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During the course of this ﬁroject, we have collected the following: 143 full
length interviews, between 90 and 200 minutes each; more than 300 hours of digital video footage of

the interviews; more than 4250 pages of transcripts with more than 2 million words.
We have already produced one of the largest first-person oral history narratives of refugees in
Japan that we know of and there has been thousands of hits already. This thus achieves one of the
primary goals of our initial proposal which was to disseminate information beyond the narrow

confines of academic community and reach directly into the stakeholders who are in Japan and abroad.
With this data we have been making presentations to schools and community groups, groups of

academics and scholars here in Japan and those who are coming through Japan from foreign countries.
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Over the past 5 years, as the world refugee crisis worsens, we have seen a dramatic
increase in the numbers of asylum seekers in Japan. This is causing problems for the
immigrant community and for Japan. At this time, where is a lack of primary research
done on these topics, especially on the direct experience of the refugees themselves, but
also on those who are supporting these refugees.

The purpose of this research is to examine the new wave of refugees coming into Kanto
area. We use oral narrative methods, digital media recording to speak to a) refugees
themselves, b) the different groups and agencies supporting the refugees, c¢) the
community reaction to the refugees. Since our goal is not only to research but aso to
improve the situation, we plan on disseminating information on both scholarly and
popular media.

This plan is divided over three years, which distinctive approaches employed each year
as the amount of dataincreases.

Phase |I. Background research, statistical and legal anaysis, and establishing good
relationships with the different agencies, both NPO and state agencies, that are supporting
the refugees.

Phase I1. We will begin our interviews with thefirst group of refugees: the Africans. They
are arelatively coherent and tightly bound community, so this makes sense to start there.
Moreover, there is almost no current or past research on the African community.
Our questions schedule will include three interviews per person, on the following topics.
a) ldentification of background and lifein the original country,
b) Events leading up to their choice to leave their home country,
c) their live in Japan since their arrival.

Phase I11. We will expand our focus to include the Syrian refugees
Phase IV will focus on South and Southeast Asian refugees.

Phase V will focus on ways to archive, code and display these materials on websites and
open archives as away to increase the range of exposure and thus understanding among
refugees and local Japanese residents.

Resear ch Under Covid

Like many of the research proiect beina done in Japan and around the world, the goals,
methods, and results were heavily influenced by the onset of Covid-19. Not only did the
advent of Covid interrupt and force methodoloadical chanaes in our research practice, as
will be outlined below, but even the national orientation to the admission of refuaees
and immiarants have been profoundly affected by the closing of the boarders and fear
about favor of outsiders as possible agents of infection. The way that local population
within Japan understand, and act toward immiarant populations, includina refuaees,
have been profoundly affected by the national policy of closing of the borders, and the
hysteria around the world that identifies outsiders a source of danaer. Moreover, the
dramatic shift in policy regardina the national border and immiaration have also
transformed the statistical trajectory of immigration and flows of refugees into Japan.



These nationa shiftsin policy and rhetoric have affected and usually areatly reduced
the activities of many of the NPO leaders and volunteers who were once more open
enthusiastic about refuaee support. Durina Covid, many of the smaller oraanizations
that make up the vast maijority of refuaee support aroups either closed down or
dramaticallv restricted their activities. It isfor these reasons that one of the primary foci
of our proiect — interviewina of the popular view of those who worked in these support
oraanizations—was impossible. This is regrettable but I’'m not sure if there’s anything
else we could’ve done. Safety and the willingness of participants to freely engage in
voluntary and secure research is a principle that we must respect above all else.

Review of phase 1; background resear ch.
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onset of Covid increased the lack of transparency they are in. Moreover, in terms of the
statistical data, due to Covid, the numbers of acceptances, the numbers of applications,
and the typical period of time required to process an application all were dramatically
altered often inirregular patterns. Thisis not something that was distinctive to Japan, as
border closings around the world sent immigration offices scrambling to adjust to the
new realities or what is sometimes called “the new normal.” Nevertheless this has
resulted in alack of meaningful statistical profiles being generated. For example, one
year we will see aspike in the length of time required to process an application, and this
will result in adramatic altering of the ratio of applications to acceptances. In another
instance because finally many of the refugees who were at the detention center released
because of the genera acceptance that the detention center represents one of the most
significant and uncontrollable sites of infection, many of the efforts to chart refugees
through the system, including the detention center, was interrupted.

Phase 2-4: interviews.

As we proposed we began our
interviews with the most coherent
and tightly bound immigrant
communities that we had access to.

e T
In this case it was Africans who
were here in Japan seeking refugee i,
asylum recognition. Our African etk docmt
research subjects could bein el
retrospect divided into two different
groups. Given the very long time

that it takes for arefugee application
to be processed, many of the Africans who are here in Japan came substantially before
there was any threat of Covid. The second group are those who arrive during or
immediately prior to the advent of Covid. Thefirst group had aready established
functional if precarious living arrangements and some connections to the different aid
organizations that were providing what little support there was. The second group was
not as established and often never formed coherent social bonds among themselves or
with support agencies in order to get regular food, housing, and other life-sustaining
materials.

Both of these groups, on the whole, lack health insurance, and as a matter of fact they
were very hesitant to ever leave their house. This was due to their fear of infection and
the realization that if they got sick, they would be unable to avail themselves to Japan’s



wonderful medical facilities. This presented two kinds of challenges. The first and most
substantial challenge was a challenge of survival. They were unable to find connections
to support organizations and as aresult had to sequester themselves very often in
isolation from each other and from Japanese. The second challenge was to us, as
researchers. Because the first principle of any research is to be sure not to do any harm
or put your research subjects at any risk that is absolutely avoidable, we were unable to
visit them at their house and of course they were unable to come to campus for face-to-
face interviews.

Methodological | nnovation:
Like many of the ethnographic
research projects around the world
and in Japan, this forced us to
reevaluate our entire methodological
research cycle. Without the valuable
possibility of face-to-face interviews
conducted at ease and in a secure
location, it appeared at least initially
that our project would fail. We had
to improvise and innovate. What
occurred was an effort to create
different sorts of digitally mediated
data collection methods. One of those methods, as outl i ned in prew ous reports entails
the use of digital interviews using platforms such as Zoom, that represented innovative
effortsin the methodol ogical work of qualitative socia science research, and especially
for interviews. While it was quite difficult initially to figure out ways to enable our
research subjects, the refugees, to find some place in order to participate digitally, once
we cleared that hurdle, we were able to re-create a flow of data collection that was both
safe in for the refugees, and also satisfactory in its quality and sufficient in its quantity.
In the second year of the project, most of our efforts were focused on creating digital
workarounds for data collection that enabled compensated for the lack of face-to-face
interview opportunities.

About halfway through that second
year we switched our conceptual
folk focus so that rather than
thinking of ways to compensate for
¥ something that was lacking (eg face
to face interviews), we started to
realize that this digital interface
presented new and innovative
opportunities both for us and others
in data collection. Thisrequired a
number of rethinking of basic ideas within socia science methodologies. For example,
it is often times assumed that “intimacy” is an important part of any kind of interview,
and direct contact is essential to achieving thisintimacy. In fact, sometimes the exact
opposite isthe case. When you are on adigitally mediated cal, you are provided some
space to an interviewee that can serve as a sort of protective buffer, away for you to
maintain some personal distance while still talking specifically and in away intimately
about difficult and challenging periodsin your life. We found that when on digital
media, in front of a camera, rather than face-to-face with a human interviewer, many of
the refugees were actually more able to delve into difficult and topics than they were
face-to-face.

Thisfinding, interesting in and of itself and something that we have written up as a
methodological piece for publication, changed and varies depending on the cultural
make up of different interviewee groups. For example, many of the Africanstook a
much longer time warming up to this digital interface, while many of the Middle
Eastern refugee asylum seekers ailmost immediately adjusted and seem to appreciate the
use of the digital interface. In the same way in fact many of our Southeast Asian refugee
asylum seekers were uncomfortable with this digital interface, so much so that by and
large we had to abandon it. Interestingly, one of the innovative changes that we were
able to implement was the introduction of text base interviews, through Facebook



messenger or other forms of SMS. While most qualitative researchers would imagine
this to be a much-compromised type of “interview,” in fact many of our Vietnamese and
other Southeast Asians were quite forthcoming when we switched from face-to-face
digital mediation to text-based interviews. In fact in the mgjority of the cases the data
collected through text base interviews was more productive both in quality and quantity
than the face-to-face interviews that we were doing with native speaker Vietnamese
interviewers. Thisisthe sort of datathat we would never have gotten outside of the
context of Covid. And it also represents a significant and positive example of our ability
to make modifications along the way in a changed circumstance of Covid. Research
project.

In summary of data collection and methodological materials.
Data collected: During the cour se of .

thisproject, we have collected the
following:

143 full length interviews, between
90 and 200 minutes each

Mor e than 300 hoursof digital
video footage of theinterviews
Mor e than 4250 pages of transcripts
with morethan 2 million words.
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While it would be an exaggeration to
say that we have accumulated as much
important ethnographic data as we had initially hoped, in fact we have about 80% of the
total number of interview hours than we were expecting. This we see as an achievement
under the circumstances of Covid. What we did not expect is to have as much

methodol ogical awareness and data both of the challenges and of the efforts to meet
those challenges under lockdown Covid conditions. While the content of our
ethnography graphic interviews on refugees in Japan will be of interest to Japan
scholars on minority populations and refugee scholars, the methodological innovations
that we have been able to achieve reach far beyond the immediate refugee context, into
the Covid conditions that are differentially shared by researchers around the world. Asa
result, our research contributes to a much wider set of concerns than we would’ve ever
imagined.

Phase 5: Dissemination

We are now in the process of
phase 5 focusing on waysto
maximize the archive data and to
code and display these materials
on the website. We have aready
produced one of the largest first-
person oral history narratives of
refugees in Japan that we know
of and there has been thousands
of hitsalready. Thisthus
achieves one of the primary
goals of our initial proposa
which was to disseminate
information beyond the narrow confines of academic community and reach directly into
the stakeholders who are in Japan and abroad. With this data we have been making
presentations to schools and community groups, groups of academics and scholars here
in Japan and those who are coming through Japan from foreign countries. Of course,
one of the important messages that we have learned is the use of digital conferencing
and while about athird of our meetings our face-to-face the other 2/3 are on some kind
of digita platform which also enables us to often include the refugees themselves in our
presentations.

Refugee Voices Japan
largest archive in Japan

https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/ [=s

REFUGEE VOICES JAPAN
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