadvantages. As 

stated by Milton Bennett (2013, pp.15-16), a leading researcher and practitioner in the field of 

Intercultural and Global Citizenship Education,  
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If we look to our species’ primate past and to our more recent history of dealing with difference, there is 

little reason to be sanguine. Our initial response is usually to avoid it. Historically, if we were 

unsuccessful in avoiding different people, we tried to convert them. Political, economic, and religious 

missionaries sought out opportunities to impose their own beliefs on others. The thinking seemed to be, 

‘If other people were more like us, then they would be all right to have around.’ This assumption can still 

be seen in the notion of the ‘melting pot’ prevalent in the twentieth century in the United States. It is 

difficult for many people to believe that any understanding at all is possible unless people become similar 

to one another. 

 

Social problems plaguing multicultural societies and human migration in the 21st century 

demonstrate that Bennett’s concerns are not groundless. ‘Multiculturalism leads to parallel 

societies, and multiculturalism, therefore, remains a ‘life lie,’ or a sham’, said Angela Merkel 

in 2015 (Noack, 2015) after declaring publicly in 2010 that multiculturalism in Germany has 

‘failed, utterly failed’ (Smee, 2010). Europe, confronted in 2015 with the biggest refugee crisis 

since World War II, has been struggling to integrate large Muslim populations (Flyvholm, 

2020; Profanter & Maestri, 2021; Shaker, van Lanen, & van Hoven, 2021). Brexit shook the 

foundations of the European Union in 2016, and the post-Brexit social climate has been linked 

to increased anxiety and other negative effects on the mental health of migrants residing in the 

United Kingdom (Frost, 2020). The year 2017 started with the presidential inauguration in the 

United States and harsh anti-immigration media discourse that accompanied the elections and 

the president’s time in office (Ricardo, Prue, Andres Manuel Lopez, & Donald, 2018). Millions 

of Americans found themselves vulnerable to the anti-immigration policies and feared their 

further implementation (Demetri, Courtney, & Jude, 2017). In 2020, the Black Lives Matter 

movement drew public attention worldwide to racism and discrimination experienced by 

people of colour in the United States – an unhealing legacy of century-long cross-cultural 

contact that failed to ‘melt’ the differences (Kinloch, Penn, & Burkhard, 2020; McClain, 2021). 

The coronavirus pandemic brought in a resurgence of hate crimes towards Asian people in 
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Western countries, including the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia 

(Haynes, 2021). In the first half of 2020 around 400 cases of racial abuse were reported by 

immigrants of Asian backgrounds to the anti-discrimination bodies across all Australian states 

(Baker, 2020; Chakraborty & Walton, 2020; Fang, Yang, & Zhou, 2020; Norton, 2020).  

 

In the context of the perpetual struggle to implement the idea of multiculturalism into practice, 

it is vital for Australia to find more efficient ways of building a healthier pluralistic society. 

Following Benedict Anderson’s concept of ‘imagined communities’ (1991), which signifies 

the process of gaining national consciousness through establishing common values that bring 

total strangers within one community together, we can assume that Australia as a nation has a 

vast potential of being ‘imagined’ and ‘re-imagined’ in the course of its further history. As it 

is a country that is very young in terms of its multicultural composition and history past the 

abolition of the White Australia Policy, it has ample room to grow and mature. Compared to 

countries with low percentages of international migrants, Australia has to deal with millions of 

people whose identities were shaped by different cultural environments and cannot be the same 

as the identities of the mainstream population. As it will be discussed in 1.1, human identities 

(subjective realities) and established institutions (objective reality) are intertwined. This 

research project aims to enhance our awareness of the connection between individuals and 

present-day social reality. Understanding the identities of immigrants in Australia is essential 

for building a prosperous multicultural society and forging a national identity that would 

benefit all Australians in the long term. 

 

An empirical focus of the current project is on the Japanese and Chinese immigrants in 

Australia who arrived in the country when they were adults. As Australian demography 

‘reveals closer ties to Asia’ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b), the importance of the 
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target group of this project speaks for itself. The 2016 Census showed that the number of 

Australian residents born in Asian countries had the largest growth in 2015-2016: Japan 24%, 

China 8%, Malaysia 7%, and India 6% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017c). For the first 

time in Australia’s history, the number of migrants from Asia was more significant than the 

number of migrants from Europe. Moreover, Asian immigrants are much younger than 

European migrants: while the average age of German immigrants, for example, increased from 

58.8 in 2006 to 64.1 in 2016, the average age of Chinese migrants decreased from 38.7 to 34.7 

in the same period (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017c). Compared to other Europeans, the 

mean age of migrants born in Asia is only 35 years old, while migrants from Europe are 59 on 

average (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b). Globally, Asian migrants represent the largest 

diaspora group (Liu, 2015a). In 2020, for instance, more than 40% of all international migrants 

came from Asia (IOM UN Migration, 2022). 

 

This thesis will explore the challenges Asian immigrants experience when living in Australia 

and analyse what impact they have on the identities of adult migrants born in Asia. Their 

intercultural experiences will illuminate the depth and diversity of human identities expanded 

by crossing geographical and cultural borders. Although the focus of the study is on an 

individual’s identity and self-construction through intercultural experience, the thesis will also 

attempt to explain the intricate interconnection between human identities and societies. 
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1.1.  ‘The Social Construction of Reality’  

Societies have histories in the course of which specific identities emerge; these histories are, however, 

made by men with specific identities. 

                                                                                                            Peter Berger & Thomas Luckmann (1990) 

 

Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s book named The Social Construction of Reality (1990), 

initially published in 1967, was listed by the International Sociological Association (1998) as 

the fifth most important sociological book of the 20th century. The Social Construction of 

Reality (1990) is a seminal work in the field of Intercultural Studies that underlies a modern 

constructivist paradigm for approaching culture (Bennett, 2013, pp.19-20). Knott and Lee 

(2017, p.13) state in their extensive survey of literature on extremist ideologies that ‘Much late-

twentieth century work on social, political and religious transmission and learning drew on 

Berger and Luckmann’s theorisation of socialisation.’ Despite the lasting impact of this work, 

it has rarely been applied to the theoretical analysis of immigrants’ experiences (Timol, 2020). 

The theory of the social construction of reality proposed by Berger and Luckmann was strongly 

influenced by the work of Alfred Schütz, ‘The Phenomenology of the Social World’ (1967). 

Alfred Schütz, one of the 20th century leading philosophers of social science, was in turn a 

follower of Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological school of thought and sought to create a 

philosophical foundation for social sciences by bringing sociological and phenomenological 

traditions together. The application of the phenomenological framework to this study, aiming 

to illuminate the intercultural experiences of Asian immigrants that lead to their 

transformations in identity, appeared to be particularly suitable because phenomenology 

focuses on the analysis of human lived experiences. It attempts to create conditions for the 

nuanced analyses of problems usually regarded as subjective (such as the influence of 

intercultural experiences on individuals, in this case). The phenomenological assumption is 

that persons should be explored and questioned. This is because persons can be understood 
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through the distinctive ways they reflect and symbolise the society they live in (Orbe, 2009). 

Berger and Luckmann’s model of the social construction of reality, summarised in the chart 

below, explains the mechanism of this interconnectedness.  

 

 
   
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     
                     
 

                
 

Figure 1. The Social Construction of Reality (according to Bennett (2011)) 

 

‘The social construction of reality’, having become a core concept in sociology, states that the 

social world is not simply a ‘given’, not natural (like nature), and not entirely determined, but 

it is a world that is made up by people and is transmitted by people from one generation to the 

other. It is a world that is constructed and, thus, in theory, can be de-constructed and re-

constructed. It can be altered. It can be changed, as it has been continuously throughout history. 

It is dynamic.  

 

According to Berger and Luckmann (1990, p.149), ‘society exists as both objective and 

subjective reality, and any adequate theoretical understanding of it must comprehend both these 

Objective Reality: 

Cultural Creations (Institutions) 

Subjective Reality: 

Cultural Experience (Worldview) 

  

Internalisation 

(socialisation) 

Primary; secondary 

Externalisation 

(role enactment) 
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aspects.’  What is meant by ‘objective reality’ in Berger and Luckmann’s framework is a reality 

that is seemingly independent of human beings and implies a complex system of normative 

facts and shared beliefs that have been institutionalised, or ‘objectivated’, throughout history 

within a particular social group (such as institutions of marriage, money, law, religion, or 

slavery), while the ‘subjective reality’ refers to ‘personal realities’, or ‘worldviews’. The two 

types of social reality, objective and subjective, are dialectically linked to each other through 

the processes of internalisation, on the one hand, and externalisation, on the other. 

Internalisation denotes the socialisation process of each individual (within a particular social 

group), and externalization stands for role enactment (the ways people take on and perform 

their social roles reflect the internalised beliefs and values of that group). In Berger and 

Luckmann’s terms, ‘the individual member of society… simultaneously externalizes his own 

being into the social world and internalizes it as an objective reality… to be in society is to 

participate in its dialectic (1990, p.149).’  

 

In other words, throughout our early lives, we are gradually socialised into the ‘objective’ 

culture of our group that has been created and established through institutions long before our 

birth. We gradually internalise our group’s values, norms, traditions, behaviour patterns, 

language and institutionalised beliefs. Then, in our turn, we externalise them through our own 

behaviour, verbal and non-verbal, through our ways of thinking and acting. The cycle is 

complete. ‘Their’ world becomes our own world.  

 

Each generation can collectively re-create the objective social reality in the same way as it was 

‘handed over’ to them or re-shape this reality by challenging the old norms and modifying them 

(for example, by voting in favour of the same-sex marriages and making corresponding 

amendments to the legal institution of marriage).  
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1.2. Subjective Reality: Crystallisation of Identity 

 

Identity is, of course, a key element of subjective reality and, like all subjective reality, stands in  

              a dialectical relationship with society. 

Peter Berger & Thomas Luckmann (1990, p.194)  

 

 

In Berger and Luckmann’s model, the socialisation of an individual, which they define as ‘the 

comprehensive and consistent induction of an individual into the objective world of a society 

or a sector of it’ (1990, p.150), happens in two stages – primary and secondary. They take place 

in due succession: the primary socialisation precedes the secondary. Understanding the process 

of socialisation is essential for understanding the scope and complexity of human identity. As 

Figure 1 in section 1.1 shows, socialisation leads to the formation of ‘subjective reality’, in 

other words, worldview, in other words, identity – which is ‘a key element of subjective 

reality’.  

 

Primary socialisation is the earliest socialisation that takes place in one’s early childhood 

‘under circumstances that are highly charged emotionally’ (1990, p.151). The people who 

perform primary socialisation are the child’s parents or significant others, who are taking care 

of the child, and the child’s identification with those significant others is characterised by a 

strong emotional bond. The child acquires his or her ‘subjectively coherent and plausible 

identity’ through this identification with significant others. The reflexive and interdependent 

nature of identity crystallisation is explained in Jacques Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage’ theory (Lacan, 

1977). Lacan states that a very young human child, unlike a chimpanzee infant, for example, 

achieves personal identity by quickly learning to recognise his or her image in a mirror. The 

particular image in the mirror which ‘I’ first see as someone else (rather an object than a 

subject) later on becomes the ‘I’ of personal identity. Lacan greatly emphasised the role of 



11 
 

significant others in the formation of human identity (Johnston, 2016). As the baby is held in 

front of the mirror, he or she is encouraged to identify with the image in the mirror as ‘me’ 

with the help of verbal cues and gestures coming from the carers: ‘That's you there!’ ‘What a 

handsome boy!’ ‘What a cute girl!’ ‘You are going to be big and strong, like your daddy!’ ‘You 

will be beautiful like your mummy!’ Thus, the language and discourse of the Other, 

accompanied by smiling and pointing at the reflection, play a major role in the crystallisation 

of human identity. 

 

While the infant becomes what he or she is addressed as by their significant others, ‘this is not 

a one-sided mechanistic process; it entails a dialectic between identification by others and self-

identification, between objectively assigned and subjectively appropriated identity’ (1990, 

p.152). Primary socialisation signifies a stage when human identity, the ‘I’, is formed through 

interaction and identification with significant others. It ends ‘when the concept of generalised 

other (and all that goes with it) has been established in the consciousness of the individual’ 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1990, p.157).  

 

According to Berger and Luckmann, secondary socialisation, the following stage, ‘is any 

subsequent process that inducts an already socialised individual into new sectors of the 

objective world of his society’ (1990, p.150). While it is vitally important for a child to love 

his or her mother, it is not necessary to love a school teacher or a college professor whose role 

as a performer of secondary socialisation is to transmit role-specific knowledge of the objective 

world. Whereas significant others are irreplaceable during primary socialisation, it can be any 

teacher who can teach the same subject at school. ‘The roles of secondary socialisation carry a 

high degree of anonymity; that is, they are readily detached from their individual performers’ 

(1990, p.162).     
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The absence of a choice of significant others in primary socialisation has profound 

consequences for an individual’s identity construction as the world of the significant others is 

imposed on an individual:  

 

Their definitions of his situation are posited for him as objective reality. He is thus born into not only an 

objective social structure but also an objective social world. The significant others who mediate this 

world to him modify it in the course of mediating it. They select aspects of it in accordance with their 

own location in the social structure, and also by virtue of their individual, biographically rooted 

idiosyncrasies. The social world is ‘filtered’ to the individual through this double selectivity. Thus the 

lower-class child not only absorbs a lower-class perspective on the social world, he absorbs it in the 

idiosyncratic coloration given it by his parents. The same lower-class perspective may induce a mood of 

contentment, resignation, bitter resentment, or seething rebelliousness. Consequently, the lower-class 

child will not only come to inhabit a world greatly different from that of an upper-class child, but may 

do so in a manner quite different from the lower-class child next door. (Berger & Luckmann, 1990, p.151) 

    

In the Australian cultural context, instead of the social background of parents, e.g., ‘lower-

class/ upper-class’, one can think of the cultural background of parents and the differences it 

entails. A child born into an immigrant family will ‘come to inhabit a world greatly different’ 

from that of a child born into a family of Anglo-Australian parents, Aboriginal Australian 

parents, or a family of immigrants from a different country living next door. Anh Do’s memoir 

The Happiest Refugee (2010) provides a vivid description of such a different Australian society 

from the perspective of a child who grows up in Australia with the realisation that he is not ‘an 

Aussie kid’. For example, when Anh Do describes his school years, he writes, ‘Even though 

my English was getting better year by year, it was still definitely not as good as an Aussie 

kid’s’ (Do, 2010, pp.45-46). This sentence indirectly points out that he does not see himself as 

an Australian child, despite the fact that he arrived in Australia with his family when he was 
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only three years old. As he gives an example of his first public speaking experience (which 

was a speech to compete for a title of school captain in Year 5), he mentions that he asked his 

(Vietnamese) uncle, Uncle Six, for help in writing it – as he was instructed to do by his teacher. 

Together they wrote a speech that Anh Do remembers went on like this: ‘Hello School Peoples. 

I am Anh… I will try for my hardest to be friendly boy, and I will always saysing [sic] hello to 

all you school peoples… I… I… should be school captains because I want to helping the 

students…’ (Do, 2010, pp.46-47). He describes the reaction of all the students and teachers 

who could not help laughing, while at the same time he remembers the support on the faces of 

his little classmates – they were on his side. This experience, amusing for the reader and 

embarrassing for the child, made him realise that asking Uncle Six for help in writing the 

speech was not a good idea (which would be a highly unlikely realisation for a child of Anglo-

Australian parents).      

 

In the course of their primary socialisation, children of immigrant parents will be inevitably 

inducted (although to a varying degree) into the objective reality of a non-Australian cultural 

group, which means they will know about different customs, values, cuisines, and they will be 

acquiring a broader perspective on the social and geographical world. Children of non-English 

speaking parents will hear a different language or a number of them at home even if they do 

not learn to speak these languages themselves. From the very beginning of their life, more than 

half of the present-day Australian population is exposed, at least to a certain extent, to the 

plurality of ‘objective realities’ – in other words, cultures – through their parents.  

 

The difference between primary and secondary socialisation in Berger and Luckmann’s model 

is not limited only to the timing they take place (one after the other). The emphasis is put on 

the paramount importance of primary socialisation over secondary socialisation: ‘It takes 
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severe biographical shocks to disintegrate the massive reality internalised in early childhood; 

much less to destroy the realities internalised later’ (1990, p.162). Comparing the two stages 

of socialisation to the first and second language acquisition makes this statement more 

transparent.  

 

One learns a second language by building on the taken-for-granted reality of one’s ‘mother tongue’. For 

a long time, one continually retranslates into the original language whatever elements of the new 

language one is acquiring. Only in this way can the new language begin to have any reality… it is rare 

that a language learned in later life attains the inevitable, self-evident reality of the first language learned 

in childhood. Hence derives, of course, the affective quality of the ‘mother tongue. (1990, p.163) 

 

Likewise, secondary socialisation builds on the ‘taken-for-granted reality’ that a child has taken 

over from their parents or significant others. While the world of parents is perceived by the 

child as the world, the only possible world and the only possible reality there is, through 

secondary socialisation older children start to see their parents’ social location in a broader 

social context. For instance, an older child can begin to realise that ‘the world represented by 

his parents, the same world that he had previously taken for granted as inevitable reality, is 

actually the world of uneducated, lower-class, rural Southerners. In secondary socialisation, 

the institutional context is usually apprehended’ (1990, p.161). That apprehension can be the 

reason for some of the major crises following primary socialisation.   

 

It would be worth considering whether the intercultural experience can be viewed as a tertiary 

stage of socialisation in the context of Berger and Luckmann’s theory. This is a stage when a 

person can see their country from a global perspective, in the same way a child can see their 

family in the context of a broader societal structure. This stage has its distinct features. There 

is a greater element of choice: individuals cannot choose their family and the circumstances of 
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early childhood (primary socialisation), cannot choose their home country, culture and what 

they are taught at school (secondary socialisation), but can choose countries where they would 

like to live in their later life (tertiary socialisation). Employees who are sent abroad by their 

employers, spouses who follow their partners to a foreign country, and in many cases even 

refugees are no exception. If they do not wish to relocate, employees have a choice of quitting 

their job, spouses have an option of staying behind or separating from their partners, and 

refugees might have their preferred destinations too: they do not always come from a 

neighbouring war-torn country. As a world-renowned orthopaedic surgeon and former refugee 

Munjed al Muderis describes in his autobiography ‘Walking Free’, his way from Iraq to 

Australia lay through Jordan (where he had relatives and friends), Malaysia and Indonesia. 

‘Jordan didn’t really have much of an economy or job prospects,’ ‘Malaysia seemed to offer 

much better prospects than Jordan,’ recalls al Muderis (2014, pp.154, 156) when he explains 

the reasons for his decision to board the flight from Amman (Jordan) to Kuala Lumpur 

(Malaysia). Although he had friends willing to help him find a job and stay in Kuala Lumpur, 

he travelled to Jakarta (Indonesia), accepting the services of a people smuggler, and eventually 

arrived in Australia by boat. According to the young Iraqi doctor, there were 150 refugees on 

that boat alone, with a large proportion of them coming from Iraq and Iran. Al Muderis’ recount 

of his escape from Iraq illustrates that adults do have choices and freedoms (albeit riddled with 

financial difficulties and risks) that are not available to children.     

  

Whereas secondary socialisation aims to pass professional and role-specific knowledge onto 

the next generation, tertiary socialisation has no set goals and unified perspectives. Yet, it is a 

significant step in constructing the self in the global context and coming to see the world outside 

one’s home country and culture. The rapid increase of student exchange programs and 
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international education indicates a commonly shared awareness of the importance of 

understanding global perspectives for the new generations. 

       

Berger and Luckmann’s theory of the social construction of reality provides an in-depth 

explanation of the complexity of individuals’ identities and worldviews. It shows how identities 

are formed as a result of the dialectic nature of the societal and personal, i.e., ‘objective’ and 

‘subjective’ realities. The following section will briefly outline the definition of ‘identity’ used 

in this thesis.   
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1.3. Defining Identity 

The word ‘identity’ is regularly used in everyday discourse (for example, in such word 

combinations as identity politics, gender identity, cultural identity, etc.). As a research topic, 

identity is widely studied in social sciences and humanities. However, as a concept, it remains 

rather obscure, ‘something of an enigma’ (Fearon, 1999), surrounded by contradictions and 

confusion. The authors of the textbook ‘Communication Between Cultures’ state that ‘identity 

is abstract, complex, dynamic, and socially constructed’ (Samovar, Porter, McDaniel, & Roy, 

2013, p.215). After citing ten various definitions of identity from different sources, all of them 

fitting on half a page, they add that, ‘This plethora of definitions is not intended to confuse you, 

but instead to demonstrate the abstractness of identity, which makes it difficult to construct a 

single, concise description agreeable to all’ (Samovar et al., 2013, p.215). According to Fearon 

(1999, p.4), ‘Overwhelmingly, academic users of the word ‘identity’ feel no need to explain its 

meaning to readers. The readers’ understanding is simply taken for granted, even when 

‘identity’ is the author’s primary dependent or independent variable.’ The purpose of this 

section is to define identity as a concept and give a sharper focus on the aspects of identity that 

are relevant to the current study.  

 

The main difficulty in defining the concept of identity, I believe, comes from the regular usage 

of the word ‘identity’ in the singular and plural forms. ‘Identity’ as a singular noun means a 

cohesive self-narrative that creates a lifelong continuity of one’s sense of self. It is this narrative 

that lets us remember every morning that we are the same person who went to bed last night 

(and the night before Christmas, and the night before that night). In this sense, identity is one 

and only. Sections 1.1 and 1.2 give a detailed analysis of how identity is formed and developed 

through the individual’s interconnectedness with significant others at the beginning and a 
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bigger society during secondary socialisation. As Bennett puts it, ‘identity is an ongoing 

process of construing events in a way that generates the experience of “self” (M. J. Bennett, 

2013, p.128). A person who does not have this wholesome identity and a continuous sense of 

self suffers from dissociative identity disorder, previously known as multiple personality 

disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). ‘Dissociative Identity Disorder is defined 

by the presence of two or more distinct identities or personality states that recurrently take 

control of behaviour’ (Maldonado, 2007).  

 

At the same time, it is taken for granted that an individual has multiple identities, which are 

compared to the many hats we wear (meaning the roles we perform, such as the role of a parent, 

spouse, employee or manager). This is where it gets confusing. In terms of identities, a person 

can be 1) Japanese 2) female 3) 30 years old 4) married with two children (a wife and a mother) 

5) a teacher 6) an atheist 7) politically neutral 8) heterosexual, and more. So, it appears that 

identity consists of identities. All these identities are, obviously, the components of one and 

only cohesive self-narrative that creates a steady sense of who one is. Even when new identities 

emerge (a person can join a political movement or a former teacher can become president, for 

example), these new identities are incorporated into one’s identity. 

  

Used in the plural, identities stand for social categories (and it would be easier if they were 

called ‘social categories’). These social categories include age, gender, race, ethnicity, 

nationality, class, region, professional occupation, sexual orientation, marital status, 

health/disability, religion, political affiliations, and culture. Depending on the social context 

and country, other social categories can be distinguished as well. For example, being homeless, 

a homeowner or a tenant can also be a social category in the context of a housing market or 
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lodging one’s tax return. Different societies have the power of imposing social categories onto 

their citizens in different ways. In China, for example, there is a legal division into urban and 

rural residents (Fu & Ren, 2010), which does not exist in Western countries. This is how Bin 

Ai, a Chinese scholar, describes his predicament of being born into a family residing in an 

agricultural location (Ai, 2015, p.354):   

 

As a peasant’s son, I was born to an inferior position within the Chinese culture. I faced discrimination 

and prejudice as a result of my status as an agricultural hukou. In mainland China, a hukou is an official 

record in the system of household registration required by law, and this system categorises all citizens 

into urban (non-agricultural) and rural (agricultural) residents in a particular location.    

 

This short extract highlights the predominant role of culture – objective reality – in defining 

all other identities that a person can be ascribed or feel an affiliation with (see also section 1.4 

and Chapter 2). Had Ai Bin been born in Germany or Australia, he would not have been 

categorised as a rural resident because this social category/identity does not officially exist 

within the German or Australian culture. Historically, there was a class of the landed gentry in 

the UK that, on the opposite, had a privileged social status (French & Rothery, 2012; Rothery, 

2007; Schleicher & Winter, 2008). However, in the Chinese cultural context, Bin Ai’s position 

in society, his life journey and his worldview depended on the inferior status of an agricultural 

resident ascribed to him from birth. As he writes, ‘My parents encouraged me all the time to 

leave the poor village and obtain an urban hukou. I realised that one day I must leave my village 

to re-make a new identity… The strong desire to achieve a new identity encouraged me a lot 

in my later life’ (Ai, 2015, p.354).  

 



20 
 

Culture and cultural identity – as the dialectic model of ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ realities 

described in sections 1.1 and 1.2 – have a major impact on all other identities of a person. 

Culture influences the ideas people internalise about what they should and should not be doing 

at different ages, whether women, for instance, should work while they are raising children or 

not, and whether it is OK to change one’s career midlife (see sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.4). It defines 

people’s choices of religious affiliations: a child born into a Muslim family in a country that 

follows Sharia law will grow up as a Muslim and will not have a free choice to become 

Christian or Buddhist (United States Department of State, 2019). Culture and cultural identities 

come with a history of established attitudes towards people of different races and ethnicities. 

As a person of a certain race or ethnicity, one is socialised into seeing the world in the context 

of this history. This history also ‘places’ individuals within the X and Y axes of the social 

world, while intercultural experiences can put such ‘placements’ into a new perspective (see 

section 2.3 for the description of Avtar Brah’s identity-related experience). Political 

associations, obviously, depend on the country one happens to be born in. If one is American, 

the two major political choices are to be a Republican or a Democrat. However, people born 

outside the U.S. do not have the same options of political affiliations. In countries like Lebanon, 

for example, where the political system is confessional, one’s political affiliation with several 

major political parties depends on one’s religious identity: a Christian cannot join any parties 

that represent Muslim populations, and within Muslim parties there is also a division into the 

parties that are Sunni and Shiite Muslim (el Khazen, 2003; Thuselt, 2021). Religious 

denomination plays a significant role in the social life of a person born in Lebanon and is 

included into the official IDs. Civil marriage ceremonies in Lebanon practically do not exist, 

with few recent exceptions making it to the headlines and causing public debate (Abillama, 

2018; Aziz, 2013). To marry somebody out of one’s religious community in Lebanon, one has 

to either convert to the faith of the other or take a flight to a country where civil marriage 
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ceremonies are legal – a foreign marriage certificate can be later ‘validated’ in Lebanon 

(Khattab, 2019). In contrast, a child growing up in an English family in England (or many other 

Western cultures) does not need to identify with any faith at all, likewise their parents. Kate 

Fox in ‘Watching the English’, an ethnographic study of the English people as a tribe, gives an 

example of a conversation she heard in her doctor’s waiting room. A schoolgirl aged 12 or 13 

was filling in a medical form and needed her mother’s help.  

 

The daughter asked, ‘Religion? What religion am I? We’re not any religion, are we?’ ‘No, we’re not’, 

replied her mother. ‘Just put C of E.’ ‘What’s C of E?’ asked the daughter. ‘Church of England.’ ‘Is that 

a religion?’ ‘Yes, sort of. Well, no, not really – it’s just what you put.’ (Fox, 2004, p.354) 

 

While in some cultures belonging to a community requires a religious denomination in the 

classificatory scheme recognised in that particular society (Abillama, 2018) or, as in the case 

of Sharia law, a strong adherence to a code for living an ethical life (Dupret & Bond, 2018), in 

other cultures religious identities can be a relic of the past that does not hold any clear meaning 

to its people. According to Fox, ‘Like the automatic Christian funeral, ‘C of E’ is a sort of 

default option… a kind of apathetic, fence-sitting, middling sort of religion for the spiritually 

‘neutral’ (Fox, 2004, p.354).  

 

The most basic identity – sex and gender – is heavily dependent on culture too. While gender 

identities in the West have been undergoing tremendous changes in recent years, with 

Facebook offering its users more than fifty gender options to choose from, millions of unborn 

women worldwide never had a chance to identify themselves in terms of these fifty gender 

options because of sex-selective abortions. ‘In some parts of the world, the birth of a boy is a 

cause for celebration. The birth of a girl, however, can be a reason for disappointment’ (United 
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Nations Population Fund, 2020, p.42). One study estimates the number of missing female births 

worldwide during 1970-2017 was around 23.1 million, with the majority of these missing 

female births in China and India (Chao, Gerland, Cook, & Alkema, 2019). According to the 

2020 State of World Population report by the United Nations Population Fund, over 140 million 

women could be missing worldwide as a result of gender-biased sex selection (female foetuses 

have a greater chance of being aborted) and postnatal sex selection (girls have a greater chance 

of dying from parental neglect) that takes place in many cultures. ‘Sex selection is alarming as 

it reflects the persistent low status of women and girls’, states the report (United Nations 

Population Fund, 2020). Placing it in identity context, one can conclude that gender ascription 

(female versus male) can be the only factor that defines whether a human being is born or not, 

as well as the chances of this human being to reach adulthood.  

 

In a paper dedicated solely to the analysis of the current meanings of the word ‘identity’, Fearon 

argues that,   

 

Social scientists sometimes seem to want to restrict “identity” to a social category whose members 

subjectively identify with the category. This won’t capture ordinary language usage, where it is not 

necessary that individuals identify with a category to be called an identity. For example, a person’s ethnic 

identity might be German even if he or she is completely indifferent to this fact. (Fearon, 1999, p.13) 

 

In the light of the discussion above, it is apparent that identities do not exist only in the realm 

of individuals’ subjective identifications (or affiliations) with social categories. Female 

foetuses are being selectively aborted and girls can be neglected, forgotten or underfed after 

birth based only on their biological sex (United Nations Population Fund, 2020, p.42), when 
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they cannot have any subjective identifications yet. This shows that identity categorisations can 

be generated in powerful ways long before an individual can subjectively identify with any of 

these categories. A royal baby is solemnly displayed to the world, even in the 21st century’s 

leading democracies such as the UK, without knowing that he or she is a potential successor to 

the British throne. The identity of a monarch (or potential monarch) is, thus, also ascribed. 

History has known several child monarchs who were ascribed their royal status and 

‘professional roles’ at age 9 (Tutankhamun), 3 (Ivan the Terrible) or even 6 days old (Mary 

Queen of Scots). King Oyo of Tooro Kingdom in Uganda (Toroo Kingdom Official Website, 

2022) is currently the youngest reigning monarch: like Ivan the Terrible, he was only 3 years 

old when he was crowned in 1995. These examples show that the ascription of many identities 

happens much earlier than when a person has the ability to choose to affiliate with certain 

groups. This ascription plays a significant role in constructing an individual’s identity, for it 

would be impossible to ignore such ascriptions and not integrate any of them into one’s 

‘subjective reality’.    

--------   

Another contradiction in understanding identity might arise from its closeness to the concept 

of personality. As discussed in section 1.2, people born into the same culture internalise this 

culture through socialisation, but they do it in distinctly different ways: ‘the lower-class child 

will not only come to inhabit a world greatly different from that of an upper-class child, but 

may do so in a manner quite different from the lower-class child next door’ (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1990, p.151). ‘Personal identity’ is a word combination that emphasises the 

differences in how people internalise their cultures. Markus and Kitayama state that ‘people in 

different cultures have strikingly different construals of the self, of others, and of the 

interdependence between the two’ (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p.224). Whilst ‘identity’ is a 

social category, ‘personal identity’ hints at a possible connection of ‘identity’ to personality 
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traits. This overlap between social and personal becomes more evident when identity is linked 

in the existing literature to self-esteem, self-respect or a loss of it: ‘Quite often, we understand 

as personal identity those aspects of ourselves that form the basis for our self-esteem,’ writes 

Fearon (1999, p.24). Patron argues that ‘the literature fails to link the considerable problems 

experienced by academic sojourners with the impact their experiences have on their self-

esteem, their psychological health and more importantly their cultural identity (Patron, 2006, 

p.16).’ 

 

An individual’s self-esteem may be affected positively or negatively depending on how cultural 

others see them (see Chapter 2). Negative perceptions of cultural others can lead to a threat of 

identity, low self-esteem and a loss of self-respect. However, self-esteem in these contexts 

should not be confused with self-esteem and self-respect in general. A person might have low 

self-esteem, regardless of their cultural identity or intercultural experiences. It might be related 

to how a person looks or a history of unsuccessful relationships rather than what they are in 

terms of social categories. Personality and identity could be easily mixed up. They are quite 

different things, though: the Big Five personality traits theory assesses broad personality trait 

dimensions: extraversion, openness to experience, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 

neuroticism (Digman, 1990; McCrae & John, 1992). Therefore, a person can be described as 

extroverted, introverted, agreeable, disagreeable, neurotic, conscientious, and open-minded in 

psychology. Other personality traits used in daily lives would be kind, patient, reliable, 

adventurous, ambitious, funny, cruel, greedy, manipulative, pessimistic, judgmental, etc.   

 

Identity does not deal with personality traits. It deals with the social aspects of human 

existence. To avoid confusion, it might be easier to think of ‘personal identity’ as a sum of all 
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identities that characterise a person as opposed to distinctive descriptions of an institutional 

identity or state identity. 

 

The focus of this study – identity transformations – are those changes within an individual’s 

worldview that carry social relevance. If one reports that thanks to their intercultural 

experience, they became more independent because they learned how to cook, this is not an 

identity transformation. In contrast, if somebody says that thanks to their intercultural 

experience in Australia, they became more independent because they realised that Confucian 

filial piety has its limits, it can be viewed as an identity transformation. This transformation 

signifies the act of breaking through the cultural axioms of Chinese culture.    

 

This thesis will analyse the identity transformations of individuals as a result of intercultural 

contact. Such transformations include visible changes in social categories: becoming officially 

‘an alien’ in a new country, taking Australian citizenship, giving up Japanese citizenship, 

acquiring a new linguistic identity, ethnic visibility, or raising children who are culturally 

different from a parent (see 4.1). The other type of transformations is invisible changes in 

individuals’ worldviews which are primarily related to the social aspects of their lives (section 

4.2). Some transformations can be difficult to separate in terms of identity and personal traits. 

Such mixed changes can be still found in this thesis as its topic is about identity and self-

construction, not only identity. Although my primary focus is on identity-related 

transformations within adult migrants (on social elements of identity changes), an occasional 

overlap with socially irrelevant aspects of personal transformations is also possible.         

 

In summary, the short definitions of identity used in this thesis are as follows.  
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Identity (used as a singular noun) refers to a cohesive self-narrative that creates a lifelong 

continuity of one’s sense of self. It is this narrative that lets us remember every morning that 

we are the same person who went to bed last night (and the night before Christmas, and the 

night before that night). In this sense, identity is one and only. A person who does not have a 

wholesome and continuous sense of self suffers from dissociative identity disorder, previously 

known as multiple personality disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). 

‘Dissociative Identity Disorder is defined by the presence of two or more distinct identities or 

personality states that recurrently take control of behaviour’ (Maldonado, 2007).  

 

Identities (used as a plural noun) are social categories that include age, gender, race, ethnicity, 

nationality, class, region, professional occupation, sexual orientation, marital status, 

health/disability, religion, political affiliations, and culture. Depending on the social context 

and country, other social categories can be distinguished as well (for example, a legal division 

into urban and rural residents in China). All these identities are, obviously, the components of 

one and only cohesive self-narrative that creates a steady sense of who one is. Even when new 

identities emerge (a person can join a political movement or a former teacher can become 

president, for example), these new identities are incorporated into one’s identity. 

 

Identity as a social category is not to be confused with personality. Identity is a combination of 

social aspects of human existence. Personality is not related to social categories.   
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1.4. Ascribed and Affiliated Identities in an (Inter)cultural Perspective 

As discussed in section 1.3, cultural identity has an impact on many other identities (social 

categories), such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, political affiliations, class, 

region, and others. Many of these social categories are defined by culture and are initially 

ascribed to individuals before individuals can subjectively affiliate with them. At the same 

time, cultural identity itself is ‘the combination of affiliation with and ascription to groups’ (M. 

J. Bennett, 2013, p.81). ‘In many cases’, as Bennett states (2013, p.81), ‘the ascription matches 

the affiliation and generates a powerful feeling of cultural identity that is supported both 

internally and externally.’ According to Ting-Toomey (2005, p.214), cultural identity is “the 

emotional significance we attach to our sense of belonging or affiliation with the larger 

culture”. The psychological and emotional aspects of cultural identity can be traced in 

Matsumoto and Juang’s definition as well: they describe cultural identity as ‘one particularly 

interesting type of identity. It refers to individuals’ psychological membership in a distinct 

culture. An identity, and especially a cultural identity, is important because it fulfils a universal 

need to belong to social groups’ (Matsumoto & Juang, 2008, p.341). (Some words above were 

italicised to emphasise the psychological component of cultural identity in the definitions).  

 

The concept of emotional significance was introduced into identity research by Henri Tajfel, 

who defined any social identity as ‘that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from 

his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 

emotional significance attached to that membership’ (Tajfel, 1978, p.63). In Tajfel’s definition, 

it is any collective identity (group-based) identity, be it gender, profession, or culture, for 

example, that contains the element of emotional significance attached to an individual’s choice 

of group affiliations. ‘Tajfel's theory is that people choose ingroups that maximise their positive 
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social identity (Triandis, 1989, p.507).’ One of the criticisms put forward by Triandis (1989) 

is that Tajfel’s theory has an individualistic focus because in some collectivist cultures, people 

do not have the freedom to choose their ingroups (see Hofstede (1980), Hofstede and Minkov 

(2010) and Hofstede Insights (2021) for comparisons of cultures along the individualism-

collectivism dimension). Triandis (1989) gives an example of Indian castes that remain an 

essential part of social identity in the Indian culture, even though castes have been banned in 

the Indian constitution (Baumeister, 1986). It can be argued, though, that people in all cultures 

do not have complete control over their memberships in groups and cannot choose freely all 

the groups they want to be part of in order to enhance their positive social identity. Bennett 

gives an example of group ascriptions with which one might not want to be affiliated, yet must 

be aware of:  

 

One can be ascribed membership in groups with which one might not feel affiliated. For instance, I may 

be ascribed membership in the group of “people of retirement age,” a group with which I don’t (yet) feel 

much connection. Still, it is important for me to know that I might be ascribed that way, as it sets certain 

expectations that I may need to address. More importantly, I may be ascribed general membership in the 

U.S. American culture in a way that does not differentiate regionality or political affiliation. This is 

particularly important for me to know, because my behaviour will certainly be interpreted in that 

framework. (M. J. Bennett, 2013, p.81) 

 

It should also be acknowledged that one can be denied memberships in groups that one feels 

affiliation with, and such denial can influence an individual’s identity and life trajectories in 

the most profound ways. Chapter 2, specifically, sections 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4, analyse the 

problem of identity ascriptions and identity denials in the cultural and intercultural contexts. 

The chapter, being part of an edited book (Kraven, 2019) published during this PhD course, 

gives examples of people whose cultural identity is questioned and undermined by other people 
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either because they come from families where one or two parents are not from the mainstream 

population (such as the case of ‘half’ Japanese people in Japan or children of Afghani/Pakistani 

immigrants in the UK) or because they were not born in the country of their residence (such as 

the case described by Patron in her autobiographic chapter (2015) or the experience of a 

Bulgarian philosopher Julia Kristeva – see sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4). As the number of 

immigrants, mixed families and children is increasing in the modern interconnected world, it 

is important to be aware of the challenges that societal attitudes add to their identities: when 

people are not seen as a member of a cultural group they affiliate with, subjective identification 

with this group often entails emotional and psychological problems. 

 

A significant volume of intercultural research deals with the problem of the identity negotiation 

process (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001; Chen, 2014; Collie, Kindon, Liu, & Podsiadlowski, 

2010; Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Kibria, 2000; Liu, 2015b; Ting-Toomey, 2005; Toomey, 

Dorjee, & Ting-Toomey, 2013). The concept of identity negotiation underlines ‘a transactional 

interaction process whereby individuals in an intercultural situation attempt to assert, define, 

modify, challenge and/or support their own and others’ desired self-images’(Ting-Toomey, 

2005, p.217). However, the factor of identity ascription makes identity negotiation at times 

impossible or highly unlikely to happen. According to Blackledge and Pavlenko (2001, p.250),  

 

In many contexts, certain identities may not be negotiable because people may be positioned in powerful 

ways which they are unable to resist. For instance, in Nazi Germany, individuals may have disagreed 

with being identified as Jews because of a maternal grandmother, but their opinions did not matter much 

in the process of extermination. Similarly, in Stalinist Russia particular individuals who were identified 

as ‘enemies of the people’ based on their parents’ social and class origins, may have disagreed with such 

positioning but were unable to resist this identification and the resulting repercussions. It appears that 
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how much room for resistance to particular positioning individuals have depends on each particular 

situation and the balance of power relations between the groups or individuals in question. 

 

Blackledge and Pavlenko conclude this criticism of identity negotiation theory, stating that 

‘certain identities may be non-negotiable not only under totalitarian regimes but also in 

everyday, familiar contexts’ (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001, p.250). They claim that it is 

essential to acknowledge the limitations of the identity negotiation theory and to differentiate 

between the situations where a) resistance against identity ascriptions (in Blackledge and 

Pavlenko’s terms ‘positioning’) is impossible, b) where resistance is possible, and c) where 

such negotiation can take place in a context of a relatively equal balance of power between the 

participants.  To illustrate the difference between the three, let us consider several examples of 

identity ascriptions with different degrees of realisable power balance.  

 

In his autobiographical novel (Al Muderis & Weaver, 2014), a former Iraqi refugee Munjed al 

Muderis, who is now an internationally renowned, pioneering orthopaedic surgeon, describes 

his 10-month experience in the Australian immigration detention system and in the Maximum 

Security section of Broome Jail, where he was transferred under false accusations after the first 

seven months of detention. Surprisingly, the Maximum Security prison brought relief to his 

struggle of being recognised as a human being who has a name. In other words, he was treated 

better as an allegedly dangerous criminal in the Maximum Security section of Broome Jail 

compared to the treatment he got as a refugee in Curtin Immigration Detention Centre. This is 

how he remembers the earliest stages of his intercultural experience in Australia:   
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Straightaway, a guard was there with a permanent marker pen, writing a number on our wrists and 

shoulders. It wouldn’t wash off. And that was our new identity. From then until the day I left Curtin, I 

was known by the authorities only as 982. Never by my name. Just my number. Later, we were given 

photo identity badges with our allocated number. (Al Muderis & Weaver, 2014, p.222) 

 

The Curtin detention centre treatment stands in remarkably stark contrast with his experience 

in the Maximum Security prison, whilst the latter is shown as a more humane institution:    

    

… from the moment I stepped foot into Broome Jail nothing was ever quite the same – and certainly 

never as bad as it had been for me at Curtin. For a start, I was known by my name – Munjed al Muderis. 

Even to this day, the sound of hearing my name provides a wonderful contrast with being known as 

detainee 982. Which had been my only identity for the previous seven months. (Al Muderis & Weaver, 

2014, p.277) 

 

In the everyday context of habitual life, it might be easy to forget that identity starts with a 

name and that this name can be taken away from a person by social circumstances that they 

have no control over. The loss of identity, dignity and self-esteem are put in the same row by 

Al Muderis as he states that this aspect of his experience as a refugee in Australia was the worst 

of all and appeared to be the deliberate tactics chosen by the guards (Al Muderis & Weaver, 

2014, p.235). It is essential to mention here that contrary to common beliefs and a negative 

public image of ‘boat people’ (‘illegals’) created by the Australian media, it is not illegal, or 

unlawful, to enter Australia without a valid visa if a person is seeking asylum (Phillips, 2015; 

Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA), 2015). While entering a country without a visa is 

considered to be an illegal action under normal circumstances, article 31 of the Refugee 

Convention states that when a person is seeking asylum, the same action should not be 
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penalised.  According to the Parliament of Australia website (Phillips, 2015), ‘Asylum seekers 

do not break any Australian laws simply by arriving on boats or without authorisation.’   

 

Al Muderis’ example shows that a person’s power of choosing groups to affiliate with is 

contingent on the circumstances and prevalent attitudes in broader society rather than personal 

preferences. In his case, the negotiation of identities could start when he was granted an 

Australian visa and when he was released from Curtin detention centre. He remembers that his 

guard at the detention centre called him by his name for the first time on the day he came in to 

give him his Australian visa (Al Muderis & Weaver, 2014, p.297). On being released, Munjed 

held his first job as a toilet cleaner (ABC Australia, 2019), then had his qualifications 

recognised in Australia and went on to continue practising medicine, forever changing it by 

fusing man and machine together (Mitchell, 2017). He also became a human rights activist and 

was nominated for the 2020 Australian of the Year Award (Australian of the Year Awards, 

2020). In 2019 he returned to Iraq to operate on the victims of the war that took place in his 

home country and published a new book about that experience (Al Muderis & Weaver, 2019).  

Munjed Al Muderis’ professional rise and the lives of the many people who regained their 

mobility thanks to his extensive expertise in medicine would not have been possible had he not 

been released from the immigration detention centre or not been given the right to work in 

Australia. It is important to remember that the right to work is not always granted to refugees. 

A significant number of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, for example, have been caught in 

legal limbo for generations: they are treated as ‘temporary guests’ in Lebanon and are deprived 

of rights to education, work, or buying properties (Belényesi & AbuHaydar, 2017; Knudsen, 

2009). Apparently, some identity negotiations can only occur when a person is acknowledged 

to legally exist. Until then, resistance against identity ascriptions can be impossible – which is 

what Blackledge and Pavlenko (2001) point out.  
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In his book, Al Muderis (2014) gives an interesting example of negotiating cultural identities. 

This example, laconically describing the identity negotiations of his cousin Ismail, illustrates 

the situation when such negotiation is problematic but possible, unlike al Muderis’ own 

experience of identity negotiations in the Australian detention centre. A passage about 

Munjed’s cousin, Ismail, a high achiever who came second in his final school exams in the 

whole of Iraq, states that Ismail had a German-born mother, which made him see himself as 

German:   

 

Ismail was always a worry for the family. He talked down to the rest of us and called himself German 

rather than Iraqi. When he eventually went to Germany, he found it really hard to integrate and was badly 

beaten up by a group of neo-Nazis. After that, he became a committed Moslem. (Al Muderis & Weaver, 

2014, p.58) 

 

The extract shows that Ismail’s identity was denied by the group he wanted to belong to. In 

other words, his affiliated identity did not match the identity ascribed to him by Germans: in 

their eyes, he was not German. Although negotiation of identities in this case was, in theory, 

possible (Ismail could have tried to make friends with Germans and convince them that he was 

German like them), he chose not to pursue this path and took on the identity of a group in which 

he felt more welcomed.  

 

Interestingly, Shuang Liu’s (2015a) recent study on Chinese immigrants in Australia 

established a similar correlation between the discrepancy of affiliated and ascribed identities 

and the impact of this discrepancy on the children of Chinese immigrants growing up in 
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Australia. There is no violence reported in Liu’s study, but the conclusion is concordant with 

Ismail's above-mentioned cultural identity negotiations. Growing up in Australia in a bicultural 

environment (Chinese and Australian), the participants of Liu’s study (2015a, p.131) ‘become 

increasingly aware that they will not be completely accepted as a member of ‘ordinary’ (white) 

Australian (society -J.K.). Such a realisation motivates them to learn more about their Chinese 

heritage… and become more confident with their ethnic identity over time.’ Liu states that 

while the Australian part of the identity of such individuals comes from their citizenship and 

prolonged residence in Australia, the Chinese part is related to more significant cultural 

components, such as beliefs, values and family: ‘the Chineseness is in the blood’ (2015a, 

p.131).  

 

The non-attribution of being American to Asian Americans (similar to the case of Chinese 

immigrants in Australia featured in Liu’s study) is reported by several researchers (Cheryan & 

Monin, 2005; Devos & Banaji, 2005; Matsumoto & Juang, 2008). Whereas for Western-

looking people it is natural to identify as American or Australian if they were born and grew 

up in the U.S. or Australia respectively, for Asian people or people of colour there are more 

specific identity denominations, such as Asian American, Asian Australian, African American, 

or African Australian. The research findings by Devos and Banaji providing evidence that ‘to 

be American is implicitly synonymous to being White’ (2005, p.447) are reflected in a 

humorous YouTube video named ‘What kind of Asian are you?’ (2013) where a friendly male 

jogger is trying to guess an ethnic and cultural background of an exercising female passer-by 

but comes across as an overenthusiastic unpleasant buffoon. While that video is staged, aiming 

to show the ridiculousness of asking people about the origins of their ‘blood’, another YouTube 

video called ‘The Problem With ‘Where Are You Really From?’ (2018) features young English 

people of colour who share their own experience of not looking white and explain how 
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questions about their identity make them feel (frustrated, not accepted, different, excluded, 

annoyed, wondering whether they are not right in thinking they are who they are). Arguably, 

in their case, there is room for the negotiation of identities – if they feel they can ‘enjoy a 

relatively equal power balance’ (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001, p.250) with the people who 

question their identity. For example, one participant of the video (i-D, 2018) says her answer 

to the question about where she is really from depends on who she is talking to. Another 

participant specifies, ‘I’ll say anything from like, London, to like, my mom’s vagina.’ A Middle 

Eastern-looking young man says people think he is ‘either a millionaire, a prince or a terrorist’. 

And as another young man reports, ‘I get asked where I am from maybe most weeks if not 

days’, it becomes clear that these young British people are given plenty of opportunities to 

negotiate their cultural identities, regardless of whether they want to do it or not. A young 

English-Iranian man born in the U.S. and brought to the U.K. at the age of 6 answers, ‘I wish 

I could just say I am from one place.’  

 

At a younger age, however, and in a different social setting, the balance of power necessary for 

identity negotiation can be not in favour of the individual. For example, as Padilla (2006) 

reported, in American schools, children are encouraged to identify as American: the first thing 

children do every day in school is say the Pledge of Allegiance in English. At the same time, 

according to Padilla (2006), in official school forms, they must generally choose an identity 

among the following: non-Hispanic White, Mexican, Mexican American, Hispanic, or Other. 

Adolescents often ‘question the relevance of these ethnicity-related questions on the grounds 

that they seem to make assumptions about their identity that are not accurate (Padilla, 2006, 

p.472).’    
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Identity ascriptions and identity affiliations illustrate, again, the reflexive nature of identity 

discussed in 1.2 in the context of primary socialisation. Although the subjective role in 

acquiring an identity cannot be denied, identity construction is never an independent personal 

act. If a desired image of self is not accepted by society, there might be a way to negotiate (or 

change) this image – or not. This depends on the circumstances an individual is put into in a 

broader cultural or intercultural context.  In the current thesis, the focus will be narrowed to 

adult immigrants of Asian background (Chinese and Japanese) in present-day Australia.     
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1.5. Intercultural Experience and Self-growth. Key Findings in Literature.  

 

Cross-cultural encounters can provide an excellent opportunity for personal growth by placing us 

in situations where our understanding of self and the world, and of how we believe things ‘are’ or 

‘should be’, is severely challenged. 

                                                                                             Alfonso Montuori & Urusa Fahim (2004, p.244) 

 

Analysing the process of adjustment to a new cultural environment that temporary and 

permanent migrants go through constitutes one of the focal points of research in the field of 

intercultural studies. The most well-known and consistently used construct that results from 

examining the process of adjustment is the U-curve theory suggested by Lysgaard (1955). The 

‘U-curve’ implies that the intercultural experience of most individuals starts with a high point 

of emotional excitement and anticipation, often referred to as ‘the honeymoon stage’, which is 

followed by frustration and confusion (reflected in the downward curve of ‘U’), and through a 

gradual process of social and psychological adaptation, results in the final stage of acceptance 

and successful integration, when a person can function in a foreign society with only a slight 

strain. Figure 2 illustrates the model.  
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              Honeymoon 

 

 

 

                                                          Crisis  

                                                          Time in a foreign country 

Figure 2. Graphic representation of U-curve theory 

 

As the ‘trough’ of the U-curve – the stage of crisis, confusion, frustration, disillusionment, 

stress and trauma – is commonly assumed to be psychologically challenging for a person in a 

new cultural environment, it is likened to any transitional and life-changing experience (P. S. 

Adler, 1975), such as divorce, changing occupation in midcareer, returning home from military 

service, being released from detention, and similar stressful events. However, a happy ending 

in the final stage of intercultural adjustment is believed to be almost guaranteed: this final stage 

is referred to by various researchers as the stage of ‘full recovery’, ‘regained adjustment’, 

‘adjustment’, ‘positive adjustment’, ‘restoration’, ‘renewal’, ‘refreezing’, ‘autonomy’, 

‘integration’, ‘coping’, ‘confidence/satisfaction’, ‘reaction’, and ‘adaptation’ (Zapf, 1991, 

p.108). Smalley (1963, pp.53-56) hints at an even more radical transformation in the final stage 

of cultural adjustment, naming it ‘biculturalism’ and implying that at this stage, when ‘real 

victory is obtained’, an individual achieves an understanding of the new society that enables 

them ‘to react in appropriate ways’:  
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Finally in bi-culturalism, in a degree of understanding of the new society such that the individual can 

begin to react in appropriate ways, real victory is obtained. (p.53) Instead of the symptoms of rejection 

and insecurity comes an objective knowledge of strengths and weaknesses and with the knowledge, 

comes a relaxed acceptance of one’s self, a determination to do one’s best without pretense. (p.56) 

 

A similar U-curve dynamic has been observed upon sojourners’ return to their home country. 

As the change of cultural environment also happens when people come back to their home 

country, Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) suggested a W-curve model, where a second U-curve 

is expected to occur in the home environment, analogous to the adjustment process experienced 

in a foreign country. The second trough in the W-curve represents the so-called ‘reverse culture 

shock’ (crisis at home), when an individual feels disillusioned after an initial feeling of 

happiness and excitement about coming back home.  

 

Honeymoon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Graphic representation of W-curve theory 
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Despite the fact that the U-curve and W-curve adjustment theory remains one of the most 

widespread and well-known models resulting from intercultural research, these early models 

‘lacked methodological rigour and tended to oversimplify the complex process of cultural 

integration’ (Samovar et al., 2013). Several later studies failed to trace the elusive U-curve 

model in the analysis of intercultural experiences of various groups of international students 

(Church, 1982; Gaw, 2000; Hamel, Chikamori, Ono, & Williams, 2010; Kealey, 1989; 

Klineberg & Hull, 1979; Nash, 1991; Sussman, 2002; Ward & Kennedy, 1996; Ward, Okura, 

Kennedy, & Kojima, 1998). For example, Ward, Okura, Kennedy and Kojima’s longitudinal 

study (1998) of 35 Japanese sojourners in New Zealand did not demonstrate evidence for the 

popular U-curve model. As they report, ‘Contrary to the U-curve proposition and in line with 

our hypotheses, adjustment problems were greatest at the entry point and decreased over time 

(Ward et al., 1998, p.277).’ In other words, the euphoric ‘honeymoon’ period was not reflected 

in their research findings. Nash’s findings (1991) from a longitudinal study using experimental 

and control groups of University of Connecticut students in France and at home (in the U.S) 

did not confirm the U-curve fluctuations in the anxiety of sojourning students either. Nash’s 

study design has been set up to address the methodological inadequacies of the earlier research 

projects that did not include any control groups. With the data from the control group (32 

American students in the U.S.) and the experimental group (41 American students in France) 

available for comparison, Nash reports that ‘the course of well-being of the experimental group 

in France does not differ significantly from that of the control group at home (1991, p.283).’ 

In a study conducted on over 2000 students from 139 nations, Klineberg and Hull (1979) found 

no support for depression and loneliness characteristic of the U-trough. In a sub-sample of their 

respondents who were followed longitudinally through the course of their sojourn – 68 students 

in France, Brazil and the U.S – only three individuals experienced the U-curve type of 

psychological adjustment. The majority of respondents in that study showed signs of 
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depression and loneliness at the beginning of their study abroad program.  Similar results were 

obtained by Kealey (1989), who reported that only 10% of his respondents displayed the U-

curve of psychological adjustment. According to Ward, Okura, Kennedy and Kojima,  

 

All in all, there appears to be considerable hard data available from longitudinal studies of psychological 

adjustment of sojourners to discredit the U-curve proposition, and contrary to popular theorising, it is 

more likely that sojourners commence their overseas stay in a state of at least moderate psychological 

distress. (1998, p.287) 

 

Various other models of cultural adjustment were proposed in a number of studies (Black & 

Mendenhall, 1991; Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Hui-Wen & Ehiobuche, 2011). In a study 

about friendship dialectics in international students, Hotta and Ting-Toomey (2013) identified 

such adjustment models as a linear upward trend, a downward trend, a multiple M-curve, a one-

hill curve, a W-shaped curve, a multiple W-curve, and a sideways S-curve.  

 

 

 

Figure 4. Intercultural Adjustment Patterns 

           (Adapted from Hotta and Ting-Toomey (2013) in line with STM Permission Guidelines) 
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Likewise, while looking at the experiences of Nigerian and Taiwanese immigrants in the US, 

Hui-Wen and Echiobuche (2011) concluded that intercultural adjustment patterns could be U-

shaped or L-shaped, depending on how an individual copes with the change of environment.  

While Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) assume that sojourners will eventually cope with 

disillusionment over time and reach a stage of full recovery, some researchers concluded (N. J. 

Adler, 1981; Bochner, Lin, & McLeod, 1980) that it is a ‘flattened’ U-shape curve that better 

describes the adjustment process upon return to one’s home country. The ‘flattened’ U-shape 

means that the returnees’ moods change upon return but eventually stay at the ‘feeling average’ 

level without ever reaching the new high of ‘W’.   

 

It is apparent that despite its popularised appeal, U-curve ‘does not describe those sojourners 

(how many?) who fail to adapt and/or return home. Nor would it apply to those whose overseas 

odyssey does not involve them deeply in a foreign culture (Nash, 1991, p.283).’ It also fails to 

explain why very successful immigrants, fully acculturated and integrated in terms of 

intercultural research, can often feel like something very important is missing in their lives, and 

this feeling causes psychological pain. The description below is an excerpt from an 

autobiographic paper of a former post-graduate Chinese student in Australia whose PhD 

research project was related to identity explorations (Ai, 2015, p.364):   

 

After work I had dinner with my boss Tony Lo in a Chinese restaurant. Waiting for the food, he told 

me that he had left mainland China over 20 years ago. Then he suddenly cried and told me that he 

loves his homeland very much, but he was moving further away in his spirit. He felt very sad 

whenever he thought that he had left China so long ago, and he could not go back to his home space. 

In Australia he does not even have a real Chinese name. In Chinese language, his family name is 

‘Luo’, but he changed it into ‘Lo’, which is not a Chinese name. In Australia now he is a 

multimillionaire. He drives a Benz and his wife drives a BMW X4. His house covers more than 
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4700 square meters, just for his wife and her dog. It is the first time that I have walked into the inner 

world of a Chinese-Australian and felt his pain. I understand that in Chinese culture losing one’s 

family name means one does not have any sense of belonging in that space. I predicted that his pain 

would stay all his life. What a price for staying in Australia! Should I stay in Australia and lose 

myself like him? I dare not think about it. (23 June 2011) 

 

The description of a successful immigrant who left China over 20 years ago is riddled with 

words pointing to the ongoing psychological torment: ‘he suddenly cried’, ‘he loves his 

homeland very much, but he was moving further away in his spirit’, ‘he felt very sad’, ‘he could 

not go back to his home space’, ‘he does not even have a real Chinese name’. In Ai’s 

interpretation, ‘he has lost himself’, which makes Bin Ai wonder if he would have to pay the 

same price if he decided to stay in Australia.   

 

The length of time spent in a foreign country was determined to be a major factor influencing 

psychological satisfaction and social functioning of individuals (Leclere, Jensen, & Biddlecom, 

1994; Taft, 1985; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001; Zlobina, Basabe, Paez, & Furnham, 2006). 

In Anson, Pilpel and Rolnik’s study (1996), the first three years of immigration were associated 

with poorer physical and psychological well-being, which was followed by a later improvement 

in social interactions and a reduction of psychological distress. However, ‘those who 

immigrated more than 40 years prior to the study, scored best on most physical and 

psychological well-being indicators’, report the researchers (Anson et al., 1996). This finding 

would probably sound encouraging to Tony Lo, the Chinese immigrant in Australia described 

above, as it gives him 20 more years to ‘obtain real victory’, in Smalley’s terms (1963, p.53), 

and reach the state of psychological well-being and satisfaction. Nash suggests (1991, p.286) 

that the U-curve hypothesis should be used carefully and only as a heuristic device that can help 

to gauge variations in adjustment patterns dependent on ‘specific situational determinants, such 
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as an enclave or clump of co-nationals and the difficulty of the foreign situation.’ He conjectures 

that some of these conditions can make the U-curve model of adjustment ‘more or less 

applicable’ – and it might be helpful to understand which conditions these are.   

 

The focus of this study, though, is not on the question of whether temporary and permanent 

migrants follow any distinct pattern of cultural and social adjustment, but how ‘it is possible to 

do more than simply survive a cross-cultural exchange intact or simply to learn social skills’ 

(Montuori & Fahim, 2004, p.256). The models of cultural adjustment discussed above are 

essentially instrumental. They see the intercultural experience as psychologically and socially 

challenging and interpret them as an urgent demand for an individual to cope with the new 

environment – for example, ‘through behavioural culture training, mentoring, and learning 

about the historical, philosophical and sociopolitical foundations of the host culture’ (Ward et 

al., 2001, p.271).  The aim of the psychological and social models of adjustment in the existing 

literature is to be able to function effectively in a new society and not experience bad feelings 

of frustration, confusion, awkwardness, loneliness, or disillusionment. However, as Montuori 

and Fahim point out,  

 

Although there is a focus on learning, it is not, by any means, transformative learning… None of these 

models accounts for the possibility that an exchange with another culture may lead to psychological 

growth and to a better understanding of who we are, where we come from, and where we might want to 

go. (Montuori & Fahim, 2004, p.249) 

 

The idea of personal growth through intercultural experience was introduced by Peter Adler in 

his early work (1975), but ‘this fascinating area of inquiry has not been followed up extensively 

at all’ (Montuori & Fahim, 2004, p.245). Adler’s alternative view of the psychological distress 

people experience in a new culture posits the potential and motivation for a kind of learning 
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that can transform an individual. As Montuori and Fahim debate, ‘it suggests that an exchange 

with persons from other cultures can be used as a vehicle for changing oneself in a potentially 

desirable manner (2004, p.256).’ The very concept of anxiety, for example, is regarded in the 

existing models of cultural adjustment as something that should be ideally eliminated to feel 

good or even victorious. On the contrary, in humanistic psychology (May, 1976), as well as in 

the existentialist and phenomenological tradition of Kierkegaard (1985) and Heidegger (1962), 

anxiety is viewed as an integral part of being human. Moreover, it is inextricably connected to 

creativity and the ability to transform oneself and make something new of oneself (May, 1976). 

Therefore, anxiety is, fundamentally, a source of learning and creativity and not necessarily a 

condition that needs to be avoided or cured with medication. In the case of intercultural 

experience, anxiety can be a trigger and motivational force to learn more about oneself and 

create a new self. In essence, every culture is a limitation. A culture in which an individual 

grows up equips them with a framework for a certain mindset, values and ways to live a life. 

Evanoff (2006) gives a succinct explanation about the range of possible cultural limitations in 

the following passage:   

 

Because cultures limit the range of possible experience, they may even prevent us from realising our 

fullest potential, both as individuals and as societies; they reflect merely one possible set of responses to 

the problem of how individuals should interact both with their environments and with others in society. 

Despite the myriads of alternatives we could choose for ourselves, both as individuals and as societies, 

we typically tend to follow the same patterns of thought and behaviour into which we were originally 

socialised. These patterns become habitual and are no longer questioned. We may end up leading 

unreflected-upon lives that are not worth living (Thoreau’s “lives of quiet desperation”, “…”) or simply 

going along with what everyone else is doing (Nietzsche’s “morality of the herd”, “…”). The only way 

to avoid such results is to make the norms we follow, both as individuals and as societies, a matter of 

critical reflection and conscious choice. (2006, pp.12-13)  
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In other words, intercultural experience has the potential of revealing the patterns of an 

individual’s thoughts and behaviours which are culturally determined rather than personally 

chosen. It also gives a chance to reflect on the ‘myriad of alternatives’ that otherwise would not 

be on offer and have a more meaningful life. As an outstanding American anthropologist and 

cross-cultural researcher Edward T.Hall wrote, ‘culture hides much more than it reveals, and 

strangely enough what it hides, it hides most effectively from its own participants’ (Hall, 1959, 

p.29). As Hall (1959), Adler (1975) and Evanoff (2006) suggest, experiencing different cultures 

can make people realise to which degree they are the products of their own cultures. This 

realisation can, in its turn, initiate a creative process of constructing a new self, less dependent 

on the culture that formed this person. Whether this really happens or not is one of the questions 

the current research project aims to address.      

 

An edited book named ‘Intercultural Mirrors: Dynamic Reconstruction of Identity’ (Patron & 

Kraven, 2019) was edited and published by me and my supervisor Marie-Claire Patron in 2019 

as part of the study. The book contains 16 chapters written by different authors who experienced 

and analysed the effects of intercultural encounters on the understanding and reconstruction of 

the self. The chapters are connected through the idea of intercultural mirrors – seeing oneself 

in the pupil of the eye of cultural others – which derives from Plato’s interpretation of ‘know 

yourself’ advice given by the Delphic Oracle of classical Greece. This idea is elaborated on in 

Chapter 2 of the thesis and will be used as one of the main themes in data collection and 

analysis.    
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1.6. Bicultural Identities  

Bicultural individuals constantly face the question of ‘who I am’ and ‘where I belong’; they are 

often ‘blamed’ for not representing enough of both cultures.  

                                                                                                                             Shuang Liu (2015a, p.12) 

 

The definitions of bicultural identity in the existing literature are as contradictory and confusing 

as the definitions of identity itself (see section 1.3). In Hong, Zhan, Morris, & Benet-Martinez 

(2016, p.49), biculturalism is defined as ‘attachment to and competency in two cultures’. In 

Nguyen & Benet-Martinez (2013, p.122) biculturalism is explained simply as ‘having two 

cultures’. According to Schwartz and Unger (2010, p.26), ‘most generally, biculturalism 

represents comfort and proficiency with both one’s heritage culture and the culture of the 

country or region in which one has settled.’ Tadmor and Tedlock (2006, p.174) state that 

‘biculturalism involves maintaining one’s cultural heritage and adopting a new cultural 

identity.’ Benet-Martinez and Haritatos suggest (2005) that biculturalism is ‘integrating two 

cultural orientations’ or ‘holding two or more cultural orientations’ (p.1018). At the same time, 

they describe bicultural or multicultural individuals as those who ‘internalised more than one 

culture’: ‘In today’s increasingly diverse and mobile world, growing numbers of individuals 

have internalised more than one culture and can be described as bicultural or multicultural 

(2005, p.1016).’  

 

At a closer look, these definitions are rather blurry, ambiguous and contradicting each other. 

There is, apparently, no consensus on how much ‘attachment’, ‘comfort’, ‘competency’, 

‘proficiency’ ‘integration’ and ‘internalisation’ a person should display towards ‘two or more 

cultural orientations’ to be called bicultural. One can assume that ‘culture’ is vastly different 
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from a ‘cultural orientation’. The process of internalisation of culture, as described in sections 

1.1 and 1.2, is also vastly different from proficiency, competence or comfort. A person who 

grows up in a certain culture usually internalises it without acquiring ‘proficiency’ and 

‘competence’ in this culture. We internalise the culture we are born into as a way of being, ‘a 

taken-for-granted reality’ (Berger & Luckmann, 1990), rather than a set of knowledge, 

competencies and proficiencies. Strictly speaking, a Japanese fisherman does not need to be 

proficient or competent in Japanese culture to be Japanese. A Chinese farmer does not need to 

be proficient and competent in Chinese culture to be Chinese. As Hall pointed out, culture is 

invisible to its participants (Hall, 1959). Thus, if one feels ‘competent’ and ‘proficient’ in a 

culture (or if one can be judged as competent and proficient in a particular culture), it is a good 

sign that this culture is not this person’s internalised culture. It would be strange to judge a 

Swedish person, for example, as being competent and proficient in Swedish culture. On the 

other hand, after living in Japan for nearly a decade and conducting my postgraduate studies in 

Japanese Applied Linguistics (see section 2.4 for an autobiographical account), I can be viewed 

as confident and proficient in Japanese culture, yet I have not become Japanese. I would not 

have become Japanese even if I had stayed in Japan for the rest of my life. ‘Adopting a new 

cultural identity’, as Tadmor and Tedlock suggest (2006, p.174) does not entirely depend on a 

person. No level of competence and proficiency in Japanese culture can make a Western person 

Japanese.    

 

‘Comfort’ is another word that is used to define biculturalism. (According to Schwartz and 

Unger (2010, p.26), ‘most generally, biculturalism represents comfort and proficiency with 

both one’s heritage culture and the culture of the country or region in which one has settled.’) 

However, if we think about an estimated one and a half million people socially withdrawn from 

Japanese society and known to a wider international audience by the Japanese word hikikomori 
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(101 East, 2020; T. Kato, 2016; Tajan, 2021), it will be clear that the feeling of ‘comfort’ does 

not necessarily relate to one’s cultural identity. Socially withdrawn people in Japan can spend 

months, years or decades in their homes avoiding the outside world. It is a self-imposed 

isolation that stems from the feeling that they do not fit with Japanese society and cannot trust 

people, as the participants of the Al Jazeera documentary ‘Japan: The Age of Social 

Withdrawal’ reveal (101 East, 2020). Socially withdrawn people do not feel comfortable in 

Japanese society, yet nobody would doubt that they are Japanese. In contrast, there are many 

foreign people living a comfortable life in Japanese society, but claiming that they are Japanese 

would be problematic, if not absurd. The phenomenon of hikikomori has been studied outside 

Japan as well. The findings show that it is a social condition that is ‘no longer culture-bound’ 

(Bommersbach & Millard, 2019), with recent reports of hikikomori cases coming from other 

countries (Bommersbach & Millard, 2019; T. A. Kato, Shinfuku, Sartorius, & Kanba, 2011). 

These findings support the fact that the feeling of ‘comfort’ does not necessarily relate to one’s 

cultural identity.  

 

According to Liu (2015a, p.162), ‘categorisation of who is and who is not bicultural is 

commonly based on self-identification (e.g., ‘I’m bicultural’, ‘I’m Chinese and Australian’ or 

‘I’m Chinese-Australian’), which reflects the individual’s cultural dualism.’ Such cultural 

dualism can be understood in the context of an individual’s immersion in two cultures from 

early childhood, especially if this person was raised in a bicultural family or a family of 

immigrants and had a chance to internalise both cultures. However, interculturalists go much 

further than that, claiming that bicultural individuals include immigrants (not only their 

children), refugees, sojourners, international students, expatriates, indigenous people, ethnic 

minorities, those in interethnic relationships, and mixed-ethnic individuals (Benet-Martínez & 

Haritatos, 2005; Berry, 2006; Liu, 2015a; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013; Padilla, 2006). As 



50 
 

it was mentioned above, it is commonly assumed in existing literature that people acquire a 

new cultural identity and as a result become bicultural (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martínez, 

2000; Tadmor & Tetlock, 2006; Weaver, 1994). This view originates from Berry’s research on 

acculturation: out of four acculturation strategies – assimilation, separation, marginalization, 

and integration (Berry, 1980) – the last one, integration, has been equated with biculturalism. 

Citing Berry (1997, p.11), ‘In particular, the term “bicultural” has been employed to refer to 

acculturation that involves the individual simultaneously in the two cultures that are in contact; 

this concept corresponds closely to the integration strategy as defined here.’ Integration, in 

Berry’s terms (Berry, 2005, p.705), is the combination of maintaining an individual’s heritage 

culture and participating ‘as an integral part of the larger social network’ (thus, being 

simultaneously in two cultures). Integration or biculturalism – used as synonyms in previous 

research – is seen as the most successful form of social adaptation (Berry, 1997, p.24), resulting 

in the least conflict (Berry, 2005, p.697). This sends a powerful message implying that 

immigrants who are successfully adapted to a new culture have become bicultural. The age of 

cultural transitioning is not specified as a significant factor.  

 

Existing literature suggests various types of bicultural identities. The main distinction is made 

between blended (also referred to as fused, hybrid or combined) identities and alternating (or 

shifting, shifted, situated) identities (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Hotta & Ting-

Toomey, 2013; LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993; Liu, 2015a, 2015b; Moore & Barker, 

2012; Phinney & Devich-Navarro, 1997; Sparrow, 2000; Ward, 2013). The difference between 

these two types of bicultural identities lies in the way bicultural individuals tend to combine 

two cultures within themselves or keep them separate. A ‘blended’ identity is a combined 

identity, which incorporates two (or more) cultures into a single, blended identity. As one of 

the participants of Moore and Barker’s study (2012, p.557) explained, “I have one identity, but 
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I understand both cultures. I know how to put them together in one piece which is me. I know 

how to mix both of them in a way that I can adapt wherever I’m at.” An alternating (or shifting, 

hybrid) identity, on the other hand, is characterised by an individual’s ability to alternate their 

cultural behaviours depending on a situation. By alternating behaviours, such bicultural 

individuals can keep their cultural identities separated. A clear explanation of an alternating 

identity is given by a respondent in Liu’s study (2015b, p.32), ‘I think I have the ability to 

switch my mind towards Aussie or Chinese. I do things in an Aussie way at work and with 

Aussie friends. I try not to show my Aussie side when I’m in China.’ This explanation 

illustrates the cultural frame switching strategy outlined in Hong et al. (2000), when bicultural 

individuals change their behavioural repertoires depending on the contextual cues. Another 

excellent description of an alternating identity given by a female respondent in Sparrow (2000, 

p.190) captures ‘an almost chameleon-like capacity to blend in and become harmonious with 

different settings’: 

 

I think of myself not as a unified cultural being but as a communion of different cultural beings. Due to 

the fact that I have spent time in different cultural environments I have developed several cultural 

identities that diverge and converge according to the need of the moment. (Sparrow, 2000, p.190) 

 

However, Sparrow (2000) and her respondent do not specify what exactly these diverging and 

converging cultural identities are. How many of them has the respondent developed? What are 

they called? In daily language use, cultural identities have distinctive names – Japanese, 

Chinese, Korean, Mexican, Brazilian, French, German, Russian, Armenian, Scottish, 

Sudanese, etc. Bicultural individuals who grow up internalising two cultures can describe their 

identities as Chinese-French, Taiwanese-Irish, Japanese-British, Filipino-German, Korean-

British, Scottish-Japanese (for example, see the respondents’ narratives in Toomey et al. 



52 
 

(2013)). In contrast, in the intercultural research on adult immigrants coming from a single 

cultural background, ‘a new cultural identity’ that is supposed to be the result of successful 

intercultural adaptation often does not have any specific names. There are, for example, 

references to ‘identity change’, ‘identity adjustment’ or ‘identity shift’, as well as ‘identity 

shock’ and ‘identity loss’ in Hotta and Ting-Toomey (2013). One of the examples of ‘identity 

adjustment’ (interchangeably used along with ‘identity transformation’, ‘identity change’ and 

‘identity shift’) in the paper is that of an Indian student who realises that he has to initiate 

conversations and potentially friendships with people in the U.S. to overcome his feelings of 

loneliness and isolation. Another example of ‘identity shift/ adjustment/ change’ describes a 

Chinese girl who learns quickly that she needs ‘to make an identity adjustment to become a 

more “Americanised” talkative self’ (Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013, p.556) when participating 

in group discussions and projects in a U.S. classroom. An example of ‘identity loss’ given in 

the same paper is that of a Japanese student who moves from one state of the U.S. to another 

and leaves his new friends behind. ‘Each move to an unfamiliar place involves some sense of 

identity loss for Kenji (Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013, p.558),’ state the researchers. Whether 

these examples are related to cultural identity is questionable. Leaving friends behind (or 

falling out with friends) does not necessarily incur an identity loss. Having to be more talkative 

or smile more in the U.S. is a behavioural adjustment that does not necessarily lead to an 

identity adjustment. As a parallel, one can think of an introverted person who has to act as an 

extrovert in some situations: acting as an extrovert does not turn an introvert into an extrovert. 

Can it be called a personality change then?    

 

Patron provides a detailed account of intercultural experiences reported by her respondents, 

French sojourners in Australia, and attempts to give the alleged transformed cultural identities 

of sojourners a name. While analysing the responses of a French girl who talks about her pride 
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in her French cultural identity and her feeling of having become ‘more French than before’ 

after her Australian experience, Patron notes, ‘After having adopted many facets of Australian 

lifestyle and culture and having made significant friendships, she opts for the term 

‘international’ instead of ‘Franco-Australian’ perhaps (2007, p.247).’ It appears that the 

respondent rejected the attempt of the interviewer to be coined Franco-Australian.  In the light 

of the briefly outlined contradictions in existing literature on biculturalism and its definitions, 

this outward rejection of bicultural identity can be interpreted (or misinterpreted) as an example 

of a less successful form of cultural adaptation, since biculturalism (equated with Berry’s 

integration) is unanimously acknowledged to be the most successful and efficient form of social 

adaptation (Berry, 1997, p.24).  

 

The current research project aims to find out more about the problem of biculturalism and 

bicultural identities in adult migrants. By giving voice to adult Asian immigrants and asking 

them to interpret their intercultural experience from the point of view of identity changes, I will 

attempt to clarify the concept of biculturalism and re-examine the problem of intercultural 

adjustment. Do people build, lose, transform, adjust, reinforce, blend or shift their cultural 

identities as they move to an alien culture as adults, is one of the focal questions of the current 

research project.    
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1.7. The Current Study 

 

The processes of cultural adjustment and acculturation (learning to live in a new culture) have 

been extensively studied in the field of intercultural communication (P. S. Adler, 1975; Milton 

Bennett, 2017; Berry, 2005; Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Liu, 2007; Lysgaard, 1955; 

Markovizky & Samid, 2008; Martin & Nakayama, 2000; Oberg, 1960; Patron, 2007; S.J.  

Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008; Storti, 1990; Ward et al., 2001; Ward & Geeraert, 2016; Ward 

& Kus, 2012; Zapf, 1991). The leading acculturation theorist John Berry defined acculturation 

as ‘the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact 

between two or more cultural groups and their individual members… At the individual level, it 

involves changes in a person’s behavioural repertoire (Berry, 2005, pp.698-699).’ The existing 

accounts of such behavioural changes and models of psychological and social adjustment are 

fundamentally instrumental. They aim to address the problem of how it is possible to survive 

in an alien cultural environment, acquire new social skills and, ideally, integrate into a society, 

which is seen as synonymous with becoming bicultural (see section 1.6). However, ‘none of 

these models accounts for the possibility that an exchange with another culture may lead to 

psychological growth and to a better understanding of who we are, where we come from, and 

where we might want to go (Montuori & Fahim, 2004, p.249).’ The suggestion that intercultural 

experience can unlock the potential and motivation for transformative learning was introduced 

by Peter Adler (1975) in his article ‘The Transitional Experience: An Alternative View of 

Culture Shock’, but ‘this fascinating area of inquiry has not been followed up extensively at all 

(Montuori & Fahim, 2004, p.245).’ The current research project aims to address the research 

questions proposed by Peter Adler (1975).   
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Since every culture is a limitation (Evanoff, 2006), individuals unavoidably internalise a 

framework for a certain mindset from their home culture (see section 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3), which 

deprives them of ‘a myriad of alternatives’ they could choose for themselves and may even 

prevent them ‘from realising their fullest potential’ (Evanoff, 2006, p.12).  Living in a different 

culture can reveal these limitations and help people understand to what extent they are the 

product of their home culture. Such a realisation, in its turn, can trigger a creative process of 

constructing a new self – a new person who is less dependent on the culture that made them 

them. The question about creating a new self as a result of intercultural experience is essentially 

a philosophical question about self-discovery and self-knowledge. The importance of the other 

for self-knowledge was stated by Plato in the first Alcibiades (Plato, 2008), but the idea that the 

other is essential to self-knowledge ‘did not go much further than Plato, as subsequent 

philosophers took up the view that a voyage of inwardness was necessary for self-knowledge 

(R. Mortley, 2013, p.6).’ As Mortley explains (R.  Mortley, 2019),  

 

Plato suggested that we see ourselves through the eyes of other people, and that the image which they 

send back to us is the way we learn about ourselves. He pointed out that the pupil of the other person’s 

eye is something of a mirror, and that if we peer into it we can see ourselves: he suggests that this is the 

real way of self-perception, that we see and understand ourselves through the picture that the other person 

has of us.    

 

This thesis will look at the intercultural experience from a new perspective: it will examine 

how cultural otherness can contribute to the understanding of the self and identity 

transformations. Because the way cultural others see us can be distinctly different from the way 

our compatriots see us, the images of ourselves we get back from the pupil of the eye of cultural 

others can be new and unexpected, both in a positive and negative light. Incorporating these 
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images into an established self-image can have an impact on a person’s identity. Although there 

is a solid tradition in intercultural research to emphasise the importance of self-awareness 

(Milton Bennett, 2016b; M. Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004; Hong et al., 2016; Y. Y. Kim, 2008), 

this self-awareness is quite different from the self-knowledge implied by Plato. The theme of 

self-awareness in the existing literature is usually linked to identifying cultural ethnocentrism 

and generally being aware of one’s own prejudices, cultural assumptions or having a clear 

understanding of one’s identity in changing cultural contexts (Milton Bennett, 2016b; M. 

Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004; Hong et al., 2016; Liu, 2011). The angle of looking at cultural 

others as ‘mirrors’ that reflect qualitatively new images of oneself has not been applied to the 

analysis of adjustment processes and acculturation so far.   

 

Contradicting and ambiguous definitions of bicultural identities in the existing literature (see 

section 1.6) show that the way cultural others (i.e. local people) see immigrants and whether 

their opinions influence the ways immigrants feel about their identities is not taken into 

consideration. Apparently, ‘categorisation of who is and who is not bicultural is commonly 

based on self-identification (e.g., ‘I’m bicultural’, ‘I’m Chinese and Australian’ or ‘I’m 

Chinese-Australian’), as stated in Liu (2015a, p.162). A respondent in Kim’s study, for 

example, says, ‘I really am not concerned whether others take me as a Japanese or an American; 

I can accept myself as I am (Y. Y. Kim, 2008, p.366).’ However, it is not clear whether this 

individual had such concerns earlier in his life and why he would mention this topic if he had 

not. As discussed in section 1.2, the nature of identity is reflexive from the moment it is 

crystallised at an infant stage of human development. The current research project will 

endeavour to fill a gap in our understanding of bicultural identities (and identities in general) 

by bringing forward the theme of seeing oneself from the perspective of other people. It is, in 
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essence, a problem of ascribed and affiliated identities, which in some cases do not match (see 

section 1.4).  

 

Finally, it can be argued that existing literature, being in line with established academic 

standards that strive for perfection in style and organisation of written findings, does not 

provide enough authentic voices of immigrants. The researchers’ narratives powerfully 

dominate the field, whilst the voices of respondents are barely heard and reduced to a minimum 

that helps to illustrate the findings. This often creates the impression that analysed individuals 

are invisible, hidden (maybe even on purpose?), and their opinions could be taken out of 

context. The rare excerpts of immigrant respondents that can be found in academic articles 

(Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Y. Y. Kim, 2008; Liu, 2015b; Sparrow, 2000) sound perfect or 

nearly perfect, as if the respondents in these studies were chosen for the interviews based on 

their English competence. Another explanation is that maybe their responses have been edited 

or translated from the native languages of the respondents. However, for the understanding of 

bicultural identities in adult migrants, the way people speak their non-native language is not 

less important than what they say because the way they speak the language, in our case English, 

reveals a significant part of their Australian identity (or identity acquired in Australia, to be 

more precise). The current study attempts to provide verbatim transcripts of the interviews with 

Asian immigrants in Australia in order to create their linguistic portraits most precisely. The 

respondents’ interpretations of their identity-related intercultural experience will be given 

along with the researcher’s interpretations of their interpretations (see Chapter 4) with the 

intention to find a better balance in illuminating this experience for others. The Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) method, which makes such double hermeneutic possible 

(see Chapter 3), has been chosen to conduct the study. The application of the IPA method is 

also a novel practice in intercultural research.  
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Finally, this project will add an Australian perspective to the field of intercultural research, 

which is not as developed in Australia as it is in the U.S. or other European countries. It will 

make a valuable contribution to the untold stories of Australian migrants.     

 

Research Questions 

The research questions stated below imply adult immigrants, i.e. individuals who relocated to 

a foreign country around the age of 18 or later. While this research project will focus on 

immigrants from Japan and mainland China residing in Australia, the same research questions 

could be studied in relation to people from other cultural backgrounds living in Australia or to 

the same target group (adult Asian immigrants) living in other countries.    

 

1) How does intercultural experience influence the primary cultural identity of an 

individual?  

2) Do adult migrants become bicultural if they live in a foreign country for an extended 

period of time?  

3) Does intercultural experience influence other identities of an individual (such as age, 

gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, class, professional occupation, sexual orientation, 

marital status, religion or political affiliations)? 

4) How does intercultural experience influence identity as a cohesive sense of self? Can it 

cause an in-depth personal transformation?  
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Chapter Two 

Expansion of Self through Intercultural Experiences1 

 

Paradoxically, the more one is capable of experiencing new and different dimensions of human 

diversity, the more one learns of oneself. 

                                                                                                                                    Peter Adler (1975, p.22) 

 

Abstract 

People from other cultures can be distinctly different from us in their appearance, dressing 

styles, skin colour, language, verbal and non-verbal behaviour, communication strategies, ways 

of thinking, knowledge of world history, beliefs and values. This explains why the way they 

see us is not the same as the way our ingroup members see us. The images of ourselves that we 

get back from the pupil of the eye of cultural others – what we call “intercultural mirrors” – 

can be unexpected and new, both in a favourable and unfavourable light. They can enhance or 

contradict our self-perception the way it was formed through our interactions with our ingroup 

members. This chapter suggests that developing an understanding of how culturally different 

people view us adds intricate layers to a person’s perceptual organisation and identity. It 

enhances the complexity of experiences that we knit together into a narrative we call self. 

 

2.1. The Pupil of the Other: Intracultural and Intercultural Mirrors 

Self-knowledge has been a major question in the history of Philosophy. The Delphic Oracle of 

classical Greece offered the injunction “know yourself,” and this well-known advice was 

interpreted by Plato in the first Alcibiades (2008, 132d ff.): he noted that one could see one’s 

 
1  The work described in this chapter is a permitted re-use of:  

Kraven, J. (2019). Expansion of self through intercultural experiences. In M. Patron & J. Kraven (Eds.), 

Intercultural mirrors: dynamic reconstruction of identity. Reproduced with permission from Boston: BRILL. 



60 
 

own reflection in the pupil of another’s eye and suggested that the mirror image provided in 

the eye of the other person was an essential contributor to self-knowledge. Mortley describes 

this as follows (2013, p.6), 

 

Plato’s view, or rather question, has something of interest to offer: it may be that we obtain our own self-

understanding through repeated interactions with others and through learning to understand what their 

view of us is. Not through a single interaction with the mirror provided in the pupil of the eye of the other 

but over repeated interactions and repeated mirror images being sent back, we form a composite picture 

of ourselves. This picture may become more accurate as we get older, through repetition and varied 

angles of self-vision. The essential point is the idea that self-knowledge comes from repeated interaction 

with the other people, and the ability to integrate the image of oneself that is returned. In fact, the 

suggestion that the other was essential to self-knowledge did not go much further than Plato, as 

subsequent philosophers took up the view that a voyage of inwardness was necessary for self-

knowledge.2 

 

The French philosopher Jacques Lacan brought back the question about the importance of the 

Other for self-knowledge in his ‘mirror stage’ theory (Lacan, 1977). According to Lacan, a 

human being acquires personal identity and the sense of self when a young child, unlike a 

chimpanzee infant, for example, starts to recognise his or her own reflection in a mirror and 

playfully interact with it. Jacques Lacan emphasised the importance of significant others in the 

process this identity formation. As the infant is held in front of the mirror, their gradual process 

of identification with the reflected image as “me” is usually accompanied by pointing gestures 

and expressions coming from other people, such as “That’s you there!,” “What a pretty girl!,” 

“What a cute boy!,” “You’re going to grow up to be beautiful like your mommy (handsome 

like your daddy).” Thus, even self-recognition in the mirror – the earliest part of identity 

 
2 The Neoplatonist tradition of thought implied. 
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crystallisation – does not happen without the other’s perspective of us. Our name is given to us 

by others, and so is our family name. Essentially, we become what they call us. Very few 

people opt to change their names later on in life. 

 

Whether one needs the reflection of oneself from the other later in life is a question that men 

could ponder over each time they are asked by ladies, “Am I fat?” Always an awkward moment 

(I have been asked this question on a number of occasions as well), but it might be that the 

answer is not as obvious as it seems. It is also highly likely that this answer depends on the 

cultural background and a certain time in history when beauty norms set expectations in favour 

of skinnier or curvier body types. The context in which our self-images, both external and 

internal, are initially formed is given to us by other people – initially our ingroup members – 

and through their eyes. These are the intracultural mirrors: the reflections of us that ingroup 

members send back to us are rooted in a shared cultural background. As noted by Berger and 

Luckmann (1990), throughout our early lives we are gradually socialised into the “objective 

reality” of our group and gradually internalise its values and worldviews: what others had 

created before we arrived in this world gradually becomes our own system of beliefs and 

values, our own worldview and our own “subjective reality.” 

 

Following this line of thought, we might feel it is ours, but if we are not born into a Muslim 

family, we normally do not become devout Muslims. If we are not born into a Chinese family, 

we normally do not turn into native Chinese speakers. And French people born and raised in 

France do not normally eat steamed rice with slimy fermented beans (known as natto in Japan) 

for breakfast. The individual choices seem to be easily predictable. Upon further externalisation 

of internalised beliefs and values in our individual behaviour we join in a full circle of constant 

creation and re-creation of our group’s way of life. We construct our social reality. But we are 
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constructed by this reality in the first place. Had we been born into a different society, we 

would have been constructed very differently. 

 

Placing the question of self-knowledge obtained through the pupil of the eye of the other in the 

intercultural context is the aim of this chapter. What is of interest to me is to trace how the 

pupil of the eye of culturally different people can influence our identities, self-images and self-

perception. Why do we learn something qualitatively new about ourselves when exposed to 

cultural others? 

 

As people from other cultures can be distinctly different from us in their appearance, dressing 

styles, skin colour, language, verbal and non-verbal behaviour, communication strategies, ways 

of thinking, knowledge of world history, beliefs and values, the way they see us is not the same 

as the way our ingroup members see us. The images of ourselves that we get back from the 

pupil of the eye of cultural others – intercultural mirrors – can be unexpected and new, both in 

a favourable and unfavourable light. They can enhance or contradict our self-perception the 

way it was formed through our interactions with our ingroup members. Specialists in 

professions dealing with language take it for granted that words often change their meaning 

when put into a different context. Can people, likewise, change their “meaning” – their 

identities, values and worldviews – when thrown into a different cultural environment? Can 

they become entirely someone else? 
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2.2. Identity of a Foreigner 

Identity in social sciences usually relates to such social attributes as age, gender, ethnicity, 

nationality, occupation, sexual orientation, marital status, health/disability, religion, political 

affiliations, and culture. A combination of those group “memberships” and opposition to other 

groups shapes our worldviews. What does not come into focus in identity research is a new 

kind of identity each one of us automatically acquires when crossing the border of our home 

countries – an identity of a foreigner. For people who move from their home country to another 

country for a long-term stay, foreignness versus localness becomes a major identity 

differentiation marker. Oftentimes, their whole existence starts to be defined by their 

foreignness in the first place. Exhilarating for some, confusing for others: a lot depends on what 

nationality and ethnicity we are, where we or our parents come from, and where, with what 

purpose, and for how long we have moved. Yet the foreignness itself is unavoidable for all 

travellers. Non-Japanese residents in Japan, for example, get an official proof of their 

foreignness in the form of “an alien registration card” within 90 days of their arrival in the 

country. The alien registration card becomes the main proof of one’s identity, and being an 

official “alien” is, at least to some extent, a qualitatively new state of social existence. It should 

be borne in mind that the ascription of foreignness is possible only in the context of cultural 

otherness – through the perspective of local people, and this ascription is not always fully 

accepted by a person who this identity is ascribed to. Julia Kristeva (2004, p.159), a prominent 

French philosopher of Bulgarian descent, mentioned this aspect of her French experience in 

the following way: 

 

When I arrived in France to pursue my third-level education, I felt that I somehow belonged to the 

French culture, which is not the case from the French side for they still perceive me as a foreigner, 

although I was very warmly welcomed (p.159) … There is difficulty in living as a foreigner in France 

(p.163). 
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Questions like, “where are you from?” or “what is your background?” are a constant daily 

reminder of one’s foreignness. The comfort of living in one’s own culture and among one’s 

fellow countrymen lies in the fact that one is never asked where he or she is from. If asked, 

however, the question of this kind implies a geographical location where an individual was 

born or raised, a school or university they attended, but not his or her cultural identity. Ingroup 

members take each other’s cultural identity for granted: it is not a subject that a Japanese person 

would bring up in a random conversation with another Japanese person, or a German with a 

German. Cultural identity is commonly internalised throughout early life, schooling, and 

media, shared by all members of the group and, thus, remains invisible and unquestionable. 

However, once we find ourselves among our cultural others, the intercultural mirrors “activate” 

our cultural identity by starting to send us some unfamiliar images of a human being who 

constantly needs to explain to others what his or her origins are. 

 

We know this human being – ourself – very well, but people around us do not. In more 

homogeneous societies like Japan, for example, one can often hear exclamations such as 

“gaikokujin-da,” “gaijin-da,” which mean “foreigner,” or “outsider” addressed to them. 

Although understandable, this can sound rude and unwelcoming, even when it comes from a 

young child. The way culturally different people see us is essentially alienating. The very 

question “where are you from?,” or its equivalent, “what’s your background?” is enough to 

make a person wonder, often for the first time, who they, indeed, are, where they belong, and 

why exactly they are asked this question. Is it their appearance? Is it the outfit they are wearing? 

Is it their skin colour? Is it their accent? Is it their behaviour that makes another person question 

their identity? Or is it all the above? 
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The French-born Parisian, Vladimir Posner, who is now a well-known journalist and 

broadcaster in Russia, spent his school years in New York during the Nazi occupation of 

Europe. As a result of his father’s decision, he found himself as a teenager living in the post-

war East Germany and later in the USSR. In one of his travel documentaries, Posner (2013) 

interviews his adult granddaughter, born in Russia and raised in Germany, asking her if she 

remembers the moment in her life when she started thinking, “Who am I?” She said that it 

happened quite late in her life, when she moved from Germany to France. As she barely spoke 

any French, French people – her cultural others – were constantly asking her where she was 

from (who she was). Those questions were confusing: she did not know how to answer them. 

As she was born in Russia, she could not say that she was German, and she could not say that 

she was Russian because she did not grow up in Russia. Therefore, she usually had to explain 

that she came from a Russian family and that she was born in Russia but grew up in Germany. 

She started crying during the interview when she said, “It turned out that I am always not quite 

at home, wherever I am.” Living in France at the time of the interview, she felt she was not at 

home there either. Her famous grandfather gave her a pat on the back, laughed kindly, and tried 

to calm her down. Later, he added his commentary on that interview. “What you have just seen 

is an example of bad journalism,” he said. “I should not have spared my granddaughter. I should 

have kept pressing on her weak spot and should have made her cry properly. But knowing all 

too well what she felt, I could not do that.” The “punishment” for leaving the country in which 

one is born, concludes Vladimir Posner, is living with a sense of being not quite at home, 

regardless of where you are. 

 

It could be that the images of ourselves sent back to us through intercultural mirrors – the pupil 

of the eye of our cultural others – are a big contributor to this sense of alienation. 
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2.3. Not a Foreigner but Being Viewed as Such 

Questions about one’s cultural identity, such as “where are you from?” and “what is your 

background?” can also be particularly disturbing to people of mixed race because they follow 

them throughout their lives, in and out of their place of birth. What would we think about the 

following conversation between two Germans, an elderly lady and a handsome young man: 

“Oh, you are very handsome, and your German is very good.” 

 

“Thank you, I am German.” 

“No, I mean you speak German really well.” 

“I am German.” 

“Yes, but your German is great. Where are you from?” 

“I am from Germany.” 

“I see, but where are you from?” pausing awkwardly, “Where are your 

parents from?” 

 

Absurd as it is, this is a real-life conversation people of mixed race are regularly dragged into 

in any European country, Australia, the USA, Japan, etc. Just because people can have a 

different ethnic background, locals feel like they have the right to ask about this person’s family 

history and compliment them on their language proficiency. Well, where are your parents 

from? How appropriate is it to ask a question like this one to a stranger? What is worse is when 

strangers ask a young child about their parents’ background. The child might be too young to 

have any clue about geography and the country where his or her parents came from. A 

powerfully written article entitled “Navigating my way through mixed race identity” (Cage, 

2017) offers a detailed explanation of why we should stop asking people “but where are you 

really from?” The message of the article is that the habit of “labelling people like soup cans in 

a kitchen” is a habit that we need to collectively unlearn. Why so? 
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Let us consider such commonly used identity nominations as “Asian American” and “Asian 

Australian,” as well as “African American” and “African Australian.” It is natural for us to add 

“Asian” or “African” to “American” and “Australian.” This way, a person of Asian or African 

descent gets a specifying distinction indicator of American-ness or Australian-ness. And what 

does that mean, in the long run? 

 

As David Matsumoto and Linda Juang report (2008, pp.341-342), “the nonattribution of being 

American for Asian Americans is interesting. Many Asian Americans experience this dialogue, 

or a version of it”: 

 

A new acquaintance: “So where are you from?” 

Typical Asian American answer: “San Francisco.” (Or New York, or Chicago, or anywhere.) 

Typical new acquaintance response: “No, where are you really from?” 

 

The researchers, being Asian American themselves, give more anecdotes from their own 

experience as examples of identity denial, such as students asking them whether they could 

speak English (while communicating to them in English), or new dorm friends asking when 

they came to the United States (after learning that they were born in Hawaii). They also report 

on the findings of Cheryan and Monin (2005), as well as another team of researchers, Devos 

and Banaji (2005), whose research outcomes provide strong evidence for “implicit assumption 

that being ‘American’ equals being ‘white.’” 

 

In an Australian documentary “Date My Race” (McInerney & Elkin-Jones, 2016), presenter 

Santilla Chingaipe is given a piece of advice by a female dating expert: to add an explanation 

of her African background to her online profile on a dating site. Santilla, rightfully, asks the 
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expert if she would write about her own cultural background. The expert looks confused and 

admits that she would not. 

 

Shuang Liu’s (2015a) recent study on Chinese immigrants in Australia resulted in the 

conclusion that second-generation Chinese immigrants, as well as Chinese people who came 

to Australia as teenagers “become increasingly aware that they will not be completely accepted 

as a member of “ordinary” (white) Australia. Such a realisation motivates them to learn more 

about their Chinese heritage … and become more confident with their ethnic identity over 

time.” (Liu, 2015a, p.131) 

 

In her TED talk Megumi Nishikura (2013), the director of the documentary “Hafu”3 (Nishikura 

& Takagi, 2013), explains that while answering questions that she is asked by total strangers 

about the way she looks, she usually says that her father is Japanese. But what she really wants 

to say is that she is Japanese. At minute 03:50 of her talk Megumi almost breaks into tears 

saying,  

 

I am moved by the fact that despite their differences, both cultural and racial, my parents found love… 

Knowing the value of respecting and loving both cultures, my parents raised me to believe that I was 

both Japanese and American. However, in Japan in particular, society has trouble reflecting it back to 

me. People don’t even often recognize me as being half Japanese; they just see me as a foreigner. 

 

Clearly, intercultural mirrors can have a profound effect on the lives of immigrants’ children 

and people of a mixed racial background. As Liu puts it (2015a, p.12), “bicultural individuals 

constantly face the question of “who I am” and “where I belong.” While most people grow up 

 
3 “Hafu” (“half”) is a term commonly used term in Japan to refer to ethnically half Japanese people. 

 



69 
 

without questioning who they are, where they come from and what their national or cultural 

identity is, millions of children in the modern world have their identities questioned and 

challenged from a very early age. Globalisation has created societies like Australia, the USA, 

or Canada, where a large percentage of people are culturally a lot more complex than the 

adjectives “Australian,” “American,” or “Canadian” imply. Europe, also, is once again 

becoming a “melting pot” of cultures, with masses of culturally and ethnically different people 

trying to build a new life away from the conflict zones. The number of mixed marriages and 

mixed children in Japan is steadily on the rise. Yet, as human beings, we are still far from 

understanding our cultural others, even when they live next door to us and even when they are 

one of us. People from mainstream population seem to be oblivious to the fact that fluent 

speakers of their native language with a different shade of skin colour could be born and raised 

in the same country as they were. 

 

By asking complete strangers who look different or sound different “where are you really 

from?” we are, according to Vladimir Posner, taking on the roles of “good journalists” who 

push people’s buttons out of professional interest. For the lack of knowledge on the subject, 

we do not understand that we alienate others and hurt them by constantly reminding them that 

they are not at home, living among us. The knowledge of another person’s cultural origin, as 

well as their departure date means virtually nothing to a random stranger. However, such 

questions – although often asked out of politeness or mere curiosity – can be frustrating and 

hurtful to people who have lived in a particular country since birth or for an extensive period 

of time and feel like they belong there. The intercultural mirrors we tend to project onto people 

of mixed race and foreigners deprive them of the right to fully belong. 
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2.4. Social Issues Reflected through Intercultural Mirrors 

The social difficulty of living as a foreigner (or being viewed as such) can be added to the 

invisible psychological alienation if one falls into a negative historical context that was created 

long before his or her birth or arrival in a certain country. One of such issues is raised by Avtar 

Brah (1996, p.9), a Ugandan Professor of Sociology of Indian descent: 

 

How was I to “place” myself in Britain? Needless to say, this could not be a simple matter of fiat. Britain’s 

imperial history had already “situated” me. Within weeks of being in London I had been called a “Paki”… 

I now realised, in quite a different way from when I was expressing my solidarity with black Americans, 

what it felt like to be called a “nigger” … I had arrived in Britain as a young adult – my sense of myself 

fairly secure. Yet I had been outraged, mortified and, most importantly, temporarily silenced by this racist 

onslaught. 

 

Needless to say, problems of racism are not limited to Britain and its history, but it can be the 

combination of historical and geographical contexts that determines whether people find 

themselves in the position of power or on the other end of the spectrum. For Avtar Brah the 

shift of self-perception in the context of Britain’s imperial history happened when she moved 

from Uganda, where the Indian community is in the position of power, to the UK. 

 

Born in the west to parents from the East, Norwegian British film director and human rights 

activist Deeyah Khan explores identity problems typical of people of her background 

(Pakistani/Afghani) in her recent documentary “Jihad: a story of the others” (Khan, 2015). The 

documentary shows young men who talk about their childhood in the UK. Many of them grew 

up in white English communities having no interest in Islam. However, because of their 

appearance and family background they could never have a regular English lifestyle. One of 

the participants admits that he became aware and ashamed of his ethnicity at age 5. Another 
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one says that he grew up constantly having issues with how he looked. He hated being brown, 

he hated being Muslim. “There was nothing to celebrate about who you were,” says this man. 

They’ve done everything they could to fit in yet were not accepted. Shunned, alone and 

isolated, Muslim men in Deeyah Khan’s documentary are called Paki in Britain (with all the 

pejorative connotations this word implies) but when they go to Pakistan, they are being called 

English. As one of them put it well, “I feel I belong on an airplane, just hovering over 

everybody.” However, the sky is not the limit for these men either. They are told what to dream 

and what not to dream, according to their background. The limit for their achievement is set up 

by the society they happened to be born into. Feeling powerless, insignificant, and depressed 

is a result of the negativity that intercultural mirrors project onto them since their birth. 

 

This problem is multi-faceted and should not be limited only to the Muslim contingent of 

modern-day migration into Europe. Jewish people in Russia, for example, often face hidden 

discrimination from the mainstream population. Being viewed as Jewish in Russia, they 

suddenly become “Russian” when they move to Israel. Intercultural mirrors are variable 

depending on who holds them: when Russians hold up the mirror for Jews, they show them to 

be different, as Jews, but when Israelis hold up the mirror for Russian Jews, they also show 

them to be different, as Russians. The way Vladimir Posner’s daughter talks about her 

childhood experiences in Russia (Posner, 2013) resembles Deeyah Khan’s Ted talk (2016) in 

which she mentions how she was racially abused in Norway by a white man who spat in her 

face and told her to go back to where she came from. Confused and absolutely horrified, she 

was waiting for another adult to step in and defend her but everybody pretended not to notice 

the insult that she got from a white male. For Vladimir Posner’s daughter, the hurtful expression 

from a Russian stranger about her Jewish facial features came at a time when she was still 

unaware of her ethnicity and the cultural context surrounding it. Deeyah Khan was 12. At that 
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age she knew about the social issues related to her cultural and ethnic identity, but the 

experience of being racially abused shook her to the core, nevertheless. 

 

In Erikson’s works (1968), which are considered to have laid the theoretical foundations for 

modern identity research, the ages of 12 to 18 are seen as a critical stage in identity formation 

and questioning of self. Consequently, exposure to different cultural contexts during 

adolescence adds more complexity to this crucial time in an individual’s life. It is commonly 

believed that the younger the person is, the easier it is to adjust to a new country. Children learn 

languages faster. They blend in. They assimilate. There is definitely some truth to this, but only 

to a certain extent. In a hostile environment children and teenagers are the most vulnerable 

group. While adults have a basic understanding of the world history and social context, as long 

as they have a clearly defined sense of identity, they can develop mechanisms to protect 

themselves from the harmful intercultural mirrors if need be. Children, on the other hand, are 

usually taken aback, horrified, confused, hurt, and may be scarred for life. They can be scarred 

so badly that they choose not to speak the language of their parents, not to pass their language 

onto their children and not to remember what it was like to be growing up in their new culture. 

 

Patron’s chapter in “Victim Victorious” (Patron, 2015) tells a story of an 8-year-old girl of 

French-Mauritian, Scottish, Portuguese and Italian descent whose journey into her new life in 

Australia was not as easy as we would assume it is for children. For this girl it all started with 

the sudden realisation that her skin colour was brown, not white. “Brown is ugly, brown is bad! 

Migrants are stupid!” – these are, unfortunately, the images of herself she saw in the pupil of 

the eye of Australian people. Had it not been for Australia, she would have most likely never 

registered the fact that her skin colour was strikingly different from white people. Consistent 

bullying from children who threw sticks and stones at her on her way home, racial abuse, mean 
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remarks from teachers and other adults, and the prevailing societal attitudes towards non-

English migrants in Australia in the sixties soon led to the girl’s decreased self-esteem and 

psychological trauma. Becoming self-conscious because of her brown skin resulted in the belief 

that she needed to prove to her relatives and friends that brown people could also achieve 

success in their studies and careers. She won prestigious scholarships and grants, became a 

language teacher early in her twenties and a university lecturer in her thirties. Excelling in her 

career was synonymous to breaking through the detrimental effects of intercultural mirrors. As 

a young adult, she gradually came to terms with her newly-found Australian identity, and by 

that time Australia had changed a lot too – it had become multicultural. Heading to Europe for 

a big adventure, she proudly announced to the British that she was Australian. She thought that 

she had buried her past, when she had not been accepted by her peers as a Franco-Mauritian 

immigrant with brown skin. Yet, it came as another challenge for her identity when she was 

asked by British and European people with irritating regularity, “But where are you really 

from? You don’t look Australian. Are you Indian? Which part of Pakistan are you from?” The 

French would comment on her “little” French accent implying she originated from the colonies. 

“So, are you from Guadeloupe?” She was gradually starting to feel that everywhere and 

everyone treated her as a foreigner. In Europe, bombarded with questions about her “true” 

identity, she faced a new wave of identity crisis. At times she could hardly control her tongue 

when somebody mistook her identity which she felt the need to defend at every turn, as she 

had not yet established an identity that reflected and defined her true self. Interestingly, the 

only culture in which she felt truly accepted was Spain, where she spent eight years. 

 

A large volume of intercultural research deals with the problem of identity negotiation process 

(see section 1.4). Whereas we are drawn to powerful stories of self-determination and personal 

success in spite of all the evil forces confronting an individual, in real life there are times when 
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attempting “to assert, define, modify, challenge and/or support” (Ting-Toomey, 2005, p.217) 

the desired images of yourself and others are not possible. According to Blackledge and 

Pavlenko (2001, p.250), “In many contexts, certain identities may not be negotiable because 

people may be positioned in powerful ways which they are unable to resist.” No other case 

illustrates this point better than the refugees’ predicament. In the dark times of Jewish 

persecution a German-born Jewish American philosopher Hannah Arendt stated in her paper 

entitled “We refugees” (Arendt, 1994, p.110): 

 

In the first place, we don’t like to be called “refugees.” We ourselves call each other “newcomers” or 

“immigrants.” Our newspapers are papers for “Americans of German language”; and, as far as I know, 

there is not and never was any club founded by Hitler-persecuted people whose name indicated that its 

members were refugees. 

 

As the world witnesses massive waves of refugee crises again and again, Hanna Arendt’s words 

show an important perspective: the ascription of the refugee status is also a feature of 

intercultural mirrors. People are refugees when they are viewed through the pupil of the eye of 

their cultural others. They do not necessarily affiliate themselves with what they are called. 

The identity challenges that lie ahead for some modern-day refugees are a tough transition to 

undergo. The story of Munjed al Muderis (Al Muderis & Weaver, 2014), a pioneering surgeon 

of Iraqi background who arrived in Australia as a refugee, is described and analysed from the 

perspective of intercultural mirrors in section 1.4. His experience demonstrates that personal 

affiliation with groups is contingent on the circumstances and societal attitudes rather than a 

personal preference.   

 

Unless one has personally experienced the extreme negative effects of intercultural mirrors, a 

heavy dependence of one’s being on the vicissitudes of the cultural and historical contexts 
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cannot be fully comprehended. In real life not every person has the strength and resources to 

fight back and prove their worth. People with deprived identity and self-esteem often end up 

living their lives in emotional turmoil as a result of how cultural others see them and label them 

as representatives of their group. Unfortunately, if they are born into a society that rejects their 

group as a whole, there might be nowhere else to escape. But there might, possibly, be a way 

to change our societies. The importance of acceptance and understanding has a direct link to 

the prosperity and wealth of our societies: people with a positive self-image make better 

employees, while non-acceptance leads to segregation, depression, powerlessness, and as a 

result, more people claiming welfare benefits. 
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2.5. Transformative Power of Intercultural Mirrors 

A trigger for this chapter was my gradual life-long realisation that for many people the 

influence of intercultural mirrors might not have been as favourable and enriching as it was in 

my experience. Looking back, I think, two factors have defined an overall positive trajectory 

of my intercultural journey: the age when I started my international travel – I was a young 

adult, and the choice of the countries I have lived in. 

 

Being born in Russia, I grew up among my Russian ingroup members in an environment where 

my identity was never questioned or challenged. Thus, I did not think I had an identity. The 

subject of human identities used to be a purely theoretical discipline to me. Surprisingly, 

perhaps, I also hated the colour of my skin, although I have never related it to identity issues. 

The words normally used by members of my family and friends to describe my skin were 

somewhat like “sour cream white,” “white as a corpse,” “sickeningly pale,” “pale as the death 

cap,” etc. Being blond on top of that resulted in my deeply ingrained belief that I lacked natural 

colours to be called beautiful. I envied brunettes, thinking brunettes had natural rich tones and 

did not need make-up. 

 

Some might argue that white skin per se is not necessarily viewed as a negative thing in Russia 

or Europe. They might be right but there seems to be a certain degree of whiteness that is 

regarded as beautiful or not. European people need to be regularly warned, or even better, 

threatened about the dangers of sunbathing and skin cancer. Yet, even massive state-run 

campaigns like “No tan is worth dying for” cannot stop fair-skinned people from wanting to 

become brown. Planes all over the world fly towards beach destinations filled with pale – 

“sickeningly pale,” indeed, – European passengers and bring them back home “beautifully 

tanned.” 
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My arrival in Japan was immediately followed by a number of metamorphoses in my self-

perception which happened as a result of how Japanese people saw me and the way they 

reflected it back to me. First of all, I was unexpectedly showered with compliments I had never 

heard before. People would endlessly comment on my white skin (which was suddenly referred 

to as “beautiful,” not “pale as the death cap”), my big blue eyes, my blond hair, “a good style” 

(after a while I learned that it meant “slim body” in Japanese, not a good sense of fashion), a 

small face and a “high” nose4. These were the images of myself I had never known before: my 

eye colour was never remarked upon while I was living in Russia, neither was my blond hair, 

or “small” face, or my “high” nose, or my figure. I was flattered, on the one hand, but on the 

other hand, being constantly complimented in Japan on certain features of my outer appearance 

felt a bit awkward. As noted by Manes (1983), in most Western societies people rarely 

compliment each other on natural attractiveness, but rather on the result of the effort they put 

into looking good or being good at something (for example, hair cut versus hair quality, losing 

weight through exercise versus natural slimness, a “beautiful” tan versus beautiful skin). To 

grasp what it felt like to be complimented in Japan, one can imagine having an imperfectly big 

nose and getting regular casual comments about its size. If one does not like his or her skin 

colour, comments on its whiteness or blackness or brownness can be equally disturbing as 

comments on the shape and size of one’s imperfect nose. 

 

Landing in Japan, surprisingly, made me younger. I arrived at age 21 feeling like an adult who 

was successfully starting an academic career. However, my status of a lecturer was downgraded 

to the status of a postgraduate student. Lecturing at a tertiary level is not something that happens 

 
4 Big nose. However, it is the “height” of the nose that is an important attribute for comparing noses in Japan. 
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in Japanese universities before age 35. Therefore, I was back to being a student, and I was 

being treated as such. My Japanese professors saw only a student in me, not a colleague. I had 

to accept it as there was no way of changing their view of me. I chose to fit in and enact the 

role I was ascribed. As for my Japanese family, to them I was just a child. The first time I 

received “otoshidama,” money that is meant to be given to children for New Year, I was taken 

aback. At 21 and from then on, it was surreal to be back to childhood getting New Year’s 

money. The Japanese concept of childhood, synonymous with student-hood, was a new one to 

me. As long as I was a student in Japan, I was a child. I was never allowed to pay for the 

expensive restaurants, hot springs, Kabuki and Noh performances, and other places where my 

Japanese family would take me. It seemed like they did not make any difference between me 

and their 10-year old granddaughter. I was given presents and pampered as if I was a little girl. 

My intercultural friendships contributed to my new ways of measuring a human life span and 

thinking about age. None of my new friends, both Japanese and non-Japanese, was interested 

in working hard, making money, getting married or having a baby. Weekends were 

unanimously reserved for fun, and I was often told that as a student I had to enjoy life. Societal 

expectations are just another way the intercultural mirrors work: they shape the desired social 

image of a person. The obsession with “fun,” invisible and overwhelming, was gradually 

starting to influence me, and with it came constant travelling, characteristic of young people in 

European countries. Although I could not take a gap year, I could spend three to four months 

a year travelling outside Japan. Japanese students have very long vacations, which became part 

of my prerogative too. In a way, long vacations are the last chance for them to enjoy freedom 

and celebrate the end of childhood, because once out of university, Japanese graduates are 

expected to start working from morning till midnight taking only a brief 5-day vacation once a 

year. This is one of the reasons why student years are viewed as a golden time in a Japanese 
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person’s life. The Japanese attitude to student-hood made me value my postgraduate experience 

more and enjoy a life of leisure that was on offer. 

 

Whereas age-wise, my Japanese experience helped me to stay young for a considerably longer 

time, my professional aspirations were toned down. I was losing interest in my academic career 

because it was not challenging and dynamic enough. In my professional life Japanese 

intercultural mirrors did not play the game in my favour. I felt my knowledge and skills were 

not required, and the factor of my “young” age (according to Japanese standards) was working 

against me. In terms of professional development, Japan is more suitable for older people 

because young staff have to line up for decades waiting for the older staff to retire. The age 

factor in Japan carries more weight than skill or talent. Had I stayed in my home country, I 

would have been married in my early 20s, given a lot of responsibility at work and rewarded 

for a serious attitude to life with brilliant career prospects. Japan turned me into somebody I 

would otherwise never have had a chance to be: a traveller, a fun lover, a person not interested 

in commitment, a young, blond, pretty, and frivolous version of me. If somebody showed a 29-

year-old picture of me to a 20-year-old me, the 20-year-old would not believe a change of such 

scale was possible. Upon completing my Japanese PhD, I learned that Russia did not recognise 

Japanese academic degrees. Somehow, it had never crossed my mind that this could be an 

issue. The intercultural mirrors were not playing in my favour again: from the Russian 

academic perspective I was still a Nobody. Regardless of that or because of that, I put more 

value on my interculturally gained youth, freedom, and adventure. My professional identity 

was a blur. 

 

For many new immigrants, moving to Australia can result in culture shock of various sorts, a 

distressing acculturation process. However, after nearly a decade spent in Japan, Australia felt 
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like home to me from day one. I felt at home when I found myself surrounded by people similar 

to me in appearance and ways of self-expression. Strangely, the comments on my blond hair 

and blue eyes did not stop after I left Japan, for there are a lot of people in Australia from the 

Middle Eastern, Asian or Southern European background who are still trying to remind me of 

how I look. Although my intercultural mirrors have always been in favour of my skin type and 

complexion, my preferences for olive skin and natural rich darker colours, typical of brunettes, 

remain the same. It is encouraging to know that cultural others like the way I look, too. Indeed, 

I could have lived my whole life without knowing how some people outside Russia appreciate 

blond hair, blue eyes and white skin. I would have most likely never known that I had those 

features and could have never realised that they made me somehow unique. 

 

The abundance of new intercultural friendships Australia gave me is astounding. It would not 

be possible in any other place of the world to make friends with people from so many diverse 

cultural backgrounds. According to the 2016 Census data, every third Australian was born 

overseas and nearly half of us has at least one immigrant parent (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2017a). Whereas Japan brought to me the realisation of my ethnicity, Australia added a highly 

problematic historical context of racial tensions to my worldview. Living in Australia, I 

gradually became aware of the reality of the long-term struggle between the Indigenous people 

and Anglo-Australians. The burden of that history has been passed onto me, for it was in 

Australia when I was first reminded of my “white privilege.” The expression itself was new 

and unfamiliar, as was the intercultural mirror that reflected this angle of my self-image back 

to me through the perspective of an Indigenous friend. Had I not moved to Australia, my skin 

colour would never be seen by me in a broader context of racial differences. I would probably 

be still concerned about the anti- aesthetics of being “sickeningly white” as opposed to feeling 

responsible for how the history of racial tensions might unfold into the future. 
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Another aspect of Australian intercultural mirrors reinforced my Japanese-found sense of 

youthfulness. Russia, similar to China, for example, imposes intangible restrictions on what 

people should be like and what they should accomplish by a certain age. While a single 35-

year-old European male generally feels young and adventurous (and maybe almost ready to 

start thinking about marriage), his 35-year-old Chinese counterpart is raising the eyebrows of 

his Chinese friends and family as someone who is old and who has missed the right timing to 

get married: old and single at 35, what is wrong with this person? People in Japan treat 

university students like children, but after a certain age Japanese society imposes its invisible 

expectations and restrictions on graduates as well. Women over age 25 in Japan should be 

married and raise children (otherwise they are called “leftover Christmas cake”); men should 

become full-time employees and work long hours for the rest of their professional lives. In 

Australia such restrictions are almost non-existent. Apart from a biological clock that women 

face to a certain point, dating and marrying in Australia can be done at any age. It is equally 

easy to get into a relationship at age 30 or 60+, as the number of divorcees and separated 

couples in Australia is staggering. A recent release of “Insight” (Brockie, 2018), the biggest 

Australian TV debate forum, featured people over 60 who swipe right and left on Tinder to 

find a potential mate. There is no stigma attached to what one should do or be before age 30 

and after age 60 in Australia, which feels liberating. If it were not for my exposure to these 

intercultural mirrors, I would definitely see my age as a bigger number. I would also feel more 

pressured into choosing what I “wanted” to be. My wants would have been dictated by the 

milestones rigidly accepted in other societies. 

 

Australian societal expectations of gender equality (non-existent in modern Japan, by 

comparison) motivated me to get back to my academic career. However, I have come across 
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an obstacle on the way back to academia that I did not expect to encounter in any country, let 

alone Australia. That trap turned out to be my female identity. After almost a decade of living 

in Australia I often feel that coming here was like taking a trip back into the mysterious 50s 

that I have heard so much about but had no clue what those “50s” meant. Both my grandmothers 

were working in the 1950s, one as an engineer and the other as a nurse (women could be doctors 

and astronauts too in those days if they wanted to), their children were attending kindergarten 

and school six days a week, so what was wrong with the “50s”? In Australia I was about to 

discover that, and the discovery made me see my female identity as a huge disadvantage, almost 

a curse.  

 

“What were you before you had a baby?” women with babies around me would ask each other. 

What was I? How weird, I thought, what is the past tense for? It made me feel like my whole 

existence – the way I knew it – was under threat. If I had not lived through this experience 

myself, I would never be able to visualise a country of emancipated women in the Western 

world where these women could not afford to send their small children to day care. I was soon 

to find out that with the average exorbitant cost of $100–150 per day and a murky system of 

governmental rebates, most Australian families could afford kindergarten only one or two days 

per week5. Thus, it was natural for those women to start thinking of themselves in the past tense 

as of someone who had a professional identity. From what I could see, a lot of Australian 

children miss out on early childhood education and socialisation completely as their families 

choose to keep them at home (usually with a mother) as a way to save money. 

 

 
5 The timeframe of the narration refers to is 2013–2018. This may not be applicable to the past or future. 
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While being caught in the Australian time warp, I came across an online discussion of an angry 

post written by a Japanese lady who “wished death” to Japan, writing “Nihon, shine!” (“Japan, 

die!”) in her blog because she could not get a placement for her child in a municipal 

kindergarten when she needed to get back to work (Osaki, 2016). The post went viral and 

caused heated discussions among my friends on social media. Surprised at the social change 

demanded by Japanese women (but not Australian women), I started to wonder about the cost 

of child care facilities in Japan. With many friends still residing there, I was soon shocked by 

how little they pay in comparison to Australian families. On top of that, a number of my friends 

living in Japan could pick up their children from day care as late as 10 pm, which would be 

unthinkable in Australia. “Welcome to the 50s,” I told myself, “a big hearty welcome.” Even 

Japan would not have given me such an invaluable travel-in-time experience! My vision of 

myself was transformed through a temporary immersion into the lived reality of disadvantaged 

species – women. At some point I did not want to be one anymore. Bewildered and astonished, 

I was closely watching my Facebook friend’s transformation from a female (who has given 

birth to four babies) to a male, but I knew that it was not a road I could possibly ever take. 

However, just considering this option was a self-expansion exercise in its own right. 

 

Every day I feel that Australian intercultural mirrors project a lot of expectations onto me as a 

mother, but I have little support from the society in matters that concern my child’s basic 

wellbeing and education. For example, neither of my 85-year-old grandmothers (women from 

the Soviet “50s”) had to pack up a single lunch box for school in the morning. In Australia 

there is no way for me as a mother to escape this tedious and time-consuming obligation, 

because schools do not provide hot healthy meals to students. The lack of care for school 

lunches in Australia sometimes leads to abuse of children from immigrant families who bring 

their ethnic food to school from home. Although a much healthier option than regular 
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sandwiches and packaged food, the cultural variety of school snacks often fires back at children 

in the form of bullying that is targeted straight at their identities. Megumi Nishikura’s 

documentary “Hafu” (2013) features an Australian girl of Japanese background whose 

Japanese lunchbox, lovingly packed by her mother, was ridiculed by her primary school 

teacher. This hurt her feelings and stopped her from bringing Japanese bento boxes to school. 

Probably, no other country in the world needs a unified culture of providing healthy and 

culturally diverse lunches to children at school as much as Australia does. Food is the means 

to represent a unique texture of Australian diverse society and teach intercultural respect from 

an early age. However, at the moment it is not used as such. Each immigrant family has to find 

its own way to keep their children healthy, well-nourished and psychologically unharmed 

during school lunch breaks. Again, the burden of this falls mainly on women. 

 

While the intercultural mirrors I have come across in my intercultural journeys have brought 

my most taken-for-granted identities, such as age, gender, and ethnicity into question, other 

people might be inclined to rethink the question of identity in relation to their professional 

occupation, political views, marital status, sexual orientations, racial or religious identities, 

cultural backgrounds, etc. What culturally other people see in us (and what we get to see in 

ourselves because of them) is often completely unexpected and qualitatively new. Recognising 

those new self-images and integrating them into one’s worldview is a way to achieve self-

expansion. By allowing the inclusion of the cultural other in the self, one gets to form a more 

global picture of self and discover new ways of social and existential being. 

 

Conclusion 

The changes caused by intercultural mirrors are often subtle and invisible to their owner. A 

good way to start looking for those changes is to ask oneself a question, “What would I be like 
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now if I had never left my home country?” For children of immigrants and bicultural 

individuals this question can be rephrased as, “What would I be like if I was born in my parents’ 

country?” or “What would I be like if both my parents were from the same country and I grew 

up somewhere else?” For Indigenous Australians it is the question of what I would be like if I 

did not have to fit into the white man’s world. 

 

The paradox of Platonic self-knowledge is that a person “is highly dependent on the other, but 

also fiercely independent of the other. There is an individual self within us which is constantly 

selecting and shaping the images sent back by the other” (Kraven, Patron, & Mortley, 2016). 

What will come to the fore through one’s personal experience with intercultural mirrors can be 

very subjective and, thus, unpredictable, because the work of constructing self requires a 

consistent alignment of the images sent back from the cultural others through personal 

judgment and evaluation. The effect of intercultural mirrors in re-modelling one’s identity can 

be compared to Lacan’s mirror stage (Lacan, 1977) in identity crystallisation for a human 

infant. For human infants, recognising their reflection in a mirror is an initial vital step in 

forming their personal “I.” For intercultural nomads, recognising their new images in 

intercultural mirrors – the pupil of the eye of cultural others – is an equally vital step in 

adjusting their old identity to their new self-image that is gradually constructed through 

repeated interactions with cultural others. The essential feature is that the new image of self 

has to be mutually accepted by the individual and the society. We are not satisfied if our self-

understanding exists in our minds only, since we do want to be reflected by others. Developing 

an understanding of how cultural others view us adds intricate layers to a person’s perceptual 

organisation and identity. It enhances the complexity of experiences that we knit together into 

a narrative we call self. 
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Chapter Three    Methodology 

3.1. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

Considering the epistemological position of the research question – How do people see their 

identity and self-transformations in the context of their intercultural experience? – the IPA 

methodology was chosen as the most suitable frame for conducting research and analysing 

data. Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is a method of qualitative inquiry that 

originated in psychology but is increasingly used in the human, social and health sciences 

(Shaw, Burton, Xuereb, Gibson, & Lane, 2014). It is committed to exploring how individuals 

make sense of their important life experiences and what meaning those experiences hold for 

the individual. To illustrate, IPA studies that were published in the last two decades include 

such research topics as the experiences of parents of a child diagnosed with autism (English, 

2014), the experiences of people living with Meniere’s disease (Talewar, Cassidy, & McIntyre, 

2020), the experiences of managing chronic pain (Marikar Bawa, Sutton, Mercer, & Bond, 

2021), the experiences of women transitioning to motherhood in an organisational context 

(Millward, 2006), the experiences of sensemaking about being fired in elite football coaches 

(Bentzen, Kenttä, & Lemyre, 2020), or the experiences of entrepreneurs learning from venture 

failure (Cope, 2011), to name a few.  

 

The theoretical basis of the IPA approach lies in the philosophical approaches of 

phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography.  

 

Phenomenology, established by Edmund Husserl’s school of thought in the early 1920s, is 

primarily concerned with studying human lived experiences. Edmund Husserl argued that 

phenomenologists should ‘go back to the things themselves’, meaning that human experiences 
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should be carefully looked at, each and every case in its own right, rather than hastily fixed 

into pre-existing or unduly abstract categories. Phenomenologists had a specific interest in 

thinking about the experience of being human, in its various aspects, but especially when 

something of a particular significance has happened in human lives. By attempting to 

understand how significant events in life are subjectively experienced and perceived by 

individuals, phenomenologists saw the potential to discover the core structures of that 

experience, which would therefore shed light on this experience for others. 

 

Hermeneutics (from the Greek verb ‘hermeneuin’, which means ‘to interpret’) originated in 

Late Antiquity as an intellectual tradition to interpret biblical texts. Subsequently, it developed 

into a philosophical theory of interpretation in the works of Schleiermacher, Gadamer and 

Heidegger. This theory posits that we interpret phenomena based on some level of prior 

understanding, context or presumptions about the phenomenon we are interpreting. A view of 

each person is ‘embedded and immersed in a world of objects and relationships, language and 

culture, projects and concerns (J. A. Smith, Larkin, & Flowers, 2009, p.21).’ In the IPA 

framework, human beings are assumed to be sense-making creatures, which is why the 

participants’ accounts of their experience will contain their own attempts to make sense of 

these experiences. It can be, thus, concluded that the IPA researcher is involved in a double 

hermeneutic because the researcher has ‘to make sense of the participant trying to make sense 

of what is happening to them’ (J. A. Smith et al., 2009, p.3). In other words, the IPA researcher 

needs to provide an interpretation of a participant’s interpretation (because the only access to 

the participant’s experience the researcher has is not direct, but through the participant’s 

account of it). Both interpretations, the researcher’s and the participant’s, inevitably come with 

a broad scope of prior knowledge, presuppositions, and biases. In contrast with the general 

phenomenological approach that attempts to bracket out the researcher’s biases, IPA 
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acknowledges that it is impossible to separate the researcher’s worldviews, biases and 

presuppositions from the research. Instead, it endeavours to incorporate them into the 

interpretative analysis process to contextualise and inform understandings. By addressing the 

influence of their own presuppositions, effective IPA researchers can choose to make them 

overtly visible to uphold transparency in the investigative process. (It might be worth noting 

here that the reader of IPA research findings, for example, any reader of Chapter 4 of this PhD 

thesis, enters a third hermeneutic: the reader has to make sense of the way the researcher has 

made sense of the experience that a participant has tried to make sense of. The reader’s 

interpretation then will depend not only on the written text of the thesis but also on their own 

history of textual interpretation and their own intercultural experience – or the absence of such).  

 

The final major influence on the IPA method comes from idiography. Idiography focuses on 

the particular. Unlike most nomothetic psychology that attempts to make claims at the group 

or population level and formulate general laws of human behaviour, IPA is concerned with 

understanding the perspectives of particular individuals, in a particular context. The aim of IPA 

studies, first and foremost, is to offer in-depth, nuanced analyses of lived experiences. To 

produce such detailed analyses, IPA researchers work with small purposively selected samples. 

They may opt to do single case studies, which can be extremely valuable for understanding the 

complexity of human experience. However, most IPA projects are likely to be based on more 

than one case, with a rough guide for a PhD student using IPA between three and six 

participants (J. A. Smith et al., 2009, p.51). Some IPA studies can contain two interviews with 

each participant made at different times, so a study with four participants interviewed twice 

will be made up of eight interviews. The higher numbers are not representative of better work, 

as it is the depth of the analysis, the detail and the reflection – in other words, quality, not 

quantity – that are of the utmost importance in the IPA framework. Idiography does not abstain 
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from generalisations; it rather advocates a different way of establishing them. It identifies these 

generalisations in the particular and develops them more cautiously (J. A. Smith et al., 2009, 

p.29). In contrast to nomothetic psychology, which approaches the collection and 

transformation of data in a way that the retrieval of analysis of the individuals who provided 

this data in the first place is prevented, IPA turns a spotlight on these individuals and 

illuminates their lived experience for others.  
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3.2. Procedure and Analysis 

IPA encompasses a specific approach to collecting data and analysing it. Like any other 

research method, it has its requirements, techniques, and limitations. However, the most crucial 

element in IPA research is the commitment to the philosophical approach rather than following 

a prescribed set of rules. Fully embracing hermeneutic phenomenology as a method of inquiry 

is essential at all stages of carrying out IPA research: preparing research questions, designing 

data collection events, collecting data, analysing data and writing the findings.     

 

The purpose of data collection in IPA is ‘to elicit detailed stories, thoughts and feelings from 

the participant’ (J. A. Smith et al., 2009, p.57). The researcher has to create the environment 

for data collection in such a way that participants are encouraged to speak freely and at length, 

developing their ideas, expressing concerns and reflecting on the experiences they describe. 

The most widely used means for collecting such ‘rich’ data is semi-structured, one-to-one 

interviews. They are well suited to elicit detailed, reflective, first-person accounts in a relaxed 

and friendly atmosphere. Other sources of this type of data can be diaries, focus groups and 

observations that include discussion of the experience.  

 

In the current study, eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven respondents. 

One respondent was interviewed twice, with the first interview taking place in November 2019 

and the second one in November 2020, a day before he decided to move back to Japan after 

nearly 25 years of living in Australia and taking Australian citizenship. It was an unexpected 

turn of events, likely related to identity issues explored in this study, I thought. The respondent 

kindly agreed to be interviewed for the second time. The questions of the second interview 

were meant to clarify some points the respondent had made in the first interview (see 4.1.5 for 
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analysis of this case). Another respondent was approached by me again 18 months after the 

first interview. I knew he had received his Australian citizenship since I interviewed him, which 

could also be a significant event for his identity changes. This Chinese respondent was eager 

to answer a few additional questions by email. To my knowledge, no other respondents 

experienced any life events that could have changed their views on identity issues. Contacting 

the participants after the interview was not part of the original plan as this research project did 

not aim to explore experiences before and after a particular event, such as the event of childbirth 

in Millward’s study (2006).      

 

IPA requires a verbatim record of the interviews. The interviews were audio-recorded and later 

transcribed verbatim, with all the language errors left as they occurred in the conversations. 

Unfortunately, no existing computer software could help me facilitate transcriptions because 

the English language used by the participants, all of them non-native speakers of English, could 

not be adequately decoded by computer software. Being an English teacher with a 15-year 

experience, I mostly struggled with this stage of the current research project (see section 4.1.3 

for details) because of the abundance of random words and sounds in the respondents’ 

narratives, as well as constant self-interruptions that made it very difficult or impossible to 

predict where one sentence was going to start, continue and finish. Frequent grammatical 

mistakes, faulty sentence structure, incorrect collocation and mispronunciations were 

complicating the task of putting all the words that respondents said on paper. Standard English 

rules often could not be applied to transcribing their answers because there are no rules for 

broken sentences with missing subjects, free word order, incompatible chains of clauses and 

irregular passages of direct speech. To make the transcripts readable, I attempted to form a 

sentence-shaped text; however, I fully understand that this text does not look like standard 

English. From the perspective of the research question, it was of the utmost importance to 
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create the ‘linguistic portraits’ of the participants because, I believe, the role of language 

appears to be underestimated in the previous research on bicultural identity (this problem will 

be discussed later in the thesis).    

 

Data analysis in IPA is a complex non-linear process, allowing the researcher some flexibility 

and interpretative freedom. According to Smith, Flowers and Larkin, prominent advocates of 

the IPA method in psychology, ‘There is no clear right or wrong way of conducting this sort 

of analysis, and we encourage IPA researchers to be innovative in the ways they approach it 

(2009, p.80).’ The major commitment of the analysis relates to the philosophical framework of 

the method, which is ‘the phenomenological requirement to understand and ‘give voice’ to the 

concerns of participants; and the interpretative requirement to contextualise and ‘make sense’ 

of these claims and concerns (Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006).’ As the researcher is making 

sense of the participant’s lived experience by recognising the participant’s interpretation of this 

experience and co-constructing the final interpretation of it with the participant, the end result 

represents a joint interpretation of the participant and the analyst.  

The current IPA study was conducted on full verbatim transcripts using NVIVO software. 

Analysis was carried out ‘bottom-up’, in accordance with the stages of IPA research process 

outlined in Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009):  

 

Stage 1: Reading and re-reading the first interview 

In the initial stage of IPA research, the researcher has to slow down to read and re-read the first 

interview line-by-line, putting the participant in the centre, entering the participant’s world and 

getting actively engaged with the text. Conducting such microanalysis shifts the focus of 

attention from established theoretical assumptions onto listening closely to what the 
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respondents are saying and how they are saying it. My first interview (with Arisa, a Japanese 

respondent) was re-read by me several times. The most striking sections of this interview were 

highlighted, and initial thoughts about Arisa’s identity were written down on a separate sheet 

of paper. Bracketing off first impressions of the researcher (by writing them down somewhere 

else in a free format) helps to reduce the ‘noise’ levels coming from being overwhelmed by 

ideas and emerging connections at the beginning of the analysis. The main concluding remark 

about Arisa’s identity was quoted at the top of the transcribed interview. In her own words, it 

was, ‘As I get old, I feel more like I am Japanese… I am proud of being Japanese.’ Arisa’s 

strong self-identification was against my expectation as a researcher whose assumptions had 

been influenced by the bulk of existing literature. 

    

Stage 2 and 3: Initial noting and developing emergent themes 

As the interview becomes more familiar, a researcher is ready to start conducting a close 

analysis, looking at the language the respondent used, thinking about the context of the 

problems they raised and developing interpretative noting. For me, it was natural to start 

thinking about emergent themes (Stage 3) at the same time because NVIVO software, which I 

began to use at this stage, allowed me to create annotations (an equivalent of explanatory 

comments in IPA) and ‘nodes’ (an equivalent of themes in IPA) in different folders. The 

‘nodes’ (themes) could be changed, erased, or merged with other nodes later. My initial list of 

comments and themes was extensive, but some were gradually discarded. The interpretative 

notes and themes were printed out and discussed with my supervisors, not more than two 

interviews at a time. These discussions were most helpful as they provided a valuable 

opportunity to systematise the themes and elaborate on some possible interpretations.  
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Stage 4: Searching for connections across the themes 

Instead of using a set of themes in chronological order (as they appear in the transcript), the 

themes are linked at this stage of analysis to each other from the point of view of their relevance 

in the context of the research question. The connection across cases and themes of the current 

study is reflected in Chapter 4 (see also Stage 6 below).  

 

Stage 5: Moving to the next case, repeating the process 

Stages 1 to 4 are repeated for each new interview.  

               

Stage 6: Looking for patterns across cases 

The primary task of this stage is to establish connections across cases, to identify common 

themes, most potent (super-ordinate) themes and to move to a more theoretical level of 

analysis. A theme in one case, for example, can illuminate a different case, while another 

important theme in one interview can have no presence in all other interviews. Analysis can be 

particularly creative at this stage because the researcher gets to see a bigger picture of the 

results.       

 

The connection across the themes in this study was established through abstraction and 

polarisation: Chapter 4 reflects the two ‘super-ordinate’ themes of the thesis, 1) Foreignness as 

a Way of Being (visible identity transformations) and 2) Changes in Mindset (invisible identity 

transformations). The connections across other themes are also reflected in Chapter 4: some 

themes were grouped as part of visible identity transformations (section 4.1), and some themes 

were grouped as part of invisible identity transformations (section 4.2). The names of original 
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themes were slightly changed to make them more understandable for the reader and more 

suitable as headings of the sections.   

 

Stage 7: Writing 

Analysis continues at the writing stage as the researcher begins to discover new connections 

and systematise ideas in writing. Interpretations can develop and become more in-depth. The 

most substantial part of the IPA thesis is the results section (Chapter 4 of this thesis). Because 

the analysis of the participant’s experience is supposed to contain the participant’s sense-

making and the researcher’s sense-making, both interpretations should be presented in the 

findings. For that reason, a large proportion of the text in the results chapter is made up of 

transcript excerpts, while the remainder contains detailed analytic interpretations (J. A. Smith 

et al., 2009, p.109). Often, it was vital for me as a researcher to show how the participant arrived 

at some conclusions or how the conversations developed, which is why there are many 

dialogues between the researcher and the participants quoted in the text. Although the Results 

section in IPA studies usually does not contain references to existing literature, I could not 

eschew referencing in some sections because it was paramount to interpret the participants’ 

stories through the prism of the existing academic context (for example, in sections 4.1.2 and 

4.1.5). That context was part of my presuppositions and bias as well.      
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3.3. Conducting Interviews and Interview Questions 

All interviews were conducted by me. An information sheet describing the purpose of the 

interviews and a participant consent form were sent by email to each person before the 

interview. The last participant I approached requested to see the interview questions in advance. 

A list of questions was sent to her by email the day before the interview. In hindsight, I believe 

it was an excellent idea to let her prepare some ideas for the answers. The option of knowing 

the questions in advance should have been made available to all the other respondents 

(however, this is not common practice in IPA). When it comes to such complicated and 

personal issues as identity, it is not common to discuss them with other people in our daily 

lives. If the participants had been given the interview questions beforehand, perhaps, it would 

have been possible to elicit even richer sense-making narratives. Some participants appeared 

to be taken aback by the complexity of the questions and found it challenging to find the precise 

words in English to describe and interpret their identity-related intercultural experiences.  

 

The interviews were carried out in a relaxed and friendly atmosphere in different locations: my 

office, a classroom, a meeting room in a library, a café, a respondent’s home. The participants 

knew that they could stop the interview at any time if they felt uncomfortable. They also could 

refuse to answer any questions that made them feel uncomfortable.  

 

The choice of language – English – was crucial for the research question. While it would be 

natural for a Chinese researcher to conduct interviews in Chinese and for a Japanese researcher 

to conduct interviews in Japanese, with an interviewer looking European and speaking English, 

the participants were put in a situation of intercultural communication, where their intercultural 
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identity had to be naturally activated. Because identity is directly related to language and 

language use, what the respondents said was as important as how they said it – in English.   

 

Zhang, Morris, Chen and Yap (2013) found that Chinese immigrants in the U.S. speak English 

more fluently when they are talking to people with Caucasian faces and less fluently when they 

are talking to other Asian people (or when they are exposed to Chinese rather than American 

symbols of culture). According to the researchers, visual icon priming of the home culture and 

Asian faces increase the interference of Chinese lexical structures into second language 

processing. Therefore, from a linguistic perspective, the interview setting (having a Caucasian 

interviewer and no visual Asian cultural symbols) was supposed to give impetus to the 

participants to speak their best English.  

 

The interviews lasted 50 minutes on average. It might be a shorter time frame for IPA studies, 

but it had to be taken into consideration that the respondents had to speak in their non-native 

language on a challenging topic. Interviews with more confident and talkative speakers took 

over an hour, while others lasted approximately 40 minutes. There was no intention to make 

all the interviews equal in length.     

 

The questions of the interviews were pre-planned, but there was a lot of flexibility about 

changing their order and using probe questions throughout the interviews (e.g., could you give 

me an example of, could you explain what you meant by, could you tell me more about). Probe 

questions helped to engage in a dialogue and elicit participants’ interpretations. Additional 

questions were asked as the respondents’ stories unfolded.  
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The list of pre-planned questions used in the interviews is given below.   

1. When you came to Australia, you probably had some expectations about what to expect. 

Were these expectations realised? What surprises did you encounter? (The question was 

proposed and formulated by the Ethics Committee). 

2. After (10/15/25) years of living in Australia, do you identify yourself as Australian?   

3. What is it like to be Asian Australian?  How different is it from being Asian in Asia? 

Or Japanese in Japan? Chinese in China? Or simply ‘Australian’? 

4. Do you feel your cultural identity changed after you came to Australia? In what way? 

Is this change related to the first years of your relocation to Australia? Do you feel this 

change is still ongoing? 

5. Would you be the same person if you had never left Japan/ China? Are you happy you 

have taken that big life-changing decision to move to Australia? 

6. Have you learned anything new about your country/ culture or yourself since you 

moved to Australia? Did you see yourself from a new angle because of how Australians 

see you/ treat you? Does it bother you that Australians don't make a difference between 

Japanese and Chinese people? 

7. Do you feel comfortable living in Australia?  Do you feel at home? 

8. Do you have Australian friends? Is it easy to make friends with Australians? 

9. How do you see your children's future and their identity? Do you want them to 

assimilate into the Australian mainstream culture? Or do you want them to keep their 

Asian/ Japanese/ Chinese roots and pass them onto the next generations? (Questions 

can be changed to the past tense if the respondent's children are grown-up). 

10. Describe your dream Australia in 30 years from now. 

11. If a respondent consistently brings up a problematic issue related to their life in 

Australia, ask them how they suggest the problem be solved.  
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3.4. Participants 

Participants were recruited through personal networks. Some people were asked personally by 

me to contribute to the research project, and some were asked by my colleagues and friends if 

they were willing to participate. An email with an information sheet and a participant consent 

form was sent to the potential respondents if they agreed.  

 

As for the selection criteria, the participants had to be from Japan or mainland China. They 

would have migrated to Australia as adults. Australia had to be the first and only foreign 

country they resided in. The minimal time of residence in Australia was set to at least 5 years, 

following Benet-Martinez and Haritatos’ (2005, p.1024) example of selection criteria for 

participants. English proficiency of the participants was not taken into account.    

 

The participants in this study included seven people, four Japanese (two male and two female) 

and three Chinese (one male and two female). They ranged in age from early 30s to 60s. The 

Chinese participants were younger, all in their early thirties. The Japanese participants were 

older: two female participants were 40 years old, one male participant was 50, and one was 

over 60. All Chinese participants turned out to be former international students in Australia. 

Because they were work-related contacts and introduced to me by my colleagues, I did not 

expect all the three participants to be former international students. This became clear as the 

interviews progressed. In contrast, none of the Japanese respondents completed an 

undergraduate degree in an Australian university (however, one had an Australian postgraduate 

degree). In IPA, the main requirement for the participants is that ‘they can grant us access to a 

particular perspective on the phenomena under study. That is, they ‘represent’ a perspective, 

rather than a population (J. A. Smith et al., 2009, p.49).’ When selecting potential participants, 
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it was more important to take into consideration how long they have lived in Australia, not how 

old they were. The table below shows the names of the participants and their time of residence 

in Australia. All names are fictitious. Because Chinese respondents introduced themselves by 

a European name, fictitious European names were used instead. According to Liu (2015b, 

p.31), “many Chinese immigrants (in Australia – J.K.) have Anglicized their names to 

neutralise the perception of being a foreigner”. And since Japanese respondents had Japanese 

names, fictitious Japanese names were used.  

 

Name Gender Home country Time of residence in 

Australia 

Arisa  female Japan 15 years 

Yukiko female Japan 15 years 

Jiro  male Japan 27 years 

Kazuo male Japan 30 years 

Sophia female China 10 years 

Jasmine female China 8.5 years 

Henry male China 10 years 

 

It should be noted that none of the respondents was instructed by me on the subject of identity 

in any course related to Intercultural Studies. My views and my research could not influence 

the participants’ interpretations of identity changes caused by their intercultural experiences.   
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3.5. Researcher’s Background and Role  

By the time I started this research project, I had lived outside my home country, Russia, for 14 

years, 9 of them in Japan. Essentially, I wanted to see what my experience (a blond girl living 

in Japan) was like in reverse: in other words, I was curious what it felt like to be an Asian 

person living in Australia. A specific focus of my interest as a researcher was on individuals’ 

identity changes caused by such East-West cultural crossings. Section 2.5 gives an account of 

my intercultural experiences and my interpretation of these experiences from a perspective of 

identity transformation. I was interested in eliciting similar narratives and reflections from 

Asian people living in Australia.  

 

My 15-year experience in teaching English helped me transcribe the participants’ answers and 

understand the complex ideas they were trying to express in their non-native language. I could 

re-phrase my questions and words, intuitively knowing when they were not entirely clear. As 

the interviews were transcribed verbatim, with all the inaccuracies left as they occurred in the 

conversations, it might be challenging for the reader to decipher the meaning of some extracts. 

One needs to slow down and re-read these passages several times. As Sophia said in the 

interview,  

 

‘You know, sometimes when I talk to them, some Australian people, they just see me as a 

Chinese persons. And I have accent. Sometimes I make mistakes in grammar, so they don’t want 

to, you know, listen to me very carefully. When you listen to a foreign person very carefully, 

you can understand this person, but if you don’t, maybe, you just cannot.’  

 

Indeed, one should listen carefully and read carefully if they really want to understand what 

another person is saying, especially if this person does not speak their native language. As an 
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English teacher, I felt like I was well equipped with the right skill set to take up this challenge. 

My purpose was to give voice to adult Asian migrants like Sophia and show how they identify 

themselves in their own words. In the existing literature, I could rarely find the authentic voices 

of adult Asian immigrants in Australia or other English-speaking countries. If the interviews 

were recorded in Japanese or Chinese, they were translated into standard English. And if they 

were recorded in English, the linguistic inaccuracies must have been fixed by the researchers. 

This thesis captures the respondents’ authentic voices in the most precise way I could transcribe 

them. As mentioned in 3.2, transcribing the interviews was the most time-consuming and 

difficult stage of the research process for me (regardless of my professional background).         

 

During the interviews, my role as a researcher was to be a ‘living’ and interactive data 

collection instrument. I elicited in-depth responses from the participants by engaging them in 

thought-provoking conversations about their identity transformations in Australia. I also acted 

as a co-constructor of the respondents ' sense-making narratives by asking specific questions 

and paying attention to certain aspects of their experiences. When analysing the interviews, I 

reflected on my own bias and made attempts to identify my own preconceptions while putting 

the participants’ voices in focus and approaching their interpretations with an open mind. The 

theoretical foundation of the employed IPA research approach implies that my interpretation 

of the participants’ interpretations was influenced by my own experiences and sense of reality 

(J.A.  Smith & Osborn, 2003). I did not aim to eliminate this influence but instead sought to 

use it to contextualise and inform understandings.  
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3.6. Ethical Considerations 

The study was approved by Bond University, Australia (reference number 0000015635) and 

conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Before starting every interview, I 

made sure the participant read the information sheet and understood that they could withdraw 

at any time without risking any negative consequences. If they had chosen to stop the interview, 

all the collected information would have been immediately destroyed. I also reminded them 

that they could refuse to answer any questions that made them feel uncomfortable. 

Confidentiality was maintained by not revealing any real names when interviews were 

transcribed.  

 

It was highly unlikely that the study would confer any serious risks to the participants’ and 

researcher’s physical or psychological wellbeing.  
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3.7. Data Storage and Management  

All interviews were electronically recorded on two devices and transcribed word-for-word. The 

electronic files were kept securely on a password protected computer accessed only by myself. 

Data will be stored for approximately five years after the study is completed. After that, all 

materials will be permanently destroyed. To maintain confidentiality, all stored and reported 

data does not include any real names. Additionally, names of geographic locations and 

institutions were sometimes omitted to reduce the possibility of identifying a specific 

individual. Full transcripts of the interviews can be made available upon request.  
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Chapter Four  

Results: Socially and personally distinguishing features of identity transformations 

4.1. Foreignness as a Way of Being 

Two main master themes were identified in the participants’ narratives that shed light on the 

nature of identity transformations in the context of the respondents’ Australian intercultural 

experiences: (1) foreignness as a way of being, and (2) changes in mindset. The first part of 

Chapter 4 (section 4.1) will focus on the first main theme – foreignness as a way of being – 

and will examine how being a foreigner and being viewed as a foreigner impacts on the 

everyday lives of individuals. The second half of Chapter 4 (section 4.2) will give an account 

of the changes in their mindset that create an invisible foundation for identity transformations.  

 

4.1.1. Cultural Self-Identification in the Australian Context 

Identity is at the core of immigrants’ integration because the fundamental question they need 

to address is how they define themselves culturally (by ethnic culture or by host culture) and 

how they relate to others in the host country (to host nationals or their ethnic group).  

Shuang Liu (2017, p.438) 

 

To understand how the participants see their cultural identities in Australia, they were asked a 

direct question about it, “After (a number of) years in Australia do you see yourself as 

Australian?”, as well as some indirect questions, such as: 1) “How do you think Australian 

people see you?” 2) “What is it like to be Asian in Australia and to be Asian in Asia?” 3) “Does 

it bother you that Australian people usually do not distinguish between Chinese people and 

Japanese people?” The answers were expected to raise the topic of identity negotiations and 

the construction of bicultural identity, extensively discussed in previous research (see sections 
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1.4 and 1.6). However, this expectation was not realised as biculturalism did not come to the 

fore in the respondents’ cultural self-identification.  

 

The first participant, Arisa, a Japanese female, arrived in Australia as a young adult (in her 

mid-20s) and actively participated in Australian life. She had married an Australian while she 

was still living in Japan and followed him to Australia when he decided to move back to his 

home country. He was the reason she relocated to Australia, but the marriage did not work out. 

Before marrying another Australian man several years after her arrival in Australia, she had an 

office job which she very much enjoyed. With her second Australian husband, Arisa had three 

babies with a minimal age gap and became a full-time mother and housewife. After over a 

decade of living in Australia, Arisa embodies a success story of a migrant who can live 

effortlessly in two countries. Yet, the way she defines her cultural identity does not indicate 

any biculturalism. The excerpt from the interview with Arisa given below shows how she feels 

about it.  

 

Researcher: After 15 years of living in Australia do you identify as Australian?   

Arisa: No.  

Researcher: Maybe Asian Australian?  

Arisa: Yeah. No, I am still Japanese.  

Researcher: How is it different to be Japanese in Japan and Japanese in Australia? Do you feel 

there are any differences? Or maybe not?  

Arisa: That’s a hard question. (laugh) Definitely, it’s different, I feel. (pause) It’s a hard 

question. Yes, I do feel different. When I go back to Japan, I feel like I am home. I feel more 

relaxed, yeah… Maybe here I am still not… my English is not perfect, I am still a foreigner. 

Foreigner, yes.   

Researcher: I see. You still feel like a foreigner.  
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Arisa: Yeah. 

 

Despite living in Australia for an extended period of time and raising three Australian-born 

children, Arisa clearly identifies as Japanese, not bicultural (Japanese Australian or Australian-

Japanese), and after some hesitation states that she feels she is still a foreigner in Australia. 

Trying to elicit an explanation for this strong rejection of Australian influence on her Japanese 

cultural identity, I asked her later in the conversation whether her self-identification as Japanese 

(not Japanese Australian) is related to the Japanese immigration policy that does not allow 

Japanese citizens to have two passports. Arisa said that she would take Australian citizenship 

if she could have dual citizenship, but she would probably still feel she is Japanese. She 

emphasised this by saying that she feels she is more Japanese as she gets older and that she is 

proud of being Japanese.       

Arisa: If I could, I would take Australian citizenship. But still, I feel like I am Japanese.  

Researcher: So, culturally you would still feel you are Japanese. But, I suppose, the Australian 

passport could make you feel more Australian as well?  

Arisa: I’d probably still feel like I am Japanese.  

Researcher: Since you’ve lived in Australia for 15 years, I expected you to feel more Australian. 

15 years is such a long time.   

Arisa: I don’t think so. As I get old, I feel more like I am Japanese. It’s strange.   

Researcher: Oh, even though you live in Australia, you feel more Japanese the older you get?  

Arisa: Yes, and I am proud of being Japanese.  

 

This answer confirms and reinforces what Arisa said earlier in the interview: in spite of the 

pressure coming from the researcher’s questions, not only is she repeating that she is Japanese, 

but she is also adding that she feels she is becoming more Japanese the older she gets (while 

she lives in Australia). She concludes by stating that she feels proud of being Japanese. In 
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Patron’s study  about French sojourners in Australia (Patron, 2007, pp.243-260), similar 

responses of French students – stating that they are proud of being French (or that they feel 

they are more French after the sojourn) – are interpreted as a kind of cultural transformation 

that highlights their sense of being French. This highlighted sense of being Japanese can be 

traced in Arisa’s narrative as well. Had she not left Japan, her Japanese identity would most 

likely not be as salient to her as it is now.     

 

Yukiko, another Japanese female respondent, has had a similar life trajectory as Arisa’s. She 

stayed in Australia for over ten years, married an Australian partner (in her case, after her first 

marriage with a Japanese man in Japan ended) and has two children. Her first child was born 

in Japan and has a Japanese father. Her second child was born in Australia. She had worked as 

a swimming instructor before she got married in Australia but was happy to be a full-time 

mother and housewife at the moment of the interview, even though the Australian side of her 

family pressured her to return to work. The way Yukiko talks about her identity is similar to 

Arisa’s narrative: she clearly states that she is Japanese, not Australian. However, the way she 

answers the question about being Asian in Australia and being Asian in Japan is not quite the 

same. When she compares her Japanese identity in Japanese and Australian cultural contexts, 

the theme of intercultural mirrors – seeing oneself through the pupil of the eye of cultural others 

– becomes apparent:  

 

Researcher: Do you identify yourself as Australian?  

Yukiko: No.  

Researcher: Then how do you identify? As Japanese?  

Yukiko: Yes.  

Researcher: What if I say Asian Australian?  
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Yukiko: Asian Australian? No.  

Researcher: Asian?  

Yukiko: Yep.  

Researcher: Is it different to be Asian in Australia compared to being Asian in Japan? In Asia?  

Yukiko: Yes, it’s different, because Asian in Asia – it’s all similar… 

Researcher: OK. 

Yukiko: But Asian in Australia, it doesn’t sound as good for me, because especially on the Gold 

Coast, lots of people on the Gold Coast are annoyed a bit by Asians. So, being Asian doesn’t 

sound very positive to me – in Australia. Do you know what I mean?  

Researcher: Yes, I think so.  

Yukiko: But in Asia everybody is Asian, so it’s all right.  

 

What Yukiko is saying is that she recognises the images of the negative intercultural mirrors 

Australians hold up for Asians: she feels that being Asian in Australia comes with a negative 

connotation. As Yukiko puts it, “…especially on the Gold Coast lots of people are annoyed a 

bit by Asians. So, being Asian does not sound very positive to me – in Australia.” The Japanese 

language is similar to English in the way linguistic softeners are used, which means ‘a bit 

annoyed’ in Yukiko’s response can indicate a high degree of the negative attitude expressed by 

the adjective ‘annoyed’. What she implies is that Australian people on the Gold Coast are really 

annoyed by Asians. (The specific context surrounding Asianness in Australia will be further 

discussed in section 4.1.2.)  

 

Jasmine, a Chinese girl who came to Australia as an international student and decided to stay, 

also brings up the theme of intercultural mirrors, saying that she has an acute awareness of her 

ethnic differences in Australia. She spent eight and a half years in Australia, graduated from an 
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Australian university, and is expecting her second baby. Her husband has a Korean 

background. At the time of the interview, Jasmine worked at an Australian company.  She 

clearly does not identify as Australian – she says she still feels like she is a guest in this country 

– but that does not stop her from enjoying her life in Australia and being socially integrated. 

She has an interesting job at an educational institution and is not planning to become a full-

time mother and housewife like the above mentioned female Japanese participants. Compared 

to Japan, women in China are not expected to quit their job to look after the family, and both 

female Chinese respondents of this study, Jasmine and Sophia, were working at the time of the 

interview. However, Jasmine feels like she could be more comfortable and more confident if 

she lived in Asia:            

 

Jasmine: You know, if I am travelling in an Asian country, we are all similar. Looks similar.  

Researcher: You look similar, I see. 

Jasmine: Uh… It, how can I say, I feel more safe. And I feel easy to getting to the so-she-ty 

(society – J.K.).  

Researcher: Society?  

Jasmine: Yes, and I can like find myself in (unintelligible) in all the Asian countries, because 

we are all similar. I think, I don’t know why, why I came to Australia, especially... I look like, I 

am feeling like I am still a guest. Even, yes, I graduated here, I have family here, I lived here, 

but while I do things, I am really be careful, to do things or say something. Yes, but you know, 

if I am was in China or an Asian country, I feel more, what’s that, confidence?  

             Researcher: I see, you would feel more confident!  

 

Jasmine mentions her ethnic differences that become visibly accentuated in Australia and 

makes a link further: she says that in Asian countries she feels more comfortable and more 

confident, whereas in Australia she feels like she needs to be careful when she ‘does things or 

says something’. The latter is partially related to the initial stages of coronavirus outbreak in 
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2020, when Chinese migrants experienced hostilities from the local population in Australia 

(Baker, 2020; Chakraborty & Walton, 2020; Fang et al., 2020; Norton, 2020). As Jasmine 

explains it,  

 

You know, these days, like, they are talking about coronavirus. Like, I know, like, Australian, 

they are really freedom country, they can say everything. But because I am Chinese, I am really 

be careful because I am really… like I saw some news like some Chinese, they were abused by 

some teenagers or bad people or something. So, at this time I was really worry about especially 

not only me, but all my family and my kids… do you know (laughing)… Because they say this 

is a Chinese coronavirus. At first, I wasn’t really worry about it, but you know, things getting 

worse, and the news, you know, while I saw the news, I felt a little bit worried. Yes, cause you 

know, normally, Australian people, they are more stronger and more bigger than the Asian 

people.  

 

In the excerpt above Jasmine clearly makes a distinction between Australians, who ‘can say 

everything’ and herself having to be careful about what she says in Australia, because she is 

Chinese.    

 

It is logical to assume that the longer an immigrant stays in Australia, the less he or she feels 

like a guest. However, this does not seem to be the case. Kazuo is a male Japanese participant 

who arrived in Australia nearly 30 years ago with an intention to teach Japanese. He settled 

down in Australia, but as he is currently approaching his retirement age, he is thinking of 

moving back to Japan. When asked to define his cultural identity, he says that he does not think 

it has changed over time (he still identifies as Japanese). Moreover, he also still feels like a 

guest in Australia as he emphasises his gratefulness to Australia for letting him stay 

permanently in the country:    
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Researcher: Do you feel your cultural identity changed while you lived in Australia? And if it 

did, was it mainly in the first years? Or is this change ongoing? Is it related to any events that 

happened in your life?  

Kazuo:  No, I don’t think it changed. First few years I was more humble, probably, because I 

thought that I was allowed by Australia to staying here. Because for Australia, Australia doesn’t 

need me, basically. If I am not in here, in Australia, Australia doesn’t have any problem at all. 

So, OK? Because I am not Australian. So, as I am here with Australian permanent visa, which 

means that Australia allowed me to staying here. That means that OK, thank you, Australia, for 

allowing me to staying here, do what I want to do. So, I was very humble. But still I am humble, 

I have this kind of attitude towards Australia. As far as I am not Australian citizen, in my bottom 

of my heart I feel that I am allowed by Australia.  

Researcher: And you still have this feeling? Even after 30 years?  

Kazuo: Yes. Yes. 

 

The excessive gratefulness towards Australia expressed by Kazuo makes his foreignness more 

striking, for it would be unnatural to feel so humble and grateful towards one’s country of birth. 

‘Thank you, Australia, for allowing me to staying here’, is not something one would think or 

say when at home, but would be inclined to say to a great host. It is important to note that there 

are some contradictions in the ways Kazuo talks about his identity. On the one hand, he says 

he thinks his cultural identity did not change, stressing his gratefulness to Australia for letting 

him stay; on the other hand, earlier in the interview he answered ‘Yes’ when asked if he 

identifies as Japanese Australian. He also admitted, “I feel home in Australia. Of course, I am 

not Australian citizen but I feel Australian. And even in Japan sometimes I feel Australian, 

yes.” Does he think taking Australian citizenship would make a difference in the way he feels 

about his identity? According to Kazuo, it would not:   

 

Citizenship is just a formality. It’s just a form… You know, no one just says that I am just 

Japanese because I have a Japanese passport, I don’t have an Australian passport. So, 
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technically, yes, I am Japanese citizen. But I’ve been here for 30 years, yeah… almost half of 

my life… 

 

Apparently, on a deeper level, Kazuo recognises some personal transformations caused by his 

Australian experience, and he also feels that there is a difference between him and other 

Japanese immigrants he knows:   

 

 I talked to some Japanese people coming to Australia and living here as a migrant, and many 

of them have this kind of attitude: they bring the Japanese identity and Japanese values to 

Australia and are living here. But they face always to Japan. OK? … They physically exist in 

Australia, but their mind always faces towards Japan. And once you go into their houses, 

everything is in Japanese: they watch Japanese TV, OK? And they always check the news and 

everything in TV programs, news through Internet and what’s happening in Japan. Many of 

them speak only Japanese…  

Sometimes I just only meet these Japanese people living in here and speaking in Japanese.   

 

Kazuo supports cultural self-identification given by other respondents of this study by 

describing a typical lifestyle of the Japanese immigrants in Australia he personally knows: their 

cultural identity, according to him, is not likely to change. As he puts it, ‘their mind always 

faces toward Japan’. Moreover, he claims that he ‘sometimes’ meets ‘only these Japanese 

people living in here’. In other words, he states that the majority of Japanese immigrants in 

Australia are people whose cultural identity remains Japanese, regardless of the fact that they 

have been living in Australia for a long time. This is consistent with Arisa’s self-identification 

cited above, ‘As I get old, I feel more like I am Japanese.’ 

 

Kazuo does not feel that this way of sticking to one’s Japanese cultural identity is the right way 

of living in a foreign country as he seems to criticise his countrymen for their lifestyle. In his 
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view, there is a different possible scenario of living a life abroad. This is how he describes it:   

 

When you go abroad, with Japanese identity, living in a foreign country, why don’t you just 

carry your Japanese values on your back and face yourself to that country? To that society? 

That people living there? So, then for the first time, I think, you can represent Japan, existing 

in that foreign society and talk with those members of the society where you live now, and just 

face-to-face communication would be possible. Otherwise, why are you in here, in a foreign 

country? (laugh) That’s what I always talk to the people. That’s what I try to do living in 

Australia. Of course, I am Japanese, but in here, (in Australia).  

 

Being Japanese in Australia might be the most precise way to describe Kazuo’s identity, for 

this is how he feels about himself (‘Of course, I am Japanese but in here – in Australia’), and 

this is how Australians see him. When Kazuo attends social gatherings, there are always people 

who want to ask him questions about Japan because they know he is Japanese:   

 

Because I am from Japan, some people are curious about Japan and interested in Japan, 

because many Australian people now go to Japan for a holiday. And they just raise some 

questions about anything they experience in Japan, ‘Why? Why is it like this?’ I just try to 

answer these questions as much as I can.  

 

Even if Kazuo thought of himself as Australian (after living in Australia for 30 years), such 

social gatherings would always remind him of the fact that he is Japanese: if Australians saw 

him as another Australian, they would not be questioning him about Japan. On the other hand, 

when Kazuo talks about other Japanese immigrants in Australia, he sounds critical of their 

strong attachment to Japanese lifestyle and values. And when he goes to Japan, he feels he does 

not completely belong to the Japanese society anymore. He says,    
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I am from Japan. I still identify myself as Japanese. But sometimes I feel alienated when I am in 

Japan now, because they, Japanese people now, are so different from the Japanese I knew 30 

years ago when I left Japan. So, I don’t know, I am in the middle. (laughing)  

 

Some inconsistencies in Kazuo’s responses (‘Of course, I am Japanese’, ‘I am Japanese in 

Australia’, ‘Sometimes I feel I am Australian’, ‘Because I am not Australian’, ‘I don’t know, I 

am in the middle’) might be caused by the fact that neither ‘Japanese’, nor ‘Japanese 

Australian’, as well as ‘Australian’ are the accurate terms to describe his identity. Cultural 

identification might not be, after all, ‘the fundamental question he needs to address’, contrary 

to Liu’s proposition (2017, p.438).     

 

Sophia, a Chinese girl in her late 20s, arrived in Australia as an international student and spent 

10 years in Australia. After 10 years she is still on a student visa. When asked whether she feels 

she is an Asian Australian, she says,   

 

Mm… I guess, my answer is no. I don’t think I have completely joined the local society, to be 

honest… I can see that there are many Australian people who see me just as another Chinese 

person… I’ve been trying to be more Aussie since I came here but I don’t think it’s quite 

successful, actually. But I will be trying as well, cause I’ve been in Australia for so long, so I 

really want to be more Aussie, I want to be more local. But I do think that’s my habits or my 

daily routine, it’s more like Chinese style. And you know, all my best friends and, you know, I 

am married, and my husband are all Chinese. And now, actually, I spend more time talking in 

Chinese compared with talking in English. But to be honest, that confuses me a little bit. I am 

eager to talk more English, and I want to join the Australian community, I just find it hard for 

me to really participate in those activities.  

 

Sophia feels the need to become culturally more Australian and admits that so far she has failed 

to fulfil this need. In spite of the fact that she has been in Australia for 10 years, graduated from 
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an Australian university and works as a teacher of Chinese, she finds it difficult ‘to be more 

Aussie’ and ‘to join the Australian community’. From a cultural perspective, she is Chinese – 

and this is not just her perception, this is the way Australian people see her. Sophia admits that 

she speaks Chinese more than she speaks English while she resides in Australia. This is 

confusing to her, as she does want to be part of Australian society.        

 

Henry, a Chinese male, who also graduated from an Australian university and works as an 

accountant, says that it is difficult for him to fit into mainstream Australian society as well,   

 

Recently I, actually, I got approval for my citizenship, so in the next 6 months I will attend the 

ceremony. Yeah, but hmm… mainly I feel like, I don’t know, actually, maybe I don’t want to 

forget the Chinese culture, but I feel like it’s very difficult to merge into Australian culture. Yes. 

Really, really different, yeah.  

 

A year after the interview Henry became an Australian citizen. I contacted him again and asked 

him if he considered himself to be an Australian, Chinese or Chinese Australian. He replied, ‘I 

guess I am more like Chinese in Australia. I like western culture but many of my value is 

oriental value.’ Having Australian citizenship lets him feel he belongs to Australia, however, 

culturally he is still Chinese.   

 

For Jiro, a Japanese man who spent 27 years in Australia, taking Australian citizenship meant 

that he had to renounce his Japanese citizenship. It was a momentous decision in his life as it 

symbolised his final and irrevocable commitment to Australia. The way Jiro describes his 

identity reflects this commitment:   
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Researcher: Jiro, you told me that you lost your Japanese citizenship.  

Jiro: Yes. Yeah.  

Researcher: Do you feel you are Australian?  

Jiro: Yes.  

Researcher: Do you identify yourself as a Japanese Australian maybe? Or Asian Australian?  

Jiro: I’m… I said yes, but maybe let me re-say that… I usually say myself I am Japanese-born 

Australian.  

Researcher: Japanese-born Australian? 

Jiro: Yes, that’s what I say to people to introduce myself. So, that’s exactly what I think myself. 

So, having said that, I am still Japanese, right? I’m born in Japan, I grew up in Japan. And 

then I came here. Whereas nationality, I am Australian, yeah? I can say that. And maybe some, 

I don’t know, attitudes or behaviours or my traits become like more Australian now. Maybe. 

So, kind of a hybrid, you know.  

 

Jiro acknowledges that he is Japanese Australian (when asked a direct question about his 

identity) and says that he might be ‘kind of a hybrid’. His self-identification sounded promising 

at the time of the interview as it hinted at a cultural identity transformation this study aimed to 

analyse. However, a year after the interview took place, Jiro moved back to Japan. Since he 

had renounced his Japanese citizenship, he had to enter Japan as a foreigner and make an 

official request for permanent residency (he obtained a 5-year resident visa). While it is clear 

that taking Australian citizenship is not just a formality (as suggested by Kazuo) but encourages 

people to start thinking of themselves as Australians in terms of their new national identity, it 

does not guarantee that this thinking will lead to a complete cultural transformation and 

seamless integration into Australian society. Jiro’s story, recounted and analysed in section 

4.1.5, will further illustrate the vicissitudes of an immigrant’s identity.      
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4.1.2. Ethnic Visibility through the lens of Australian Intercultural Mirrors 

The Immigration Restriction Act of 1901, commonly known as the White Australia Policy, was 

aimed at restricting the numbers of non-white immigrants in Australia. This policy was 

renounced in the 1970s when the Whitlam Labour government replaced it with a policy of 

multiculturalism. Since then, ‘Asian Australian’ has become a set expression in Australian 

English, while ‘European Australian’ has not. There are significant differences in the 

experiences of ethnically visible Asian immigrants and ethnically invisible Caucasian 

immigrants in Australia. According to Liu (2015b), even second generation immigrants with 

Chinese ancestry realise, as they grow up in Australia, that they cannot be 100% Australian, 

regardless of their English competence and behaviour. A special issue of Journal of 

Intercultural Studies (Chakraborty & Walton, 2020), dedicated to conceptualising the 

experiences of Asian Australians, emphasises the theme of Asian ‘Otherness’ in Australia. 

According to several contributors of this volume, Asian Australians in Australia are positioned 

more as ‘Asian’ than ‘Australian’ (Khorana, 2020; Mahoney, 2020; Seet, 2020).   

 

In this respect, Australia is similar to the US where people are racialised as Asians either when 

they arrive in the US as migrants or when they are born in the US. This is how Yea-Wen Chen, 

an international member at an American university, describes her experience of moving to the 

United States and being ascribed an Asian identity. 

 

Growing up as a “Han-Chinese” in a predominantly Taiwanese-speaking household, 

I acquired multilingual awareness early on to differentiate groups of people based on 

their spoken languages (for example, Taiwanese, Mandarin Chinese, and Hakka). I 

was raised in a large, traditional, three-generation, working-class family. At a young 

age, I became aware of various ways in which difference mattered (for example, sex 
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and gender, socioeconomic status, and so on). It was not until I came to the United 

States that I experienced being racialized as Asian on a daily basis and reexamined 

my relationship with globalization and the choices that I had made such as pursuing 

my postgraduate degrees in the United States. (Chen, 2014) 

 

Although it might seem natural and unavoidable that people of Asian background are classified 

as Asian Americans or Asian Australians based on their ethnicity, there are countries where it 

is not common practice to see people with Asian physical features as distinctively ‘Asian’. An 

example of such a country is Russia, where people with Asian appearance who were born and 

grew up in Russia or former USSR are not officially referred to as ‘Asian Russians’. One of 

the prominent 2nd generation Asian immigrants (defined as such in English terms) in Russia is 

Irina Khakamada, daughter of a Japanese immigrant, who ran in the 2004 presidential election. 

Thousands of interviews with Irina and publications about her, as well as nearly half a million 

followers on her YouTube channel reflect people’s genuine interest in her life story, her 

opinions and world outlook. Unlike Andrew Yang, who ran in the 2020 presidential campaign 

in the United States, Irina was never referred to as an Asian Russian candidate, and there were 

no statistics to identify who “Asian Russian” voters voted for in that election, in contrast to the 

United States, where Asian American vote is analysed separately (Ramakrishnan & Sadhwani, 

2021). This is because Asian Russians do not exist as a distinctive minority group in Russia. 

They are part of mainstream society.  

 

One of the questions the participants of this study were asked was whether it bothers them that 

Australians usually do not make a difference between Japanese and Chinese people. The reason 

this question was included in the interview is because an average Australian views Japanese 

and Chinese migrants in the same way – as Asians. However, Japan and China have had a 
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hostile relationship due to geopolitical conflicts and history throughout the 20th century and 

beyond. According to a 2014 BBC World Service Poll, only 3% of Japanese people had a 

positive view of China and only 5% of Chinese people had a positive view of Japan (BBC 

world service poll, 2014, pp.22, 38). The Japan – China joint opinion survey has been 

conducted by the Genron NPO, an independent think tank based in Japan, since 2004 with the 

purpose of finding out the public opinions about each other. In the 2020 survey, Chinese 

people’s sentiments towards the Japanese people have significantly improved (from 5% of 

favourable views to 45.9%); however, Japanese opinions have remained negative (Kudo, 

2019). Thus, it was expected that the participants would express their dissatisfaction with being 

lumped together into the same ‘Asian’ category.  

 

Contrary to the expectations, none of the respondents expressed any negative feelings about 

being mistaken for a person from a different Asian country. Arisa’s answer is representative of 

most opinions, ‘I understand, they look similar. These days even I can’t tell if they are Japanese 

or Chinese. So, yeah, it doesn’t bother me. Quite often I was taken for a Thai or Phillippine, 

so it doesn’t bother me at all.’ Jasmine, a female Chinese respondent, even added that she feels 

happy when she is mistaken for a Japanese or Korean because, according to her, people from 

Japan and Korea are more fashionable and care more about their looks. Henry, a Chinese male, 

also has a favourable impression of Japanese people:  

 

Actually, I admire Japanese people. I feel like their manner is better than Chinese. And I’ve 

been to Japan. It’s very good. So, I admit the history between China and Japan, but on the other 

hand… if somebody in Australia don’t know you are Chinese or Japanese, it’s not important.  

 

Being Asian in Australia (regardless of the country of origin) is a commonly ascribed identity 
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all the participants of this study could relate to. However, the negativity of the intercultural 

mirrors Australians hold up for Asians could be traced in most responses to the question about 

how it is different to be Asian in Asia and Asian in Australia. All the participants feel that 

living in Asia among Asians is easier because everybody is the same. Australia, on the contrary, 

sets them apart – as Asians – and, citing Yukiko’s words once again, ‘being Asian doesn’t 

sound very positive, because lots of people, especially on the Gold Coast, are annoyed a bit by 

Asians.’          

 

Jasmine, a Chinese female participant, was interviewed several months after the coronavirus 

outbreak occurred. Thus, she witnessed the surge of anti-Asian sentiment in Australia, and this 

made her feel like she had to be extra careful about expressing her opinions and generally alert 

to the potential danger coming from Australians. 

 

Like, I know, like, Australian, they are really freedom country, they can say everything. But 

because I am Chinese, I am really be careful because I am really… like I saw some news like 

some Chinese, they were abused by some teenagers or bad people or something. So, at this time 

I was really worry about especially not only me, but all my family and my kids… do you know 

(laughing)… Because they say this is a Chinese coronavirus… 

 

It appears that the physical and psychological well-being of Asian migrants largely depends on 

the ever-changing political climate between Australia and Asian countries. Since an average 

Australian treats all Chinese or Japanese (or Vietnamese or Korean) migrants as Asians because 

of their distinctive physical features, cases of racial abuse during the first months of the 

Coronavirus pandemic were targeted at any Asian-looking person, not necessarily Chinese 

residents. Numerous cases of racial abuse were reported by immigrants of Asian backgrounds 
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to the anti-discrimination bodies across all Australian states (Chakraborty & Walton, 2020; 

Fang et al., 2020; Norton, 2020). An online survey conducted by think tank Per Capita and the 

Asian Australian Alliance revealed that 65% of 400 people who took part in the survey 

identified as female, while only 49 per cent were ethnically Chinese. ‘Most of the abuse — 35 

per cent — was racial slurs or name-calling, followed by jokes (13 per cent); verbal threats (9 

per cent) and being spat, sneezed or coughed on (8 per cent). Six per cent of cases involved 

physical intimidation.’ (Arora, 2020; Fang et al., 2020). 90% of respondents said that they did 

not report the incidents to the authorities.  

 

The abhorrent behaviour of abusers was deemed unacceptable and un-Australian. However, a 

founder of the Asian Australian Alliance told SBS News, ‘while some of the responses were 

shocking, they were not surprising’ (Baker, 2020). Racism against Asian people has a long 

history in Australia. To a certain extent, this history is reflected in the answers of Jiro and 

Kazuo, two male Japanese participants of this study. The extract below gives a glimpse into 

Jiro’s experience of living in Australia.   

 

Jiro: (When I came to Australia), I was very young, of course, 23 years old. And that was my 

very first trip to the overseas… then I know Australia, only maybe name, and then maybe surf 

sports in the video, at that time… So, my expectation was good waves and then, hopefully, a 

nice people. At that time… I really perceived that Western people, white people are more 

relaxed or easy-going, or friendly. That’s my expectations.   

Researcher: So, are they as relaxed, friendly and laid-back as you expected?  

Jiro: Yes. But maybe at first sight yes, they looked relaxed. Because I was young or I wasn’t 

really… settle into the country, I got some nasty things, like abuse, or whatever, like swearing 

or…  

Researcher: Negative experiences?   
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Jiro: Yeah, but yeah, not only me. Many of, like, foreigners were having those kind of 

experiences, especially, I think, Asian, Asian guys, Asian boys. Anyway, so that wasn’t really 

what I expected. For that stage, yes.  

Researcher: Could you describe one negative experience to me?   

Jiro: Well, just someone throwed egg at me.  

Researcher: Someone threw an egg at you?  

Jiro: Yeah.  

Researcher: For no reason?  

Jiro: I couldn’t ask those boys what the reason. (laughing)  

Researcher: So, they were just strangers?  

Jiro: Yeah, yeah.  

Researcher: Did they say anything when they did that? 

Jiro: Of course, yeah, friendly f-words. Yeah…. But at that time because I wasn’t really… 

comprehending the degree of that attitude, how bad, or even maybe I wasn’t able to 

understand what they were saying. So, I didn’t really take it seriously.  

Researcher: Do you think we can say that it’s related to racism?  

Jiro: Yeah.  

Researcher: You said earlier that probably other Asian immigrants went through the same 

experience.  

Jiro: Yes, because we have like a small Japanese community in working holiday makers, right. 

And we talk to each other and we… but it’s majority or mainly the boys or male. That kind of 

experiences.  

Researcher: Does it happen regularly or did it happen just a couple of times in the past? 

Jiro: For me a couple of times. But I think it was happening, almost like every day, you know, 

to somebody. To somebody. (smiling) 

 

While Jiro’s expectations of good waves were realised on arrival, the image of ‘nice and 

friendly’ Australians did not quite match the reality of his intercultural encounters. Not only 
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Jiro admits that he was racially abused in Australia on a number of occasions, but he also says 

that most of his Japanese male friends had experienced similar abuse, some of them on a daily 

basis. Although previous research on acculturation is large, not many studies distinguish 

between ethnically visible and non-visible migrants when analysing their acculturation 

patterns. As stated by Tan & Liu (2014), ‘we have limited knowledge of whether ethnic 

visibility impacts the path of acculturation or whether the acculturation experience is similar to 

both groups.’ It is evident that ethnic visibility in Australia comes with a heightened risk of 

being racially abused: while a Caucasian stranger would not think of throwing eggs at another 

Caucasian stranger, an ethnically visible Asian passer-by can trigger such behaviours. For 

Caucasian immigrants, the struggles in Australian society are mainly social and linguistic. In 

contrast, Asian immigrants are constantly reminded about their racial identities. In this sense, 

their racial identities also become more salient in Australia (alongside with their cultural 

identities, as discussed in 4.1.1).   

 

Kazuo, a Japanese man who lived in Japan for 30 years, also reported cases of racial abuse that 

were directed at him in the past:  

 

Interviewer: Have you ever encountered racism in Australia?  

Kazuo: Yes.  

                Interviewer: Could you describe the kind of racism you experienced? One situation maybe?  

Kazuo: Yes. People hate some Asians, so when I was walking on the street. Some young people 

just talking…  

Interviewer: To you?  

Kazuo: Yes. Just verbal abuse. ‘Jap, go home! You don’t belong here!’ – something like that. 

Yes, many years ago when Japanese tourists were just pouring to the Gold Coast… Argh… 
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Many Australian people are so friendly to me but sometimes that happened. … So, there’s 

always some racism, I experienced some.   

 

As all the participants of this study arrived in Australia as adults, with a clearly defined sense 

of identity, the effect of the racial abuse they might have experienced (whether directed at them, 

reported by friends or seen on the media) was unpleasant, yet not as profound as it would have 

been if they had arrived in their childhood. As adults, they had a basic understanding of the 

problem of racism, its historical context, and knew that most people in Australia are friendly 

and would support them. They feel like they have the power of rejecting negative intercultural 

mirrors targeted at them by some Australians. Furthermore, because Australia is gradually 

becoming more and more multicultural and intolerant to racism, Jiro reported that later on in 

his life he could deal with a case of racial discrimination by lodging an official complaint at 

work about a supplier who referred to him as ‘Jap’ in an email. The supplier’s contract was 

terminated by the hotel he worked at straight away.  

 

It appears that racism can be interpreted by Asian people in a much broader context than the 

meaning Westerners generally attach to the word. When asked about her experience of racism, 

Sophia, a female Chinese respondent, brought up an unexpected topic.  

 

 

Researcher: Have you ever encountered racism in Australia?  

Sophia: I guess, it depends on how we define racism. You know, I’ve met some people asking 

me very racist questions like, ‘Do you eat dogs?’ I don’t eat dogs, by the way. It sounds 

horrible to me, but I know that they didn’t ask this question on purpose, they just became very 

curious and they wanted to know because they saw this kind of information online, and I 

understand that. So, although I got angry in my heart, in my mind, but I won’t show them. I 

will answer this question in details. And I will tell the… everything. Actually, in my mind, I’ve 
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never experienced very terrible racism here, so that’s why I have a very positive picture about 

Australia.  

 

While Chinese people and Koreans are often asked about eating dogs, Japanese immigrants 

residing in Australia are confronted with the public disapproval of their country’s whale 

catching practices. The topic of animal treatment – catching whales, vegetarianism, animal 

rights, treating pets as members of family, as well as Australia’s practice of selling horses to 

Japan where horse meat is a rare delicacy – came up in almost all the interviews with the 

participants of the study, even though there was no specific question about animals asked (see 

section 4.2.3 where this topic is discussed). Questions about dogs or whales can be interpreted 

as racist because, being controversial and tactless, they are explicitly directed to Asian looking 

immigrants.  
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4.1.3. English Proficiency 

Language is an integral part of cultural identity. A Japanese person is expected to be a native 

speaker of the Japanese language, a Chinese person is expected to be a native Chinese speaker, 

and an Italian is expected to speak Italian.  

 

However, there are exceptions to this rule, and the modern world makes these exceptions more 

widespread. A Korean born and raised in Japan can identify as Korean and hold only a Korean 

passport (because Japan does not allow dual citizenship), yet their first language is Japanese. 

With a limited competence in Korean, they might not be viewed as Koreans in Korea, even if 

they identify as Koreans. On the other hand, Japanese people do not see them as Japanese (if 

they know that they are Korean), regardless of their native fluency in Japanese. Any little 

hesitation or mistake an ethnically Korean person makes when speaking Japanese is interpreted 

as a sign of them not being Japanese, whereas the same hesitation or mistake would not be 

noticed if it was a Japanese person speaking. For people who are half Japanese, it can be equally 

challenging to construct their cultural identity: while Japanese people see them as foreigners 

because of their non-Japanese facial features or skin colour, in the country of their second 

parent, they are often seen as Japanese, regardless of the languages they speak and the level of 

proficiency in these languages (see Nishikura, 2013; Nishikura & Takagi, 2013). In other 

words, language is a strong indicator of cultural identity but does not necessarily reflect it. 

Some people may be denied group membership by the group they feel they have an affiliation 

with.  

 

The enormous complexity and flexibility of a language is taken for granted by its native 

speakers, as it is given to us like the air we breathe. A mother tongue is a natural way of 



128 
 

communicating, expressing emotions, and generally revealing the self to the outside world. 

However, things are different when it comes to second language acquisition. People who 

learned a foreign language know that self-expression is somewhat hindered by a foreign 

language, no matter how fluent they appear to be in this language. As stated by Berger and 

Luckmann (1990, p.163),     

 

One learns a second language by building on the taken-for-granted reality of one’s ‘mother 

tongue’. For a long time, one continually retranslates into the original language whatever 

elements of the new language one is acquiring. Only in this way can the new language begin to 

have any reality. As this reality comes to be established in its own right, it slowly becomes 

possible to forego retranslation. One becomes able of thinking in the new language. 

Nevertheless, it is rare that a language learned in later life attains the inevitable, self-evident 

reality of the first language learned in childhood. Hence derives, of course, the affective quality 

of the ‘mother tongue’.  

 

It is, indeed, rare that a foreign language becomes as close to self as the ‘self-evident reality’ 

of one’s mother tongue. All the participants of this study experienced an obvious difficulty in 

expressing their ideas and attitudes in English, especially as the interview progressed. They 

were becoming noticeably tired, which led to numerous mistakes, incomplete sentences and 

repetitions. When Jiro was asked about his decision to move back to Japan after more than 20 

years of living in Australia, he exclaimed, “Look at me! 26 years – I still can’t speak [English 

– J.K.]… but you know, I survive in this way...” Arisa brought up her struggles with self-

expression in English when she was asked a question about being Japanese in Japan and being 

Japanese in Australia. “When I go back to Japan, I feel like I am home. I feel more relaxed, 

yeah… Maybe here I am still not… my English is not perfect, I am still a foreigner. Foreigner, 

yes,” she said. In other words, her native language – Japanese – lets her feel at home in Japan, 

while English, being her second language, contributes to the feeling of foreignness.  
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Although all the respondents were eager to talk at length, frequent mistakes arising from faulty 

sentence structure, incorrect collocation and mispronunciations caused considerable difficulty 

for the researcher. To paint a linguistic portrait of the respondents’ English-speaking identity, 

the interviews were reproduced verbatim, with all the language errors left as they were. The 

main difficulty in transcribing the interviews can be explained by the impossibility to predict 

syntactic patterns of the English language in the respondents’ answers. One of such examples 

– Henry’s answer about his English competence – is cited below. (Language errors are 

underlined.)     

 

Researcher: Was it hard for you to learn English?  

Henry: No. But no, no, no, it’s very difficult for me in the first 10 years, because I say I am 

moving. When I was young, I am moving from one city to another city and the other city already 

learned English. But original city didn’t learn English, so I was far high. My English level is 

very low that time. So, in the first 10 years my English very very poor.  

Researcher: Do you mean 10 years ago?  

Henry: 10 years in China.  

Researcher: I see.  

Henry: When I was, say, 7 to 17, but in the last year in China in high school we have to English 

exam. My Math is number one, my English – last one. So, my score is in the middle, you know, 

so I have to improve my English and at that time I start to watch English movies and getting 

better better, just within one year. Just one year increased a lot and then 18 to 20 I learned 

English 20 to 24. I learned English. So, I feel like very easy for me now, but the first thing is 

not interesting, really. Just (unintelligible). I don’t want to learn another language. I feel like I 

don’t need it, so I didn’t learn it, but after then I feel like I need it and I learned it. I feel more 

interesting, English, actually. And during the process of English exams I like to speak English 

with my wife but she not happy, because her job is at that time is like agent. So, she speak a lot, 

she doesn’t want to speak English. So, I was very depressed because I want to practice my 

English, and at that time she is better than me, actually. But now I feel maybe her oral is better 
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but listening reading and writing, especially writing, I am better than her. And writing is very 

difficult, of course. Yeah.  

 

Although Henry is confident in his English language ability, understanding him is not an easy 

task. “I say I am moving” actually means, “As I said earlier, I was constantly moving from one 

city to another” – an example of mixed tenses. When present tenses are mixed with past tenses 

(is instead of was, have to instead of had to, want instead of wanted, feel instead of felt, or vice 

versa), the listener cannot be sure whether the story is about something that happened in the 

past or whether it is related to the present moment. Alongside with the mix of tenses, the listener 

has to grasp the meaning of several clauses with a missing subject: “When I was young, I am 

moving from one city to another city and the other city already learned English. But original 

city didn’t learn English, so I was far high.” The cities, obviously, cannot learn English, which 

means a subject was mistakenly omitted. It was either Henry or the children at his school who 

learned English in one of the cities where he lived. It is not clear what is the cause and 

consequence relationship expressed by “so”: “So, I was far high”. “Far high” is followed by 

“My English level is very low that time. So, in the first 10 years my English very very poor”. 

The listener might be expecting an ‘of-phrase’ after ‘the first ten years’ (the first ten years of 

what?), as well as a copula ‘is’ or ‘was’ (in ‘My English very very poor’), but with the 

prediction mechanisms failing to work in each sentence, understanding becomes a real 

challenge. The sentence “we have to English exam” lacks a verb after ‘have to’, which is 

supposed to be used in the past tense instead of the present tense: “We had to take an English 

exam”. In the following sentences, “Just one year increased a lot and then 18 to 20 I learned 

English 20 to 24. I learned English. So, I feel like very easy for me now”, the problem is a 

missing subject (as it is not one year that increased but Henry’s English competence), as well 

as random sequences of numbers (18 to 20, closely followed by 20 to 24), which impede 

understanding. However, Henry says English is easy for him now:  
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So, I feel like very easy for me now, but the first thing is not interesting, really… I don’t want 

to learn another language. I feel like I don’t need it, so I didn’t learn it, but after then I feel like 

I need it and I learned it. I feel more interesting, English, actually.  

 

The mix of verb tenses is a persistent mistake in Henry’s English. He is trying to say that at 

first (not ‘the first thing’) he felt he was not interested in studying a foreign language and did 

not want to do it, because he did not feel any need for it. “And during the process of English 

exams I like to speak English with my wife but she not happy, because her job is at that time is 

like agent.” While he was taking his exams in English, he would have loved to practise 

speaking English at home with his wife, but she wasn’t keen on the idea because at that time 

she worked as an agent, and her job required a lot of communication with clients. When at 

home, she wanted to take a break from having to speak all day. “So, I was very depressed”, 

says Henry, “because I want to practice my English, and at that time she is better than me, 

actually. But now I feel maybe her oral is better but listening reading and writing, especially 

writing, I am better than her.” He felt upset he could not practice English at home with his 

wife because at that time she was better than him. Her oral skills, which means speaking, might 

be still better than his, but when it comes to the other language skills – listening, reading and 

writing – Henry thinks his proficiency exceeds hers at the moment. 

    

Because of the respondents’ imperfect English, some parts of the interviews and their 

transcriptions reminded me of guessing games. An excerpt from an interview with Jasmine, a 

female Chinese respondent, is an example of such guessing:     
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Jasmine:  Actually, we don’t really have beliefs in China, but we have some faces, but you know, 

in Australia they have many beliefs, like a Christian or like Buddha anything, but in China it 

was really hard to find real beliefs. We only have faith, you know, the Confucius.  

Interviewer: Confucius, yes.  

Jasmine: Yes, like we normally using Confucius our, what’s that, Chairman Mao.  

Interviewer: Chairman Mao? Are they related?  

Jasmine: No, not related, but they have different Confucius. Really, in fact, Chinese people.  

Interviewer: OK. It’s Confucianism.  

Jasmine: Yes, Confucianism. 

Interviewer: And in Australia?  

Jasmine: No, I don’t. They believe the beliefs but they don’t really have like Confucianism, do 

you know what I mean?  

Interviewer: The whole system of Confucian thinking? 

Jasmine: Yeah. But you know, the Confucians, it’s really like a deep man, in Chinese, deep 

man. It’s already really deep culture, yeah, our man, so it’s really hard to change. (laughing) 

 

Although it is possible to obtain a general idea of Jasmine’s response, in which she emphasises 

the importance of Confucianism in Chinese culture, why she brought up Chairman Mao when 

talking about Confucianism and how faith is different from beliefs is left to the listener to 

ponder on. “Confucius”, “Confucian”, “Confucians”, “Christian” and “Buddha”, as well as” 

Chairman Mao” are the words that are used in random morphological forms: the listener might 

have to guess that it is Christianity that is meant (not a Christian), Buddhism (not Buddha) and 

Confucianism (not ‘the Confucius’). Broken sentence structure complicates the language 

prediction mechanisms the listener could otherwise rely on: ‘But you know, the Confucians, 

it’s really like a deep man, in Chinese, deep man. It’s already really deep culture, yeah, our 

man, so it’s really hard to change.’ As the first noun in an English clause (‘the Confucians’) 
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usually becomes the subject of the sentence, the listener subconsciously expects a verb or a 

copula (is/are) after the subject. However, the noun ‘Confucians’ is dropped, and instead 

another subject – ‘it’ – follows. ‘The Confucians, it’s really like a deep man.’ Since ‘the 

Confucians’ is a noun used in the plural, ‘they’ could be an acceptable pronoun to replace it, 

but not ‘it’. Perhaps, ‘the Confucians’ were meant to be ‘Confucianism’ or ‘Confucius’. As for 

‘a deep man’ and ‘deep culture’, these word combinations must be a direct translation of a 

cultural concept from Chinese.         

  

Sophia, another Chinese female respondent, feels that Australian people do not make 

allowances for her English ability and do not try to understand her when they hear her accent 

and grammatical errors.   

 

Sophia: You know, sometimes when I talk to them, some Australian people, they just see me as 

a Chinese persons. And I have accent. And sometimes I make mistakes in grammar, so they 

don’t want to, you know, listen to me very carefully. You know, when you listen to a foreign 

person very carefully, you can understand this person but if you don’t, maybe, you just cannot 

because of the accent. And I’ve met some Australian people living here who just did not want 

to listen to me very carefully and understand my accent.  

Researcher: Do you think Australian people as a community, as a society could do more to help 

you integrate, to help you feel more Australian?  

Sophia: Mm, I think so.  

 

Blaming Australians for the lack of ease in communication might have a point. As a nation of 

immigrants with a very high percentage of newly arrived migrants and migrants who were born 

overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a), Australia could, indeed, consider strategies 

to prepare its citizens for a variety of foreign and native English accents they will encounter in 
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their everyday lives. Accents are part of people’s identities and cannot be eliminated after a 

certain age. For that reason, in the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) 

exam, the first-language accent does not influence the candidate’s score if this accent has a 

minimal effect on intelligibility (Band 8) or, ideally, when the candidate is effortless to 

understand (Band 9). However, grammatical mistakes, sentences with frequently omitted 

subjects and a consistently wrong choice of words do impact intelligibility and result in 

misunderstandings. These are the language problems that are assessed in the IELTS exam 

(IELTS scoring, 2021) and should be addressed by English teachers in Australia and migrants 

themselves.     

 

Recent Australian Census data showed that “around half of overseas-born Australians who 

arrived with no English skills still cannot speak the language well, or at all after 15 years of 

residency (Arora, 2020)”. This triggered the introduction of changes to the Adult Migrant 

English Program (AMEP), which include removing the limits on the number of classes 

available to permanent residents free of charge. In August 2020 it was announced that the limit 

of 510 hours of free English tuition will be scrapped and the changes are expected to commence 

from March, 2021 (Department of Home Affairs, 2020). The changes to the AMEP program 

are based on the understanding that the migrants’ English proficiency is not likely to improve 

naturally only because they live in an English-speaking country. Clearly, without having 

functional English immigrants cannot fully participate in Australian social life.  

Although all the participants of this study have a good command of English, their English 

proficiency remains somewhat limited (it is likely to have plateaued). The inability to express 

themselves naturally intensifies their feeling of foreignness in Australia. The role of language 

competence appears to be underestimated in the research on bicultural identity of Asian 
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immigrants. The authentic English voices of Asian adult migrants are rarely heard as the 

excerpts from their interviews are translated from their native languages or adapted. For 

example, in Liu’s study about integration of Chinese businesspeople, there is a brief mentioning 

of the participants’ English proficiency (2011, p.410), “To act like an Australian, the 

respondents consumed Australian mainstream media, learned Australian slang, participated in 

sports, and went to barbeques – basically doing the things typical Australians would do.” This 

creates an impression that all the 30 Chinese businesspeople in the study speak Australian slang 

and consume Australian media, while 28 of them use only Chinese at home (Liu, 2011, p.408). 

It is not clear whether the interviews in Liu’s study were conducted in English or Chinese: the 

responses are cited in perfect English. Unfortunately, this does not provide an insight into the 

linguistic component of the respondents’ identities. There is a long way from mastering 

standard English to becoming a confident user of Australian slang. Although three Chinese 

respondents of our study are graduates from Australian universities, they still struggle with 

basic sentence structure and collocation in English. It is rather improbable to expect that they 

can speak Australian slang with ease.  

According to Kazuo, a Japanese immigrant, it is also unlikely for Japanese people in Australia 

to consume Australian media. He claims that the Japanese people he knows in Australia watch 

Japanese TV and spend all their time on Japanese-speaking internet platforms:  

They physically exist in Australia, but their mind always faces towards Japan. And once you go 

into their houses, everything is in Japanese: they watch Japanese TV, OK? And they always 

check the news and everything in TV programs, news through Internet and what’s happening 

in Japan. Many of them speak only Japanese.  
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Kazuo feels positive about his English language proficiency and compares himself to other 

Japanese people who he thinks cannot ‘develop much understanding for much conversation’ 

because of their lack of fluency in English: 

  

Probably thanks to my English… because many Australian people would talk to me for the first 

time, they just talked to me in normal way. And later I realised that when I talked to other 

Japanese people, they couldn’t develop much understanding for much conversation because 

they didn’t have proper fluency in English… So, we just started talking, just we start a normal 

conversation, and yeah… we just talk… Argh… Like just I was probably regarded as the same, 

you know, immigrants (laugh) from different countries to Australia. Yeah, I just looked 

different. Argh… but because of my appearance, not Caucasian, obviously, I am Asian; they 

‘Oh, are you Japanese?’ – ‘Yes, Japanese, yes.’  

 

Being confident in his English proficiency, Kazuo thinks that it is only his non-Caucasian 

appearance that makes people see him as an immigrant from a different country. However, he 

does not go as far as to say that people see him as another Australian.  

 

As a second language rarely ‘attains the inevitable, self-evident reality of the first language 

learned in childhood (Berger & Luckmann, 1990)’, any immigrant who arrived in Australia as 

an adult will not be viewed as a nascent Australian by Australians because of the way he or she 

speaks English. The most obvious linguistic marker is the accent, which makes it evident that 

a person comes from overseas. However, the accent alone does not create a wall between a 

migrant and Australians. All the other language features that impact intelligibility and fluency 

(such as sentence structure, collocation, grammar) need to be taken into consideration.  

 

The following chapters will look at possible consequences of a language barrier on the 
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respondents’ lives in Australia and will examine whether their identities have undergone some 

transformations, regardless of the fact that culturally most of them do not identify as 

Australians and that Australians do not see them as Australians. The question that needs to be 

addressed is how they embrace the cultural beliefs and values internalised in their childhoods 

through the prism of their Australian intercultural experiences.      
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4.1.4. Friendships and social connections in Australia 

Show me who your friends are, and I will tell you who you are.  

                                                                Euripides, dramatist of classical Athens 

 

Despite the abundance of modern means of communication and transport that make travelling 

and staying in touch with people from one’s home country easier, physical isolation from 

family and friends back home creates a void in friendship networks of adult immigrants and 

contributes to the sense of being uprooted from home. Moving abroad is an additional 

milestone in a person’s life: a milestone that people who have never left their home countries 

(except for short trips abroad) have not experienced. An immigrant’s life is divided into 

‘before’ and ‘after’: namely, life before moving to a new country and life that followed that 

move. In the modern interconnected world, the number of such moves can exceed one, and 

having to make new friends is an integral part of each relocation. 

 

‘Migration scholars tend to ignore the process of making friends, when this can be a key 

challenge to integrating into a new society,’ state Westcott and Vazquez Maggio (2016) in a 

paper examining the role of English proficiency in creating new friendship networks in 

Australia. Friends are crucial in settling down and feeling comfortable in a new country. It is 

through friendships that people gain the feeling of acceptance in a new social group. In effect, 

understanding how migrants’ friendship networks develop gives an insight into the personal 

experiences of social integration following migration. Westcott and Vazquez Maggio (2016) 

suggest that it is important to explore how using a non-native language can affect new 

friendships.  
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From a linguistic perspective, memorizing work-specific vocabulary and reaching a level of 

fluency in a foreign language which is sufficient to carry out one’s job responsibilities is much 

easier than being able to communicate outside the workplace on a variety of topics, understand 

local vernacular, humour and simply enjoy communication in a non-native language. In 

informal situations communication is unpredictable, as the topics can range from describing a 

recent experience of dining out to arguing about political and philosophical issues. One has to 

bring their whole self into a friendship. In contrast, a professional identity is constructed to be 

appropriate for fulfilling certain tasks at work: it does not represent the whole self, even though 

for many people it can be the most significant aspect of self-identification.       

 

Most participants of Westcott’s (2014) and Westcott and Maggio’s (2016) research projects on 

the role of English language competence in creating new friendship networks in Australia were 

non-Asian and had a good command of English. The extracts from the interviews cited in 

Wescott’s PhD thesis (2014) and the co-authored paper (2016) contain minor language errors 

made by the respondents (such as an occasional case of mixing tenses or a wrong collocation) 

but they are easy to understand and, on the whole, create an impression of natural conversation 

flow. Thus, it is not surprising that the participants of their studies reported mainly challenges 

in using humour when communicating with Australians, such as not understanding jokes or not 

being able to make a joke spontaneously, in the way they would do it in their native languages. 

As one of their respondents said, ‘I still feel I am much more fun in Spanish. There is no way 

that my English achieves that level yet’ (Westcott & Vazquez Maggio, 2016, p.512). Another 

respondent describes the same difficulty he experiences when speaking in English in the 

following way, ‘There are times I would use a certain word, for example, in Mexico, a joke or 

funny story, I would say it in a particular way and here I can’t say it, so many times I have to 

sit tight and not say it (Westcott & Vazquez Maggio, 2016, p.511).’  
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As both of the aforementioned respondents see humour as an integral part of their personality 

and identity, not being able to find the right words in English to make a joke spontaneously 

adds to the feeling of frustration, discomfort and alienation, according to Westcott and 

Maggio’s analysis. They state that this causes a shift in the respondents’ identities in which 

humour plays an important role to that of a non-native speaker, when a non-native speaker 

finds himself in an insecure position, not being able to re-create his habitual feeling of social 

cohesion and belonging with other people through humour.  

 

Humour is culture specific and is difficult to translate from one language to another even when 

one’s language competence is near-native. The conclusion that might follow then is that 

without a good language competence it must be almost impossible ‘to be fun’ in a non-native 

language. But is it really so?  

 

Surprisingly, Jiro, a male Japanese respondent of this study who said that he can’t speak 

English after over 20 years of living in Australia, is being ascribed an identity of a ‘funny guy’ 

by Australians. The extract below explains what he means and how he feels about it:  

 

Researcher: Did you see yourself from a different perspective because of the way Australians 

saw you?  

Jiro: I don’t. I never… what you call… tried to behave or… funny… I never. But (thinking)… 

Australians find me much funnier than Japanese.  

Researcher: How interesting. Usually it’s hard to make jokes in a foreign language.  
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Jiro: Because, so, I don’t make jokes. I don’t make jokes, but naturally, when I was working in 

a hotel, 9 years, the majorities of Australians say, ‘Jiro, you are so funny!’ But I never really 

tried to be funny or anything. Because I can’t speak English, so I can’t make a jokes. But I don’t 

know how I move or how I react, yeah… that’s changed…  

Researcher: That’s a change, yes. You discovered that you are a funny person!  

Jiro: Totally my value here and in Japan, it’s different.  

Researcher: Where is your value higher? Or better?  

Jiro: I am funnier here, in Australia. On that particular point.   

 

Jiro does not sound particularly happy about the fact that Australians see him as funny. As he 

says, he ‘never tried to be funny or anything’. The reason why he is seen as funny is mainly 

because of his insufficient English proficiency. He is ascribed the identity of a clown by 

Australians because of how he moves or reacts – something he cannot make a judgment about. 

‘Because I can’t speak English, so I can’t make a jokes. But I don’t know how I move or how I 

react’, he says. What he knows is that in his home country Japanese people do not see him as 

a funny guy. Living in Australia, he has no other choice but to accept the self-images which 

Australian intercultural mirrors project on him: ‘I am funnier here, in Australia… Totally my 

value here and in Japan, it’s different’, he concludes. Thereby, his Australian identity of a 

clown is context specific.   

 

While Jiro was the only respondent in this study who brought up the topic of humour, the 

influence of a language barrier on making friends was a common recurrent theme in most 

responses of the participants of this study. First of all, Sophia, a Chinese respondent who said 

that all her best friends in Australia are Chinese, made an interesting comparison between 

Chinese people abroad and English-speaking people abroad: she claimed that ‘when Chinese 

person finds another person speaking Chinese, they will be very happy’, which is not the case 
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for Americans or Australians, in her opinion. She explained how her husband feels in such 

situations:  

 

Sophia: It happens a lot to my husband because his English is not good at all. His English is 

very limited, so when he goes to somewhere and he needs service, he’ll go straight to the Asian 

face and he ask that person if he or she can speak Chinese or not. And if he finds someone who 

can speak Chinese, he will feel very comfortable in this situation, in that environment. But if 

not, he will very discomfort.  

Researcher: So, it’s good that there are a lot of Chinese people living abroad, and you can 

always meet somebody speaking the same language.  

Sophia: Yes.  

 

Although Sophia’s English proficiency is much better than her husband’s, she also feels that it 

is difficult for her to communicate with chatty Australians: ‘They have long conversations at 

parties, but I just stay alone… but I think this situation is very typical, it’s like a cultural 

difference’, she explains. The discomfort she experiences with talkative Australians is not 

entirely due to her language proficiency. Here she draws out attention to cultural differences 

between Australian and Chinese communicative styles:    

 

Sophia: With Chinese people I have the same feeling because I am not talkative. I prefer to keep 

silence, so but in my culture, this is very normal. I don’t feel embarrassed. I think it’s a very 

normal thing, and most Chinese people understand me, but if I am staying in the office with 

another Chinese person, and we have a similar conversation – just yes or no – and we keep 

silent and we just do our own job, we don’t feel embarrassed. But interestingly, when I am 

staying with another Australian colleague, I do feel embarrassed. Cause I can see that most 

Australian people are very talkative, and they are always having something…  

Researcher: To talk about!   

Sophia: Yes. But for me it’s not. I feel it’s very hard for me to have long conversations. I prefer 

just greetings.   
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Sophia commented on her dislike of long conversations twice: in the context of Australian 

work culture, when she feels she has to do small talk with her co-workers, and when talking 

about attending parties in Australia where she ‘just stays alone’. While she stressed several 

times in the interview that she wants ‘to join the local community completely, talk more with 

Australian people and make friends with them’, she also contradicts herself saying this:     

  

I guess for me, probably because I want to stay in my comfort zone, although I am here (in 

Australia), I don’t want to go outside, or I don’t want to accept other culture. I feel very 

comfortable while I am staying in the Chinese community, cause I can talk in my mother tongue, 

and I don’t have to speak English, I don’t have to accept other cultures. I guess that’s a very 

typical reason for me. And I do feel better when I am staying with people from my own country. 

And I personally think that they can understand me more. However, actually, I can feel that 

local people are nice, and I used to get a lot of help from Australian people. You know, I think 

Australian people are more sincere, more honest, yeah. But still, I guess because of the 

language barrier and the cultural difference, I still trust more on Chinese people. And you 

know, because of the large population, there are many Chinese people all over the world. It’s 

not hard for me to find people from my own country, to get in touch with them or even join their 

community. So, I guess I feel more comfortable doing this, compared with trying my best to get 

involved in Australian community. That’s very hard for me. 

 

The extract above illustrates how the language barrier coupled with cultural differences makes 

it hard for Sophia (and her husband who she mentioned earlier in the interview) to integrate 

and feel at home in Australia, despite their best efforts ‘to get involved in Australian 

community’. It is important to remember here that Sophia has a Master’s degree in TESOL 

(Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) from an Australian university, which 

means that she is qualified to teach English as a foreign language. Yet, she acknowledges that 

the language barrier is still complicating her life in Australia. This is something one would 

probably not expect in her case.  
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When Sophia described her experience of studying at an Australian university, she complained 

that she did not have many opportunities to make friends with Australian students. This is in 

spite of the fact that she took some classes where she was the only international student while 

all her classmates were Australian. The extract below illustrates the problems in 

communication Sophia experienced (she talks about her past experiences as an international 

student in Australia but mistakenly uses present tenses in some sentences):   

 

Sophia: Honestly speaking, I don’t think the current local policies are welcoming us. I know 

that they welcome foreign students because our tuition fees are much higher than local students. 

They are making profits for the … for tax revenue, for example. But they just welcome foreign 

students to come, to study, and to pay the fee but I can’t see there are many policies to help us 

to integrate into the society. And, as I have just talked about it now, I don’t think I have many 

chances or opportunities to make friends with the local students. I got some experience at when, 

you know, when I joined a class on Week 1. Because I am studying Education, my major is 

actually Education, so the majority of students in my class were mostly just local students. And 

sometimes I was the only international student in that class. But when teacher asked us to have 

group activities, you know, group projects, many students would avoid me. 

Researcher: Oh, really? Did you feel they were avoiding you?  

Sophia: Yes, that’s why. I even did a post on my Facebook talking about this.  

Researcher: I see. And was the teacher trying to encourage them to be more inclusive?  

Sophia: Ah, I couldn’t remember the result. I did join the group. But I think it was because of 

my own effort. I was trying to join them and, you know, they were trying to avoid me but 

probably they knew that I wanted a group or something. So, I didn’t think my teacher did 

anything. I even didn’t think that the teacher paid any attention about this situation. I just felt 

it myself. Um… yeah…  

 

For students the most natural way to make friends is to befriend their classmates. In fact, college 

days are the times when people usually have more friends compared to when they reach their 
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30s or 40s. A lot of the former classmates gradually disappear from one’s life as people stop 

seeing each other regularly when they are no longer connected through their studies. 

Friendships at a workplace are harder to make and also hard to sustain due to the fact that 

nowadays people often change jobs and relocate to a different geographical location for better 

career opportunities. What Sophia says in the extract above is that it was completely impossible 

for her to befriend her Australian classmates – in the most favourable circumstances. From 

what she could tell, local students were avoiding her, while the teacher did nothing to help her 

get accepted by them.  

 

The predicament described by Sophia is, arguably, common in Australian universities. The 

reason why local students avoid group projects with international students is usually because 

they do not want to take on the workload of somebody whose English proficiency is not good 

enough to carry out the assignment: at the end of a group project the whole team gets the same 

score, regardless of how much each particular student in a group has contributed to it. However, 

Asian students might interpret this attitude as hostility or even worse – discrimination. Teachers 

find themselves caught between two fires: helping Asian students to join a group of local 

students can result in negative feedback from the local students, and students’ feedback is an 

important part of one’s professional profile. Developing clear strategies to solve this 

breakdown in communication between international students and Australian students is 

important not only for the identities and well-being of Asian students in Australia, but it is also 

vital for the identity of Australian universities. 
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Henry, a male Chinese respondent, also graduated from an Australian university and when 

asked if he could make friends with Australian students while he was doing his degree, he 

replied:        

 

When I studied in Australia like 7 years ago, mostly I stayed with my Chinese friends, because we 

are in the program two plus two, so like nearly 70-80 Chinese students came to Australia together 

in one campus. So mostly I stayed with them. 

 

At the time of the interview Henry seemed to be very lonely. He said he had no Australian 

friends, no Chinese friends and experienced problems in his family life because his wife liked 

socialising, but all their old friends had returned to China, which made her think of going back 

to China too. The extract below illustrates how Henry’s friendship network in Australia has 

dwindled after his university graduation:  

 

Researcher: Do you have Australian friends?  

Henry: Only a few. And, basically, when I was studying in Australia. But I don’t have any new 

Australian friends. I don’t have even many Chinese friends, because most of my friends after 

they finished study, they went back to China. Most of my friend, they are in China now. So, and 

this changed a lot, because I am always OK with myself, but my wife, she likes to talk to people, 

but because our best friends, one female and one male, all came back China last, and it’s very 

and very difficult for her.  

Researcher: How about friends from other countries?  

Henry: Other countries? Don’t know. (laugh)  

 

Although Henry first says ‘only a few’ when asked about his Australian friends, he never 

mentions a single Australian friend during the interview. This is often the case, as people might 

not want to be completely honest about the fact that they do not have friends in general or 

Australian friends in particular. Henry says he is ‘always OK with himself’ but his wife is not. 
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Later in the interview he goes on to explain that her parents thought at the beginning that she 

might have a better life in Australia, but they started telling her to come back to China, because 

she felt homesick and unhappy. ‘I don’t know still what exactly she thinks’, says Henry, ‘I 

think, she probably wants to live here but if she can’t handle all this pressure, she might come 

back China.’  

 

Henry was contacted a year later after the interview and asked whether there were any changes 

in his life. He replied saying that he and his wife got divorced, he made some new Asian friends 

at a church and was worried about staying single in the future as he was almost 31 years old 

(according to Chinese cultural expectations, he was too old to be single). When asked whether 

he changed his views on religion because of his new friends from the church, he replied:      

     

I don’t have religious beliefs. I just tried to understand different ideas. I like being with my 

church friends because they are very kind and because this is youth group, so they are young 

people, but I can also feel the difference between me and them. 

I am an atheist, but after one year with them, I can feel how I have changed. Maybe I will 

believe more in Christian in the future, but it’s still hard to accept everything about it. 

 

Henry clearly outlines that he is not interested in religion and that he ‘feels the difference’ 

between him and his new Asian friends. Joining a local church group is one of the strategies 

immigrants use to make friends, however, friendships often do not last when it becomes 

obvious that they are not interested in the religion. Of course, a different scenario, when people 

like Henry change their religious identity, is also a possibility. It might be that in ten years’ 

time Henry could become a devout Christian. If this were the case, his way into religion would 

be carved out by a relationship crisis and loneliness in Australia.   
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Jasmine, a former Chinese student, has a similar story to tell about her friendships in Australia. 

When she was a student at an Australian university, she had Chinese friends, but they all went 

back to China. There is a slight difference in her life trajectory though. Her husband happens 

to be Korean, not Chinese.   

 

Jasmine: Actually, I have some really close friends. They are all Chinese when I was a student. 

But after graduated they all back to China. But you know, I found my new family. I married and 

have my kids, my children here, so yeah, I found my way, yeah, to build up my new life.  

Researcher: And you told me your husband is Korean. 

Jasmine: Yes, he is South Korean.  

 

As Australia is a country of immigrants priding itself on its cultural diversity (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2017b), all the participants of this study were asked about their friendships 

in Australia in general, not only friendships with white Australians of Anglo-Saxon descent 

versus friendships with their countrymen. Some respondents brought up friendships with 

immigrants from other countries themselves, while other respondents were specifically asked 

about these friendships. In Jasmine’s case, I asked her about friendships with other Asian 

immigrants or European immigrants when she mentioned her Korean husband. The following 

excerpt is the continuation of her answer given above:         

 

Researher: Do you find it easier to make friends with Asian people living in Australia, people 

with Asian background, compared to having European friends? Or Australian friends?  

Jasmine: Mm… I think this really depends on like a different people. I have some friend who is 

Chinese, they made a really many like Australian friend or foreigners friend. I have some few 

like foreigners friends but we are not really close. I think this is, like you said, like a cultural 

basics thing. Cause many time Asian people we feel more safety and more closer, like to stay 
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together easier. Yes, cause I don’t know, how can I say, just a feel, just a feeling. Just a feeling, 

safer or like a more closer.  

 

Jasmine says that making friends with Australians or other foreigners might be more difficult 

or less difficult for Chinese people, depending on one’s personality. As for her, she feels closer 

to Asian people and finds it easier to be friends with them. What is interesting is that she 

automatically groups Australians and Europeans together (she refers to the latter as ‘foreigner 

friends’ and says ‘we are not really close’), while Asian friends are put by her into the category 

of ‘Asian people’, who she feels safe with and close to. Later on in the interview she was asked 

if she had any Japanese friends, and her answer was, ‘Uh, yes, I have a few Japanese and 

Korean friends, yes. And Taiwanese, and Hong Kong-nese.’ While trying to find an explanation 

for this feeling of Asian group cohesion, I suggested the cultural parameter of Asian 

collectivism versus Western individualism (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010; Hofstede Insights, 

2021) – and Jasmine agreed that this might be the cultural difference that has an effect on her 

friendship network:     

 

Researcher: I think in general as a group you have much closer relationships compared to 

Australian people, because Australians are more individualistic, as we mentioned before, 

whereas Asian people feel closer to each other when they are in a group. Does it make sense?  

Jasmine: Yes, I think, yes, I think so, cause you know, the Asian cultures, we combined… I think, 

combined more, society, like more society.  

 

In other words, Jasmine agrees that Asian people are more socially connected as a group and 

more collectivist compared to Europeans and Australians.  
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When asked about her friendships with other Asian and European immigrants, Sophia, the 

Chinese lady whose answers were analysed above, also realised that she has other friends from 

Asia in Australia, but not friends from Europe.     

  

Sophia: I am thinking about. Yeah, I have some friends, for example, from North America and 

Europe too, but I am thinking that we still have some difference, and I can make friends with 

some and I can speak English with them too, but I still think there are some difference. I don’t 

know. When you are asking me this question, I find it is very interesting, cause I do feel better 

when I am talking to Korean or Japanese friends. That’s very interesting, I’ve just realised it. 

Probably, maybe, because we have more in common, yeah.  

Researcher: Probably.  

Sophia: Yeah. Most of people in my community are Asian, like Japanese or Chinese.  

 

Sophia says that she has never thought about the ratio of Chinese, Asian, European and 

Australian people in her friendship network in Australia. She seems to be genuinely surprised 

by her realisation that most people in her community are Asian (although they are not 

necessarily Chinese people).  When she thought about her colleagues, not friends, she 

mentioned that they are people from different backgrounds and that she feels close to her boss 

from Europe:    

 

Sophia: Here I have many colleagues from other countries, not just Australian people. For 

example, my boss, she is from Europe, she is not local. And I feel I love her, and I feel she is 

very good, she is helping me. But I don’t think that’s very common, cause I used to have 

practicum at two different Australian high schools, and I was a little bit struggling. People were 

nice there, but I still found it was hard for me to talk to them. I was just doing my own job, and 

I didn’t manage to make any friend.  
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On the whole, Sophia talks positively about her life in Australia, and the fact that she finds it 

hard to make friends with Australians from Anglo-Saxon background sounds more like a regret 

than a complaint:  

 

I like this country, mostly. So, I hope this country could be more friendly. I like it enough. 

Australia is a great country for me. I like here. I like almost everything here and I enjoy working 

with Australian people, although it’s hard for me to make friends with them. 

 

The way the Japanese respondents described their friendships in Australia was significantly 

different from the answers given by the Chinese respondents. While Arisa also said that it is 

easier for her to make friends with other Japanese people (or other immigrants), Yukiko, Kazuo 

and Jiro were openly critical of their countrymen. In contrast with the Chinese respondents, in 

all the data collected from Japanese participants there was no clear indication that they tend to 

spend more time in the company of other Asian (non-Japanese) people in Australia. The 

distinction the Japanese respondents made was mainly between Japanese people (their 

countrymen), Anglo-Australians and all other immigrants. Arisa brought up this distinction 

when answering an opening general question about her Australian friends:  

 

Researcher: Do you have Australian friends?  

Arisa: Yes, I do.  

Researcher: Do you find it easy to make Australian friends?  

Arisa: Mmm… I’d say no. It’s more comfortable even with an English speaker, but not 

Australian. Most of my friends are Japanese. I have a few friends who are English speakers but 

they are still not Australian.  
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In fact, Arisa’s expectation before she came to Australia was that it would be easy to make 

friends with Australians, ‘I was expecting people to be friendly and thought I could make 

friends in a second.’ However, this expectation was not realised. What’s interesting is that 

Arisa feels it is much more difficult for her to make friends with Australian women compared 

to Australian men:  

 

I think, that’s my opinion, Australian women are not interested in me… They are friendly but 

not that much to be your friend. I can talk to them, but that’s it. But you know, Aussie guys are 

more interested in me, not as a woman but just as a person. 

 

Although Arisa distinguishes between friendships with Australian men and women, during the 

interview she did not mention any Australian male friends in particular. The meaning of the 

word ‘friend’ is so broad in English that, depending on the context, it can mean any person one 

simply knows by their name. Thus, when asked about friends for the first time in the interview, 

respondents could be thinking of any Australian they know, not necessarily close friends or 

confidants. However, as the interview progressed, the meaning of ‘friends’ and ‘friendships’ 

was getting narrower and it was becoming more evident that they were asked about people who 

were their close friends. For this reason, perhaps, Arisa does not make a difference between 

Australian men and women when she is asked whether she can identify the reason for the 

estrangement she feels when she interacts with Australians:   

 

Researcher: When you try to be friends with Australians, what do you think stops you from 

feeling as comfortable as you feel with your Japanese friends?  

Arisa:  I think you probably feel similar… If you are not born here, you came from somewhere, 

and you have different experience… So, I feel more comfortable with these people [Japanese 

friends]. 
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In Arisa’s opinion, it is the differences in people’s past experiences and childhoods that make 

it easier or harder to form friendships. In other words, she believes that our primary cultural 

identity defines the friends we have.   

 

Kazuo, a male Japanese respondent, also initially says that he has Australian friends and friends 

from other cultural backgrounds, but as the conversation progresses, he admits that he does not 

have ‘many friends’ and that he mainly meant social occasions where he talks to people and 

his colleagues:   

 

Researcher: Do you have Australian friends as well?  

Kazuo: Yes. (laugh)  

Researcher: And friends from different backgrounds?  

Kazuo: Yes. Because I’ve lived here, colleagues are here from all different countries, of course, 

Australian local friends.  

Researcher: Is it easy for you to make friends with Australians?  

Kazuo: Actually, because due to my personality, I don’t have many friends. (laugh) But yeah, I 

don’t refuse to see people when I come to a social occasion. Just I can talk to anybody. Mmm… 

 

Kazuo does not show particular affiliation with his countrymen. He is the respondent who said 

(see section 4.1.1) that most Japanese immigrants he knows in Australia ‘carry their Japanese 

value on their back… and they face always to Japan… They physically exist in Australia, but their 

mind always faces towards Japan.’ He criticises them for the lack of interest in Australia – the 

country of their residence – and feels there is a difference between him and other Japanese 

people both in the attitude towards Australia (he tries to live ‘facing himself to that country’ – 



154 
 

Australia, instead of facing Japan) and English language competence. Kazuo states, with a 

shade of regret, that he meets only this type of Japanese people in Australia: people who speak 

only Japanese and bring their Japanese lifestyle with them. In contrast with the Chinese 

respondents and Arisa, Kazuo does not talk about the closeness he feels for his countrymen.     

 

Yukiko, a female Japanese respondent, also expressed some negative thoughts about Japanese 

people, especially when she was comparing them to her friends in Australia who happen to be 

people from different cultural backgrounds. First of all, she admitted that making friends with 

other immigrants is easier than making friends with Australians:   

 

Researcher: Do you have Australian friends?  

Yukiko: Yep.  

Researcher: Is it easy to make friends with Australians?  

Yukiko: Yep. But not as easy as the people from other country.  

Researcher: It is probably easier to make friends with immigrants in Australia?  

Yukiko: Yes.  

 

Later on in the conversation she commented on the differences between Japanese people in 

general and people in Australia, which she felt were not in favour of her countrymen:   

 

Whereas Japanese care about individual, so it’s not really about global warming, or if 

something happens probably, people who escape just care about themselves when they 

escape. And not worry about anything else or helping others – just escape. Because what I 

just feel is like Japanese people are more individual. Just care around you – that’s all.  
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What Yukiko is saying is that Japanese people, in her opinion, are selfish and care only about 

what is around them. They do not worry ‘about anything else or helping others’, she claims – 

and draws a parallel with somebody who has to escape from danger and can think only of 

saving themselves. While living in Australia, Yukiko realised that people in Australia are more 

concerned about social issues and global problems, whereas Japanese people are more selfish 

and care only about things that are around them. She goes on to explain her point of view:   

 

Yukiko: I feel more people here talks about and caring about the environment, care about 

poverty, and genocide, everything… I think more people talks about it here in Australia than 

in Japan. I never heard my Japanese friends talking about it.  

Researcher: So, do you think people here are more broad-minded?  

Yukiko: Yeah. I think so.  

 

Yukiko sees her Australian experience and intercultural friendship network as enlightening and 

almost educational as it helped her open her mind to the societal problems that she was not 

aware of when she was surrounded only by Japanese friends. Like Kazuo, she did not express 

any preference for having Japanese friends but was rather critical of them.     

 

The question about friendships seemed to have resonated the most with Jiro. His answers offer 

the harshest criticism about Japanese people in Australia (and Japanese people in Japan as 

well). Contrary to my expectations, Jiro said that he tries to avoid friendships with other 

Japanese people in Australia because he cannot trust them: 
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Jiro: For me, I mean, before I go, you know, I go with other countries or other Australians. 

Japanese are very difficult. It’s very difficult to deal with. I mean, that’s not only what I say, 

(it’s what) all Japanese say. In truth.             

Researcher: I see. Japanese are difficult to deal with.  

Jiro: Because our community is very… We don’t help each other, we don’t help each other, 

generally, you know, and we lie, you know. (unintelligible) That’s our culture. You know that, 

right?  

Researcher: Yes. 

Jiro: So, we say very nice and we pretend we are very friendly to everybody, we’re very polite, 

humble to everybody but as soon as the person turns back...  

Researcher: I see.  

 

The reason for criticism appears to be different in Jiro’s answers. What he cannot accept in his 

countrymen is not their lack of openness towards Australia (which was Kazuo’s criticism) or 

their lack of concern about global problems (as in Yukiko’s response). What Jiro attacks is the 

core cultural norms of Japanese social behaviour reflected in the concepts of ‘honne’ – one’s 

true feelings or intentions – versus ‘tatemae’ – the way one hides these feelings or intentions 

in public (see Davies & Ikeno, 2002; Doi, 1973, 1986; Hamamura, 2015; Nester & Ampiah, 

1989; Tetsuo, Vargas, & Vargas, 2018). The cultural pressure of ‘tatemae’ results in constant 

‘white lies’ that conceal true inward feelings or intentions of Japanese people. Jiro is ruthless 

in his rejection of such behaviour and stresses his unwillingness to make friends with other 

Japanese immigrants:   

 

Jiro: So, Japanese people… to me now dealing with Japanese people, it’s more difficult. Now 

I am very cautious. I don’t try to make friends… 

Researcher: … Friends with Japanese people?  

Jiro: Especially, especially Japanese, because they are so much b…t (expletive).  
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As he is so critical of Japanese people, he says that it is easier for him to be friends with 

Australians or people from other cultural backgrounds. According to him, Australians are ‘easy 

to tell’, ‘you can see through them’, which is impossible when it comes to Japanese people. 

Jiro is the kind of person who had no difficulty making friends with Anglo-Australians when 

he arrived in Australia in his 20s. As he puts it, ‘When I was maybe in 30s or mid 30s, so many 

friends. And I have so many friends who I call my best friends. Maybe 20 best friends or, you 

know, 200 friends.’  However, this has changed as he experienced a career crisis which led to 

a mid-life crisis: ‘98% of my friends and my best friends fled. Then, I have only a handful of 

friends or best friends now’, he says. Half of these friends are, as Jiro states, Australians.  

 

The analysis of friendships revealed some similarities and differences between the friendship 

networks of the Chinese and Japanese respondents. All the respondents agreed that making 

friends with Anglo-Australians is difficult and said that it is much easier to befriend other 

immigrants. This is consistent with Patron’s study (2006) on French students in Australia who 

openly admitted that breaking into the host national networks of friendship was no easy task. 

 

While the Chinese respondents realised that most friends in their friendship networks are either 

Chinese or Asian, the Japanese respondents did not mention any Asian friends specifically 

(other than Japanese) and were often openly critical of their countrymen. (The French students 

in Patron’s study also criticised their co-nationals for their behaviour and attitudes, sometimes 

deliberately avoiding them.) In general, the Japanese respondents seemed to have more contact 

with non-Japanese people in Australia than the Chinese respondents.  

None of the respondents mentioned any Aboriginal Australian friends. 
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4.1.5. Where Is Home? Duality of an Immigrant’s Existence  

To re-examine the complexities of cultural adjustment, this section will focus primarily on the 

intercultural experiences of only one respondent, Jiro, a 50-year-old Japanese man who 

officially gave up his Japanese citizenship and chose to take Australian citizenship. His story 

of cultural adjustment in Australia, reverse culture shock upon re-entry to Japan, moving back 

to Australia again and deciding to go back to Japan the second time around sheds light on the 

cultural duality of an immigrant’s existence and brings into question the validity of the U-curve 

and W-curve adjustment model (discussed in section 1.5).   

 

When Jiro arrived in Australia in his early twenties, he knew very little about the country and 

cultural differences. His expectations were mainly related to surfing, a relaxing lifestyle and 

friendly people. He thought all white people were ‘almost the same’ and perceived them as 

more laid-back, easy-going and friendly compared to Japanese people. Several months after 

his arrival, he bought his first house in Australia, got a job in hospitality and had a lot of contact 

both with Anglo-Australians and people from other cultural backgrounds. Apart from 

encountering racism (described in 4.1.2), his Australian experience appears to be 

overwhelmingly positive. Nonetheless, the initial U-curve dip is traceable in the account of his 

first years in Australia:   

 

When I came here, I was, like, not as much as comfortable being here as I am now, because… 

because I just, I wasn’t really assimilated, or I wasn’t… what you call… accustomed to language. 

Everything is different here, as you can see. The way people do things here, all different to Japan. 

And I was quite happy, happy when I was in Japan. Comfortable, of course. Happy. Many 

Japanese people migrate or, you know, go to other country because they don’t like Japan. But I 

wasn’t that case. I liked Japan. I was, you know, I like Japanese. I was comfortable. I came here. 
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So, maybe I don’t know how many years, but I wasn’t really comfortable. But gradually as I… 

as I progressed, I become more liked, liked, liked this country.  

 

As Jiro says, ‘I don’t know how many years I wasn’t really comfortable’, it can be assumed 

that his adaptation period (reflecting the ‘U’-curve dip) lasted for more than 12 months. The 

main problems he briefly mentions are his English language ability (later on in the interview, 

he says, ‘Look at me! 26 years – I still can’t speak! But you know, I survive this way.’) and 

cultural differences in the way ‘people do things’ in Australia. Jiro attributes his increased 

feeling of satisfaction and comfort in Australia to ‘assimilation’, as he refers to his progress: 

when he arrived, he was not ‘assimilated’ and ‘accustomed to language’, whereas he got to 

like Australia more and more as he ‘progressed’. However, regardless of this progress, after 

two decades of living in Australia, Jiro decided to return to Japan. As he explained, one of the 

reasons for his decision was the influence of the Japanese community in Australia. In the eyes 

of his compatriots – through ‘intracultural mirrors’ in an Australian context – he was a 

traditional Japanese man. The following extract from the interview draws our attention to the 

mirror theme: ‘I’ve been told in Japanese community here, in Australia, for 20 years, “You are so 

Japanese! Jiro-san, you are so traditional Japanese, stubborn…” or whatever. So, I thought, “I am 

Japanese!”’  

 

It appears that the way Japanese people saw Jiro’s cultural identity influenced the way he 

perceived his own identity and had a crucial role in Jiro’s decision to move back to Japan. Since 

he believed his countrymen, who were saying that he was ‘so traditional Japanese’, going back 

to Japan was a logical choice. In the interview, Jiro listed all the good things he thought back 

then Japan had on offer: delicious food, lower cost of living, convenience, technological 

advancement, excellent customer service, safety, but above all else, his native language. Being 
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able to speak in his native language and express himself easily, without searching for the right 

English words, was a positive expectation Jiro had in mind. ‘So, I thought, I had very good 20 

years, Australia, but it’s OK, I go home,’ says Jiro. At that point, ‘home’ to him meant Japan.  

 

The reverse culture shock Jiro experienced back home was severe and unexpected. The excerpt 

below highlights the problems Jiro encountered when he returned to Japan and how he felt in 

his home country after two decades he had spent in Australia.  

 

 

Jiro: I went back to Japan and I got a job straight away, and I just… what do you call… couldn’t 

get along. I don’t know, from my side or their side, we can’t just, we couldn’t… yeah… It just 

didn’t feel right. Difficult to specify why.  

Researcher: Difficult to say what exactly the reason was? 

Jiro: Yeah, but I just… I think maybe… If I can… I couldn’t think at that time, actually, but now 

I can say, that’s the double standard things… (omitted) … So, they are polite, they are polite, 

‘Oh, Jiro-san, you’ve been in Australia for many many years! You speak English! Oh, you are 

great! You are kakkoii (great, cool – J.K.).’ Right? And… But… that’s all bullshit. So, I thought 

I am making many friends at once, right? I thought I was popular. 

Researcher: In Japan? 

Jiro: In my working community or society, right? But that’s all just… not o-seji (not a 

compliment - J.K.) but, like, tatemae (telling a white lie in public - J.K.):‘Ah, Jiro-san, sugoi! 

Sugoi!’ (Jiro-san, you are so cool! - J.K.) 

Researcher: So, do you feel more comfortable living in Australia?  

Jiro: Yes. I do.  

Researcher: You came back to Australia from Japan and you live here now.  

Jiro: I cried.  

Researcher: You cried?  

Jiro: I cried many many many many many nights. Many nights!  
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Researcher: When you decided to come back to Australia?  

Jiro: Before. 

Researcher: Before that? 

Jiro: Then, one day, I thought, ‘Oh, no. I don’t have to do this anymore.’ Crying (laugh)… cold 

(laugh)... I feel lonely, or whatever. In Japan. And OK, I go home. It wasn’t really home.  

Researcher: Home? Australia?  

Jiro: Yeah (laughing, as he means ‘Australia’ when he says ‘home’ – J.K.). I go home. I thought, 

I know, I go back. I mean, I came back to home but no… I go home…  

Researcher: Go home to Australia?  

Jiro: Yeah… (laugh) 

 

When talking about his initial decision to return to Japan from Australia, Jiro used the word 

‘home’ to refer to Japan. However, at the end of his story about a failed attempt to settle down 

in Japan, he uses ‘home’ to refer to Australia. Jiro’s experience clearly shows that a reverse 

culture shock he experienced in his home country did not have a happy ending: his 

disillusionment did not transition into a stage of full recovery, and his satisfaction levels did 

not reach the final high level of the W-curve. There is also no sign of him reaching a moderately 

high point and staying at ‘feeling average’: in the long run, he decided not only to return back 

to Australia but also to renounce his Japanese citizenship.  

 

While previous research describes the returnees’ difficulties in readjusting to the work 

environment back home or chasing missed career opportunities (for example, Storti, 2001), 

Jiro reports mainly on the cultural difficulties he experienced in Japan, not work-related 

problems. What Jiro could not accept in Japan after his extended stay in Australia is the very 

essence of Japanese culture, reflected in the cultural key concepts of ‘honne’ – one’s true 
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feelings, and ‘tatemae’ – the way one is supposed to hide these true feelings in public and tell 

white lies instead (Davies & Ikeno, 2002; Doi, 1973, 1986; Hamamura, 2015; Tetsuo et al., 

2018). Not being able to instinctively recognise the white lies (tatemae), abundant in Japanese 

social settings, Jiro initially thought that he was ‘making many friends at once’ and was 

‘popular’. Almost like a foreigner in his own culture, Jiro naively believed when Japanese 

people would pay him a standard empty compliment, ‘Ah, Jiro-san, sugoi! Sugoi!’ (Jiro-san, 

you are so cool/ so great! - J.K.).’ He was bitterly disappointed though when he found out that 

the admiration he took at face value was not genuine (‘that’s all bullshit’, as he puts it): 

 

Jiro: Because when you see that community or society are not receiving you, you are not 

accepted, that’s so… what do you call… Hurting you. Hurting, yeah. It so hurts. It so hurts, 

yeah. Yeah… But now, you know, I think it was a good experience, it was a very good experience 

because I think, now I am glad I went through that, the period. 

 

As Jiro reports, before moving to Australia in his early twenties, he felt ‘comfortable’ and 

‘happy’ living in Japan. However, after 20 years he spent in Australia, he felt culturally out of 

place in his home country. In the interview, he compares Australians and Japanese people 

several times through the prism of the Japanese concept of ‘tatemae’ (white lies): ‘compared 

to Japan/ Japanese, Australians are easy to tell. You can see through’, ‘I don’t try to make 

friends with Japanese (people) anymore… especially Japanese, because they are so much 

bullshit’, ‘…to me now dealing with Japanese people, it’s more difficult. Now I am very 

cautious’, ‘Here, (in Australia) I don’t need honne and tatemae, so, I am very frank. I don’t 

have to lie. Myself or to others. I think that’s better, right?’ Obviously, Jiro’s intercultural 

experiences changed his understanding of his own culture, other Japanese people and 

influenced him profoundly on a personal level. These changes are related to his worldview – 

which is an integral part of human identity.   
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After two and a half years of making an effort to fit into Japanese society, Jiro decided to return 

to Australia, calling it ‘home’. Not only did he decide to move back to Australia, but he also 

took a decision to give up his Japanese citizenship in order to take Australian citizenship. There 

was no practical reason for doing that, as most Japanese citizens stay in Australia as permanent 

residents without giving up their Japanese citizenship. However, as Jiro put it, he wanted to be 

‘more Australian’. In other words, he wanted to see his national and, perhaps, to a certain 

extent, his cultural identity officially defined as Australian:   

 

I decided, right, I was on a… what you call it… at a cross-road and I could be, could be 

Japanese, like 100% Japanese as a permanent resident in Australia, but I decided become more 

Australian, yeah.  

 

At the time of the interview, Jiro had spent four years in Australia (after coming back from 

Japan for the second time) and did not doubt that he would stay in Australia. Taking Australian 

citizenship was a symbol of his firm commitment to the country. He openly admitted that he 

felt more comfortable living in Australia and liked Australia more than Japan. Jiro does not 

have children, but he said that if he had children, he would not recommend to them to go and 

live in Japan. When asked to describe his dream Australia in 30 years, he replied that his dream 

Australia was 30 years back in time: when life was simpler and less hectic, the news was boring, 

and nothing was happening, except for a missing koala every now and then. He sounded like a 

person who reached his final destination on a journey for a better life and a country that was 

most suitable for him.   

 

Surprisingly, a year after the interview, Jiro announced that he was moving back to Japan – 
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again. He agreed to meet for a second interview to elaborate on his new relocation project. The 

extract below provides an insight into the reasons behind Jiro’s decision to leave Australia and 

go to Japan again, despite his first traumatic attempt to return.    

 

Researcher: Why did you decide to move back to Japan? Again?   

Jiro: It’s been five years since I came back (to Australia) from Japan. I was trying to find my 

new career… I did fits and bits, but so far I couldn’t really succeed in it. So, then COVID... 

So, somehow I feel something is waiting for me…  

Researcher: In Japan?  

Jiro: Now. Not here.  

Researcher: I see. But couldn’t you get back to the job you were doing before, when you lived 

in Australia for 20 years?  

Jiro: Hmm… I just want to change. Really not going back to tourism, hospitality, like hotels 

or international students, that’s something I have done. So, I really want to change. Life is too 

short, right? So, I want to make the most of it. I like new things.  

 

Jiro says, this time, it is a new career that he is searching for and is hoping to find in Japan. 

‘Somehow I feel something is waiting for me – not here’ is a phrase that, perhaps, summarises 

Jiro’s experiences of continually moving between the two countries he calls home. The duality 

of his existence is a curse or a blessing that any immigrant can easily understand and relate to. 

However, people who have never experienced life across two cultures do not have the same 

temptation of re-imagining themselves elsewhere. In Jiro’s case, the concept of ‘home’ became 

so blurred that he feels homesick for Australia when he is in Japan, and, on the other hand, 

when in Australia, he cannot help wondering what his life back in Japan could be like. At this 

point in his life, he understands that none of his decisions is final and irreversible. He admits 

in the second interview that he might go to Japan just to come back to Australia again:    
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Researcher: Do you think there is a possibility that you will move to Japan and come 

back to Australia again?  

Jiro: Yeah, very much so, because I am not really… what do you call… what do you 

call… committed or determined… (unintelligible) So, I go there, I can give up Japan 

in a month if I want to, because I am based in this country. Remember, I am 

Australian. I am entering to Japan this time as an Australian. I applied and I got a 5-

year residence visa in Japan. You remember that, yeah?  

Researcher: Yes. So, now you are a permanent resident in Japan.  

Jiro: Not yet. I am an approved resident.  

Researcher: And after 5 years you will have to reapply?  

Jiro: Yeah, I am going to apply for P.R. (permanent residence – J.K.) in Japan. So, 

that would turn up… like absolutely opposite of what I was before.  I was Japanese 

holding Australian permanent residency before. And now I am Australian as 

nationality and holding Japanese permanent residency.  

 

As far as Jiro’s official identity is concerned, it has undoubtedly undergone dramatic changes 

as a result of his intercultural experiences. On entering Japan, he was issued an Alien 

Registration Card – an official I.D. of a foreigner residing in Japan. It is questionable whether 

it was worth giving up his Japanese citizenship and become an alien in the eyes of the Japanese 

authorities. Jiro says that he would not recommend doing it to his friends, but he does not regret 

that he has done it himself. The new status of a foreigner in Japan seems to amuse him. 

However, when it comes to the prospect of another reverse culture shock, Jiro takes it seriously 

and is prepared for the challenge:     

   

Researcher: Do you think it will be hard for you to go back to Japan and deal with Japanese 

people and culture? 
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Jiro: Yes, I am prepared. I am prepared to challenge again. That’s one. I am prepared to give 

up any time (omitted). So, if I could open the door and I just say, “OK, I go back to home”.  

Researcher: It’s good to have a plan B.  

Jiro: Yeah. (laughing) You know, I am mature. I am turning 51 this year. This month, actually. 

So, I am well prepared for my future. And I am very in a positive state. Yeah, almost 100%, 

very much. I can deal with anything, any bad things. I think.  

Researcher: So, you are prepared for that reverse culture shock that we talked about last year. 

Jiro: Yeah, yeah.  

Researcher: You might have to go through it again.  

Jiro: I don’t think I might. I must. I will go through it again. Because I know there is. It’s not 

like maybe – maybe, this is definitely (unintelligible)… Many, many parts I don’t like in Japan. 

I like some parts in Japan, but at the same time I know I really hate something, yeah.  

 

Unlike the first time Jiro tried to relocate to Japan, he does not expect it to be easy the second 

time. He is also prepared to leave Japan at any time ‘to go back home’ – to Australia. Another 

significant difference in his new relocation project is that he plans to move to a place in Japan 

where he has never lived before. As he says, ‘I want to challenge where I’ve never been before. 

And then, you know, people around me all new. A new stage… So, in that perspective I am 

making it a little bit easy to me.’ 

 

Jiro agreed to be contacted by email and asked about his second experience of reverse culture 

shock. In his very first email from Japan, Jiro wrote that he was very homesick and cold. By 

‘homesick’, he meant he was homesick for Australia. By ‘cold’, he meant that it was winter in 

Japan.  
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In summary, Jiro’s intercultural experiences reveal the duality of his existence and show that 

the U-curve and W-curve models might be too simplistic to describe the life experiences of 

immigrants like him. As shown in 1.5, despite the popularisation of these models, there is 

considerable data available from a number of previous studies to discredit them (Church, 1982; 

Gaw, 2000; Hamel et al., 2010; Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Kealey, 1989; Klineberg & Hull, 

1979; Nash, 1991; Ward et al., 1998). Whereas the U-curve and W-curve models were 

proposed initially to explain the experiences of expats and international students (mainly to 

identify short-term successful integration strategies), they might not be applicable to the life-

long experiences of immigrants.  
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4.1.6. Identities of immigrants’ children: parents’ perspectives  

A decision to move away from one’s country of birth can have far-reaching intergenerational 

consequences. The move often results in profound identity transformations in immigrants’ 

children. Not only do they become culturally different from their parents, but they grow up in 

the intersection of two worldviews, taking in all the cultural, political and linguistic differences 

their parents, on the one hand, and their social environment, on the other hand, expose them to. 

While immigrants of European ancestry in Australia have an option of letting their children 

assimilate to mainstream culture, ethnically visible immigrants cannot divert the images of 

intercultural mirrors from their children. These images – the images Australians send back to 

an ethnically visible person by asking, for example, who their parents are – act as a constant 

reminder of their foreign origin. As Liu states (Liu, 2015a, 2015b), children of Chinese ancestry 

realise that they cannot be 100% Australian, even when they are born and grew up in Australia. 

According to several researchers, Asian Australians in Australia are positioned more as ‘Asian’ 

than ‘Australian’ (Khorana, 2020; Mahoney, 2020; Seet, 2020). Keeping this in mind, I asked 

the participants of this study how they see their children’s identity and future in Australia. As 

some respondents have children, they could talk about their children and their experience of 

raising children in Australia. Others could answer the question hypothetically, imagining what 

it would be like for them to have children and raise them in Australia.    

 

A significant difference between the Chinese and Japanese participants of the study emerged 

as the focus of the interviews shifted to children. It became evident that Chinese people have a 

particular term to describe the identities of their children born and raised in Australia, which is 

ABC – Australian-born Chinese. (This term also has a broader interpretation in everyday 

Australian discourse – ‘Asian Between Cultures’). In contrast, Japanese migrants do not have 

a specific word combination to refer to the unique cultural identity of their Australian-born 
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children.  

 

The extract below shows how Sophia, a female Chinese respondent, imagines what it would 

be like to raise her children in Australia.   

 

Researcher: How do you see your children’s future and their identity if you stay in Australia?  

Sophia: They will be ABCs, they are defined as ABCs. But I will definitely teach them to speak 

my mother tongue. I want them to be bilingual. I don’t want them to just speak English and I 

will take them back to my country very frequently. And I want them to keep my culture in mind. 

I know it’s very hard for them if I have to live here because my children will be taught in 

Australian educational system. And I guess they will probably think they are Australians but I 

have some students, some ABC students here, I am teaching Chinese here, and I can see that 

they feel they are Australians, but I don’t want my children to be like this. I still want them to 

feel like they are Chinese.  

Researcher: Chinese and Australian?  

Sophia: And Australian. (unintelligible, omitted) I still want them to learn Chinese and Chinese 

culture.  

 

Sophia says her children will be ‘defined as ABCs’, which makes it sound like a well-

established identity. Earlier in the interview, she explained that she knows some ABC people, 

including her students, who were born in Chinese families in Australia but who cannot speak 

Chinese. Sophia feels the cultural differences between her and ABC people go beyond the 

language. Although she can make friends with them, she feels they are different because they 

were born in Australia and had a different childhood. For example, they might not have heard 

of a cartoon that almost every Chinese child of her generation used to watch. Because of such 

inevitable discoveries of culturally different backgrounds, Sophia sees them as more Australian 

than Chinese. As she puts it, ‘They have Australian accent and they cannot speak Chinese, just 

their faces are like Asian’. However, as a mother, she thinks she will do her best to bridge a 
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potential cultural gap by frequently travelling to China with her ABC children and teaching 

them Chinese at home. In theory, she wants them to be culturally Chinese and Australian at the 

same time. She also seems to be critical of parents whose children grow up not speaking 

Chinese, ‘… for my friends who do not speak Chinese at home, probably it’s because of their 

parents who don’t want to teach them. Because I don’t see any problems about their language 

study. Of course, I don’t want to be a parent like that.’     

 

Kazuo, a Japanese male respondent, does not have children either but has a view similar to 

Sophia’s. He found a question about teaching his child Japanese to be amusing and said that, 

of course, as a language professional, he would teach his native language to his children if he 

had them. Apart from that, he would let them decide by themselves whether they wanted to 

live, in Japan or Australia.  

 

Arisa, who has three children, said that her children are probably more Australian than Japanese 

because they live in Australia. However, she added, ‘I want them to feel they are Japanese as 

well. Maybe one day they could go to Japan to study and experience living there.’  

 

Jasmine was pregnant with her second baby at the time of the interview. Because her husband 

is Korean, she mentioned not only China but also Korea when she answered the question about 

her children’s identity:  

 

Jasmine: Uh… I didn’t really plan, because, you know, while I was a child, my parents are 

always plan my school, my future or something. I felt really annoy. And I found out if like 

children they can thinking themself and they can found out what they are like themself, they can 

more enjoy, so, yes, I would like to, how can I say,  I would like to let him to feel like freedom, 

like a life, still. But yeah, I still want like a knowledge him or teach him like the historical and 

the culture, really, like between China and South Korea or Australia. Yes, and I want to take 
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him travelling around the world. I think, you know, travelling is a better than to read a book or 

study. Yes, I found this myself. Cause, yeah, I am thinking like connected. If you want to learn 

something in culture thing or history, you should connect with the country or the people there. 

And it’s a better to read.  

Researcher: Better than reading? 

Jasmine: Yes, better than reading.  

 

Jasmine stresses the importance of giving children the freedom of choice – something she did 

not have as a child because her parents always planned her future for her, which made her feel 

upset.  When it comes to her children’s cultural identity, she says she wants them to know about 

the history and culture of China, South Korea and Australia. Her dream is to take them 

travelling around the world instead of teaching them about other countries from the book. What 

she has learned from her intercultural experiences is that the best way to learn about another 

country is by connecting to this country and its people. When I asked Jasmine if she was 

teaching her child Chinese and Korean, she replied:    

 

Jamine: Yes. I tried teaching him but because he is born here, like, he prefer to speaking in 

English, while he going to the kindergarten. Yes, but I can see he can understand Chinese and 

South Korean and English. And, yeah, sometimes he speaks confused. Do you know what I 

mean? He makes (unintelligible) together, like Chinese makes English or Korean makes the 

Chinese or something. That was really fun way. But yeah, I think he will be fine when he grow 

up. Yes. (laughing)   

 

Jasmine understands that learning a foreign language requires a lot of effort and commitment. 

Being truthful to her principle of giving her children the freedom of choice, she accepts that 

her son’s language proficiency in the future does not entirely depend on her. ‘If he likes study, 

he found it interesting, he will learn really easy way. But if I push him too much, I think it’s not 
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gonna be working on the kid’, she says when asked if she wants her son to speak fluent Chinese 

and Korean when he grows up. ‘You know, this is all depends on him’, she adds.   

 

Henry, a male Chinese respondent, does not have children yet, but the question about his 

children’s identity made him think about his Chinese and Korean friends and colleagues, whose 

ABC children are growing up in Australia. Looking at them as an example, he has very realistic 

expectations of what might happen to his own children in the future:   

 

Researcher: How do you see your children’s future and identity in Australia? Would you like 

to see them bicultural?  

Henry: No, no, I think they will become Australian. Yeah, most my friends, their children, they 

don’t speak Chinese. They don’t speak Korean. Yeah, even their parents want to send them to 

school to learn Chinese, to learn Korean… like Korean friends, because, I mean (unintelligible) 

they don’t want to speak their language. Some, uh, a friend, their child only been in Australian 

for two years – less than two years – but he just speak English. Only.      

 

Since Henry equates the question about biculturalism of his children with their language 

competence, he sees language as a big part of human identity. He thinks that preserving his 

Chinese identity in the next generation is impossible because the children of friends he knows 

in Australia speak only English and do not want to speak their parents’ language. Surprisingly, 

Henry admitted that his own parents speak another language called Wen-zhou-hua 

(Wenzhounese), but they have always spoken Mandarin with him. As a result, he does not 

speak his parents’ language, but he thinks that ‘it is good to have more than one language.’ He 

also regrets that he has not learned Cantonese.  

  



173 
 

Yukiko has two children, a five-year-old daughter and a teenage son. Her son arrived in 

Australia when he was five years old and can be defined as a 1.5 generation immigrant (Zhou, 

1997). While Yukiko says that she wants her children to be ‘completely half’ – half Japanese 

and half Australian, it is interesting to see what she thinks about her older son’s cultural 

identity:   

 

Researcher: How do you see your children’s future and their identity? Do you want them to be 

more Japanese? Or more Australian?  

Yukiko: I want them to be completely half. (omitted) I want them feel half of both. I think my 

son feels… pause... a little bit feeling more close to Japan, because his childhood was there. 

Even though all his friends here, his grandparents there, and because he grew up there up to 

age 5, his basic personality is like a Japanese boy, and uh, yes, so… to be him here – a bit 

uncomfortable.  

Researcher: Oh, really?  

Yukiko: Yeah. Because everybody sees him as a very… pause… a little bit Japanese, as a 

Japanese boy. But when he goes there, he becomes a very independent boy. So, he feels 

comfortable there (in Japan)… I think he feels a bit better there. If his girlfriend is not here, his 

friends not here, he would choose to live in Japan.  

Researcher: It’s interesting. Thank you. Would you want him to study in Japan? Did he ever 

show interest in Japanese universities?  

Yukiko:  Yeah, that’s why I encouraged. If his Japanese was perfect, he could get into a good 

university. (omitted) I don’t know if Japan is more home, but he feels comfortable there. I think 

he feels more comfortable. But because of friends, because of us, parents, we are here, he feels 

like he needs to come back here. But if we are there, probably he would go there. I don’t know, 

comfortable… more home… Like I feel home in Japan more, because that’s where I grew up. 

Maybe childhood does everything. Um..  

 

Yukiko repeated the word ‘comfortable’ four times in this short excerpt, referring to Japan, and 

said ‘uncomfortable’ once, referring to Australia. The word ‘home’ (‘more home’ and ‘feel 

home’) came up three times, also with reference to Japan. Yukiko explains her son’s attachment 
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to Japan by the fact that he spent his early childhood in Japan – which is something she can 

understand well because she also grew up in Japan. ‘To be him here (in Australia) – a bit 

uncomfortable’, says Yukiko, ‘because everybody sees him here as a Japanese boy’. This 

answer shows that immigrants, including those who arrived in Australia as children, can be 

well integrated and speak English with an Australian accent, yet, they can still feel 

psychologically not quite at home. This duality of existence becomes the invisible background 

of bicultural individuals’ life.  

 

It should be noted that not all immigrants find it essential to pass their cultural identity onto 

their children. Jiro, whose story of moving between Japan and Australia was described in the 

previous section, said that he would not want his children to be Japanese. The excerpt of his 

answer is cited below.   

 

Researcher: If you had children, would you want them to be Japanese? Would you want them 

to learn Japanese and have Japanese identity?     

Jiro: Unless the children really want to go to Japan or live in Japan, I wouldn’t recommend or 

I would (unintelligible) to go and live in Japan. I don’t know, this is good or bad, but because 

I was at one stage, I decided, right, I was on a… what you call it… at a cross-road and I could 

be, could be Japanese, like 100% Japanese as a permanent resident in Australia, but I decided 

become more Australian, yeah.  

 

One of the reasons behind the parents’ choice to not pass their cultural identity onto the children 

can be a conscious decision to avoid the influence of the country where the first generation of 

immigrants grew up, like in Jiro’s case. It can also be a way to protect the child’s sense of 

belonging. After all, being psychologically split between two cultures can be emotionally 

challenging, as Yukiko’s perception of her son’s identity revealed.       

    

This section looked at the parents’ perception of their children’s identities. As discussed in 1.2, 
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the crystallisation of human identity occurs when a small child is surrounded by their primary 

carers and family. Although the descriptions of children’s identities cited here are not first-

hand, they give an insight into the first stages of identity formation in the children of Asian 

immigrants in Australia. The desire to pass the Asian cultural heritage onto the children appears 

to be very strong, albeit not universal. Most participants emphasised the importance of giving 

their children the freedom of choice, including the choice of their cultural identity and the 

languages they decide to learn.  
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4.2. Changes in Mindset 

The second half of Chapter 4 will examine changes in the participants’ mindsets, which might 

be completely invisible to an outsider and which immigrants themselves might often be 

unaware of. Although these changes cannot be easily pinpointed in terms of commonly shared 

identity markers (such as new citizenship, refugee status or an alien registration card), they 

create a foundation for identity transformations within individuals’ subjective worldviews. 

When the shared and familiar meanings internalised in one’s home country are challenged, 

expanded or replaced by the meanings provided by a new cultural environment, a gradual shift 

in personal identity occurs. This shift could be hidden from society or not acknowledged by 

society. In the case of intercultural experiences, changes in personal identities often occur 

without an individual’s active role in shaping them: the new cultural environment places a 

person into an unfamiliar context that acts as a force constantly testing an individual’s existing 

worldview for malleability.  

  

4.2.1 Criticisms of Home Country 

The participants of this study were not explicitly asked to criticise their home countries. There 

were no questions in the interview aimed at identifying negative opinions about Japan or China. 

However, criticisms about the ways things are done in China and Japan and common ways of 

thinking typical of Japanese and Chinese people were voiced by the respondents from various 

unexpected angles. These criticisms are related to different aspects of social life in Japan and 

China, as the extracts below will illustrate.     

 

Henry, a male Chinese respondent, says that he feels happier living in Australia because he is 

an introvert and finds it hard to do business in China. To be a successful businessman in China, 
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he would need to drink alcohol, smoke, and do excessive networking. He feels more 

comfortable in Australia because he can avoid having too much contact with other people:    

 

Researcher: If you compare your life in China, do you feel it is a bit different to be Chinese in 

China and to be an Asian immigrant in Australia?  

Henry: I feel much much different. First, depends on personality, actually. My personality a 

little bit quiet and I don’t like drinking alcohol or smoking. It’s sometimes very hard to do 

business in China without these habits, and I don’t good at dealing with people and maybe is 

more difficult to do business. (omitted) I feel like I am more comfortable to stay in Australia. 

It’s like… yeah… And I don’t need to deal with relationship. In China business relationship is 

very complicated, actually. And I don’t feel I like it.  

 

The initial question about the perceived difference between being Chinese in China and a 

Chinese immigrant in Australia was intended to bring out Henry’s experiences related to his 

ethnic visibility in Australia. Instead, Henry continued to compare Australia and China in terms 

of human relationships, which, in general, he appears not to be very fond of:  

   

Henry: In Australia I feel like people more realise kind of distance between people, I think, kind 

of body touch… It’s just a very polite way to reply - this is the part… and in China driving is 

very difficult, or people like, I feel like…  

Researcher: How about drivers on the Gold Coast? There are rude drivers on the Gold Coast 

as well.  

Henry: Gold Coast is very easy, actually. I feel like, just feel like, it’s feel like easy to drive, feel 

like easy to live. Yeah, this behaviour. Other things, let me think… nothing… not too much, not 

too much… (omitted) So, I don’t want to think about too much about relationship with other 

people. So, I don’t need to consider in Australia. Yeah. But in China, I feel like I am going to 

die. 
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By concluding, ‘But in China, I feel like I am going to die’, Henry paints a picture of Australian 

paradise for introverts (‘I feel like it’s easy to drive, easy to live’) and the opposite of China. 

Yukiko, a Japanese respondent, also brings up the topic of human relationships in a similar 

context. She thinks that in Australia she is free of other people’s judgment:   

 

Researcher: Do you think you would be the same person now if you had never left Japan? Or 

would you be a different person if you had stayed in Japan?  

Yukiko: I don’t know. If I stayed, hmm… probably different… less outgoing, maybe? More 

concerned about other people’s eyes.  

Researcher: Other people’s eyes, you said?  

Yukiko: Yes, other people’s eyes. I would worry more about how I look, what I do, other 

people’s judgments.  

Researcher: So, in Japan you would be more concerned about what other people think of you.  

Yukiko: Yeah, I think so, whereas here I don’t really care (laugh) about what people think 

because not many people care about other people, I think, not as much as Japanese people do.   

 

What Yukiko is saying is that the intracultural mirrors in Japan (the way a person is reflected 

in the eyes of his or her countrymen) are more powerful and interfering with personal life than 

the intercultural mirrors in Australia: ‘Here (in Australia) I don’t really care what people think 

because not many people care about other people’, she concludes. In other words, she sees 

Australian people as less judgmental compared to her Japanese countrymen, which lets her feel 

less concerned about what others think about her lifestyle, her achievements and her 

personality.  

 

Yukiko: Here (in Australia), whatever you wear, whatever your hair colour is, as a matter, skin 

colour… argh… I am surfing, and it doesn’t matter – whatever I do. Or… maybe because I 

don’t have a… I don’t know… more competition in Japan, I think… everything… what is your 
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lifestyle, how much you have, what you wear, what kind of brand have you got, what car you 

drive, what kind of house… A lot of comparing, isn’t it, each other. I don’t like that. 

Researcher: And you think here (in Australia) there is less of this.  

Yukiko: Less. Yes.  

 

The freedom of not being judged by others helps Yukiko to be more outgoing in Australia, as 

she admits, which is the opposite of what Henry says about feeling more comfortable in 

Australia: he is satisfied with having less human interaction in general. To Yukiko, apparently, 

Australia gives more opportunities to be sociable and not to worry about the consequences of 

revealing too much information about herself to other people.      

 

Kazuo, a male Japanese respondent, also comments on culturally specific styles of human 

relationships in Japan and emphasises the power of intracultural mirrors, comparing these to 

Australia. He talks about the strict conformity typical of Japanese society and contrasts it to 

Australian acceptance of personal differences:    

 

Kazuo: Probably even Australian people don’t realise that but they accept the differences easily 

in Australia, but in Japan people are so afraid of being different from other people. My mom 

said once, I remember, it’s warm day in April in spring in Japan, and we decided to go out, and 

she asked me, ‘Do people wear coat now? Or they stop wearing coat now?’ (laugh) Why? 

Because if people stop wearing coat, I can’t wear it. (laugh) But here whatever you want to 

wear, fine. Some are just T-shirt and barefoot and thongs, some wearing sweaters and a jumper. 

And it’s OK: because that’s what I want to wear. And this kind of things, and Japanese people 

always think what your background is, where you are from, and what your home, and mom and 

dad do, and which university you graduated, and which company you work, what do you do. 

They always want to know about you. And they want to try to find some common interest, 

otherwise they can’t start talking. Just you. It’s not just you – you. You and what your 

background is.  
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Similar to what Yukiko said, Kazuo comments on the importance of how an individual is seen 

by others in Japan because it dictates how people communicate with each other and with whom 

they socialise. Kazuo’s interpretation of his mother’s question about wearing a coat in spring 

is culturally loaded: he attributes it to the conformity of his mother rather than her genuine 

interest in the unstable April weather. Without a doubt, there are many people outside Japan 

who look out of the window to check if others are wearing coats or carry umbrellas because it 

is not always obvious what the weather is like between seasons. Kazuo, however, knows that 

his mother, being Japanese, will put on a coat if others still wear coats and will not put it on if 

other people do not wear their coats anymore, regardless of the temperature outside.       

 

As described in sections 4.1.4 and 4.1.5, Jiro has overwhelmingly negative views about the 

Japanese cultural norm of ‘tatemae’ (telling white lies in public to ensure smooth 

communication), which is a commonly accepted cultural style – in Jiro’s words, ‘the normal 

standard’ of interacting with people in Japan (also see Davies & Ikeno, 2002; Doi, 1973, 1986; 

Hamamura, 2015; Nester & Ampiah, 1989; Tetsuo et al., 2018). His negative attitude to this 

aspect of Japanese communication was articulated when he was asked about his friendships in 

Australia and his first failed attempt to return to Japan. Jiro admitted that he avoids friendships 

with his Japanese countrymen because, compared to Australians, it is much harder to deal with 

them and understand their true intentions and feelings. This comparison has a direct connection 

to how he sees changes within himself: ‘Here (in Australia) I don’t need ‘honne to tatemae’. 

So, I am very frank. So, I don’t have to lie myself or to others. That’s changed. I think that’s 

better, right?’ Several times in the interview, he replaces the Japanese word ‘tatemae’ with an 
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English word ‘bullshit’ – partly because there is no direct translation for ‘tatemae’ in English, 

and the English word he uses is emotionally charged in the right way to convey its meaning.  

Sophia stresses the comfort of living in Australia, the ‘peaceful environment’, less competitive 

atmosphere and low cost of living compared to her hometown in China:  

 

Researcher: OK. Is it more comfortable for you living in China or in Australia?  

Sophia: In my personal view?  

Researcher: Yes. 

Sophia: I’ve been living in Australia more, since I became an adult. I guess I prefer Australia. 

The city I come from is quite a large city, and you know, it is very competitive. People are living 

a very busy life. And every time when I come back, I can see that they are under much pressure.  

Researcher: They are stressed. 

Sophia: Yeah, they are very stressed. So, because I prefer here. And you know, the housing 

price in my hometown is just incredibly high, so I prefer to stay in Australia. Every price here 

is very reasonable compared with my country. And I know it’s not …. (unintelligible), I prefer, 

you know, a peaceful environment, compared with my hometown.  

 

Kazuo also comments on the stressful working environment in Japan and contrasts it to the 

laid-back Australian lifestyle:  

 

I can’t do it now, you know, spend more than one hour in a packed commuting train, but there 

(in Japan) everybody does the same thing, and working more than 10-11 hours in a day and 

come back at the mid of night and sleep only 4 hours, and get up in the morning and… I did it 

when I was in a bank, but I can’t do it anymore. And when I go back to Japan and see people 

still doing this, but… That’s what they do to make Japan as one of the richest countries in the 

world. And I respect that people do that. But I can’t do it anymore. I love here. I am so proud 

of being in Australia doing like other Australians do.  
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He sounds overwhelmingly positive, saying that he is proud of being in Australia and doing as 

other Australians do: in other words, work less and enjoy life more. However, in spite of being 

so positive about the Australian lifestyle, Kazuo also admits that as he is getting older and 

approaching the retirement age, he is wondering whether he should spend his final years in 

Australia or Japan.  

 

Another criticism is Yukiko’s comment about Japanese people lacking interest in global issues, 

such as climate change or world poverty.    

 

Yukiko: Whereas Japanese care about individual, so it’s not really about global warming, or if 

something happens probably, people who escape just care about themselves when they escape. 

And not worry about anything else or helping others, just escape. Because what I just feel is 

like Japanese people are more individual. Just care around you – that’s all. (omitted) We have 

so many population. We all could do a lot of help for the donation (unintelligible). But I thought,  

if something happened like a major trouble, so people see them on TV, everything, they feel 

sorry… but… You know, for environment, for poverty in other countries, they don’t really talk 

about it, do they? 

Researcher: Do Australians care about other countries?   

Yukiko: I feel more people (in Australia) talks about and caring about the environment, care 

about poverty, and genocide – everything – I think more people talks about it here in Australia 

than in Japan. I never heard my Japanese friends talking about it.  

Researcher: So, do you think people here (in Australia) are more broad-minded?  

Yukiko: Yeah. I think so.  

 

According to Yukiko, people in Japan are less aware of global issues compared to Australia. 

She feels her countrymen are more selfish and focused on themselves, whereas they could 

make an effort to help poorer countries, for example, or contribute to the environmental 
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movement. It is hard to say whether it is true or not; however, Yukiko’s comparison shows that 

her Australian experience broadened her horizons and shifted her personal perspective on 

social problems. As she admits, when it comes to caring about the environment, poverty or 

genocide (history), she has never heard her Japanese friends talk about these issues. In 

Australia, she gets a chance to take part in such discussions.   

 

Jasmine, a female Chinese respondent, and Jiro, a male Japanese respondent, criticised 

educational approaches in China and Japan, but their criticisms touched on different aspects of 

education. Jiro criticises Japanese education, saying that it is designed for the sole purpose of 

passing exams. Jasmine questions the strictness of the system and parental guidance in China. 

The extract below explains Jiro’s opinion about the drawbacks of Japanese education. He 

comments on English language education in Japan as one of the examples to illustrate his point 

of view:  

 

Jiro: I mean, when it comes to talk about Japan or Japanese, I am not really… positive, maybe. 

A bit more cynical. (omitted) I wasn’t aware of the, like, Japanese politics or economy, how 

they run economies, and then how the people in general in Japan behaves. Uh… Because I was 

one of them, so I did not know. But that’s something I found out. Now, I don’t really… sometimes 

I don’t really like. Like, let’s say, for instance, for education … I don’t know what’s the point 

they are teaching English. 

Researcher: In Japan?  

Jiro: Yeah. What’s the point? Because not from my era, long before they started teaching 

English in the public schools, right, all schools in Japan from junior high school. They are still 

doing, and they lower the age of, the ages to start with. Uh, but many many people say (it), not 

only me. When I left Japan 1993, I did not have anything in terms of English language. Zero. 

Even I have been taught 6 years in a school, I couldn’t say even alphabet, A to Z.  

Researcher: It was all written English, I guess.  
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Jiro: And because the teacher didn’t really say, but the atmosphere or… what do you call… the 

temperature or vibe…  

Researcher: Classroom environment?  

Jiro: Yeah, environment is really telling students, ‘Memorise. Memorise, you know, here, here, 

and here (where it’s underlined) because they go on a test.’  Yeah? So, memorise, memorise, 

memorise, memorise, OK? In speaking – yes, memorise how you say this sentence, because this 

on a test. Then, after the test… just forget…  

Researcher: Students just forget everything?  

Jiro: Yes. Because you don’t need them. You don’t need any more. If you pass the high score, 

you pass university. Or, what about, IELTS or… that’s the purpose they study for. Or I think, 

Japanese education now is designed, yeah, for the purpose is to pass the exams. Not become 

like a … what you call… become familiar with English languages. Even other as a hobby or 

anything – no, cause that many Japanese people don’t speak English.  

Researcher: And they spend a decade studying it?  

Jiro: Yes, yes. So, basically, people spend, you know, the education as the government… they 

shouldn’t spend so much times and efforts. But that’s for the exams. Once you pass, you can 

throw it away.  

Researcher: You can forget it.  

Jiro: Yeah, yeah. Uh, well, they don’t say but we… we perceive that’s the way: ‘Oh, no more 

English!’ (laughing) No more English!  

 

While Jiro criticises English language education in Japan for being rote learning detached from 

real-life needs, he says that because in the past he was one of the regular Japanese citizens 

(‘Because I was one of them’), he did not have an opportunity to know any better. In the same 

way, living in Australia enabled him to compare and, thus, learn about the politics and economy 

of his country, as well as some aspects of Japanese social life and behaviour  – the aspects that 

would have remained unknown to him had he stayed in Japan. As for his English education, he 

realised the magnitude of wasted time and effort when he arrived in Australia and could not 

speak English (as he says, his English proficiency was equivalent to zero).  
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Jasmine talked extensively about culturally specific styles of Chinese parenting in the 

educational context. The ways strict Chinese parents propel their children to success became 

widely known to people outside China thanks to the book ‘Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother’ 

by Amy Chua (2011). Although Jasmine was not familiar with the term ‘tiger mother’, she 

quickly understood the concept from my brief explanation and said that most of her Chinese 

friends had ‘tiger’ parents. She thought of her friend’s mother, for example, who wanted her 

daughter to play the piano well and would not let her spend time with her friends on the 

weekend. The following extract illustrates how Jasmine sees the educational approach typical 

of Chinese parents:    

 

Jasmine: All my friends in China, like my classmates when I was in the primary school or middle 

school in China, actually, they all have this kind of ‘tiger mom’ or ‘tiger dad’. (laughing) Not 

only ‘tiger mom’, they have ‘tiger parents’ as well. Yeah. And I remember I had a primary 

classmate, she… like we live in one suburb, but you know, we always playing outside on the 

weekends, but she only staying at home to play piano cause her mom is a, what’s that, is a 

musician player. (omitted) She really pushed her to do the… to play piano really well. I 

remember, I like, you know, her mom get a ruler… you know, we have Confucian ruler, like 

yeah, when she couldn’t do well, she just get hit by her mom. That was really strict, like do you 

know what I mean. I think in Australia you can’t do this, like to hit a baby or a kid, but in China 

it’s really common (laughing) in the family, yes. You know, if the parents want to push the 

people studying, especially you know, these days, like Chinese kids they are really get a… feel 

really stressed…  

 

Harsh methods of Chinese parenting are regularly discussed on a popular Chinese dating game 

show called ‘If You Are The One’. The show has been broadcast on SBS, an Australian public 

broadcaster, since 2013. Each time the topic of Chinese parenting came up on the show, many 

participants of the show could not hold tears as they reminisced about their childhoods and the 
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way their parents treated them. As an English teacher in Australia, I had the experience of 

teaching a class of 18 Chinese students, who once, boys and girls alike, as they watched a short 

documentary about high achieving children of Chinese immigrants in Australia. The 

documentary, being a realistic portrayal of exceptionally smart Asian children, triggered mixed 

memories.  Deeply moved by the documentary, my students shared stories about physical and 

emotional abuse they were subjected to in their childhood – all in the name of academic 

success. Some researchers deny the culturally specific nature of authoritarian Chinese 

parenting by stating that there are such factors as the ‘bamboo ceiling’ in Australia for Asian 

migrants and widespread work discrimination, which explain why Chinese parents are 

excessively demanding when it comes to academic excellence (Ho, 2020; Verghis, 2020). 

However, Jasmine’s narrative suggests that it is not the Australian context that influences the 

way Chinese parents approach parenting: the authoritarian style of upbringing originates in 

China, and it is transferred to Australia by Chinese migrants. Jasmine gives a further 

explanation of the ways the Chinese educational system functions below.  

 

Jasmine: Not only the teacher push them to study, after the schooling time they going to the, 

what’s that, after class. 

Researcher: Oh, I see, after school classes.  

Jasmine: After classes, yes. They do some like a dancing, piano, or something, and they also 

need to do English, like you know, Maths. Olympic Maths – they say Olympic Maths. 

Researcher: Olympic maths?  

Jasmine: Yes. (laughing) Olympic Maths.  

Researcher: It’s like in Japan, yes. They have evening schools for children there.  

Jasmine: Yeah, actually, like that. And you know, I have a nephew, he is like a 14 years old 

now. He never have holiday for a whole year. He study for like a whole year, even Chinese New 

Year or public holiday, cause, you know, his parents are pushing him to studying. If he wanna 

get into a good university, it’s really stressful. And you know, it’s not only he doing that, it’s 
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like all the students, all the Chinese students doing this. If you are not doing, you can’t be … 

do you know what I mean, backward. So, yes, that’s the reason why the Asian parents, they 

have ‘tiger mom’ or ‘tiger dad’ or ‘tiger parent’. Cause you know, all the culture is like this.  

 

I asked Jasmine whether she supports the Chinese way of parenting or whether she feels closer 

to Australian parents. She answered that she is probably somewhere in the middle, stressing 

the importance of getting a child interested in something instead of pushing them to study hard 

only because it is essential for their future. She also feels that she cannot tell her children to 

study hard, as she was never particularly good at studies herself:  

 

Researcher: OK, and what about you? Do you think you are with the Chinese mothers or are 

you more Australian when it comes to parenting?  

Jasmine: I think I am mixed. (laughing) Yes.  

Researcher: In what way are you mixed?  

Jasmine: Uh, I think, yeah, you know, like a when I was a child, I am not really good student, 

but yeah, I am not really like stupid. Do you know what I mean? I’m just always normal or 

medium in the class or in the university. But I found out if you want to learn something really 

quickly, you need find your interesting. If you found your interesting, you are gonna really enjoy 

to study and enjoy to do something. So, yeah, I am thinking, I will educate my kids how to find 

it interesting instead of how to push them studying good. Do you know what I mean? (laughing) 

I think this is smart way because I am not really studying good, so I don’t think I can tell them 

you should studying. (laughing)  

 

Henry, who was quoted at the beginning of this section as saying he feels like he is going to 

die in China, does not seem to support the idea of ‘tiger’ parenting. He wishes for a simple life 

in Australia for his future children and does not dream of a CEO position for them. ‘As long as 

they are happy, they are skilful in one particular part, they can earn their life, I think it’s OK… 

Just happy and simple is OK, he says. This is the kind of life he enjoys having in Australia.  
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Criticisms of one’s home country and fellow citizens are, in fact, widespread among people 

who move abroad or return home after a sojourn. Patron’s study (2007, p.217) gives examples 

of French students who, after a year spent in Australia, criticised French mentality and even 

admitted that they felt ashamed of being French, especially when they met their countrymen in 

Australia. Some of Patron’s respondents said that French people are often rude, arrogant, 

disrespectful towards foreigners, lacking tolerance (as opposed to Australian acceptance of 

people from different backgrounds), not following the rules, constantly complaining and even 

being aggressive. However, these criticisms do not stop them from feeling proud of being 

French when it comes to history, literature or French cuisine.  

 

Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (Milton Bennett, 2017) proposes 

six stages of increasing sensitivity to cultural difference: 1) denial of difference 2) defence 

against difference 3) minimisation of difference 4) acceptance of difference 5) adaptation to 

difference 6) integration of difference. There is no evidence for the first three stages of 

Bennett’s model in the participants’ narratives. None of them commented on any period in their 

Australian experience when they tried to deny or minimise the fact that cultural differences 

between their home country and Australia are profound. Accepting these differences, they seem 

to be looking for the best ways to adapt to them and, if possible, integrate them into their 

subjective worldviews.      

  

Criticising some aspects of their home countries does not mean that the participants of the study 

did not criticise any aspects of Australian life. When asked to describe their dream Australia in 

30 years from now (Australia of 2050), they commented negatively on a number of issues 
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related to immigration, intercultural sensitivity, bad management leading to no progress in the 

economy, high cost of living, problems in Australian education (early childhood education in 

particular), as well as poor customer service. The excerpts below give a gist of the respondents’ 

criticisms about Australian social life through the prism of their personal experiences in 

Australia.    

 

Henry: I feel like the government should focus on more on the economic. I feel like it’s getting 

worse and worse since I first came to Australia. I think, during this time years I feel like it’s 

not, there’s no improvement. Yeah, it’s fall fall fall. Economic and employment rate and 

people’s life: I feel like it’s not that rich of this country. 

 

Kazuo: I don’t want Australia to change much. It changed a lot in (name of city). So many 

people! But only one thing, maybe: more tolerant, please, the differences…  (omitted) Education 

is… (laugh) Just it’s not only in Australia but all over the world people are so ignorant. And 

people don’t think too much.  

 

Sophia: Well, Australia is a multicultural country. So, I prefer it to be more multicultural. And 

I want this country to be more tolerant with different cultures. (omitted) People are friendly. I 

like this country, mostly. So, I hope this country could be more friendly. I like it enough. 

Australia is a great country for me. I like here. I like almost everything here and I enjoy working 

with Australian people, although it’s hard for me to make friends with them.  

 

Yukiko: I am bit worried about the marks here. It is very weak in Australia.  

Researcher: How about early childhood education in Australia? 

Yukiko: Its quality is really low in Australia. Have to be much higher. Child carer should have 

university degrees. Not just only like, you know, once a week study for a year. There should be 

more music, definitely, more sport. For example, Japanese kindergarten teacher have to have 

a piano degree to become a kindergarten teacher because they sing a lot. They play piano. 

Yeah, kids should do that.  
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             Yukiko: I know it’s a little bit hard to live here, expensive…      

 

Arisa: This is terrible here: hospitality, when you go to a restaurant, service is really bad 

everywhere. In Japan customer is a God (laugh), whereas here the worker is the god. It has to 

be the other way round: customer needs to be treated better.  

 

Kazuo: If you want more systematic (customer) service, this kind of business, just go back to 

Japan.  

 

Jiro: My Australia was… has been changing. I still like this country better than Japan, so I stay 

here but this is no like my best Australia now. And I think it will be worse.  

Researcher: Why?  

Jiro: Because technologies, more people… I like migrations, yes, because I am a migrant, but 

I think this country is just … (laughing)… I think, bad management in many ways – now.  

 

Jasmine: I: Yes, when I came to Australia, actually, was at the drugs, really made me surprised, 

cause you know, in Chinese we have really stricter law of the drugs and the gambling. Yes, but 

you know, here is really, what’s that, flexible country like a freedom country, I mean. They can 

what do they like. Yeah, I don’t know the really the drug rules, but yeah, I saw many people 

they smoking cigarettes and, what’s that, weed. Yes, outside the street, and I was really 

surprised cause weed is definitely drugs in Australia. In China, you can’t do, yeah.  

 

Living in a different cultural context helps people to see their own country from a new 

perspective as they get a chance to experience and compare how things are done elsewhere. 

These comparisons can influence their subjective worldviews and make them question their 

best life scenarios, as they realise that there are more possibilities on offer. As Jasmine 

discovers that there are distinct cultural differences in parenting styles, she might decide to 

integrate the Australian approach to raising children into her own parenting and, as a result, 
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raise her children in a home environment she would not be able to create if it was not for her 

intercultural experience. If Yukiko decides to expand her awareness of global issues through 

her Australian friends, she may get actively involved in some kind of activism and see this 

involvement as an important addition to her personal identity. As Jiro eliminates white lies 

(tatemae) from his social interactions, he appears less Japanese in his behaviour and runs the 

risk of being misunderstood by his Japanese countrymen. Although not the best scenario, 

smoking weed (the aspect of Australian life Jasmine commented on) can also, in theory, 

become part of a migrant’s new life repertoires in Australia. Not all potential identity 

transformations through intercultural experience should be assumed to be positive.   

  

The following sections of Chapter 4 will look at how the values of a different culture acquired 

later on in life can influence people’s life trajectories and change their perceptions of self.      
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4.2.2. Freedom from Social Expectations of Home Country: Professional Identity, Age 

and Gender 

This section will analyse the influence of Australian cultural experience on the respondents’ 

life choices, professional identity, and perception of their age and gender.  

 

The theme of freedom from social expectations of the home culture came to the fore in all the 

interviews. Study participants see the freedom of new alternatives the Australian social context 

provides in slightly different ways. For example, some mentioned greater freedom of career 

choices in Australia. Some commented on the freedom to wear flip-flops and surf all year round 

without caring what other people think about their lifestyle. Several respondents commented 

on how they feel younger living in Australia compared to how they would feel about their age 

if they had stayed in their home countries – this is because in Australia, as they have noticed, 

people can date and marry in their 60s, 70s or even 80s. (Jenny Brockie’s show ‘Dating after 

60’ (2018) gives an illuminating insight into the dating world of Australian seniors.) 

Furthermore, Japanese female respondents explained how different it is to live as a woman in 

Japan and Australia.  

 

Jasmine, a Chinese female respondent, feels that in Australia, she freed herself from the 

Confucian pressure of putting her parents first and obeying their will. ‘While I was a child, my 

parents are always plan my school, my future or something. I felt really annoy,’ she briefly 

mentions in the interview. Confucianism, being an ancient Chinese philosophy and belief 

system permeating the fabric of modern Chinese society, dictates that children should respect 

their parents or older family members, care for them and submit to their wishes. The virtue of 

respect for the elders, devotion and obedience to them is embedded in the Confucian concept 
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of filial piety (Confucius & Dawson, 2008; Kwan, 2009). What is essential for this study is to 

understand how Jasmine interprets Confucianism and how her interpretation is linked to her 

worldview:  

 

Researcher: Could you tell me a little bit about Confucianism, how it influenced your life and 

what it means to believe in this way of thinking.  

Jasmine:  Confucius tells us how to be a good person and how to… I think, yes, yes, how to… 

it many ways, it’s really hard to say but yes, in your family, like which position in the society, 

they teach you how to make the right position in the society, like in your family, which position 

you need to make and what you need to believe, and what you need to be the right education 

your case. Yes, it’s many ways, like how to be a good wife, how to be a good, like, staff in 

company. Something like this.  

Researcher: So, how to be a good member of a group, be it a family or your company or society.  

Jasmine: Yes, and they also teach you how to change your mind, they always tell you how to do 

the positive ways, yes, something like this.  

 

Rephrasing Jasmine’s words, Confucianism for her is a system of guidelines on how to be a 

good citizen, a good employee, a good wife (or family member) and how to choose the right 

career path, depending on what position in society is appropriate for her in particular and for 

an individual in general. Jasmine clearly emphasises the importance of an individual’s place in 

society and collectivistic expectations, which start from the family. The following segment of 

the interview shows how Jasmine’s mindset is being transformed under the influence of 

individualistic values typical of Australian society.   

 

Researcher: So, Confucianism teaches you this collectivist way of thinking. You put the interests 

of your group first, while Australia is supposed to be a more individualistic country: it’s when 

people focus on themselves. Have you noticed this difference, living in Australia? Have you 

noticed that this society is more individualistic compared to China?  
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Jasmine: Yes, I, actually, in Chinese we are really giving people. We always thinking other 

people first. Like, I don’t disturb or annoy other people. You should always polite and kind to 

the strangers, but in Australia I found out really, like, the people is really, how can I say, it’s 

not a selfish, but, you know, it’s like self entetity (unintelligible). They really know how to love 

themselves first. Do you know what I mean? They want to make them enjoy more their lives 

and, yes, and they want to make themself happy first. And they know how to find the way to 

make their better life. But, you know, in Chinese we always like in a Confucian way: we always 

thinking we need like, you know, the parents support kids, forever, and yes, when parents getting 

old, retire, we need support them as well. Yes, I think that’s the big difference. Cause I am the 

only child in my family, and actually the first time I came to Australia, I actually, it’s really 

hard for me and my parents, like for all my family, cause I am the only child. And we were 

really close, really bond together. But you know, I came to Australia like the Australian culture 

affect me and I found out I wanna do myself. Like I know how to be myself. It’s not really like I 

belong to my parents. I just be me. (laughing) 

Researcher: You want to be your own person.  

Jasmine: Yes. You know what I mean? Like this is a really big difference as well, like a big 

change for me as well. Yes, while talking with my parents, I said I want to stay in Australia and 

they were so surprised. (laughing) Yes, they said all the family should stay together, yes. 

(laughing)  

 

The extract above highlights Jasmine’s view of the individualistic orientation of Australians 

(‘They really know how to love themselves first… They want to make themselves happy first.’), 

which she contrasts to the opposing collectivistic values of Chinese culture (‘We always 

thinking other people first… We always thinking we need like, you know, the parents support 

kids, forever, and yes, when parents getting old, retire, we need support them as well’). Jasmine 

admits the influence of Australian individualistic values on her subjective worldview by saying, 

‘Australian culture affect me and I found out I wanna do myself. Like I know how to be myself. 

It’s not a really like belong to my parents. I just be me.’ Becoming more selfish and independent 

from her parents, who used to plan her future for her, and realising that she does not belong to 

them is a radical change in Jasmine’s outlook. This change would be unlikely to happen if she 
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had not left her home country. However, incorporating Western values into her Confucian-

influenced upbringing might create a potential confrontation as Jasmine’s parents do not 

necessarily share their daughter’s interculturally expanded mindset. The difficulties children 

of Chinese migrants experience in Western societies when they choose to pursue their own 

interests at the expense of not living up to their parents’ expectations are studied in Asian 

psychology, where the problem of reconciling the expression of Western individualism and 

preserving Confucian-based collectivism is researched both at societal and individual levels 

(Cheung et al., 2001; Hui & Triandis, 1986; Kwan, 2009; Wang & Heppner, 2002; K.-S.  Yang, 

1996; K.-S. Yang, 1997).  

 

 

Kazuo was asked in the interview if he thought he would be a different person, identity-wise, 

had he not left Japan for Australia. Below, we see how liberated he feels in Australia as he 

compares the rigidness and predictability of Japanese society to the openness and diversity of 

Australian people. Kazuo talks about a human ‘life cycle’ determined by the society in Japan 

versus Australian freedom to choose the life one desires:   

 

 

Kazuo: Probably, probably, if I had stayed in Japan, until my age now, I would be more blinded 

because of the typical characteristics of the Japanese society. Everybody in Japan tends to think 

in the same way. Everybody tries to be the same. And life cycle is almost determined by the 

society. Now it’s a bit changing, it seems, but when I was young, people think that… like this 

way. Young people think, at this age we have to find a boyfriend, by this age we have to get 

married, and by this age we have to have at least one child, something like that. And once you 

get married, you have to quit your job to stay at home to look after household chores. That’s 

what we think. And for boys, OK, try to find a good job. In order to get a good job, you have to 

go to a good university. In order to go to a good university, you have to go to a good high 

school and get good marks all the time. And once you leave the university, you have to get a 
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good job, and once you find a good job, you have to stay until you retire. Argh… that kind of 

the social value is so strongly… you know, stay among the people in Japan. So, after I graduated 

from university, I found a job in a bank.  

 

Kazuo states that everybody tries to be the same in Japan: people tend to think in the same way 

and follow the same stages of the life cycle imposed by Japanese society. For men, it means 

studying well at school and getting lifelong employment, whereas for women, it means getting 

married, quitting work and staying at home to look after children. Following the unwritten 

Japanese ‘life script’, Kazuo graduated from university and found a job in a bank because 

working in a bank was ‘sort of prestigious work’, as he explained. He did not enjoy it, though, 

and decided to quit the job. The extract below shows how his decision was met by his family 

and colleagues.    

 

Kazuo: At that time I didn’t expect much but I just vaguely thought that I would stay here until 

I retire, because everybody was the same, but… I didn’t like it (laugh). I just didn’t like it, that 

job. So, after 7 years I quit. It’s very, very unusual for boys at that time.  

Researcher: And it was probably very hard to quit. It was a big decision.  

Kazuo: It is. It is very difficult. My dad was furious. And my mom didn’t say anything, but she 

was shocked, of course. And my bosses, my colleagues, they all said why? You quit, then do 

what? So, are you out of your mind? Are you crazy or what? Why?  

  

Quitting a prestigious job in Japan was ‘very unusual for boys at that time,’ says Kazuo. His 

father was furious, his mother was shocked, and all his colleagues thought he was losing his 

mind. Nevertheless, Kazuo decided to move to Australia to teach Japanese because, as he 

mentioned at the beginning of the interview, in the late 80s Japanese economy was booming 

and many Australians wanted to learn Japanese for business purposes. Australia became 

Kazuo’s second home as he never returned to Japan (but might do so when he retires). When 
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thinking about what his life would be like had he stayed in Japan, Kazuo highlighted a greater 

variety of values and life choices that he experienced in Australia:        

 

Kazuo: If I had stayed in Japan, not going abroad, not coming to Australia, maybe I was doing 

something, something similar… but probably I was not that kind of open-minded about things 

that I experienced in Australia. Because there are so many different values, so many different 

kind of things are commonly existing in Australian society. Probably even Australian people 

don’t realise that but they accept the differences easily in Australia, but in Japan people are so 

afraid of being different from other people. (omitted)  

Researcher: So, do you enjoy this kind of freedom in AU?  

Kazuo: Yes, I do.    

 

Although Kazuo showed his first signs of rebellion against a pre-set Japanese life script in 

Japan, it might have been much more difficult for him to find a more enjoyable career path and 

the working environment if it had not been for the freedom and variety of options he found in 

Australia. As he admits, he could be doing ‘something similar’ to what other Japanese people 

are doing had he stayed in Japan. In other words, he could have fallen back to the familiar and 

accepted life cycle predetermined by Japanese society. It is interesting to note that Kazuo 

doubts whether Australians realise how accepting of differences they are. Indeed, to understand 

what makes a home country unique, one needs to leave the familiar environment and immerse 

oneself in a vastly different culture.  

 

Sophia’s comparison of career choices in China and Australia is very similar to Kazuo’s: she 

says that people in China have their career ‘for good’ and do not have the freedom to change 

their occupation, whereas she believes that in Australia it is quite common to study for a new 
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degree at a later age. Here Sophia explains how surprised she was at the beginning to learn 

about changing careers mid-life and what she thinks about it now:   

 

Sophia: And another thing is about age as well as professional identity. You know, in my 

country when people graduate from university, you know, when they get their Bachelor degree, 

they will have their career for good, depending on what they studied at university. And if a 

person who is over 40 years old decides to study another degree and do something else, people 

will feel it’s very weird. And I used to think it was weird, but after I came here I saw many 

people doing this, not in their 20s, but they started to study another degree and got a new major 

or a new job. And at first I thought it was weird.  

Researcher: What do you think about it now?  

Sophia: Is normal and I am planning to do it as well.  

Researcher: I think it’s great.  

Sophia: Yes, and I think it’s great. I want to do it in the future too.  

Researcher: Do you think your parents would accept it?  

Sophia: No. Cause I told them about this situation, and they say that in China it never happens. 

 

Sophia’s realisation that her parents will not approve of her decision to make a career change 

midlife is obvious. However, it does not seem to confuse her. Although at the beginning she 

also thought it was ‘weird’ to study for a different degree, she is planning to do it in the future. 

It is worth mentioning that Sophia came to Australia because her parents had instructed her to 

do so. When asked about the expectations she had before coming to Australia, Sophia hesitated 

to answer. She said, ‘Actually, I just followed my parents’ instructions. They told me I need to 

take the IELTS test and I would study in Australia, so that’s why I came here. So, I’m not sure 

what kind of expectations I have (had).’ It is evident that Sophia has undergone a significant 

personal transformation for a girl who was brought up in the Confucian cultural framework. 

She became more independent and confident in deciding what she believes is right for her. As 
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for her new life choices, such as changing a career in her 30s or 40s, they would not be readily 

available if she had not moved to Australia.  

 

Jiro is a representative example of a person who happens to be in the process of changing career 

midlife. It does not appear as easy as Sophia thinks, for one of the reasons why Jiro made the 

decision to move back to Japan (for the second time) is because he could not find a suitable job 

in Australia after he quit his position in hospitality. In contrast to Kazuo, who came to Australia 

30 years ago to teach Japanese, Jiro is moving to Japan to teach English. After five years of 

looking for a new career in Australia, he thought his expertise might be more valuable in Japan.    

 

Researcher: Why did you decide to move back to Japan? Again?   

Jiro: It’s been five years since I came back (to Australia) from Japan. I was trying to find my 

new career… I did fits and bits, but so far I couldn’t really succeed in it. So, then COVID... So, 

somehow I feel something is waiting for me…  

Researcher: In Japan?  

Jiro: Now. Not here.  

Researcher: I see. But couldn’t you get back to the job you were doing before, when you lived 

in Australia for 20 years?  

Jiro: Hmm… I just want to change. Really not going back to tourism, hospitality, like hotels or 

international students. That’s something I have done. So, I really want to change. Life is too 

short, right?  

Researcher: Yes.   

Jiro: Maybe. So, I want to make the most of it. I like new things.  

 

The problem immigrants in Australia often face in their professional development is having to 

take several steps down in their career history as they arrive in the country and work their way 
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up again. Some might not be able to make a comeback into their profession at all. According 

to Kofman (2012, p.69), ‘deskilling is a common experience among all migrants’, while 

‘women face a particularly high level of deskilling.’ A number of studies (Bauder, 2003; 

Currie, 2009; Dumont & Liebig, 2005; Rubin et al., 2008) demonstrated that there are more 

migrant women in Europe and Canada who are overqualified for their jobs than migrant men. 

Surprisingly, none of the participants of this study commented on the problem of deskilling or 

difficulties in finding employment. While female Japanese respondents said that a career was 

not important for them at all, those in the workforce talked about the new opportunities 

Australia gave to them in a positive light. Henry feels that his current job is not challenging 

enough, but he does not see it as something that cannot be changed. This is what he says about 

his potential in professional growth:    

    

Henry: I think that my challenge for myself is me, what’s the life I want to have. Because I work 

in a small company, I feel like it’s less challenging. I feel like I should increase my ability, I 

should increase my skills, I should improve my communication skills to like… what’s the 

name… I feel like I am a diligent person. If I work hard, if I study hard, I can get what I want. 

But so far I feel like um… it’s not exact like I want. So, mainly improve my inside, myself, not 

change outside, so that’s my challenge.  

 

What Henry thinks is essential for his career progress is improving his communication skills 

and his self-motivation (‘mainly improve my inside, myself, not change outside’). He does not 

blame Australia for the lack of opportunities or not providing enough challenges.  

 

Jasmine, a female Chinese respondent, gave a very positive appraisal of Australian working 

culture and said that she would probably not be able to find a job where she would feel as 
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comfortable as she does at her workplace in Australia. It is interesting to hear how she compares 

her working experience in China and Australia:   

 

Jasmine: But you know, I worked in China. It’s not really fun like Australia. Cause I work here 

(in Australia), I feel really comfortable and everyone is really friendly to me. (laughing) So, I 

feel really happy and yes, comfortable to working here. But I think in China, I am not sure, but 

I don’t think I can find a nice workplace like this. It’s really hard. (laughing) 

 

Another aspect of identity that some participants brought up in the interviews was their age. 

All the female respondents claimed that they feel younger living in Australia compared to how 

they would feel if they lived in China or Japan.  In the extract below, Jasmine says, for example, 

that she feels like a teenager in her early thirties because her friends in China got married in 

their early twenties, while she had a chance to discover a new culture, make friends and enjoy 

her freedom.   

 

Researcher: If you were in China now, would you feel different about your age? You said you 

came to Australia when you were 23, so you must be in your early thirties now. Do feel younger, 

living in Australia now? Compared to how you would feel if you lived in China? 

Jasmine: Yes, that’s really, 100% yes. Because, you know, in China all my friends, they married 

really early. But when I came to Australia, I feel I am still like a teenager. And like you know, 

I am really like to discovering all this country and cultures and make new friends. And I feel 

more freedom and confidence and yes. (laughing) 

Researcher: So, you feel you are younger. 

Jasmine: Yes, and you know, the Australians’ lifestyle is like to doing the exercise. And 

drinking. (laughing) 
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Jasmine emphasises her newly found freedom and confidence again. By mentioning exercise 

and drinking, she probably means that her lifestyle still resembles the lifestyle typical of young 

people, not older couples.  

 

Arisa, a Japanese respondent, was in her early forties at the time of the interview. Thus, the age 

frame she had in mind was somewhat different, as well as the cultural context – she talked 

about Japan. Arisa confirmed what Kazuo said earlier about the Japanese life cycle determined 

by society and also contrasted it to the freedom Australians enjoy. 

 

Researcher: Would you feel younger or older if you lived in Japan? 

Arisa: Yeah. Especially in Japan Japanese people after 40 think you are old. You are supposed 

to do this and that. People think like that. Here it is free. Whatever you do, you are free to do 

anything. In Japan people think you are not supposed to do this and that at a certain age. Here 

people are more open-minded.  

Researcher: I remember when I lived in Japan, I heard an expression that after 25 you are like 

leftovers of a Christmas cake. 

Arisa: Yeah, yeah. You should be married by then.  

Researcher: Whereas here in Australia you don’t feel the pressure.  

Arisa: Yeah. Here you can get married when you are 80 years old. (laugh)   

 

While midlife career changes can happen in Australia when people are in their late 40s and 

early 50s, Arisa says, half-jokingly, that getting married is acceptable for Australians even at 

age 80. In contrast, women in Japan should be married by age 25. Arisa feels that Australia 

gives more freedom to women, whereas Japan imposes more restrictions on what women 

should do at different ages and how they should behave – something Kazuo also commented 

on.      
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Researcher: Also, being a woman – which is part of our identity – would you feel different living 

in Japan as a woman compared to being a woman in Australia?  

Arisa: Yeah, it’s different.  

Researcher: Different?  

Arisa: In Japan it is more… women should be like this and shouldn’t do this. Still… it’s getting 

better, free, freedom for women but still, compared to Australia, more restrictions.  

Researcher: More restrictions, I see.  

Arisa: In Australia you can do anything. Nobody will tell who (unintelligible) because you are 

woman. And you don’t feel you can’t because you are a woman.  

 

Arisa’s cross-cultural comparison is continued in Yukiko’s further explanation of the 

differences between Japanese and Australian women. As a single mother in her early twenties, 

Yukiko struggled with finding a job in Japan while looking after her young son. Coping with 

judgment from others was another problem she had to deal with.   

 

Researcher: Getting back to my question, would you be the same person if you had stayed in 

Japan – probably, you can say you would be more stressed, because Japanese social life is 

more stressful.  

Yukiko: Yes, definitely. Social life – yes, and work situation, I think, people of my generation 

wasn’t still even able to work. 

Researcher: Do you mean men and women?  

Yukiko: Yes. So, it wasn’t very easy, finding a job. I mean, anything is alright, but still, to have 

a kid (unintelligible) and you have to work – it’s really hard. So, yeah, definitely more stressed, 

and also more judgment from others. But… long hours, (unintelligible) wage… But in saying 

that, I had my parents’ help there, so… But I really like … yeah… this lifestyle better.  

 

Not many people in the West are aware of the Japanese meaning of ‘long hours’ or a concept 

of ‘death from overwork’ (see Kawashima, 2018). Working full-time in Japan usually means 
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weekdays that start at 9 am and finish late at night. Therefore, raising a small child and having 

a full-time job is typically impossible, especially for a single mother. Yukiko feels grateful to 

her parents, who helped her raise her child in Japan. Living in Australia and having an 

opportunity to compare the two countries, she admits that Australian women are much stronger 

than Japanese women because they can work and raise children even as single mothers. When 

asked how she feels about her age in Australia, Yukiko responded, ‘Age doesn’t really matter 

here (in Australia). I love it, yeah, whereas there (in Japan) I had to change my resume age. I 

had to write I am younger to get the job.’ (laughing) 

 

In summary, the participants’ responses illustrate that some identities (social categories), such 

as age and gender, for example, can remain on the surface unchanged by the intercultural 

experience. However, the perception of oneself as a woman can change depending on the new 

cultural environment, as shown through the narratives of Japanese female respondents. The 

perception of one’s age can change too – and together with the changing perceptions of age (or 

gender), a person can reinterpret his or her life and dramatically change its trajectory.       
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4.2.3. Acquired New Knowledge through Intercultural Experience 

The question, ‘Have you learned anything new about yourself or your home country while 

living in Australia?’ was included in the list of prepared interview questions and asked directly 

to the respondents. What triggered this focus of interest in my current research project was 

Yukiko’s story (which she told me several months before the interview) about her first 

shocking encounter with Japanese history in Australia. As Yukiko described it, she was having 

a regular evening in her home in Australia when she turned on the TV and started watching a 

war movie that was on. She soon realised that the war portrayed in the film was taking place in 

China and involved the Japanese army. To her utter surprise and disbelief, the Japanese soldiers 

were shown as ‘bad guys’, committing atrocities against Chinese civilians (the film featured 

the Nanjing Massacre). Yukiko thought there must have been a terrible mistake in the film 

production, as she had not known about that obscene page of Japanese history and could never 

imagine Japanese soldiers behaving in such a cruel way. The cinematographic depiction of 

events dating back to the 1930s shocked her so much that she bought a DVD, which she later 

asked me to watch – this is how I discovered a historical war drama film ‘The Children of 

Huang Shi’, starring Jonathan Rhys Meyers. The film’s plot is based on the true story of George 

Hogg, a British journalist, and sixty Chinese orphans that he led across snow-covered 

mountains and the harsh terrain of the Gobi desert to a safe location. The film features the 

Japanese invasion into China, including the infamous Nanjing Massacre, and portrays the ‘Kill 

all, burn all, loot all’ practice adopted by the Japanese army.   

 

While answering the question about the new knowledge Yukiko had gained through her 

intercultural experiences, she emphasised her newly acquired awareness of global problems 

(reported previously in 4.2.1) that she had lacked when she lived in Japan. She admitted that in 
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Australia, she made friends with whom she could discuss social issues, such as environmental 

challenges, poverty or world history. In contrast, with her Japanese friends, she never had a 

chance to talk about these problems. Learning about the history of her own country is one of 

the aspects I felt I could remind her about in this context:  

 

Researcher: I also remember you told me earlier that when you came to Australia, you turned 

on the TV one night and watched a war movie. That was when you thought they were mistaken 

about the Japanese soldiers being portrayed in the movie as ‘bad guys’. Do you remember this?  

Yukiko: Ah, OK, I see.  

Researcher: So, being in Australia, you saw Japan from a distance and from a different 

perspective. One of such things is history, is that right?   

Yukiko: History, yes, yes.  

Researcher: Did you never learn about it at school in Japan?  

Yukiko:  We did, we did, especially the Chinese thing, that was horrible. But… (pause) I learned 

history, and it was in my head a little bit, but not so badly. You know what I mean?  

Researcher: So, when you saw the movie, you could picture it?  

Yukiko: I was shocked. I thought, ‘Oh, wow! That’s horrible, you know.’ But as everybody talks 

about the Japanese (in the film – J.K.), about war and… ‘Ah, Japanese – terrible!’ Then I just 

tried to find out more, and there was lots of horrible stuff. And I was a bit shocked. But it’s a 

war. (laugh) So…  

 

Although the film Yukiko referred to is not a documentary and cannot be regarded as historical 

truth, it got her thinking about the history of her country, which she suddenly saw through the 

Western lens. The Western depiction of the Japanese invasion into China presented an entirely 

new vision of historical events to Yukiko and made her try ‘to find out more’, as she admitted. 

‘There was a lot of horrible stuff, and I was a bit shocked’, she says.   
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The Nanjing Massacre is remembered in China and Japan in very different ways (Yoshida, 

2006) and remains a significant obstacle to reconciliation between the two countries up to this 

day (C. Yang, 2020). The anti-Japanese demonstrations held across China in 2005 (BBC News, 

2005; Kang, 2013; Przystup, 2012; Tam, 2007) were triggered by the Japanese Ministry of 

Education’s approval of a New History Textbook ‘which the Chinese viewed as a Japanese 

government-backed attempt to whitewash the past, and to Japan’s efforts to gain a permanent 

seat on the United Nations Security Council’ (Przystup, 2012, p.4). It appears that while 

Japanese and Chinese creators of the official historical discourse struggle to achieve a 

consensus on the re-construction of the tragic events of World War Ⅱ, the knowledge related 

to these events finds other ways of reaching the target audience, such as through the Western 

entertainment industry.  

 

Whitewashing unsightly pages of the past is arguably commonplace for all countries. This 

thesis does not aim at identifying such practices. However, what Yukiko’s case reveals is that 

an intercultural experience can give people a clue to where the historical narrative they were 

taught at school has been incomplete or can be looked at from a different perspective. One 

example of such typical historical gaps for the Japanese people arriving in Australia is not 

knowing that the Imperial Japanese army bombed Darwin, a town in the north of Australia, in 

1942-43. This series of Japanese air raids happens to be the largest military attack ever mounted 

by a foreign power on Australian soil (City of Darwin, 2021). It is also one of the reasons why 

older Australians can be openly hostile towards Japanese people – and without historical 

knowledge, their residual resentment can be mistaken for racism. The Bombings of Darwin are 

commemorated in Darwin on February 19 each year and as part of nationwide ANZAC day on 
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April 25. For newly arrived Japanese migrants, hearing about this day on TV or learning about 

it from an Australian friend is a just a matter of time: they will find out about it sooner or later.   

English teachers in Japan coming from overseas are instructed to avoid the topic of World War 

Ⅱ when teaching English to Japanese students. As I was one of such teachers, the unwritten 

rule of avoiding any discussion about World War Ⅱ in class got ingrained in my mind. What I 

realised when teaching in Australia and Japan, is that it is much more difficult to stick to this 

rule in Australia, because students in Australia come from diverse cultural backgrounds and 

often do not realise that their genuine interest or knowledge in any field, including history, can 

be interpreted as tactless and offensive by people of other nationalities. One of the unexpected 

history-related debates erupted in my class in Australia when two older students, one of whom 

was Jiro (a Japanese respondent whose intercultural experiences are described in 4.1.5), 

initiated a discussion about the conduct of soldiers during wartime. Jiro confidently pointed 

out to his classmates of various cultural backgrounds, including Australians, that Japanese men 

historically fought only with other men, never involving women and children, unlike male 

representatives of other countries. He was hinting at Hiroshima and Nagasaki – the tragic 

events of 1945 (which presumably are the main reason why the topic of World War Ⅱ is tabooed 

in Japan for English teachers). Although the discussion was ended quickly, Jiro’s classmates 

put forward several counterarguments and humorously challenged his assumption. Following 

the debate, I asked Jiro in the interview about his knowledge of the Darwin attack before he 

came to Australia:  

 

Researcher: Did you know about the Second World War and Japanese bombings in Darwin? 

Jiro: No. No… Actually, I didn’t know if Australia was involved in World War Ⅱ. I think I was 

pretty ignorant when I was very young. Uh… Yeah, I told you in the beginning, I didn’t know 

anything about Australia.  
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While answering the question about the Japanese bombings in Darwin, Jiro shifts the focus 

onto his lack of knowledge of Australian history instead of admitting his lack of knowledge of 

Japanese history. It is evident from this example that intercultural experience can enhance 

people’s knowledge of global history and encourage them to make connections that they did 

not see before. In this regard, having a close foreign friend with whom one can discuss 

controversial topics from an intercultural perspective and establish links between major 

historical events is a privilege intercultural experience gives. Kazuo, another Japanese 

respondent, provides an example of such intercultural friendship and explains how it influenced 

his understanding of the way Australians see Japan:  

    

Kazuo: (thinking) Mm… I knew. Yeah, I knew that Australia and Japan were enemy countries 

in World War Ⅱ, and Japan bombed (laugh) Australia.  

Researcher: Darwin. 

Kazuo: Yeah... And they killed some Australian citizens, I knew it. Argh… and interestingly, my 

first Australian friend was (unintelligible) in World War Ⅱ. And after the World War Ⅱ he was 

sent to Korea... Hiroshima, argh... He is the Royal Air Force navigator. And he had been in 

Korea for a few years, and it was in a time of the Korean war… And he was… he 

(unintelligible)… Air Force… And we talked about the wartime and why it happened. Yes, I 

knew it… But I didn’t know how Australian people think about Japan - as an enemy country. 

But thanks to those people who I talked to, we didn’t talk emotionally, we just talked about facts 

from the two different viewpoints, from Australian views and from Japanese views. And we 

talked more about something that we don’t know much about. What do you think of… What is 

the standpoint of the Emperor in wartime? Because many people think that Mussolini and Hitler 

and Japanese Emperor were the equal and were criminals who were responsible for this war. 

Argh… then why only the Emperor survived and was not executed? (laugh) We talked about 

this, argh… I explained from the Japanese views, argh… yeah, and…  
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What Kazuo is saying is that thanks to his Australian friend (who must have been much older 

than Kazuo himself), he had a chance to discuss the events of the Second World War from two 

different viewpoints – Australian and Japanese. This discussion made him realise that some 

Australian people might ‘think of Japan as an enemy country’. The realisation poses a shocking 

‘intercultural mirror’ (in which Japan is reflected as ‘an enemy country’) for Kazuo, even 

though he says earlier that he knew about the historical context of World War Ⅱ before coming 

to Australia. He admits that the Australian people he had a chance to talk to about history made 

him see the Australian perspective, which had not been clear to him before these conversations. 

Kazuo raises the question about the distinct position of the Japanese Emperor, saying that 

‘many people think that Mussolini and Hitler and Japanese Emperor were equal and were 

criminals who were responsible for the war.’ He wonders then why only the Japanese Emperor 

was not executed (or, perhaps, he meant ‘not prosecuted’) for the war crimes. (Indeed, Emperor 

Hirohito was a reigning emperor from 1926 until he died in 1989.)   

 

How important is the knowledge of history, one might wonder? Regardless of present-day 

technological advancement and limitless entertainment, history is an inalienable part of human 

identity. People who grow up with adoptive parents often want to know the truth about their 

biological parents, no matter how hurtful it can be. In the same way, a certain percentage of the 

population want to know their country’s history, regardless of what it hides. Intercultural 

experience gives an individual a chance to see a different perspective and make conclusions 

based on these findings. Taking into account the perspective of cultural others can broaden a 

person’s understanding of the complexities of relationships between countries and develop 

their critical thinking. (After all, as Yukiko admitted, before coming to Australia, she never 

even had a chance to discuss such topics with her Japanese compatriots.)    
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Surprisingly, apart from world history, most respondents brought up animal-related social 

issues when answering a question about the new knowledge they acquired in Australia. Arisa 

talked about the whale problem in Japan. Jasmine compared pet ownership in China and 

Australia. Jiro enlightened me on the tradition of eating horse meat in Japan (which is exported 

from Australia). Sophia commented on the common assumption that Chinese people eat dogs, 

while Jasmine pointed out that most of her Australian friends are vegetarian. The excerpts 

below illustrate the points raised by the respondents. 

 

 

Researcher: Have you learned anything new about Japan since you moved to Australia?  

Arisa: Yes. I think so. Lots of things I didn’t see if I lived in Japan: good things, bad things…  

Researcher: Could you give some examples?  

Arisa: Something like a whale problem. Catching whales.  

Researcher: So, if you lived in Japan, you would have never heard about it?  

Arisa: Yeah. I wouldn’t. I didn’t understand how some other countries feel about it [whale 

hunting - JK]. But seeing it from the outside, yeah, I understand it. I understand both sides. I see 

the problem from both sides.  

 

Arisa is talking about the Japanese practice of whale hunting. Japan has been catching whales 

for centuries and claimed that it continued doing it only for ‘scientific purposes’ since the 

International Whaling Commission moratorium on commercial whaling went into effect in 

1986. Australia played a leading role in monitoring Japanese whalers and taking international 

legal action against Japan on the grounds that its whale hunting was not done for scientific 

purposes. Despite international condemnation, Japan resumed its ancient tradition of 

commercial whaling in July 2019 (Clapham, Almeida, Atguedas, & Scheidat, 2017; Newton, 
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2013; Wyeth, 2019). As Arisa put it, she did not know ‘how some other countries feel about it’ 

and admitted that she would have probably never realised that whaling was a problem if she 

did not live in Australia. Similar to world history knowledge analysed above, the Australian 

perspective provides a different angle of looking at the problem of whale hunting in Japan and 

gets Japanese immigrants to think about it critically. ‘Seeing it from the outside… I understand 

both sides. I see the problem from both sides’, says Arisa.  

 

Jiro also mentions whale hunting but puts it in a different perspective: he talks about the 

hypocrisy of Australian criticism of Japanese whaling. As he says, Australia exports horses to 

Japan, where they are slaughtered to be eaten. In his interpretation, the inhumane practices of 

killing whales in Japan and raising horses in Australia to be exported for horse meat (both 

industries pursuing profit) should be condemned in the same way.  

 

Jiro: I used to think Australians are very nice people. I used to think, yeah… until I discovered 

the animals… They are killing animals, they are selling animals. And I just started question 

about that: ‘Oh, they really could say Japanese to catch a whale or catch… catch… eat whales, 

right, dolphins, or horse… we eat horse, right? And I think myself disgusting, but we could 

always criticise, right, Japanese, so… But the horse we eat in Japan - Australia exporting.  

Researcher: Horses?  

Jiro: (Laughing ironically) They know, right? I don’t know, the people eat horse is better or 

worse or killing horses and selling, making money (laughing) in doing.  

Researcher: Or racing?  

Jiro: Yeah, yeah, you know that. They are doing that. So, (sighing) in here… mm… I saw, like, 

Australians are very very, like, what you call, one standard or … very frank, you know… but I 

am now a little bit questioning.  

Researcher: Did you know about the whale problem before you came to Australia?  

Jiro: No.  
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Researcher: So, you learned about it when you were living in Australia.  

Jiro: Yes. Yes.  

 

Jiro also admits that he had not heard of the whale problem before coming to Australia. It 

appears that he only sees the cruelty of killing whales and horses alike, to be sold and eaten. 

However, the case of whales is quite different from the horses. What Jiro is not taking into 

consideration is the claim that some whale species are on the brink of extinction (Harbour, 

2021; Torres et al., 2013), which makes international organisations take measures to protect 

these species (Dorsey, 2013). Making a comparison between whale hunting and horse meat 

industry, Jiro is concerned only about the cruelty of killing animals: ‘I don’t know, the people 

eat horse is better or worse, or killing horses and selling, making money (laughing) in doing.’ 

 

While Japanese immigrants residing in Australia are confronted with the public disapproval of 

their country’s whale catching practices, Chinese people (as well as Koreans) are often made 

to feel uncomfortable when they are asked by random people if they eat dogs. Sophia, a Chinese 

respondent, as it was earlier mentioned in 4.1.2, equates questions about dog eating to racism, 

‘I’ve met some people asking me very racist questions like, ‘Do you eat dogs?’, she says, 

‘although I got angry in my heart, in my mind, but I won’t show them.’  

 

It is evident that Sophia, Jiro and Arisa are not pleased about the animal cruelty associated with 

their countries in Australia. Had they not moved to Australia, they would not be confronted 

with questions and implied accusations of this kind. The only reason why they even realise that 

meat comes in ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ forms is because they are surrounded by 

people who have a very different idea of what ‘traditional’ means. It might appear that dogs 
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are people’s best friends and that the love of dogs should be universally shared in all cultures. 

However, this is not true. Frances Guo, a Chinese immigrant in Australia, explains the cultural 

difference in her memoir ‘Half Chinese, half Australian’:  

 

While a dog is almost part of a family in the West, in Chinese culture the dog often features in swearing 

– as in dogs legs (hired thugs), dog bear (coward), a barking dog behind his master (a bully who 

attacks others for his master). In my memories of growing up in Mao’s China, dogs were dangerous 

creatures, scary animals barking fiercely behind farmers’ low fences, ready to jump over to attack the 

pale-skinned city kids passing by. The fear surfaced when I was chased by the split-face: only this time 

the dog was not barking behind a fence; instead, he was loose, itching to attack me. (Guo, 2012, p.196) 

 

Guo explains this difference in the perception of dogs by Chinese people and Westerners as 

she tries to overcome her fear of dogs living in Australia. Another challenge for her is 

comprehending the enormous scale of Australian public outrage towards people who eat dogs. 

This is how she describes one of her quiet evenings at home, interrupted by TV footage 

exposing some Vietnamese people who had killed a dog in Australia and were caught by the 

police before they had a chance to eat it: 

 

As I ate my simple dinner, an angry crowd appeared on the television screen. Marching along the street, 

they and their placards shouted 'Dog Killers Out!' Apparently some Vietnamese had killed a dog in 

Australia, but before they could taste their treat the police nabbed them in their backyard. Though the 

offenders were fined and jailed, the local community was outraged; their collective voice was loud and 

clear: they wanted these savage people out, sent back to where they came from.  

'Is it really that bad?' I wondered as I watched the angry crowd. (Guo, 2012, p.196) 
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The excerpt above shows a striking discrepancy in the mainstream Australian cultural attitudes 

towards dogs and Guo’s perception of the problem. Guo’s view of dogs gradually softens as 

she watches them fetching tennis balls in the parks, chasing each other and wagging their tails. 

However, her negative feelings towards dogs really changed only when she thought she 

accidentally killed a dog while driving her car. It was a great relief for her to discover that there 

was no sign of blood on the wheel, which meant the dog must have gotten away.       

 

Jasmine, a female Chinese respondent, points to the changes in her attitude to dogs and animals 

in general as one of the most obvious personal transformations that happened to her in 

Australia. The excerpt below elaborates on that.  

 

Jasmine: … while I was in China we don’t… we learn, like, you know, animal protection and 

the environment, the global environment protection, yeah, but you know, we don’t really care 

about. But in Australia everywhere everybody affect me to, like, protect global environment and 

the animals. And I feel really stronger. Yeah, I saw the, especially, I saw the animals, like, a 

pets, especially dogs. Like a dogs is a family member in Australia. Family. But in China a pet 

is just a pet. Yeah, but when I go back to China and talk with my friends about something, cause 

I have a dog, cause I feel really lonely in Australia living alone, I don’t have family here 

(laughing). So, I have a pet dog yeah, but yeah, he is like my family. We really close and I know 

I need to learn Australian rules, like, the pet rules, I need to treat him, and yeah, pick him pooh, 

always look after him, take him out really often, twice a day, at least. Yeah, but in China, like, 

they always keep the pets at home, yeah, they are just uh… Yeah, some people still really love 

their pets but, yeah, in a different way, I mean, because we have different culture.  

Researcher: So, what you are saying is that in China people don’t treat their pets as a member 

of the family.  

Jasmine: No. They look after the pet but they don’t treat them as a family member.  
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Jasmine explains that Australian people and the public discourse in Australia (‘everywhere 

everybody’) had a profound impact on her understanding of environmental issues and animal 

well-being. ‘I feel really stronger’, she says, talking about dogs that are treated as family 

members in Australia. Jasmine even got a pet dog herself, who is like her family. She points 

out at cultural differences in owning a pet (I need to learn Australian… pet rules, … pick him 

pooh, always look after him, take him out really often, twice a day at least. Yeah, but in China, 

like, they always keep the pets at home, yeah…) It sounds like she is really attached to her pet 

and is happy to adopt Australian rules of pet ownership. She also says she finds it surprising 

that the few Australian friends she has are all vegetarian:  ‘You know, the Australian people affect 

me, actually. Like I don’t have many Australian friends, but I have a few friends we are really close. 

They are all vegetarians. Yeah (laughing), it’s really surprised me, yes.’ 

 

Even though there was no specific question planned in the interview about animals, animal-

related social problems – hunting whales, eating whales, horses or dogs, not eating meat at all, 

pet ownership and environmental protection – came up naturally in several interviews with the 

participants of the study. It is clear that Asian respondents see animal treatment as a major 

cultural difference and a public criticism directed at them. While teaching English in Australia, 

I often have to tone down culturally insensitive remarks of some students who come from 

diverse cultural backgrounds and might not even realise that what they say can be offensive to 

people of other nationalities. The most common topic that offends Asian students is joking 

about eating dogs and ducks (to a foreign ear, ‘dogs’ and ‘ducks’ sound very similar). As Asian 

immigrants take such remarks close to heart, they cannot ignore the underlying social and 

cultural contexts of such comments.   

 

Apart from the themes mentioned above (world history knowledge and animal-related issues), 
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the respondents raised other valuable points. Sophia, for example, said that gaining new 

knowledge in Australia became possible for her through easy access to internet sites like 

Facebook and YouTube, which are banned in China. Although we generally think of the 

internet as the world web, what people see on this web is vastly different in different parts of 

the world. Sophia explains how different it is in China:       

 

 

Researcher: After you came to Australia, have you learned anything new about yourself or 

about your country?  

Sophia: Hmm… about my country, I’ve learned a lot. We have to… I don’t know how to describe 

it… we have a wall, and Chinese people do not have access to some websites, like YouTube or 

Twitter.  

Researcher: Or Facebook?  

Sophia: Or Facebook. I guess Facebook is getting better.  

Researcher: Really?  

Sophia: Probably people will be using Facebook in the future. So, but when I came to Australia, 

I could use these websites, and I do think that I learned a lot since Chinese people cannot access 

YouTube or Facebook or such websites, so Chinese people created their own, but those websites 

are just terrible. And I have limited access to them, knowledge from the outside or from the 

world.  

Researcher: So, you realised when you came to Australia that you had had limited access to 

the outside world before.  

Sophia: Yes.  

 

As for Jiro, he had moved to Australia long before Facebook and YouTube were created. He 

says that living outside Japan helped him to see how the Japanese economy is run, what is 

happening on the Japanese political scene, as well as observe the behaviour of Japanese people 

in general. He would not have been able to have this perspective of Japan if he had not moved 
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to Australia because (in his own words) he was ‘one of them’:  

 

Jiro: … I’ve been absent in Japan 26 years. Of course, I learned a lot of things about Japan or 

Japanese, what’s happening in Japan since I left.  

Researcher: So, what are these things?  

Jiro: (laughing) Uh, too many things, but… (thinking)  

Researcher: Maybe just a few examples?  

Jiro: I mean, when it comes to talk about Japan or Japanese, I am not really… (thinking) 

positive, maybe. A bit more cynical. Maybe that’s a Japanese trait. Uh… I wasn’t aware of the, 

like, Japanese politics or economy, how they run economies, and then how the people in general 

in Japan behaves. Uh… Because I was one of them, so I did not know. But that’s something I 

found out. Now, I don’t really… sometimes I don’t really like.  

 

Although Jiro is critical of Japan (his views about Japanese culture and Japanese people are 

also presented in 4.1.5, 4.2.1 and 4.2.2), at the time of writing this thesis, Jiro lives in Japan, 

where he returned for the second time after a failed first attempt. Perhaps, his criticisms should 

not be mistaken for a wholehearted acceptance of the Australian way of life.     
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4.2.4. Self-Knowledge and Personal Transformations   

The first part of the question, ‘Have you learned anything new about yourself or your home 

country while living in Australia?’ was meant to identify the respondents’ vision of new self-

knowledge acquired through their intercultural experience in Australia. Another question in the 

interview that aimed to reveal new self-knowledge was, ‘Did you see yourself from a different 

perspective because of how Australians saw you?’ Jiro was the only respondent who could give 

a precise answer to these questions. As it was mentioned in 4.1.4, Jiro said that, unlike his 

Japanese fellow citizens, Australians find him funny, although he never thought of himself as 

being funny when he lived in Japan and never tried to be funny when he lived in Australia:  

 

I don’t make jokes. I don’t make jokes, but naturally, when I was working in a hotel, 9 years, 

the majorities of Australians say, ‘Jiro, you are so funny!’ But I never really tried to be funny 

or anything. Because I can’t speak English, so I can’t make a jokes. But I don’t know how I 

move or how I react, yeah… 

 

Jiro acknowledges the difference in how Australian and Japanese people see him. ‘I am funnier 

here, in Australia’, he admits and adds, ‘Totally my value here and in Japan, it’s different.’ 

(By ‘value’, he means the funniness ascribed to him by Australians.) He is neither particularly 

pleased with the image of a clown the Australian intercultural mirror projects onto him nor 

eager to accept it. It sounds like he has to put up with it.  

 

Jiro was the only respondent who could relate to my direct questions about self-knowledge and 

pinpoint the new self-image Australian people have of him (while Japanese people do not). All 

other respondents found it difficult to understand the question and specify any new ways of 

seeing themselves because of the way they are seen by cultural others. It appears that most 
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respondents tended to focus on observing and comparing the ways things are done in their 

home country and Australia, not on analysing how they are seen by foreign people they came 

across in Australia. Some respondents might have misunderstood the question about seeing 

themselves through the perspective of cultural others because of its unusual shift of focus. The 

excerpt from the interview with Kazuo might be an example of such misunderstanding:  

 

Researcher: Have you learned anything new about yourself or about Japan since you moved to 

Australia?... The way Australians saw you, perhaps, made you see yourself in a different light. 

Maybe it happened, or maybe not?  

Kazuo: Not much. Probably thanks to my English… because many Australian people would 

talk to me for the first time, they just talked to me in normal way. And later I realised that when 

I talked to other Japanese people, they couldn’t develop much understanding for much 

conversation because they didn’t have proper fluency in English… So, we just started talking, 

just we start a normal conversation, and yeah… we just talk… Argh… Like just I was probably 

regarded as the same, you know, immigrants (laugh) from different countries to Australia. 

Yeah, I just looked different. Argh… but because of my appearance, not Caucasian, obviously, 

I am Asian, they ‘Oh, are you Japanese?’ – ‘Yes, Japanese, yes.’  

 

Although the questions about self-knowledge were aimed at bringing out identity challenges 

described in Patron (2015) and further analysed in 2.3 (Chapter 2 of this thesis), it is necessary 

to recognise that Jiro and Kazuo both link the question about how Australians see them to their 

English language competence. While Jiro admits that his English is somewhat limited and 

thinks that because of how he speaks English, Australians think he is funny, Kazuo is sure that 

his fluency in English is the reason why Australians do not see him in any peculiar way, ‘Like 

just I was probably regarded as the same, you know, immigrants (laugh) from different 

countries to Australia.’ Thus, the importance of English language proficiency for the way 

Australians perceive them has been stressed by both respondents. Their responses show that 
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language is not only a means of communication; it is a means of presenting an individual’s 

identity.  

 

In order to bring out the theme of new self-knowledge gained through intercultural experience, 

questions about the possible personal transformations were asked in a variety of ways and in 

different parts of the interview. The unreal conditional, ‘If you had never come to Australia, do 

you think you would be a different person now?’ was one of such questions, and it helped to 

elicit some interesting responses. Jiro claimed that he became more open-minded, accepting 

and understanding thanks to his intercultural experience in Australia. The explanation he gave 

is quoted below. 

 

Researcher: If we tried to imagine that you had never come to Australia, if you had stayed in 

Japan, would you be a different person now? And if yes, then what aspects of your personality 

would be different?    

Jiro: I think, yes, I would be a different person. 

Researcher: Could you analyse the changes that happened to you?  

Jiro: Um… Accepting, uh, what do you call, more things… Not only the width but depth, 

anything. Because Japan, it’s almost everything is like, “This is right, this is not right. Or 

correct or not correct.”  

Researcher: It’s all black and white.  

Jiro: Yeah, yeah. Truth is not matter, right, because that’s double-standard culture in Japan. 

So, but whatever in the front, it’s tagged, it’s right or not. So, I would be that kind of person, if 

I stayed in Japan. Yes – or no. Or right – or wrong. But because I came here and I was a 

foreigner, I was a migrant, I was different to many people here, not only Australian. Like 

Chinese. But you deal with, yeah?  

Researcher: Yes.  
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Jiro: When you talk to diversity (unintelligible) tradies, uh… uh… I think I’ve been really lucky 

because I have dealt with a broad range of people in this country.  

 

It is evident from Jiro’s response that the Australian experience broadened his mind, made him 

question things from different perspectives (instead of merely accepting the ‘rights’ and 

‘wrongs’) and enabled him to meet people from diverse cultural backgrounds. He summarises 

a personal outcome of these experiences as becoming ‘more accepting’ as a person. He also 

mentions that this acceptance means ‘not only the width but depth’. As reported in 4.1.5, Jiro 

also feels he could become more honest and direct in expressing his opinions and feelings 

because he did not need to stick to the Japanese norm of ‘tatemae’ (telling white lies in public) 

while living in Australia: ‘Here, (in Australia) I don’t need ‘honne’ and ‘tatemae’6, so, I am 

very frank. I don’t have to lie. Myself or to others. I think that’s better, right?’ 

 

Kazuo also comments on the open-mindedness he feels he acquired in Australia thanks to 

meeting people from different cultural backgrounds and also because Australian people, in his 

view, are more open to difference than his compatriots.  

   

Kazuo: If I had stayed in Japan, not going abroad, not coming to Australia, maybe… I was not 

that kind of open-minded about things that I experienced in Australia… Probably, probably, if 

I had stayed in Japan, until my age now, I would be more blinded because of the typical 

characteristics of the Japanese society. Everybody in Japan tends to think in the same way. 

Everybody tries to be the same. And life cycle is almost determined by the society. 

 

 
6 Jiro refers to the cultural norm of Japanese social behaviour reflected in the concepts of ‘honne’ (one’s true 

feelings or intentions) and ‘tatemae’ (hiding these feelings or intentions in public). For a review, see Davies and 

Ikeno (2002); Doi (1973, 1986); Hamamura (2015); Nester and Ampiah (1989); Tetsuo et al. (2018). 
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Living in Australia, Kazuo feels he can be nonconformist in his views and life choices (more 

on this can be found in 4.2.1). ‘Probably even Australian people don’t realise that, but they 

accept the differences easily in Australia, but in Japan people are so afraid of being different 

from other people’, he says. From his expanded perspective of the world, he claims that a 

person’s life cycle is almost determined by society in Japan. In contrast, Australia offers more 

freedom of choice because Australian people enjoy more variety – the variety that comes from 

cultural acceptance of difference.   

 

All the respondents of this study commented on their increased open-mindedness in different 

ways and contexts. Because Australia is a young multicultural society, with 26% of its 

population born overseas in close to 200 countries (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a), 

moving to Australia allows migrants to come into contact not only with one different culture, 

but also with other migrants who virtually represent the whole world. Exposure to new ideas 

and experiences appears to be linked to the respondents' increased sense of personal 

independence. This independence starts from physical independence (such as walking alone at 

night, cooking meals by oneself, driving and dealing with car accidents without somebody’s 

help, renting or buying a property) and stretches to independence in making unconventional 

(for their countrymen) life choices. The excerpt from the interview with Sophia illustrates the 

initial stages of acquiring independence by a young immigrant.   

 

Researcher: And have you learned anything new about yourself living in Australia?  

Sophia: Uh… Although I am living with my husband now, I have been living alone for a long 

time, so I had to take care of myself. It was very hard, yes. I am a girl, alone, and I was always 

afraid of any danger. I got my driver’s license just last year and I used public transportation 

all the time before that. And you know, sometimes when I studied in the library until midnight 

and I had to go back home by myself, it was terrible.  
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Researcher: Were you scared?  

Sophia: I was very scared. I was frightened.  

Researcher:  Were you never frightened in China?  

Sophia: Well, I do think streets in China are safer.  

Researcher: Safer? Really?  

Sophia: Yeah, cause there are many people even at night. There are people eating in the 

restaurants. Restaurants are still opening, and people are walking along the streets. But that’s 

another reason. Because the main reason is that I was in my country, I was young, and my 

parents was with me all the times, so I didn’t get scared. But in Australia I had to do everything 

myself. And I do think that I found that I was very brave, cause I had never thought of walking 

alone at midnight. That was just unbelievable for me. But I managed to do it several times. And 

I’ve also learned how to live independently. You know, I am the only child in my family, and 

my parents take care of me for everything. I learned how to wash my clothes and how to cook 

food when I came to Australia, because I had to do it. And still I never thought about how to be 

completely independent before I came to Australia. I do think that I’ve changed a lot about 

myself. Cause I’ve learned a lot, just because of living alone in a foreign country. For example, 

I am very shy but I have to order food myself in English. Actually, that was also terrible for me 

when I was young. I had to think about a sentence, about all the words I need to use before I 

am going to the counter. It was, you know, kind of a difficulty for me.  

Researcher: Part of growing up. In a new country.  

Sophia: Yes.  

 

Although some challenges mentioned by Sophia would be the same for any student moving to 

a different city within their own country, empty streets in Australia, as well as having no native 

language to rely on and no countrymen to ask for help (without having to string foreign words 

into sentences) make these challenges distinctly intercultural. Sophia feels proud of herself for 

managing to get through the initial challenges of her independent life in Australia. Her account 

of these challenges is a reminder of the typical immigrants’ trials and tribulations, often taken 

for granted and forgotten by immigrants themselves.     
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Choosing new life scripts that are not particularly common for people in one’s home country 

and might not be approved by them requires a high degree of independent thinking or thinking 

outside the box (‘the box’ in this context signifies the home culture). As mentioned in 4.2.2, 

Sophia is thinking of changing her career in her 30s, which is something Chinese people 

normally do not do and something her parents would not approve of. Jiro is in the process of 

changing career in his 50s. Kazuo had changed his career in banking for a teaching job as he 

moved to Australia – admitting that 30 years ago, that was unheard of in Japan. Although 

Yukiko does not work, she commented on her independence in choosing the lifestyle she wants 

to have in Australia, pursuing her hobbies and generally feeling more empowered as a woman 

(not having to live up to the expectations imposed on women in Japanese society).  

 

Thinking of personal transformations resulting from living in Australia, Jasmine goes as far as 

to state that she wants to be her own person, saying, ‘Australian culture affect me and I found 

out I wanna do myself. Like I know how to be myself. It’s not a really like belong to my parents. 

I just be me.’ It is important to note here that Jasmine is in her early 30s, and the idea of 

‘belonging’ to her parents goes back to the core value of filial piety in Confucianism (discussed 

in 4.2.2). Breaking through the cultural axioms of home culture is Jasmine’s way to becoming 

more independent and choosing an unconventional way of living her life. 

 

The last personal transformation some respondents brought up is closely linked to the increased 

level of open-mindedness and personal independence analysed above. Sophia admits that she 

became more tolerant and could shed some negative stereotypes she had had about other 

countries as a result of her intercultural experience. In the extract below, she elaborates on that.   
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Sophia: I think I have become more tolerant about other cultures. I used to have many 

stereotypes about other people. I won’t specify them, but it was terrible.  

Researcher: Are you talking about negative stereotypes?      

Sophia: Yes, very negative stereotypes. I was very short-minded when I was just staying in my 

country, and every information I got was either from the internet or from my friends, and they 

(people on the Internet or my friends) had very terrible stereotypes too. So that’s why I got 

influenced from them. But when I came to Australia, I was able to, you know, get in touch with 

people from different cultures: from European, from North America, from different Asian 

countries. And I can feel the cultural differences myself, and I started to know that my 

stereotypes, the majority of my stereotypes were wrong. You know, not every person in that 

particular country is doing like one way. People are various, and they have their own ways to 

do anything. And I started to realize that I shouldn’t have such negative stereotypes about 

people, and I shouldn’t justify people because of their nationality.  

 

Sophia does not specify what negative stereotypes she had about Australia or other countries, 

but she says she discovered that most of them were wrong. She realised that she ‘should not 

have negative stereotypes about people’ and should not judge people because of their 

nationality. Whilst Sophia talks about eradicating her own prejudices, Henry finds a different 

angle of looking at the same problem: he says he will not discriminate against other people 

because of (or despite) the negative experiences of racism his friends came across in Australia.  

 

Henry: My friend notice that especially, not (on the) Gold Coast, but (in) Sydney or Brisbane – 

um, it happen a lot. Racism, yeah. Personally, I don’t like and I wouldn’t do the same. Even 

when I in China. 

Researcher: What do you mean, you won’t do the same?  

Henry: I won’t, like, discriminate other people. Yeah. I will respect.  
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Henry is saying that the experiences of racism described by his friends made him confident 

that he would not do the same, even when he was in China. ‘I won’t discriminate other people. 

I will respect (them),’ he says.  

 

As it is clear from the respondents’ narratives, intercultural experience increased their 

tolerance, acceptance and empathy for other cultures. Dismantling negative stereotypes was an 

important step in acquiring this intercultural outlook. However, there are no guarantees that 

such a positive transformation will take place for all individuals. Previous research on 

intergroup contact suggests that tolerance increases and prejudice decreases in conditions of 

relatively equal power (Allport, 1955; Jackson, 1993; Patchen, 1999; Pettigrew, 1971, 1986), 

whereas in conditions of unequal power, tolerance, on the contrary, may decrease and prejudice 

increase (Amir, 1969, 1976; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011; Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, & Christ, 

2011; Wolf, 1961). This is why student exchange programs generally show the predominant 

outcome of reducing prejudice and increasing tolerance, while asylum-seeking (as well as 

immigration) may result in the opposite movement – a decrease of tolerance and increase of 

prejudice. ‘When unequal-power contact happens quickly and/or massively, it is likely to be 

associated with violence’, points out Bennett (2016a). 

  



228 
 

4.2.5. Positive Feelings about Intercultural Experience 

Despite the struggles of living among cultural others described by all the study participants, 

everybody positively appraised their intercultural experience. Perhaps, Jiro’s words are 

representative of all the respondents’ opinions, ‘I think I’ve been lucky to have experience 

across the board, to meet many nationalities and cultures.’ Because Jiro’s experience of 

moving back and forth between Japan and Australia sounded excruciatingly painful at times 

(see 4.1.5), I asked him whether he would have preferred never to leave Japan if he had a 

chance to relive his life:   

 

Researcher: Jiro, if you could go back in time, if you could go back to 1993, would you have 

chosen to come to Australia, or would you have chosen to stay in Japan and never have any 

intercultural experiences?  

Jiro: For me, it’s… not… yeah, I chose… I chosed… (thinking)    

Researcher: Imagine all the psychological problems you went through trying to adjust to 

Australia and going back to Japan…. Would you prefer not to have it all in your life?  

Jiro: No, no, I would prefer to have it. Yeah, I think this is maybe not really answering your 

question, but I think, my belief that, I think, journey is more important for my life not the 

destinations, ok. So, no matter how I struggle, I mean, yeah, I prefer to have that path than just 

stay in one place. 

 

As Jiro planned to move back to Japan for the second time after renouncing his Japanese 

citizenship, he expected to experience the reverse culture shock he had gone through during 

his first attempt to return to his home country. To make things easier, he decided that settling 

down in Japan was not his ultimate goal this time. Instead of having high expectations, he 

thought it would be an excellent new experience for him to live in Japan as a foreigner (having 

a Japanese alien registration card that officially certifies his foreign status). If things did not 

work out well, he would be ready to come back to Australia. ‘I think the journey is more 
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important for my life, not the destination’, he concludes. Thinking about his life journey, he 

feels that it would have been less exciting and less meaningful had he stayed all his life in the 

same place.       

 

Kazuo also believes that his life has been enriched with more interesting experiences thanks to 

his relocation to Australia. The excerpt below emphasises the positive impact of Australia on 

his life.  

  

Kazuo: I was interested in a foreign country since I was little. And I always looking for chance 

to go abroad. (omitted) Argh… So, argh… this is my first and probably last country to live 

beside Japan – and I am so happy to be here because I found so many, so many interesting 

experiences that I am sure I never had experienced in Japan. Argh… So, yeah, I am so happy 

that I am here. This has changed my life. 

 

However, despite being overwhelmingly positive about the Australian experience, Kazuo 

admits that as he is getting older and approaching the retirement age, he is wondering whether 

he should spend his final years in Japan or stay in Australia. ‘I am just approaching the 

retirement age. I am getting older’, he says, ‘so I’m still wondering where I should stay my 

final years in Australia or in Japan. I don’t know.’ Thinking of moving back to Japan after 

retirement shows that after 30 years of living in Australia, Kazuo still feels a strong connection 

to his home country and might be missing it.   

 

Arisa and Yukiko both said they would have chosen to come to Australia again if they had a 

chance to relive their lives. Whereas Yukiko was very confident about the choice she had made 

in the past, Arisa showed some hesitation while answering the question.   
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Researcher: On the whole, are you happy you moved to Australia, or would you have chosen 

to stay in Japan if you could relive your life?  

Arisa: Agh… That’s a hard question. I’d probably still come to Australia again. I don’t know, 

I really don’t know.  

Researcher: Sometimes, immigrants regret that they took this decision to move to a different 

country. It’s hard to know what your life would have been like.  

Arisa: Yeah, I’d probably come here again.  

 

The Chinese respondents were probably too young, I thought (all in their early 30s), to be asked 

a hypothetical question about reliving their lives and choosing never to leave China. All of 

them mentioned that most of their Chinese friends and former Chinese classmates in Australia 

had moved back to China. They appear to be among the few who had stayed in Australia, 

planning to build their lives far away from their home country. Henry feels very positive about 

Australia as he says in China, he feels like he would die. He enjoys the solitude and laid-back 

lifestyle Australian life offers. Sophia gives an in-depth analysis of her intercultural 

experiences and admits that she has a very positive picture of Australia. She wishes 

immigration policies were more welcoming as she is applying for her permanent residency in 

Australia after living in the country for over ten years. Jasmine stresses her interest in people 

from diverse cultural backgrounds, as well as the love of nature and animals she developed in 

Australia:   

       

Jasmine: You know, I found some people, like foreigners from like South Korea or Japan or 

Europe, they really like to discovering this world. And they really like nature thing. And yeah, 

I found out I was like this kind of person. I really like nature thing. I like going to the forest. I 

like going to the ocean, diving… like, you know, animals. I want connect with, like, you know, 

animals and peoples from everywhere, but you know, not many Chinese, they like challenging 
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life do you know what I mean? They are – yes, I don’t know how can I say, they like make 

money. They like financial things (laughing) more than enjoy the life, I think.  

 

For Jasmine, coming into contact with people from other countries in Australia resulted in the 

newly found need to discover more about the world by connecting with its peoples, animals 

and nature. She wants to enjoy life and says that Chinese people usually do not see this as a 

priority (‘they like make money, they like financial things more than enjoy life’). Jasmine 

sounds very positive, happy and fulfilled talking about her intercultural experience in Australia.  

 

Together, the respondents create a hymn to the intercultural experiences they have had in 

Australia. They claim that these experiences make their lives more interesting and exciting and 

are worth the sacrifice of living outside their home countries among culturally different people.   
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Chapter Five   Integrative Discussion   

 

5.1. Do adult Asian migrants become bicultural in Australia? Linguistic factor.  

The purpose of the undertaken analysis was to give voice to the adult Asian immigrants, look 

at how they describe their own experiences and challenges in Australia, and how they define 

their identities in their own words. One of the main research questions stated in section 1.7 was 

whether intercultural experience influences the primary cultural identity of an individual and 

whether adult Asian migrants become bicultural if they live in a foreign country for an extended 

period of time.    

 

None of the respondents who took part in this research project said that they see themselves 

culturally as Australians. Although they pointed out some changes in their mindsets resulting 

from their life in Australia (see section 4.2 for details), they clearly stated that they remain 

culturally Japanese and Chinese. One of the respondents said that she feels she is becoming 

even more Japanese as she gets older while living in Australia and raising her three children in 

Australia (see 4.1.1).    

 

As the interviews were held in English, the ‘linguistic portraits’ of the respondents were 

created. These 'linguistic portraits' show that despite residing in Australia for a long time 

(ranging from 8 and a half to 30 years), the respondents’ English language ability remains 

distinctly non-native. Since the accent cannot be reproduced on paper, it is not only the accent 

that creates the impression of overall foreignness in how the respondents speak English. They 

struggle mainly with English grammar and vocabulary (sentence structure and incorrect 

collocation) when expressing their ideas. Understanding them requires considerable effort from 
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the reader or listener. It is, thus, unrealistic to assume that nascent Australians perceive people 

who do not speak English effortlessly as fellow Australians. This would, naturally, be the case 

for people from most countries: a Japanese person takes it for granted that another Japanese 

person speaks fluent Japanese, a Korean speaks to her Korean compatriots in Korean, and an 

Italian communicates with other Italian people in Italian – without thinking about the 

complexities of grammar and vocabulary. Although there are countries with several official 

languages, which might affect their citizens’ perceptions of each other’s cultural identities, 

Australia has one official language (not to be confused with 300 languages spoken at home 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b)) and its mainstream population is English-speaking.  

 

Cultural identity is inextricably tied to the language commonly used by its representatives. This 

is often overlooked in research on biculturalism as the primary focus gets shifted to 

understanding cultures in the context of their unique values, traditions, behaviours and cultural 

practices. However, the intercultural context is a stark reminder that any cultural identity starts 

with language. People who struggle with stringing words together in their non-native language 

are naturally seen as foreigners and feel like foreigners. As Arisa, one of the Japanese 

respondents of the study admitted, ‘When I go back to Japan, I feel like I am home. I feel more 

relaxed. Maybe here I am still not… my English is not perfect. I am still a foreigner. Foreigner, 

yes.’ Some individuals might be, of course, the descendants of people who left their country of 

origin and did not teach their native language to their children, but even in this case, not 

speaking the language of parents places them next to foreigners. Adult returnees that grew up 

outside their parents’ home countries were not a target group of this study, and it would be 

interesting to analyse their identities in a separate research project. All the respondents of the 

current study commented on their difficulties with the English language, emphasising that 

inability to express themselves naturally adds to their feeling of foreignness (see 4.1.1, 4.1.3). 
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A remarkable statement made by Jiro, another Japanese respondent, shows the sheer extent of 

such linguistic difficulties: “Look at me! 26 years – I still can’t speak [English]… but you 

know, I survive in this way...”             

 

Accents are an additional factor that contributes to the image of foreignness and a feeling of 

foreignness. Contrary to common belief, foreign language proficiency is not measured by the 

absence or presence of an accent. In the IELTS speaking exam, an official English language 

test used for study, migration and work, one of the requirements for the highest score (Band 9) 

is that a candidate is ‘effortless to understand’, while to achieve Band 8, a candidate should be 

‘easy to understand’, and their first language accent should have minimal effect on 

intelligibility (IELTS scoring, 2021). Such criteria as ‘effortless to understand’ and ‘having 

minimal effect on intelligibility’ do not mean that a non-native speaker has to speak English 

with one of the native English accents to get the highest score in the IELTS exam. English 

speakers can be effortless to understand or easy to understand regardless of whether their accent 

is American, Scottish, Irish, German, French, Russian, Polish, South African, Japanese or any 

other. ESL teachers know that a foreign accent (as well as any native accent) cannot be entirely 

eliminated or ‘fixed’: it is an intrinsic part of an individual’s identity’ (Withers, 2013, p.168). 

In fact, there is so little consensus nowadays on what ‘correct’ English pronunciation is that 

mentioning accents has become a sensitive issue among English teachers themselves. The 

creator of a popular YouTube channel ‘English with Lucy’ had to make a public apology in 

2020 (English with Lucy, 2020), when she was vehemently criticised by other English teachers 

for ‘crossing the line into prejudice and discrimination’ (Canguro English, 2020) after she 

released a video about ten words that are often mispronounced in English. Lucy was called out 

for allegedly equating accent with education, intelligence and professionalism, which cast a 

shadow on all variants of English that do not comply with received pronunciation. The public 
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exchange of unpleasant comments and remarks between English teachers on the topic has not 

led to any clarity on how to approach pronunciation and accent in English language teaching. 

What was made clear, though, is that teaching how to pronounce English words ‘correctly’ can 

backfire because pronunciation is too closely linked to the accent, and accents are, as was 

mentioned above, ‘an intrinsic part of an individual’s identity’ (Withers, 2013, p.168). Fixing 

the accent can be viewed as an attempt to disrespect or criticise people’s identities and promote 

the superiority of one over the others.   

 

Being a direct indicator of identity, the accent (at the time of writing this thesis – 2020) does 

serve in Australian society as one of the primary markers, differentiating nascent Australians 

from other English speakers. As Australia is becoming increasingly diverse through 

immigration, facial features and skin colour are slowly becoming less relevant in signalling an 

individual’s identity (as opposed to more homogeneous countries like Japan, for example, 

where a person’s appearance is the main indicator of being or not being Japanese). The 

Australian accent, however, remains distinctly Australian and signals to other Australians 

whether they are speaking to an Australian or not. Being part of an individual’s identity, accents 

do not change naturally over time. According to Wither, ‘this is very clear with older migrants 

who come from an English-speaking background, but absolutely refuse or are incapable of 

adjusting their accent or speech patterns to achieve easier communication’ (Withers, 2013, 

p.168). For example, I once showed a video of my son playing soccer to a Scottish friend of 

mine who has lived in Australia for over ten years. He was able to tell straight away that the 

coach’s voice in the video belonged to an Irishman. What he could not tell, though, is that this 

Irishman has also lived in Australia for over ten years. A decade of Australian experience did 

not change the accents of both these men. (And neither did it change their Scottish and Irish 

identities.) In the same way, regardless of the length of residence in Australia, a Japanese adult 
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migrant will retain some elements of the Japanese accent when speaking English, and a Chinese 

adult migrant will retain some elements of the Chinese accent – if they have learned English 

as a foreign language, as was the case with all the respondents of this study. The fundamental 

difference between a native language and a foreign language is well described by Berger & 

Luckmann in ‘The Social Construction of Reality’ (1990, p.163):  

 

One learns a second language by building on the taken-for-granted reality of one’s ‘mother tongue’. For 

a long time, one continually retranslates into the original language whatever elements of the new 

language one is acquiring. Only in this way can the new language begin to have any reality. As this reality 

comes to be established in its own right, it slowly becomes possible to forego retranslation. One becomes 

able of 'thinking in' the new language. Nevertheless, it is rare that a language learned in later life attains 

the inevitable, self-evident reality of the first language learned in childhood. Hence derives, of course, 

the affective quality of the ‘mother tongue’. 

 

The ‘taken-for-granted’, ‘inevitable and self-evident reality’ of one’s mother tongue is well 

known to any person who learned at least one foreign language in their later life. It is obvious 

to any adult learner how ‘the reality of the first language’ is different from the second language. 

Native speakers, as they acquire the language in their early childhood, do not have to 

understand the logic and reasoning behind the ways words change their grammatical forms. 

They do not need to memorise endless lists of exceptions from the ‘rules’ formulated by 

teachers and linguists to facilitate learning. There is no need for native speakers to grasp such 

abstract concepts as passive and active voice, modality and mood, tense and aspect, cases and 

numbers, and other grammatical categories. Even parts of speech can be looked at as a useless 

complication for a native speaker because children can speak their native language without 

wondering where one word ends and another one starts, not to mention whether they denote a 

subject, object, quality or action. They do not need to compare and translate their language to 
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any other language: they do not know any other languages! Regardless of how well people 

speak a foreign language, deep inside they know that it can never attain this ‘taken-for-granted’ 

linguistic reality of their native language.  

 

The parallel with cultural identity suggests itself. Cultural identity is formed simultaneously 

and inseparably with the native language acquisition: it is also built on the ‘taken-for-granted’, 

‘inevitable’ and ‘self-evident’ reality. This social reality cannot be compared to any other 

reality. Children cannot critically think of their culture, understand its unique concepts and 

compare it to other cultures because it is the only reality they know. Paradoxically, they are not 

even aware of this knowledge (which calls into question the definition of biculturalism as 

proficiency and competency in two cultures as suggested by Hong et al. (2016) and Schwartz 

& Unger (2010); also see section 1.6). A foreign culture, on the contrary, is automatically 

compared to the first culture. It never becomes completely ‘taken-for-granted’ and ‘inevitable’ 

because an individual has already experienced another social reality. If the second culture is 

vastly different from the first one, as in the case of Asian countries and Australia, the alien 

cultural environment becomes omnipresent and tangible in an individual’s perception. It is hard 

not to notice that people around look European, not Asian, speak English (not Japanese or 

Chinese), and act very differently. A European person moving to Asia or Africa experiences 

the same perpetual feeling of being in a strikingly different world. If one feels pressured by an 

alien cultural environment, its presence can be reduced or avoided by an individual’s decision 

not to accept its ways of being (partially or fully), not to participate in it and stay close to a 

circle of one’s compatriots instead of dealing with the locals. The ‘luxury’ of having such a 

choice is not available for the first, ‘taken-for-granted’ culture. (As this research project 

focused only on adult migrants, it did not look at the experiences of bicultural children who 

grew up equally internalising two cultures, representatives of ethnic minorities, as well as ‘third 
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culture individuals’ – children of corporate employees, military and government personnel, 

missionaries and aid workers who have been exposed to different cultures and experiences, as 

their parents moved from one country to the next. Their cases do not fit into the common model 

of cultural identity formation and first language acquisition discussed above.)      

 

Previous research on biculturalism creates an impression that people, who leave their home 

cultures and successfully undergo intercultural adaptation, usually can acquire a bicultural (or 

even multicultural) identity (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & 

Morris, 2002; Hong et al., 2016; LaFromboise et al., 1993; Liu, 2015a). Biculturalism – in 

Berry’s  terms ‘integration’ (Berry, 1997, p.11) – is predominantly viewed as a desirable 

outcome and the end goal in the immigrant’s acculturation process (Bhatia & Ram, 2009). In 

Hong, Zhan, Morris, & Benet-Matrinez (2016), biculturalism is defined as ‘attachment to and 

competency in two cultures’ or simply ‘having two cultures’ in Nguyen & Benet-Martinez 

(2013). Benet-Martinez & Haritatos (2005) describe bicultural or multicultural individuals as 

those who internalised more than one culture. In the context of the U.S., according to Benet-

Martinez & Haritatos, this translates to one out of four individuals who has lived in another 

country before relocating to the U.S and, on top of that, U.S.-born ethnic and cultural 

minorities. “Bicultural individuals may be immigrants, refugees, sojourners (e.g., international 

students, expatriates), indigenous people, ethnic minorities, those in interethnic relationships, 

and mixed-ethnic individuals”, state Nguyen and Benet-Martinez (2013). Due to increased 

migration and globalisation, ‘identification with multiple cultures is shared by an ever-wider 

fraction of humankind’, point out Hong, Zhan, Morris and Benet-Martinez (2016).  
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The above-mentioned research studies suggest a direct relationship between the experience of 

living in two countries and becoming bicultural. Since immigrants, refugees, international 

students, expatriates, mixed-ethnic individuals, and those in interethnic relationships are 

included in the list of bicultural individuals, this implies that a second culture can be 

internalised like the first culture and somehow claimed as an addition to one’s cultural identity. 

But is that really the case?    

 

In an extensive study aimed at understanding the socio-psychological processes involved in 

bicultural identity integration (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005), participants were recruited 

for the questionnaire if they met the following requirements:  

 

(a) were born in a Chinese country (People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macao, or 

Singapore),  

(b) had lived in a Chinese country for at least 5 years,  

(c) had lived in the United States for at least 5 years, and  

(d) considered themselves bicultural.  

 

The above-listed criteria were used to identify Chinese American bicultural individuals. Their 

responses to the questionnaire were used to examine the degree to which biculturals perceive 

their two cultural identities as ‘‘compatible’’ versus ‘‘oppositional’’ and establish a connection 

between the Big Five personality traits – extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

neuroticism, openness (Digman, 1990; McCrae & John, 1992) – and acculturation. Benet-

Martinez and Haritos report that all their 133 participants were undergraduate students, 

graduate students, visiting scholars, and their spouses. The mean age of the participants was 

24.5 years old (SD = 7.3), which means that the respondents were mainly young adults. Some 
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could be brought to the U.S. as children (they would have met the requirement of living for at 

least 5 years in China and the U.S.), while some could have arrived at the age of 17 or 18 as 

young adults (they would have also met the requirement of living for at least 5 years in China 

and the U.S.). However, identity-wise, these two groups of respondents would have been very 

different. Benet-Martrinez and Haritos note that ‘the somewhat small size of the sample reflects 

the difficulty of finding ethnically diverse samples of participants in the Midwest who not only 

described themselves as ‘‘bicultural’’ but also fulfilled all of the other demographic criteria 

(2005, p.1024).’ The statement shows that, surprisingly, the researchers did not encounter any 

problems with finding participants who would describe themselves as bicultural. Their main 

concern was making sure that the above mentioned demographic criteria were met.  

 

It might be not evident that Benet-Martinez and Haritatos’ study (2005) lumps together adult 

Chinese migrants (first generation); those who could have moved to the U.S. as teenagers (aged 

13-17); those who maybe arrived in the U.S. between 6 and 13 years of age (this cohort, as 

well as the adolescents, is referred to as the ‘one-and-a-half generation’ in some papers – a 

term coined by Rumbaut (1991); and those who arrived as small children before age 5 (second 

generation). Children and teenagers who came to the U.S. with their parents could, indeed, 

describe themselves as bicultural. If they were born in China and brought to the U.S. at the age 

of 5, there would be no difference between them and second-generation individuals. Children 

of immigrants born in the U.S. (second generation) and children who immigrated to the U.S. 

before age 5 were found to display no difference on measures of proficiency in English, school 

achievement, and cultural assimilation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Although not all second-

generation individuals are bicultural, the participants could be bicultural if their parents had an 

opportunity to expose them to the Chinese culture and take them to China to spend time with 

family and friends. If the study participants arrived in the U.S. prior to age 12, they could also 
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consider themselves bicultural. In Mena, Padilla, & Maldonado’s study (1987), age 12 is seen 

as a crucial milestone for immigration: university students who had immigrated to the United 

States before this age were found to experience less acculturative stresses. For those who 

arrived in the U.S. as teenagers, the ‘yes-no’ question about their bicultural self-identification 

might have been not that easy to answer. Rumbaut introduced the term ‘one-and-a-half 

generation’ to characterise the children who ‘straddle the old and the new worlds but are fully 

part of neither’ (Rumbaut, 1991, p.61; Zhou, 1997, p.65). These young people could be inclined 

to say they are bicultural, even though they would have probably chosen to tick ‘it’s 

complicated’ if the option was made available.  

 

However, when it comes to adult Chinese migrants, who arrived at age 17 and later, these 

respondents would have been people very similar to the participants of the current study (see 

sections 4.1.1 and 4.1.3, where they explain how they culturally identify themselves). The 

participants of our study made it clear that even after 30 years of living in Australia, which is 

a Western culture like the U.S., adult Asian migrants do not become culturally Australian. Their 

narratives challenge the assumption that bicultural identities in Asian immigrants and 

international students can be formed within a 5-year exposure (or even a 25-year exposure) to 

a Western cultural context. It is doubtful that after only 5 years of staying in the U.S. adult 

Chinese migrants would see themselves as bicultural – Chinese American. They would still be 

Chinese, probably struggling to express themselves in English, feeling lonely, homesick, and 

most likely wondering whether they should stay in the U.S. longer or go back home. A Chinese 

PhD student in Australia, who researched the problem of bicultural identity, wrote the 

following in his autoethnographic paper entitled ‘Living in-between: A Narrative Inquiry into 

the Identity Work of a Chinese Student in Australia’: ‘Aware of the influence of Chinese culture 

even in Australia, I felt the roots of being Chinese pulling me to return to China (Ai, 2015, 
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p.366).’ Being immersed in the present-day academic context, which (I believe, mistakenly) 

ascribes bicultural identities to immigrants, refugees, sojourners, international students, 

expatriates, and interracial individuals (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Berry, 2006; Liu, 

2015a; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013; S. J. Schwartz & Unger, 2010), Ai Bin is trying to 

find and analyse the elements of what he thinks to be his newly acquired bicultural identity, 

although in the name of his published article he clearly identifies himself as ‘a Chinese student 

in Australia’. 

 

It should be noted that the word ‘bicultural’ is not commonly used in spoken English and is not 

used in some languages at all. The terms ‘bicultural’ and ‘biculturalism’ are somewhat 

ambiguous and loosely defined even in intercultural studies (see section 1.6). It is broadly 

described as ‘having two cultures’ (Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013), ‘attachment to and 

competency in two cultures’ (Hong et al., 2016), ‘integration of two cultural orientations’ 

(Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005), ‘maintaining one’s cultural heritage and adopting a new 

cultural identity’ (Tadmor & Tetlock, 2006) and the like. Liu (2015a, p.157) suggests that 

interculturalists should find an answer to the following question:   

 

The question that needs to be addressed is what biculturalism means in a multicultural society: Does 

biculturalism (bilingualism) mean the progressive fading of the heritage cultural identity and language, 

the strengthening of the heritage cultural identity but not the host cultural identity or the strengthening 

(weakening) of identification with both cultures? 

 

Indeed, these are valid points. On the one hand, they reflect the lack of clarity in the 

intercultural field as to what can be considered ‘enough’ attachment to both cultures for 
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individuals with bicultural identities. On the other hand, the listed points reveal that the 

discussion about biculturalism does not include the opinions of others about an individual’s 

identity. Regardless of whether one feels strengthened or weakened identification with their 

two cultures, there are people around this individual who either see them as Australian 

(American/ French/ German etc.) or not. As shown in sections 1.2 and 2.1, the nature of identity 

is reflexive. The crystallisation of human identity entails ‘a dialectic between identification by 

others and self-identification, between objectively assigned and subjectively appropriated 

identity (Berger & Luckmann, 1990, p.152).’ In a commonplace scenario, to be Australian, one 

also has to be naturally seen as Australian by others. To be American, one also has to be 

naturally seen as American by others. To be Japanese, one has to be seen as Japanese by others. 

If a person’s language and behaviour make local people wonder where this person came from, 

their cultural identity enters a problematic zone (such as described by young British people of 

colour in the YouTube video called ‘The Problem With ‘Where Are You Really From?’ (2018) 

or in the documentary called ‘Hafu’ (Nishikura & Takagi, 2013)). For adult immigrants, 

thinking that they culturally belong to this society can be self-deceptive and troublesome if the 

new image of self is not mutually accepted by the locals. Nonetheless, as Liu states (2015a, 

p.162), ‘categorisation of who is and who is not bicultural is commonly based on self-

identification (e.g., ‘I’m bicultural’, ‘I’m Chinese and Australian’ or ‘I’m Chinese-

Australian’), which reflects the individual’s cultural dualism.’ It appears that a crucial element 

in defining and identifying biculturalism – the pupil of the eye of a cultural other (see section 

section 1.4 and Chapter 2) – has been missing.  

 

Language proficiency is another question that remains unanswered in research on 

biculturalism. According to Liu, ‘While a bicultural person might not necessarily be proficient 

in speaking both languages (bilingual), a bilingual person is presumably bicultural (2015a, 
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p.163).’ However, Padilla (2006) states somewhat the opposite: ‘The completely bicultural 

person’, she writes, ‘is equally at ease with members of either culture and can easily switch 

from one cultural orientation to the other and does so with native-like facility’. Padilla’s 

research dealt with Latino immigrants in the U.S. across several generations. Regarding cross-

generational cultural transmission, the researcher questions if it is possible to talk about 

biculturalism at all when the second-generation youth does not speak the language of their 

parents:   

 

If we adhere strongly to a model that assumes that home language is critical to bicultural competence, 

how is it possible to still talk about biculturalism with second-generation youth if they possess little or 

no proficiency in the language of their elders? (Padilla, 2006, p.477) 

 

As discussed above, the ‘taken-for-granted’ reality of home culture and native language go 

hand in hand. A Japanese person grows up in Japan, internalising Japanese culture and 

simultaneously acquiring the Japanese language as their native language. A Chinese person 

grows up in China, internalising Chinese culture and simultaneously acquiring the Chinese 

language as their native language. Children who are equally exposed to two cultures and 

languages when they grow up might have a unique experience of internalising two ‘taken-for-

granted’ cultural and linguistic realities, and as the number of such children increases all 

around the world, it is essential to understand how this complicated process plays out for them 

(the current research project looked only at individuals who internalised one culture and one 

language in their childhood).  

 



245 
 

Cultural identity can be invisible at first glance. As Jiro said in the interview, he thought that 

‘all white people were almost the same’ before he came to Australia. Perhaps, all the white 

people Jiro was talking about would also struggle to explain what makes them culturally 

different from white people living in other countries. In contrast, the visible difference between 

cultures is the language. The Chinese language is obviously different from the Japanese 

language, and the French language is obviously different from the German language. The 

English language has several variants that sound different and reflect the rich history of its 

expansion – also an obvious difference for English speakers. Thus, language is one of the main 

lines of demarcation between cultures. When ethnic minorities speak their own language, they 

make their presence tangible in mainstream culture. Their children can, indeed, grow up 

bicultural, internalising mainstream culture and the culture of their ancestors, as well as 

speaking the official language of the country and the language of their ancestors. However, 

being bilingual does not necessarily make them bicultural: they may choose to identify only 

with mainstream culture or only with the heritage culture. For example, in Schwartz and 

Unger’s survey (2010), a significant number of Hispanic young adults in Miami rated 

themselves as assimilated American (not very Hispanic) or mostly Hispanic (and not very 

American). This does not support Liu’s suggestion that ‘a bilingual person is presumably 

bicultural (2015a, p.163).’   

 

A fully bilingual individual who has two native languages can choose to identify not as 

bicultural but as a representative of only one culture. A variety of outside factors can influence 

this personal choice. For example, mainstream culture can have hostile attitudes towards a 

person’s heritage culture, and this can trigger either the strategy of separation from mainstream 

culture or, on the contrary, the same context can lead to a person’s decision to assimilate with 

mainstream culture at the expense of alienating themselves from their heritage culture. Besides, 
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one can simply grow to love one culture more than the other and feel closer to it. ‘Even in a 

bicultural environment, not everyone can be characterised as bicultural’, state Schwartz and 

Unger (2010).  

 

Things are quite different for a person who has only one native language and learns another 

language as a foreign language. This is the case of adult immigrants who were represented by 

the respondents of the current study. Generally, adult migrants do not have a choice of 

identifying themselves as bicultural in Australia because Australians do not see them as nascent 

Australians. The reason for that is the language, which the absolute majority of adult 

immigrants will never speak in the same way they speak their native language. Being a non-

native speaker of Australian English signals to Australians straight away that a person was not 

born in Australia. Likewise, being a native speaker of a different variant of English becomes 

apparent straight away. Recently, I came across a video in which a South African nurse living 

in Australia (for over a decade) started her public speech by saying that her accent is from 

South Africa, not Poland. She made a joke about it as she knew that people would be guessing 

where she was from instead of focusing on the contents of her speech. In Australia, regardless 

of how long immigrants have lived in the country, people refer to each other as ‘my Japanese 

friend’, ‘your French colleague’, ‘my Korean dentist’, ‘her Brazilian husband’, ‘his Chinese 

neighbour’ and so on. Some people have complicated identities, and one can often hear long 

descriptions of these identities in conversations: ‘Her husband is of Cambodian background 

but grew up in New Zealand’, ‘His girlfriend is half Russian half Bolivian, but she grew up in 

Japan’, ‘She is Armenian from Syria’, ‘He came to Australia from South Africa when he was 

8.’ How relevant are these identity descriptions to the topics of conversations? They are often 

quite irrelevant, yet people in Australia attribute some meanings to these descriptions and seem 

to generally enjoy listing names of countries when they mention the people they know. This 
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might be a peculiar Australian habit, reflecting the country’s cultural diversity. Japanese and 

Chinese identities often get mixed up in a layman’s perception, but as the respondents of this 

study reported, it does not bother them. After all, in the Australian context, being Japanese or 

Chinese does not make much of a difference, compared, for example, to South Africa in the 

times of apartheid, when Japanese people were classified as ‘honorary whites’ and Chinese 

people as ‘non-whites’ (Park, 2008).      

 

Appearance, of course, adds to the complexities of people’s identities in Australia. According 

to Liu (2015b), even second and 1.5 generation of Chinese immigrants (children of immigrants 

who were born in Australia or came to Australia with their parents) realise that ‘it is not possible 

for people with Chinese ancestry to be 100% “Australian”, no matter how well they speak the 

English language or how closely they follow the Australian way of life. Their physical 

appearance sets them apart from the Anglo-Australians at first sight (Liu, 2015b).’ Asian 

Americans also report being asked by strangers questions like, ‘Where are you really from?’ 

and even ‘Do you speak English?’ while actually conversing with these people in English 

(Matsumoto & Juang, 2008, pp.341-342). If children of Asian immigrants grow up in countries 

like the U.S. and Australia feeling that they are not 100% American or Australian, it is 

unrealistic to assume that adult immigrants from Asian countries can be seen as bicultural and 

feel that they are bicultural. Perhaps, the phenotypical resemblance is a crucial factor people 

should consider when they move to a different country. Several respondents of this study said 

that living in Asia (not necessarily in their country of birth) among other Asians is more 

comfortable because everybody looks the same. On the contrary, Australia sets them apart – as 

Asians, and this rarely entails a positive connotation, according to the respondents (see 4.1.1 

and 4.1.2).      
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Summarising the discussion, it is important to emphasise the power of language and 

intercultural mirrors – the pupil of the eye of a cultural other – in defining biculturalism. When 

neither the respondents see themselves as Australians nor Australians see them as nascent 

Australians, there is hardly any grounds for assuming that the intercultural experience the 

respondents have gone through led to their biculturalism. Biculturalism should not be equated 

with ‘integration’ in Berry’s terms (Berry, 1997, 2005), which is an individual’s ability to live 

successfully outside their home country and engage with the local people, because living and 

functioning in two cultures is not the same as having two cultures (and two languages) 

internalised as taken-for-granted realities (see sections 1.1 and 1.2 for the description of the 

process of internalisation of culture). 

 

International students, expatriates, international businesspeople, adult migrants, refugees and 

children of interracial marriages, often given as examples of bicultural individuals in existing 

literature, are in most cases people like that ‘Englishman in New York’, beautifully depicted 

by Sting. Regardless of how long he lives in the U.S., he will never call himself American or 

Anglo-American (‘Be yourself no matter what they say’, he sings). He will never change his 

accent (you can hear it in his accent when he talks – he’s an Englishman in New York). He will 

always radiate Englishness in the way he walks (down Fifth Avenue, a walking cane at his 

side), in the way he talks (the accent, of course) and in the way he makes his dietary choices 

(he doesn’t drink coffee, he takes tea, and he likes his toast done on one side). He is so proud 

of being English that it is highly unlikely that he will ever sing about his American cultural 

transformations and even less likely that he will consider becoming English-Chinese if he 

moves to Shanghai. 
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Why do we assume then that Chinese or Japanese people or, in fact, any adult immigrant should 

be different from Sting’s ‘Englishman in New York’? Why would Asian people be willing to 

become bicultural in western countries instead of proudly walking as Chinese in London, 

Sydney, Paris, Rome, Tokyo or New York? The following section will take a closer look at the 

question of identity transformations that presumably happen in people’s worldviews (their 

sense of self) as a result of intercultural experience.   
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5.2. Expanded intercultural mindset 

In modern rapidly changing societies, identities are seen as fluid, dynamic, relational, flexible 

and always in flux (W. T. Anderson, 1996; Evanoff, 2006; Kalua, 2009; Patron, 2006). This 

vision differs from the times when identities were relatively fixed, permanent and certain. 

People in western countries nowadays challenge everything that has been stable and pre-

determined in human lives for centuries: age and gender limitations, family definitions, 

sexuality, social belonging, religious affiliations, professional occupations, etc. Where does an 

individual’s cultural identity stand here? Has it also become fluid, dynamic, and flexible? Or 

does it remain relatively stable and fixed? I believe, intercultural experiences provide an 

interesting context for answering this question.           

 

Early research on intercultural experiences leading to intercultural adaptation was based on the 

assumption that ‘individuals were leaving and unlearning one culture with the goal of 

assimilating into a second culture more or less permanently. The native cultural identity would 

thus be replaced with a newly acquired one (Y. Y. Kim, 2002; LaFromboise et al., 1993; Moore 

& Barker, 2012). ‘Individuals essentially go through a dynamic process that culminates in a 

qualitative transformation’, comments Patron (2006, p.25) on Kim’s Communication Theory 

of Cross-Cultural Adaptation (Y. Y. Kim, 1995; Y. Y. Kim, Lujan, & Dixon, 1998), people 

‘need to adapt and change if they are to take part in these (intercultural – J.K.) experiences’ 

(Patron, 2006). A stress-adaptation-growth dynamic suggested by Kim (Y. Y. Kim et al., 1998), 

or a similar variation of it called a ‘death-rebirth cycle’ (Weaver, 1994), is regarded as the 

driving force behind adaptive change. The change is characterised by ‘a weakening or even a 

breakup of a previously integrated entity’ (Y. Y. Kim et al., 1998, p.257). The new cultural 

learning accompanied by frustration, anxiety and even suffering leads to a gradual development 
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of an increasingly intercultural identity in a monocultural person. This new identity represents 

a cohesive and creative new whole that embraces conflicting cultural demands (Y. Y. Kim et 

al., 1998).  

 

‘Critiquing the largely static, monolithic, and value-laden perspective on cultural identity 

prevalent in social science literature’ (Y. Y. Kim, 2008, p.359), Kim puts forward a concept of 

‘intercultural personhood’, which signifies a constructive way for human development in 

today’s increasingly integrated communities. ‘Intercultural personhood’ points to a ‘way of 

existence that strives to embrace and incorporate seemingly divergent cultural elements into 

something new and unique,’ states Kim (2008, p.366).’ In other words, ‘intercultural 

personhood’ is a mindset that emerges in individuals outside their cultural ‘comfort zone’ in 

response to the need to exist in a global cultural environment and integrate diverse cultures. 

Kim goes as far as to say that this kind of intercultural orientation ‘discourages excessive claims 

for cultural identity’, while helping people to see their collective ‘blind spots’ (Y. Y. Kim, 

2008, p.367).   

 

As the analysis of the interviews showed, some changes in an individual’s mindset do happen 

as a result of intercultural experience. The respondents of the current study commented on the 

freedom from social expectations of their home countries they enjoy in Australia, which 

enables them to consider new life choices such as changing career midlife, dating at an older 

age (as opposed to being married and staying with the same person the entire life), questioning 

their cultural patterns of relationships with parents, raising children in a different way, or even 

joining a church to make friends (see sections 4.2.2, 4.1.4). Overall, all the respondents appear 

to enjoy more freedom in Australia as they feel liberated from the pressure of intracultural 
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mirrors – the pupil of the eye of their compatriots – and do not perceive the intercultural mirrors 

Australians hold up for them as equally controlling.   

 

The Japanese respondents feel that as they live in Australia, they can distance themselves from 

the strict conformity typical of Japanese society and lead their lives without worrying about 

what other people think about them: ‘Here (in Australia) I don’t really care what people think 

because not many people care about other people’, says Yukiko. Their perception of age and 

what is acceptable to do or not to do at different stages of human life has been impacted by the 

Australian cultural environment. As Yukiko explained, ‘Age doesn’t really matter here (in 

Australia). I love it, yeah, whereas there (in Japan) I had to change my resume age. I had to 

write I am younger to get the job.’ Japanese female respondents feel more empowered as 

women in Australia because there is less pressure and no restrictions on what women should 

and should not do at different ages. For example, whilst in Japan a woman is expected to quit 

work after she gets married (ideally, by age 25) and stay at home to look after children, in 

Australia it is not a social norm. Being a single working mother is common in Australia, but 

not common in Japan (see 4.2.2 for more examples given by the respondents).  

 

The Chinese respondents talk about freeing themselves from the social pressure hidden in 

Confucian values of putting their parents first and obeying their will. They undergo significant 

personal transformations in Australia, realising that they have been influenced by the 

Australian individualistic values. As Jasmine puts it, ‘Australian culture affect me, and I found 

out I wanna do myself. Like I know how to be myself. It’s not really like I belong to my parents. 

I just be me.’ Becoming her own person and breaking the cycle of Confucian obedience to her 

parents, who used to plan her future for her, represents a radical change in Jasmine’s outlook 

(see section 4.2.2). Sophia, another Chinese respondent, is thinking about changing her career 
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midlife. She is fully aware of the fact that her parents would not approve of it, but this does not 

bother her either, even though she was also brought up in the Confucian cultural framework 

(and came to Australia only because her parents decided that it was the right thing to do). Some 

of the new life choices, such as changing a career or dating later in life, would not be readily 

available in China or Japan. Thus, the changes in mindset reported by the respondents would 

have been unlikely to happen had they not left their home countries.  

 

Kazuo, a rebel who quit a prestigious job in Japan nearly 30 years ago to move to Australia 

(which made his father furious, and his mother deeply upset), said that he admires Australian 

people for how easily they accept differences and not fear being different from other people 

themselves. If he had stayed in Japan, he thinks he would have been less open-minded and 

more like everybody else in Japan – following the same life cycle imposed on individuals by 

Japanese society. Jiro, who never seems to miss a chance to criticise Japanese culture, feels 

that he can be honest and direct in Australia, while in Japan he has to be more careful about 

expressing his opinions, better even lie, ‘Here (in Australia) I am very frank. So, I don’t have 

to lie myself or to others. That’s changed. I think that’s better, right?’ (see sections 4.1.5 and 

4.2.1). Henry is happy to have less interaction with people in Australia and feels comfortable 

as he does not need to deal with people in business situations as much as it would be required 

in China. He creates an image of Australian paradise for introverts describing how easy it is to 

avoid people in Australia compared to China.  

 

The respondents also commented on the new knowledge they acquired in Australia. This 

included history, animal-related social problems, environmental protection, global issues such 

as eradicating prejudices, racism and the importance of having free access to information. They 

admitted they became more open-minded, tolerant, independent, and accepting of differences, 
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thanks to meeting people from diverse cultural backgrounds in Australia, not necessarily 

Anglo-Australians. As Yukiko admitted, she had never heard her Japanese friends talk about 

environment protection, combatting poverty or dealing with controversial pages of world 

history. In Australia, she has a chance to participate in such discussions, which makes her 

interested in learning more about the world. 

 

It appears that the respondents of this study have found ways of existence that embrace and 

incorporate seemingly divergent cultural elements – what Kim calls ‘intercultural personhood’ 

or intercultural identity (Y. Y. Kim, 2008). Their interpretations of personal intercultural 

experience reveal that their mindset is very different from a mindset of a monocultural person. 

They know more about the world than a monocultural person does. They have more life choices 

available to them. They can recognise and question the cultural values that they were raised 

with. They also experienced what it is like to be a foreigner, or ‘the other’. However, these 

differences in their outlook do not mean that their mindsets have become bicultural (Japanese 

Australian or Chinese Australian), and the identities of immigrants like them should not be 

automatically equated with bicultural identities. As Kazuo says, ‘Since (my) thirties I’ve been 

here, in Australia, and I see lots of changes happening in Australia... So, I just see everything 

– Australia, Japan, people – very objectively. And I feel just I belong to the world. World 

citizenship, yeah.’ The way Kazuo sees his cultural transformation reflects Kim’s concept of 

‘intercultural personhood’ and intercultural identity. Kazuo does not sound Australian and does 

not act Australian; neither does he act or think like a monocultural Japanese person; he is not 

a combination of Australian and Japanese cultural elements either! He can be compared to an 

impartial judge who has knowledge and understanding of both sides of the case and can place 

it in an existing context of similar cases. Another comparison could be that of a bird which 

gains a bigger picture of the world from above. 
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Kim thinks of an intercultural identity as an extension of cultural identity (Y. Y. Kim, 2008). 

Unlike bicultural identity (discussed in section 5.1), intercultural identity does not represent 

any additions or subtractions of cultural components. It rather illustrates Aristotle’s observation 

stating that ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.’ According to Kim, the closest terms 

to intercultural identity are ‘meta-identity,’ ‘cosmopolitan’ or ‘transcultural’ identity, ‘all of 

which indicate less dualistic and more meta-contextual conceptions of self and others rather 

than rigid boundedness vis-a-vis conventional social categories such as ethnicity or culture (Y. 

Y. Kim, 2008, p.364).’ 

 

Kim’s statement about the intercultural orientation that ‘discourages excessive claims for 

cultural identity’ while helping people to see their collective ‘blind spots’ (Y. Y. Kim, 2008, 

p.367) can be also traced in the participants’ responses. The collective ‘blind spots’ are 

described in section 4.2.3: they are the new knowledge about the respondents’ home countries 

that they were able to gain, thanks to seeing their countries from an Australian perspective. As 

for the discouragement of ‘excessive claims for cultural identity’, Kazuo brought up this point 

in a rather emotional way. The excerpt below is cited with little abridgement because every 

word Kazuo says is essential for understanding the nature of changes in his intercultural 

outlook:  

 

Kazuo: It’s not only in Australia but all over the world people are so ignorant, and people don’t 

think too much. So, that’s probably the primary cause of the social problems happening in all 

over the world including the religious problems… I know each country has its own values, and 

laws, and constitutions and culture, and rules on how people are supposed to behave properly, 

but, basically, we don’t choose to be born in that country to speak that language as your mother 

tongue. You just happen to be there. And you spend years to living and growing up there, and 

as you grow up, you develop your social values of that country. Just happen to get it. And then 

suddenly, ‘I am Australian’, ‘I am Japanese’, ‘I am Korean’. Oh, come on. (laugh) You didn’t 
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choose it, you just happened to be born there. You just happened to be Chinese, or Korean, or 

Japanese. Then many people migrate to Australia leaving their countries. So, if you do that, 

why just not open your mind more and think about the differences and similarities and reasons 

behind it? Just a people. And if you are born in Japan, you speak Japanese fluently as your 

mother tongue. If you are born in China, you just speak Chinese as your mother tongue. And 

you are regarded as a member of the Chinese communist society even if you hate communism. 

You may be a Chinese as a member of the Communist Party… society… So, it’s so ridiculous 

that people think, ‘I am Australian’ or ‘I am a Christian’ or ‘I am Buddhist’. It was just 

available to you at one time in your life, and you just happened to choose it. But if it’s not in 

there… Japanese people think that they are Buddhist or Shintoist, but because you are born in 

there. And most of the time they can hardly see the question as they grow up in Japan. That’s 

why they happen to be Buddhist. That’s all. And they even don’t know much about Buddhism. 

(laugh) Here, in Australia which religion do you believe it, I… so, what do you believe? 

Nothing. Oh, come on, if you don’t believe in anything, you can’t be a human. So, what is your 

standard on the values you have to believe as a human?   

 

Kazuo’s words make it clear that the intercultural identity he acquired in Australia is not a 

combination of Japanese and Australian cultural identities (in other words, it is not a bicultural 

identity). Indeed, he sees people’s claims for cultural or religious identities as excessive and 

maybe even groundless. Whether you are Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Australian, Christian, 

Buddhist or Shintoist, ‘you didn’t choose it’, he says, ‘you just happened to be born there.’ He 

believes, what is most important is universal human values: being a human being in the first 

place, rather than all the socially constructed affiliations of human beings with different groups. 

This way of looking at cultural identity has nothing to do with the combination of being 

Japanese and being Australian. It appears that the multicultural fabric of Australian society has 

influenced the respondent’s identity transformation more than the mainstream Anglo-

Australian culture, which is the focus of intercultural research (Liu, 2011, 2015a, 2015b).         

     

The main problem for people with an acquired intercultural identity, as I see it, is that it is 
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invisible to others. The changes that happen to an individual’s mindset have no external shape 

or form. There is no piece of clothing that people can put on to show their ‘intercultural 

personhood’ to others. In the English language (as well as in Japanese, Russian, or German, 

for example), there is no word or expression that would stand for “I am intercultural”. Language 

forces us to find words that everybody understands. ‘I am Japanese’, ‘I am Chinese’, ‘I am 

ABC (American/Australian born Chinese)’ are examples of identities commonly known and 

accepted. However, this is not always the case. Japanese people who have one foreign parent, 

for example, have to say ‘I am half’ in Japanese because this is the way the Japanese language 

shaped the idea of mixed heritage. For many Japanese people of mixed heritage, the expression 

‘I am half’ is hurtful (Nishikura, 2013; Nishikura & Takagi, 2013). It can be even worse when 

there is no word to describe one’s identity in the language. A biracial Australian girl tried to 

explain what it is like to have an identity that cannot be easily put into words (Cage, 2017):   

 

If there were an algorithm that could formulate a person’s most asked question, mine would be 

“what are you?” Society has a habit of labelling people like soup cans in a kitchen and for as 

long as I can remember, one of the first questions people ask during initial conversation is 

usually in relation to my racial ambiguity. Replying with “I am Australian” only ever leads to 

“but what are you really?” Learning how to tolerate ignorance and pass it off as curiosity, I 

take a deep breath and pull out the pie chart. 

 

In a globalising world, people with intercultural identities might have to join a rapidly growing 

group of people who, unfortunately, remain unlabelled ‘soup cans’ in a kitchen. At the moment, 

there are no commonly used words that can precisely describe what makes these people with 

an intercultural identity different from any monocultural person. However, some confusion can 

be avoided if we think of these people as individuals with an expanded intercultural mindset 

rather than individuals with an unconventional type of identity (that cannot be expressed by 

common words). After all, they remain Chinese and Japanese. Their core cultural identity 
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formed during the earliest periods of socialisation has not changed. When they talk about 

themselves, they never deny that they are Chinese or Japanese. Below is the list of utterances 

that show that they strongly identify as Chinese or Japanese:  

 

Yes, I am Japanese. (Yukiko) 

 

But because I am Chinese… (Jasmine) 

 

 

As I get old, I feel more like I am Japanese. It’s strange. (Arisa) 

 

I like western culture, but many of my value is oriental value. (Henry) 

 

I don’t want to forget the Chinese culture, but I feel like it’s very difficult to merge into 

Australian culture. (Henry) 

 

The community I am in, it’s still mostly Chinese. (Sophia) 

 

I spend more time talking in Chinese compared with talking in English. (Sophia) 

 

I’ve been told in Japanese community here, in Australia, for 20 years, ‘You are so Japanese! 

Jiro-san, you are so traditional Japanese, stubborn’… or whatever. So, I thought, ‘I am 

Japanese!’ (Jiro) 

 

Of course, I am from Japan. I still identify myself as Japanese. But sometimes I feel alienated 

when I am in Japan now, because they, Japanese people now, are so different from the Japanese 

I knew 30 years ago when I left Japan. (Kazuo) 
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They are also seen as Japanese or Chinese by Australians, by their compatriots (see Jiro’s 

utterance above), and by other foreigners (who, for example, come to Kazuo to ask him 

questions about Japanese people and culture). It is problematic to claim that cultural identity is 

dynamic, flexible and always in flux, while, judging from the respondents’ opinions, it appears 

to be clearly fixed and stable – at least in linguistic terms. An intercultural mindset can be 

viewed, in my opinion, as an extension of people’s basic cultural identity that can expand it, 

but this expansion will never really transform its primary ‘operational system’ – cultural 

identity.  

 

It is worth noting that not all immigrants, sojourners and expatriates have an expanded 

intercultural mindset and experience any sort of changes in their worldviews. As Kazuo 

described the Japanese people he personally knows in Australia, he emphasised that their way 

of life remains entirely Japanese:  

    

Kazuo: I talked to some Japanese people coming to Australia and living here as a migrant, and 

many of them have this kind of attitude: they bring the Japanese identity and Japanese values 

to Australia and are living here. But they face always to Japan. OK? … They physically exist 

in Australia, but their mind always faces towards Japan. And once you go into their houses, 

everything is in Japanese: they watch Japanese TV, OK? And they always check the news and 

everything in TV programs, news through Internet and what’s happening in Japan. Many of 

them speak only Japanese… Sometimes I just only meet these Japanese people living in here 

and speaking in Japanese.   

 

When looking at immigrants who can operate in two (or more) different societies, it is easy to 

get carried away and forget that living in a foreign country does not automatically lead to 

intercultural contact with the locals and result in expanded intercultural mindsets. As Kate Fox 
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wrote about the English people in her bestseller ‘Watching the English’ (2004, p.20), 

‘Wherever we settle in any numbers, we… create pockets of utterly insular Englishness.’ 

Judging by an abundance of ethnic neighbourhoods in all major cities of the world, this 

tendency of transporting one’s culture to different geographic locations is commonplace for 

human beings. While basic cultural identity cannot be unlearned and replaced with a newly 

acquired one, for adult immigrants it is possible to have only very limited contact with a culture 

of their country of residence.   
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Chapter Six  

Conclusions and Future Research 

This thesis adds value to the existing research on identity by providing in-depth interviews with 

Japanese and Chinese adult migrants about their identity transformations and analysing the 

reported lived experiences in the IPA methodological framework. In contrast to other data 

collection and analysis methods in nomothetic psychology, which make it impossible to 

retrieve the analysis of the individuals who provided the data in the first place, the current IPA 

study throws the spotlight on these individuals. In the IPA framework, human beings are 

assumed to be sense-making creatures, which is why the thesis gives access to the participants’ 

own interpretations before the researcher's analysis is layered. Thus, the analysis can be 

retrieved by following the authentic voices of Asian respondents and making sense of the way 

the researcher has made sense of the participants’ interpretations. As the interviews were held 

in English, the participants’ non-native language, and transcribed verbatim (with all the 

inaccuracies left as they occurred in the conversations), the ‘linguistic portraits’ were created. 

These linguistic portraits are a stark reminder that any cultural identity starts with language 

(see 5.1). Immigrants’ language competence is often overlooked in research on biculturalism 

because the primary focus tends to be on understanding cultures in the context of their unique 

values, traditions, behaviours and cultural practices. Applying the IPA method to studying 

individuals who are interviewed in their non-native language is a novel practice in intercultural 

research. Its further use in the field can potentially bring Intercultural Studies closer to 

Sociolinguistics, where linguistic analysis deals primarily with not what people say but how 

they say it.  
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The results gained from this research explain how adult Asian immigrants perceive themselves 

in the Australian cultural context. Their narratives were expected to shed light on the problem 

of identity negotiations and construction of bicultural identities (as a result of intercultural 

experience), extensively discussed in the existing literature (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; 

Benet-Martinez et al., 2002; Berry, 1997; Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001; Chen, 2014; Collie et 

al., 2010; Hong et al., 2016; Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Kibria, 2000; Liu, 2015a, 2015b; 

Ting-Toomey, 2005; Toomey et al., 2013). However, this expectation was not realised as 

biculturalism did not become manifest in the respondents’ cultural self-identification. None of 

the individuals who took part in the study said that they see themselves culturally as Australian 

or Chinese Australian and Japanese Australian. Although they are socially well integrated into 

Australian society – in Berry’s terms, they ‘participate as an integral part of the larger social 

network’ (Berry, 1997, p.9), they continue to identify as Japanese or Chinese. The feeling of 

Australian-ness comes mainly from Australian citizenship for those who hold it, which is a 

newly acquired national identity but not a cultural identity. They are also seen as Japanese or 

Chinese by their compatriots, by nascent Australians and by other foreigners and Australian 

immigrants, who, for example, often approach them to ask questions about Japan or China. 

Their English language ability remains distinctly non-native. This finding challenges the long-

established equation in the existing literature between Berry’s (1997) integration strategy of 

acculturation and biculturalism. Tadmor and Tetlock (2006, p.174) stated, for example, 

‘integration or biculturalism involves maintaining one’s cultural heritage and adopting a new 

cultural identity; the identities are suggested to remain independent of each other, and the 

activation of each is context dependent.’ The current study did not find evidence to demonstrate 

that the adoption of a new cultural identity by adult Asian migrants in Australia takes place. 

Neither did it reveal the mechanisms of ‘activation’ of one or the other cultural identities, which 
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is, indeed, typical of bicultural individuals (see a study by Toomey et al. (2013), illustrating 

this mechanism).    

 

The identity transformations that have been identified in the current study are related to the 

changes in the individuals’ mindsets and sense of self. These changes are caused by the 

Australian cultural environment but do not result in a complete cultural transformation of Asian 

migrants or adoption of a new Australian identity. The respondents of the current study 

unanimously stated that they enjoy freedom from the social expectations of their home 

countries as they live in Australia. Thanks to this freedom, they can consider a broader range 

of life choices such as changing career midlife, dating at an older age (as opposed to being 

married and staying with the same person for the entire life), changing some cultural patterns 

of relationships with parents (for example, relationships strongly influenced by Confucian 

piety), raising their children differently, or even joining a church to make friends. On the whole, 

the participants of the current study feel liberated from the pressure of intracultural mirrors – 

the pupil of the eye of their compatriots – and do not perceive the intercultural mirrors 

Australians hold up for them as equally controlling. They can distance themselves from the 

strict conformity, competition and rules typical of Japanese or Chinese societies and lead their 

lives without worrying about what other people think about them. Thus, their lives in Australia 

appear to be less stressful and less dictated by others compared to their lives back in Japan and 

China. Several respondents commented on how they feel younger living in Australia compared 

to how they would feel about their age if they had stayed in their home countries: this is because 

in Australia, as they have noticed, people can date and marry in their 60s, 70s or even 80s (see 

Brockie’s Insight show ‘Dating after 60’ (2018)). Furthermore, Japanese female respondents 

explained how different it is to live as a woman in Japan and Australia. They feel that Australia 

gives more power to women. In contrast, Japan imposes numerous restrictions on what women 
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should and should not do at different ages (male Japanese respondents also commented on this 

point). Living in Australia and having an opportunity to compare the two countries, Japanese 

female respondents admit that Australian women are much stronger than Japanese women 

because they can work and raise children even as single mothers, which is typically not possible 

in Japanese society. (The Chinese respondents did not make such comparisons regarding 

gender roles in China and Australia.) The study shows that some identities (social categories), 

such as age and gender, for example, can remain on the surface unchanged, but intercultural 

experience can alter the individual’s perception of oneself. This can encourage adult migrants 

to reinterpret their lives and dramatically change their trajectories. Therefore, intercultural 

experience can have a profound impact on identity as a self-narrative, or one’s sense of self 

(see definitions of identity in section 1.3). Surprisingly, none of the participants of this study 

commented on the difficulties in finding employment or the problem of deskilling, which is a 

common experience among migrants (Kofman, 2012). While female Japanese respondents 

thought that a career was not important for them at all, those in the workforce talked positively 

about the new opportunities Australia provided. 

 

‘Critiquing the largely static, monolithic, and value-laden perspective on cultural identity’ (Y. 

Y. Kim, 2008, p.359), Kim introduced a concept of ‘intercultural personhood’ (or intercultural 

identity), which points to a ‘way of existence that strives to embrace and incorporate seemingly 

divergent cultural elements into something new and unique’ (2008, p.366).’ The scholar even 

suggests that this kind of intercultural orientation ‘discourages excessive claims for cultural 

identity’ while helping people to see their collective ‘blind spots’ (Y. Y. Kim, 2008, p.367).  

Kim’s concept of ‘intercultural personhood’ can be traced in the responses of one participant 

of this study, who claimed that many people are ‘ignorant’ as they do not realise that they ‘just 

happen to be’ Australian, Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Buddhist, Shintoist or Communist – only 
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because they were born and grew up at a particular place and period of time (see section 5.2 

for a full excerpt from that interview). His opinion can be viewed as discouraging ‘excessive 

claims for cultural identity’ (as well as religious and political identities). Yet, it does not 

entirely erase or weaken his own identification as being Japanese. In various parts of the 

interview, he says, ‘Of course, I am Japanese’, ‘I am Japanese in Australia’, ‘Sometimes I feel 

I am Australian’, ‘Because I am not Australian’, ‘I don’t know, I am in the middle’, 

contradicting himself and probably looking for the missing word to precisely describe his 

identity – ‘intercultural’ (which is linguistically not a commonly available identity option at 

present). Whether intercultural identity, ‘embracing and incorporating seemingly divergent 

cultural elements’ (Y. Y. Kim, 2008, p.366), contradicts a ‘static’, ‘monolithic’ and ‘value-

laden’ perspective on cultural identity is questionable. Judging from the undertaken analysis, 

the intercultural mindset can be smoothly integrated into a self-narrative of adult migrants 

without causing significant changes to their basic cultural identity. After all, they remain 

culturally Japanese and Chinese (which they confirm both directly and indirectly), but their 

mindset is expanded by their Australian experience. Unlike bicultural identity discussed above, 

intercultural identity does not represent any additions or subtractions of cultural components 

(Japanese + Australian or Chinese + Australian). Instead, it illustrates Aristotle’s observation 

stating that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Although the mindset of adult migrants 

is different from a monocultural person, it does not become like the mindset of nascent 

Australians. For example, the mindset of a nascent Australian does not include questioning the 

Confucian values or the ‘collective blind spots’ of Australian cultural practices that people 

from other countries might find unethical. It also appears that the respondents are influenced 

more by the multicultural fabric of Australian society than the mainstream Anglo-Australian 

culture, as they come into contact with people of different nationalities while living in Australia 

and find it easier to make friends with other immigrants than with nascent Australians.  
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There are several problems that need to be further addressed in research on immigrants’ identity 

transformations. Firstly, it is necessary to analyse how adult migrants reconcile their original 

cultural identity and the intercultural identity acquired later in life: do they blend the two or 

keep them separate? When it comes to bicultural individuals, it has been established in previous 

research that they often ‘engage in active cultural frame switching, in which they move between 

different cultural meaning systems in response to situational cues’ (Benet-Martinez et al., 2002, 

p.493). For example, bicultural individuals can be Mexican at home and American at work or 

school (example from Padilla, 2006). They can have Asian and White friends but keep them 

separate from each other and do separate activities with each group, such as eating out at 

Korean BBQ with Asian friends and working on cars with White friends, but never mix the 

two groups and invite them out together (example from Toomey et al., 2013). Descriptions of 

similar switching between two cultural scripts are reportedly common for Asian Americans, 

African Americans, Hispanic Americans and many other bicultural individuals (Benet-

Martinez et al., 2002; Hong et al., 2000; LaFromboise et al., 1993; Phinney & Devich-Navarro, 

1997; Toomey et al., 2013). Drawing a parallel with bicultural individuals, the original cultural 

identity of immigrants can be seen as one cultural ‘mode of operation’ (first culture), while the 

intercultural identity could be the second mode (second ‘culture’). Thus, instead of identifying 

as Japanese American (Japanese/American), a person might think of themself as Japanese 

Intercultural (Japanese/Intercultural). Instead of Chinese Australian (Chinese/Australian), one 

might be seen as Chinese Intercultural (Chinese/Intercultural). With their compatriots, 

especially those who never left their home country, migrants might want to act according to 

Japanese or Chinese culturally appropriate rules, while with all other people, they might feel it 

is easier to switch to the intercultural ‘mode’. What exactly does the intercultural mode 

involve? This could be another question for future research to examine. In the case of Japanese 
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and Chinese migrants in Australia, the intercultural mode entails speaking in a foreign language 

in the first place. It could also imply being more talkative, finding suitable topics for 

conversation, expressing their opinions and emotions in a culturally more appropriate way and 

probably doing separate activities with their compatriots and people from other countries, as 

the above-mentioned example from Toomey et al. (2013) suggests. Analysing the ways 

migrants ‘activate’ or blend their original cultural identity and intercultural identity can 

potentially lead to developing strategies for all adult migrants that can help them reduce 

conflicting feelings, expectations, dissatisfaction and provide a better understanding of the 

intercultural challenges. 

 

Another urgent issue that needs to be acknowledged and further explored concerns a significant 

number of immigrants who end up living in their Chinese, Japanese (or Brazilian, Colombian, 

Lebanese, Russian etc.) bubble inside Australia. Intercultural research creates an impression 

that culture is omnipresent, and migrants naturally come into contact with it. However, the 

2016 Australian Census showed that ‘around half of overseas-born Australians who arrived 

with no English skills still cannot speak the language well, or at all after 15 years of residency 

(Arora, 2020).’ This finding shows that living in Australia does not guarantee that people have 

friendships with the locals and find a way to participate as an integral part of Australian society. 

The tendency to stick to one’s home culture and stay in the company of fellow countrymen is 

probably more natural for all human beings than acquiring an intercultural identity. In Fox’s 

bestseller ‘Watching the English’ (2004), based on the researcher’s ethnographic work, there 

is a reminder of how the English people, for example, ‘arrange’ their geographic relocations: 

‘Wherever we settle in any numbers, we… create pockets of utterly insular Englishness (p.20).’ 

Many immigrants live in such home culture ‘pockets’ as well: ‘pockets of utterly insular’ 

Chinese-ness, Japanese-ness, Brazilian-ness, Russian-ness, Colombian-ness, and the like. As 
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an English teacher in Australia, I regularly encounter students who say that I am the only person 

they talk to in English (while they physically reside in Australia). I have taught some students 

who moved from one Australian city to another, consciously trying to escape their compatriots’ 

circle of friends. However, several months later, they realised that they were surrounded by 

their compatriots again, only in a different city. Surprisingly, English teachers are often the 

only meaningful intercultural contact students have with broader Australian society. Migrants 

and sojourners who find it hard to blend into a local community are underrepresented in the 

existing literature. Shifting the focus of research attention to such individuals can open up new 

avenues for intercultural research and increase its practicality.  

 

Finally, more attention in understanding bicultural and intercultural identities needs to be given 

to the age factor and the process of internalisation of cultures. As shown in sections 1.1 and 1.2 

of this thesis, internalisation of culture takes place in early childhood together with the first 

language acquisition. Previous research has not determined until what age internalisation of 

culture as a taken-for-granted reality is possible. Some findings (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001) 

suggest that children of immigrants who arrived in the U.S. before age 5 and children of 

immigrants born in the U.S. were found to display no difference on measures of proficiency in 

English, school achievement, and cultural assimilation. Whether cultural assimilation of 

children under age 5 takes place in Australia as well is not so clear. For example, Anh Do, a 

famous Australian comedian of Vietnamese origin, was brought to Australia at age 3 but did 

not see himself as an Australian child as he was growing up in Australia. His memoir The 

Happiest Refugee (2010) provides a glance into the world of an immigrant child, which is 

strikingly different from the world of a child growing up in mainstream Australian culture. As 

Anh Do describes his school years, he writes, ‘All through my primary school years I had a 

thick Vietnamese accent: ‘Fipteen minat twell equal tree’. Even though my English was getting 
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better year by year, it was still definitely not as good as an Aussie kid’s’ (Do, 2010, pp.45-46). 

The latter sentence indirectly points out that he did not think of himself as ‘an Aussie kid’. Anh 

Do’s memoir gives illuminating insights into his identity development (as a non-Aussie kid 

growing up in Australia to become an outstanding Australian) and could be used as the basis 

for deepening our understanding of biculturalism. The lack of consistency in the ways 

‘biculturalism’ and ‘identity’ are defined in the existing literature (see section 1.6 and 1.3) 

proves that there are still many unresolved questions about the very nature of bicultural 

identities.    

 

Continuing research about bicultural and intercultural identities of individuals is of the utmost 

importance for Australian society because Australia has one of the highest percentages of 

overseas-born population in the world (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Almost half 

(49%) of the Australian people are immigrants or have at least one immigrant parent 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a). As it was shown in the thesis, parents play a crucial 

role in the formation of an individual’s identity: ‘it takes severe biographical shocks to 

disintegrate the massive reality internalised in early childhood; much less to destroy the 

realities internalised later’ (Berger & Luckmann, 1990, p.162). Therefore, analysing the 

identities of adult migrants in Australia and their children is essential for building a prosperous 

multicultural society and forging a national identity of a relatively young country. Although 

the participants of the current study remained culturally Japanese and Chinese despite their 

prolonged stay in Australia, their identities acquired an additional intercultural layer. It would 

be interesting to compare similar lived experiences of Japanese and Chinese immigrants in 

other countries (for example, Brazil) to see whether their identities can change in a different 

way depending on the country of residence and cultural background of the local people. On the 

other hand, comparing identity-related experiences of Asian adult migrants in Australia to 
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South American adult migrants in Australia can also be beneficial. As the world is struggling 

to implement the idea of multiculturalism into practice, it is vital for Australia to look for more 

efficient ways of dealing with diverse human identities in order to build a healthier, inclusive 

society. 
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