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Resumen

Este trabajo analiza las experiencias 
migratorias de mujeres y hombres japoneses 
que residen en la ciudad de Madrid (España) 
y ocupan diversas posiciones sociales. 
El objetivo que perseguimos con nuestro 
análisis es centrarnos en dichas experiencias 
como un aspecto relevante de las luchas 
simbólicas que van progresivamente 
construyendo las posiciones, prácticas e 
identidades de unos grupos en relación 
con los otros en diversos ámbitos urbanos 
(trabajo, vecindad, educativos, etc.).
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Abstract

Migratory experience and identity processes 
of Japanese people in Madrid

This paper assesses the experiences of 
Japanese men and women living in the city 
of Madrid (Spain) and occupying different 
social positions. The aim is to focus on 
such experiences as relevant factors in the 
symbolic struggles that progressively build 
up positions, practices and identities of 
certain groups in relation to other in different 
urban contexts (work, neighborhood, 
education, etc.).

Key words: Japanese migration, migrant 
experiences, hegemony, identity processes.

n the framework of the current conditions of Capitalist development, 
cthe assumption of Neoliberal policies has brought about profound 
changes in the labor market –fl exibility, temporality, intensity, increase I

of independent workers–. This fact throws overboard the conquered social 
rights (Harvey, 1998). These changes, on the other hand, have increased 
the displacement of people in search of work, increasing in turn rotation in 
different kinds of activities throughout labor stories (Sassen, 2003). 

Well now, knowing that migration has increased in recent times due to 
the structural transformations inscribed in the capitalist organization does 
not fully explain the complexity of the phenomenon. It is then necessary 
to analyze how objective regularities appear in the experiences of the main 
characters of multiple migration stories.

The “lived experience”, in general terms, of the social subjects is 
subject to a set of beliefs, skills and cultural repertoires that have given 
meaning to their actions in the social and historical context where they 
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occur (Thompson, 1977). At the same time, as expressed in certain 
anthropological studies (Camaroff, 1985; Ong, 1987; Keesing 1994), 
life experiences and kinds of social consciousness, located in contexts of 
domination that separate groups creating distinctiveness/no distinctiveness 
parameters, are also nurtured from beliefs or referents of meaning molded 
by hegemonic values with which political power and media, among others, 
work. 

Far from considering social actors as deceived or captivated by 
dominant groups, it is necessary to highlight, as Roseberry (1994) does, 
that hegemonic values construct a signifi cant common framework to 
live speaking about and acting according to social orders that have the 
characteristic of domination and discrimination. So that it is necessary to 
take into account that words, images, symbols, forms and organizations 
that are used by the populations to speak about, understand, confront, 
accommodate or resist their domination, are molded by the domination 
process itself.

These theoretical underpinnings allow us to report on groups of 
foreign origin that concentrate in a urban environment and their migration 
experiences. This is done taking into account the social and historical 
conditions in which such migration experiences occur and the development 
of identity processes created through practices, social relations and areas 
of power that their main characters pass through. This has to be done 
without conceiving subjects in a singular way, through a journey that leads 
to recovering distinctive (diacritic) features that materialize and “make 
exotic” certain ethno-national categories reinforcing thus the representation 
of a world divided in an infi nite plurality of “subcultures” in the urban 
environment  (Althabe, 2006).

Current discourses on immigration evolve in a sphere of confrontation 
within different fi elds of specialization (bureaucratic, political, legal, 
media, etc.), where social agents involved attempt to impose a legitimate 
vision on said theme. Many of these discourses that become hegemonic, 
both in the European and Asian countries, lead us with force to some 
economic conceptions infl uenced by Neoliberalism that aim at explaining 
the legitimacy of immigration in terms of the cost and benefi ts for the 
recipient and origin countries.1 
1 Ong (1999) and Lem (2007) show how the path towards Neoliberalism in China contributes to 
the creation of the material and meaningful framework that enables immigrants to take on the 
role of active main characters of the “Chinese miracle”, either as employees, in the international 
economy or as transnational entrepreneurs. Many of them, especially transnational entrepreneurs, 
become moral and economic examples who participate in the Neoliberal system by means of 
their deployment of strength, wealth and contributions in their place of origin.
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This cost is generally assessed in economic terms. It is related to the 
losses caused to native/local traders, to the expenditure in “public services” 
(health, education, etc.), to the transfer of money from immigrants to their 
families (money that leaves a country and is invested in another territory), 
etc. Benefi ts are related to characteristics that are highly estimated in 
capitalism: winners, capacity of triumph, competitiveness, economic 
capital, labor generation, etc. In order to have such virtues it is necessary 
to be able to overcome all the bureaucratic barriers and meet status, wealth 
and power aspirations.

In the urban context of Madrid there is a complex fi eld of forces 
and collective experiences that underlie the production of discursive 
hegemonic projects on the so called “Asian immigration”2 which, under 
certain circumstances, prioritize and highlight “successful” entrepreneurial 
economic activities; this is added to a “model character” and the moral 
values of “entrepreneur and pioneer” which Chinese, Taiwanese, Japanese 
and Indian settlers have more in comparison to other foreign settlers.3 
In a certain way, these values have an impact on the subjectivity of such 
settlers, entrepreneurs or not, inasmuch as they are representations that far 
from being an “external” fact become part of their experiences and part of 
the “common sense”.

This paper explores the production of knowledge that Japanese, who 
migrated to Madrid in the last three decades and with different social 
positions,4 have performed in their migration experience. This knowledge 
can show how hegemonic values on the “immigrant entrepreneur” condition 
have been incorporated or challenged, so that their interventions in that 
symbolic game are directed to set distinctions that gradually construct 
positions, practices and identities among groups in different urban spheres 
(work, neighborhood, education, etc.)

2 The “Asian immigration” statistical category represents in Spain six percent of the total number 
of foreigners in 2008. The most signifi cant places of origin are China (51.2 percent). Pakistan 
(14.6 percent), Philippines (10.7 percent), India (8 percent), Bangladesh (3 percent), Armenia (2 
percent) and Japan (1.7 percent) (Quarterly report. Emigration and Immigration State Secretariat. 
2008).
3 These common referents can be transformed when inserted in relations of class and specifi c 
political alliances  (local, regional) or break down in view of alternative discourses (Roseberry, 
1994), as we could prove from the argument created by the closing of some stores of Chinese 
settlers in Madrid center in 2006. In that context, “Chinese immigration” changed from being 
an ambiguous resource to be celebrated by specifi c hegemonic groups, as something positive 
according to their cultural and economic contributions (“entrepreneurs”, “model traders”), to 
become a dissonance that is so complex that can be accepted within the country (Betrisey, 2007).
4 Cities with the most Japanese population are: Barcelona (34.9 percent), Madrid (30.2 percent), 
Málaga (4.87 percent), Granada (2.9 percent) and Valencia (2.89 percent) (Quarterly report. 
Emigration and Immigration State Secretariat. 2008).
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The group of Japanese settlers to be analyzed is not homogeneous; 
its members are subject to objective criteria of differentiation (social 
class, gender, etc.) and they determine their points of view. The design 
of the research was planned in qualitative terms; the determination 
and specifi cation of dimensions of analysis have been privileged to the 
formulation of accurate hypotheses. 

Eighteen in-depth interviews were carried out to Japanese settlers 
(women and men) living in Madrid (between 25 and 60 years of age). 
In order to carry them out, we created a socio-anthropological sample 
under the so called “theoretical sampling” (Glasser and Strauss, 1967), 
considering the infl uence of the set of variables (age, gender, professional 
area, cultural capital, economic capital) in the perspectives of the social 
actors on their migration experience, the senses provided to the places 
where they have lived, the representations in relation to their condition as 
“foreigners” and towards other Asian settlers, etcetera.5

Characteristics which favor Japanese migration to Spain

Since the end of the XIX century up to the 60’s, Japanese international 
migration had as points of reference countries such as Brazil, Argentina, 
Mexico, Peru, the U.S. and Canada. As Ávila Tàpies (2006), argues, most 
of the displacement was planned by the corresponding national states with 
the objective of making Japanese settlers labor force for the construction of 
rails, work in carbon mines, traders or farmers in different Latin American 
and North American regions. Japanese migration to Brazil, for instance, 
evolved by means of the intervention of the Brazilian and Japanese states, 
in cooperation with private interests, with the objective of “solving” 
unemployment problems in Japan and in view of the need of labor force 
in the Brazilian ranches after the prohibition of the traffi cking of slaves 
(Ferreira and Dos Reis García, 2001). The planning of these migration 
currents found policies that restricted the entrance of Asian settlers in the 

5 The data presented is part of a more extensive research project carried out by the RICAE/
CIDOB research group consisting on Joaquín Beltrán, Amelia Sainz, Ana López Salas and Débora 
Betrisey on “Comunidades china, india y japonesa” (Chinese, Indian and Japanese communities) 
for the Observatorio Permanente de la Inmigraciones del Ministerio de Trabajo e Inmigración 
during 2007 and 2008. Matías Viotti Barbalato took part in the collection of empirical material 
on Japanese migration in Madrid that appears in this paper.
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U.S. and Canada due to pressure from specifi c economic sectors from the 
former.6 When World War II broke out, Japanese and German people who 
lived in the U.S. were sent to concentration camps, such as the one built in 
Texas, under the supposed safeguarding of the country against “potential 
enemies” (Laborde Carranco, 2006). These measures were imposed to 
different Latin American countries where Japanese immigrants lived, but 
only Peru and Bolivia joined the project.

The presence of the Japanese population in Madrid is previous to 1940. 
The institutional relations established between Spain and Japan during the 
period between 1939-1945 favored the presence of Japanese settlers in the 
capital. This way, government employees, diplomats, career soldiers and 
young students of Spanish, journalists, traders and seminarians arrived. 
Many of them returned to Japan starting in 1943, when there was a change 
in the complex and contradictory relations kept between both countries due 
to the Japanese occupation in the Philippines and the rapprochement of the 
Francoist government to the U.S. (Rodao, 1993).

During the 60’s, Japanese settlers in Spain were not more than 300 and 
their presence was related to the search of more favorable conditions of life 
(Campà, 1998). 

There is a signifi cant increase of this population later on; this time 
related to the apparition of multinational Japanese companies in cities such 
as Madrid and Barcelona.

From the liberalization of the Spanish economy, by the end of the 
60’s, multinational companies from Asia started to set up in Spain. Their 
infl uence increased during the 80’s by means of a series of policies focused 
on deregulation, privatization and decrease of controls imposed to foreign 
investors. These multinationals have the characteristic of an organization 
based on fl exibility, innovation and high competence in the constant search 
of inexpensive labor force and the closeness to more favorable markets.

This way, the presence of different multinational Japanese companies 
increases. This occurred especially in Barcelona and in the case of companies 
devoted to sectors such as electronics (Panasonic, Pioneer, Seiko, Sharp, 
Canon), automotive, equipment and transportation components, chemical 
products as well as with banks and fi nancial brokers who play a signifi cant 
role in the fi nancing of Japanese companies (Ruesga and Tokado, 1996). 
6 A signifi cant contingent of Japanese people who arrived from the U.S. by the end of the XIX 
century were “imported” as inexpensive labor force  for the Californian agriculture. The internal 
organization that they created to fi ght against abuses, the resentment of the U. S. population 
towards “the Japanese” for having taken on job positions, and restrictive migration laws, forced 
them to be displaced from the fi elds in order to be replaced later by Mexican workers (Steinbeck, 
2007). 
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In general terms, many of the multinationals of Asian origin are devoted to 
the distribution and trade more than to fi nal production. They themselves 
are the product of direct investments, but also of merges and acquisitions 
of Spanish and European companies.

In the 90’s, coinciding with the outbreak of the Japanese crisis (Itoh, 
2006), there prevails in the organizational system of the multinationals 
the “relocation” of decisions, so countries from East Europe and China 
were seen as profi table places for setting up their production plans with 
abounding labor force at low cost;7 henceforth, they took away their 
production plants from cities such as Barcelona. This crisis also affected 
many Japanese banks; they speeded up their departure from Spain and 
moved to other European cities such as Paris, London and Milano.

The economic recovery of Japan starting in 2000, to a great extent 
caused by the foreign demand of goods, consolidated again the presence 
of the multinationals in Madrid, which in turn led to a signifi cant increase 
in population. Well now, such economic recovery, refl ected in macro-
structural numbers and the internationalization of the economy, was not 
accompanied by some improvements in the conditions of employment in 
Japan. Studies performed by Sassen (2003), during the 80’s and 90’s, show 
us how the adoption of Neoliberal economic policies has given raise to 
profound changes in the Japanese labor market: fl exibility, temporality, 
precariousness, etc. This author highlights a spread growth of the services 
sector in which there are many posts at partial time and not well paid, the 
replacement of many full time male workers by women at part time, the 
increase of subcontracting, thus weakening the complains against wages. 
Employment at partial time reached 9.7 million in 1994, from which 29.6 
percent are found in the services sector, 29.6 percent in the retailer and 
wholesale trade and 20.4 percent in the manufacturing sector, the remaining 
20 percent consists of workers employed in construction, fi nance, public 
services, transportation and telecommunication sectors. Another signifi cant 
aspect of that time is the increase of unemployment (Losoviz, 1996). 
Starting in 2002, the economic recovery gave place to a decrease in the 
strike rate, in comparison to parameters of the European economies, being 

7 A series of Japanese companies devoted to the automotive industry highlight as problematic 
what they consider “the thorny feature of the manufacturing industry in Spain”, that is, the labor 
disputes, the high cost of dismissals, the up-to-then infl exibility of the labor market and anything 
related to the high labor cost (Ruesga and Tokado, 1996). Nowadays, in a context of spread 
labor fl exibility, Japanese companies established in Spain, solve “the problematic aspects” of the 
expansion of capital by means of the “processes of regulation of employment”, leading to the 
strike of a large number of workers. 
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it at 4.5 percent in such year (Itoh, 2006). Even with this, policies of labor 
fl exibilization caused an increase in terms of temporal jobs to more than 
29 percent in the 90’s and reached an average of 2.17 million of people 
with a temporal hiring contract in 2003. This fact supposes an increase 
of 80 000 people in comparison to the previous year. Such temporality is 
signifi cant among groups of youth between 15 and 34 years. This sector 
also concentrated the highest unemployment rates, located in 10 percent in 
2005 (OCDE, 2005). 

Also, the internalization of the Spanish economy towards Japan is 
signifi cant in order to understand some aspects of the Japanese migration 
of the last decades. Although Spanish trade investments in Japan are 
not abundant, they are concentrated on machinery and raw materials, 
consumption goods such as clothes, shoes, jewelry, food and beverages 
(Carrascosa, 2003). At the same time, the export of specifi c goods of 
cultural consumption which defi ne “Spanish” identity aspects (dance, 
fl amenco, etc), have brought a signifi cant number of Japanese settlers to 
Spain. They are interested in learning how to dance fl amenco or play the 
guitar, and in the opposite direction, there are Spanish arriving to the main 
Japanese cities in order to teach or perform those cultural activities. 

University students, mostly between 20 and 34 years, also move to 
Madrid, Barcelona, Salamanca, Granada, Malaga and Sevilla in order to 
complete graduate studies (bachelor, master and doctor degrees). Spanish 
language courses for foreigners are advertised by Japanese agencies 
and endorsed by local government institutions (city councils, Spanish 
autonomous communities) to promote the arrival of youths who come to 
learn Spanish or to carry out cultural exchanges between school institutions 
(secondary, university).

O., 41 years old, holds a B.A. in Arts and Languages and lives in Madrid 
since March 1998. He worked as teacher in Osaka, his home town. He is 
nowadays unemployed and looking for a job. The fi rst Spanish city where 
he moved to was Barcelona. He made use of a cultural exchange program 
signed between a Japanese and a Barcelonan school in which the transfer 
of teachers was promoted.

When referring to his expectations about the journey to Spain he 
emphasizes, without avoiding laughing and looking for certain complicity, 
the infl uence of the “stereotyped image” that said country has abroad and 
the approach he made to the “Spanish” way of doing things by having had 
a friend living in Spain:
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I was curious. I had the idea that Spain was a very passionate country 
(laughing). A bit of a stereotype, isn’t it? (he asked), but then as, well I had the 
idea that Spain was very happy and had very friendly people. I met a Spanish 
lady in Japan; she lived in Osaka and, well, then I had, a bit, I had a bit of 
sympathy for Spain. Then, by that time, there was an announcement to take 
part in an exchange, not only to Spain but also to England, Germany, France 
and other countries from America, and I wrote to Spain (laughing) and then 
Italy (laughing).

For I., a 43 year-old woman from Saitama, Spain does not appear at a 
fi rst moment as “a country to stay”, but as a place to “explore” following 
the versions and the “lifestyle” which a Japanese friend projected to her 
after having a job in Madrid:

I never thought of Spain as a place to stay. The only thing that attracted me 
from it was that when I was at University there was a friend who worked for 
a bank in Tokyo, and this bank had several branches around the world and she 
was working in branch in Madrid. And, well, once a year we met with more 
people, and she spoke about the good life she had in Spain, because, well, 
the quality of life is well, but by that time it all was very cheap in Spain, in 
comparison to life in Japan. That seems incredible to me because with that 
quality of life one can buy a fl at in Plaza España and everything…”

When I. arrived to Madrid 15 years ago, she had money she had saved 
by having worked in part time jobs, and with a tourist visa. This fact 
allowed her to hire a room and devote to “sightseeing the city”. During 
this time, she met a “Japanese lady” whose husband had a tourist company 
and offered her a half time job with an oral contract. I. did not consider this 
fi rst activity as “work”, but as “help”, given the labor conditions in which 
she was:

I was not working but helping out. At some point I thought it could not continue 
that way, because I was about to leave the country after three months in a visa, 
and exactly at that time there came a person who started to ask me: “You speak 
Spanish, English, Japanese and so on”. And when I said “yes”, that person 
told me: “Please, come with me, with a friend of mine, he is looking for a 
more adequate person for this post (administrative in a company that produced 
and sold soy, whose owner is Japanese)”. I considered that to be more logical 
because, that afternoon, I was taken to the offi ce of the lawyer and made me 
sign a defi nitive contract. That also made me remain in Spain.
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On the other hand, some personal relations of engagement that are 
created between Spanish and Japanese (men and women) determine and 
enable the arrival of single Japanese men to Spain.8

Y. is 35 years old, lived in Tokyo and completed her studies in psychology. 
She has lived in Madrid for four years, in Mostoles neighborhood and does 
not work. In Tokyo, she worked for a U.S. fi nancial company called Lehman 
Brothers Security which provided her signifi cant economic benefi ts. During 
her time working in Ireland, she met her husband, a Spanish entrepreneur. 
By the end of her period of work, she returned to Japan and maintained a 
distance relationship, up to the moment when they decided to get married 
and set up their residence in Madrid:

At fi rst I did not think anything, I don’t know how, only how to jump, that was 
it. Then I did not, if I thought I would not come, you know? If I thought many 
things I could not come. Then, I purposely aimed at not thinking anything and 
came here. I don’t know?, how come is Japan’s economy in a better position. 
Then, sometimes I think, why here? It is only because of my husband, that is 
it. If I work in Japan I earn much money and, I don’t know, I am more used 
to the environment there than here. But the thing is that sun and food are very 
good here…

In order to retell her relocation, Y. recalls images of fear to the unknown 
(“to jump”) and some strategies to tackle it (“not to think”) from a social 
and economic position of rise in the Japanese context (successful business 
woman). On the other hand, the reference to sentimental ties and moving to 
a “place” with sun and “good food” minimizes any kind of contradiction or 
social change that the relocation could have created (unemployment, more 
presence at home, etcetera).

N.’s case is also of interest. She is a 33 year-old woman from Tokyo. 
She worked there for a North American company of graphic design. She 
has spent one year and a half living in Madrid. By means of a Brazilian 
friend who lives in Tokyo, she met V. her current boyfriend, who was in 
that city to take aikido (martial arts) courses. The decision of moving to 
Madrid was motivated by the sentimental relation. In order to carry out 
such relocation, N. considered it necessary to acquire certain previous 
resources of signifi cance for her independence as woman in a “foreign 
country”: “to speak the language”, “to control the course of her personal 
relation” and “work”:
8 In the period from 1999 to 2004, more than 40 percent of the Japanese women living in Spain 
were married to non-Japanese settlers. In contrast, among Japanese men living in Spain, no more 
than 20 percent are married to non-Japanese women (Beltrán and Sáiz, 2006). 



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 60 CIEAP/UAEM

122

V. told me many things about Spain and there are many people here too, in 
Tokyo, making martial arts as V., and professors… Then I met enough people 
from here to have an idea. Firstly, I knew that I had to study Spanish and to see 
how our relationship goes, that of V. and me. and afterwards I wanted to work 
little by little.

She does not have a job at present and she relates it to her “low level 
of Spanish”. She mentions that she “helps” her boyfriend in the company 
of martial arts, designing brochures and carrying out different tasks that 
are not specifi ed (to see clients, to clean, etc.). Just as in some family 
companies, women express their activity by means of the idea of “help”, 
in the framework of a familial collective project based on “a common 
project”, which does not necessarily imply the existence of an egalitarian 
allotment of the earnings and the tasks developed.

Generally speaking, narratives as these bring to light the way in 
which gender and class identities fuse in the migration experience (the 
relocation, the decision making) and also the way in which social inclusion 
is reconstructed in the Madrid society.

Labor insertion of Japanese immigrants to Spain

The restructuring of the labor market in the large European and Spanish 
cities, due to changes in the ways of production and consumption,9 created 
a strong social contrast, and gave rise, on the one hand, to a working 
population segment (national or foreign) of high salaries and high spatial 
mobility, in consonance with the development of certain international 
economic sectors (fi nancial business, multinationals, high technology, 
informatics, etc.). On the other hand, a sector of workers of companies 
of services has been created, in it, youth women and immigrants take a 
place that, despite their qualifi cations, force them to accept employment 
of temporal nature without chances to be regularized, with low income 
and degraded labor conditions, having both, precarious employment and 
unemployment (Lahera Sánchez, 2005; Castillo 1998, 2004).

9 This restructuring implied the destruction of the social norm that defi ned employment under 
Keynes postures, focused on undefi ned full time employment, with continuous improvements 
in wages by means of union negotiations, guarantying public health, education and sociolabor 
assistance, in order to pass to the policies of deregulation of the Spanish labor market under 
the premises of fl exibility, setting in a vulnerable situation to increasing sectors of the society 
(Lahera, 2005). 
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By 2008, the participation of foreign population in the services sector 
was of 12.9 percent, and in construction, of 24 percent10 (Pajares, 2008). 
Framed in these tendencies, Japanese settlers distribute according to 
economic sectors as follows: 0.19 percent in agriculture, 6.75 percent in 
the industry, 4.72 percent in construction and 88.34 percent in services 
(Immigration and Emigration Secretariat, 2007).

In general terms, Asian population that is part of the services sector, are 
basically inserted as employees and in a lower proportion in an autonomous 
way as traders, constructors and providers of services to other companies.11 
Those Asian entrepreneurs dedicated to restoration, hairdressing, wholesale 
and retail trade, real estate, telecommunications, etc. tend to meet a broad 
demand from the middle-high national class of the population (“ethnical” 
luxurious restaurants, products from the main commercial brands of the 
country) and also the consumption of national and foreign low-income 
population. 

Wholesale stores and retailers are especially numerous and tend to 
be located in different central neighborhoods or in large industrial parks 
which have experienced economic and urban changes in the last decades. 

Among small and medium size Japanese companies we can mention 
restaurants, trade and import/export of Japanese products (food, clothing, 
tools, etc.), travel agencies, language teaching schools, fl ower or pottery 
art, etcetera.

Asian employees demonstrate a very clear distribution in terms of 
qualifi cation and wages. On the one hand, there is a reduced number of 
settlers inserted in jobs which require university or secondary education. 
These are related to executive and administrative activities in the large 
multinational companies. Japanese men agglomerate in the engineer 
and graduate professionals category. On the contrary, Japanese women 
are mostly distributed in the category corresponding to administrative 
assistants and offi cials, with an increase in the last years in activities 
with lower qualifi cations (fi rst, second, third class offi cials and workers) 
(Immigration and Emigration Secretariat, 2007).

10 In the services sector, both, trade and lodging stand out.
11 One of the current characteristics of the Madrid entrepreneurial sectors is the social 
reorganization of the labor process. It is a product of the continuous externalization of specifi c 
phases of the productive system towards the exterior. This occurs when subcontracting other 
companies, which compete among them, to obtain the manufacturing or services, allowing 
reducing wages. This way, an increasing labor market which provides employment in degraded 
conditions is constructed (intense labor rhythms, extended working days), with low income and 
a high proportion of part time contracts (Lahera, 2005; Castillo, 2004).
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Some Japanese immigrants employed as engineers or graduates work 
in the Japanese multinational companies spread in the local context. They 
have a labor segmentation in the organization of work, characterized 
by gender and ethnical aspects (Ribeiro, 1999). This is refl ected in the 
existence of a group of management directives from Japanese origin with 
high qualifi cations, mostly men, and another group, consisting of Spanish 
male and female employees (administrative, technicians, etcetera).

Workers in the administrative elite (managers and Japanese consultants) 
are immersed in the migration circuit imposed by the logic of large 
multinational companies relocating equipment and personnel to different 
branches or head offi ces located in different countries. At the same time, 
the internal confi guration of the companies themselves sets certain idea of 
“community” with the objective of achieving the well-being of Japanese 
workers, providing in some cases housing, information for the education of 
children and leisure time, etc. 

According to Ortiz (2003: 152), the “communitarian” nature is focused 
on a single concern: the dedication and loyalty to the company materialized 
in the hard and continuous work. The company tends to be represented 
as a “family”, and there is a whole institutional labor (emblems, brands, 
ancestors, fl ags) aimed at instilling shared feelings on the signifi cant 
traditions.12

In Madrid, multinationals such as Mitsubishi Spain, Mitsubishi Heavy 
Industry, Fujitsu, Nissan, Tokyo Mitsubishi Bank, located in Madrid, 
Barcelona, Zaragoza and Valencia, unite in the Association of Japanese 
Entrepreneurs in Spain (Suiyo-Kai Madrid). This Association is in charge, 
among other things, of setting up that “communitarian” vocation focused 
in the needs of workers from Japan (managers and executives), as well as 
being intermediaries with the public Spanish administrations. 

M., director of an important multinational company and member of the 
Suiyo-Kai Madrid Association, in an attempt to separate himself from the 
representation of other Asian associations in Madrid based on the idea of 
“private bank” or “company”, argues that the creation of this association 
has as objective “to help Japanese workers” in the solution of different 
aspects related to their daily life in a context which, at a fi rst moment, tends 
to be full of strangeness.
12 For instance, Mitsubishi includes in their web-page a link to its history in which the origins 
of the company are retold, through the fi gure of its founder and the creating of a logo which 
combines the familiar emblems of the creators and of its fi rst employer, who belonged to the Tosa 
clan. In the same way, the historical evolution of the company is told in terms of mergers, fi ssions 
and new acquisitions, using similar emblems to those used in Anthropology for the genealogic 
reconstruction of relationships.
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Among the main activities of such association, M. highlights their 
active participation in the dealing with labor permits for the executive 
elites,13 as well as in the fi nancing of the Japanese College, a place where 
children of the workers are educated and socialize. The existence of this 
college allows children to have continuity in their teaching system when 
their parents return to Japan. It also helps as fi nancial support to cultural 
associations; such as Suiyokai (Association of the Japanese Community 
in Madrid) aimed at disseminate the “Japanese culture” in Madrid. Their 
participation tends to be clear in the Japanese New Year, as supportive 
of one of the most important festive referents for Japanese settlers in the 
Spanish society.14

In 2006, executives from companies only represented three percent of 
the total of Japanese employees. Most of them, as the rest of the Asian 
and foreign settlers in general, concentrate in the category of employees 
on restoration, personal and trade services. It is worth mentioning that 
there is a signifi cant presence of Japanese settlers in occupational groups 
related to administrative and technical employment. Most of the contracts 
of Japanese settlers registered in the Social Security are of temporal nature 
–works and services, and temporary– (71 percent), being women the ones 
with more temporary contracts (75 percent). Japanese men, by contrast, 
show a lower percentage of temporality (66 percent) (Immigration and 
Emigration Secretariat, 2007).

The existence of a local labor market, which provides employment on 
degraded conditions (intense labor rhythms, extended working days), low 
salaries and a high proportion of contracts at partial time is shown in the 
labor trajectories of some Japanese youth who were interviewed (males 
and females).

T. is 30 years old; he completed his studies in psychology in Tokyo. 
He has been six years in Madrid and is nowadays unemployed. His fi rst 
work in Madrid was as waiter in different Japanese restaurants, with oral 
contracts lasting as much as three months and without any regulation: 

13 Ruesga and Tokado (1996) also highlight as one of the main requests of these entrepreneurs the 
delays to obtain visas for “elite workers”. 
14 Although this party started being a private celebration and of familiar nature in the restaurant 
of a Japanese entrepreneur, it has nowadays become one of the “common” festivities of Japanese 
people in Madrid with a signifi cant number of Spanish attending it. 
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I have worked as immigrant, that is, illegally, right? As people who do not 
have papers. Yes, I applied for it every year, as residence card but they denied 
everything to me, but just as well that PSOE was the fi rst party and offered it to 
us! (He refers to the law of regulation of foreigners carried out in 2005). That 
was something, at least. And as Japanese suffer a lot as Koreans do and we are 
always thinking: why?, how is it that Chinese always have the residence card 
easier than us, that is our doubt, indeed…

This labor experience makes T. part of a labor force located in precarious 
conditions and with low income, regularly related in the local environment 
to the despised fi gure of the “immigrant without papers”. This experience 
and the attempt to separate from the identity of “immigrant without 
papers” that can set him in a hegemonic framework of signifi cation, leads 
us to highlight the actions performed to leave such situation and explain 
the limitations found, using a hierarchical system of provision of “papers” 
based on nationality criteria.

In general terms, youths who arrive to Madrid, during the fi rst months of 
their stay use the savings they accumulated in a time previous to their visit. 
From then on, they start to deploy a series of strategies aimed at obtaining 
work, obtaining a place to live, as well as to keep their pre-established 
networks of assistance, and to confi rm new social relations in the local 
context. Those who do not have a broad familial network or one which is 
not very effective, use meetings with classmates from language schools 
or work, in bars, discothèques or the consumption of typical products by 
means of diners in homes,15 it is a means to create and activate networks 
that are essential to circulate information about future jobs and to obtain 
more control on the resources of the city.16

Entrepreneurs and model immigrants
Ethnical-national identities of ‘Asian immigrants’ in the Spanish context are 
not free from hierarchies, on account of the fact that they tend to be temporal 
sources of acknowledgement and prestige, but also of discrimination. 

In the production and circulation of an ambiguous and contradictory 
social discourse on the category ‘Asian immigrants’ special importance is 
given to the joint participation of political and economic groups, media, 
15 Japanese with fewer resources, students and workers in the “informal” market refer to the 
consumption of “typical” Japanese products on special times – festivities, birthdays, special 
meals, etc. – due to the high price of the products. 
16 Sharing housing and expenses becomes a common practice among students who arrive to learn 
Spanish and then work in the city. The way to fi nd “shared accommodation” is carried out by 
means of newspapers, posters or information provided by a known person. 
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“experts” and “authorized spokespeople” from different associations of 
Asian immigrants. In general terms, the social discourse that takes as 
subject the migration phenomenon and its main characters not only provide 
sense to them (it presents and represents them) but it helps the processes of 
construction of hegemony (Bourdieu, 1988; Foucault, 1980; Voloshinov, 
1993). 

In the recent decade, the coincidence of interests among political 
and economic groups from Madrid and the “trade elites” of the Asian 
entrepreneurship –From China, Taiwan, India and Japan—, among which 
a series of values are shared based on the trust of the entrepreneurial 
exchange, have created an immense arena of negotiations that contributed to 
the elaboration of discourses which give a new value to the entrepreneurial 
activities of the Asian settlers due to the political and economic advantages 
that are expected from them.

In the sociopolitical fi eld from Madrid those cultural and social factors 
–cultural values, innate skills, reciprocity, and trust— are prioritized, and 
they determine the success of some Asian entrepreneurs in terms of benefi ts 
produced in the region.

These benefi ts are related to the possession of qualities and resources 
that are highly valued to compete and participate in the world capitalist 
economy: effective and cheap means to occupy spaces in the labor 
market, capacity of success, high competitiveness, fl exibility, economic 
capital, capacity to create job positions, social capital that makes them 
self-suffi cient, etc. Another aspect valued by the political and trade 
elites from Madrid are the transnational connections provided by Asian 
entrepreneurs, and others, who have positions of power and prestige. They 
make the entrance in the Asian markets easier to Madrid entrepreneurs in 
order for them to take advantage of the low cost of the labor force in the 
manufacturing industry.17

Up to the beginning of the 90’s, some successful Asian entrepreneurs 
based their prestige on their skills as mediators and their Spanish language 
command to solve confl icts within the collective group to which they 
belonged or when they considered that the collective was threatened. 

17 In the last years, trips of delegations of the regional government have reproduced. Spanish 
entrepreneurs and representatives of trade associations and Chinese, Taiwanese, Japanese and 
Indian entrepreneurs have visited different zones of the Asian countries. These political and 
economic meetings, refl ected and ritualized in the media, are instances that reproduce and 
produce representations of meanings on the existence of entrepreneurial nationalities which 
permeate a broader social space. 
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The relations with politicians and government offi cials of the local power 
enabled them to receive positions that have a privileged position on the 
topics related to migration policies, economic advice, resolution of disputes 
and control of the trade practices of their own fellow country people, as 
well as a legitimate vision of the community to which they belong.18

In the offi cial discourses of some politicians from Madrid during the 
cultural festivities (Celebration of the Chinese, Japanese or Taiwanese New 
Year), opening events or economic forums as well as in the messages of the 
media, the fi gure of the entrepreneur from the end of the XIX century was 
recovered (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2002). It was captured in productive 
moral and ideological values, in order to confi gure the sectors devoted to 
the entrepreneurial world coming, mainly from China, Taiwan, Japan and 
India.

A signifi cant number of articles on press focuses on reconstructing the 
entrepreneurial trajectory of Asian immigrants by means of a series of 
features that adjust to the “entrepreneur” or pioneer fi gure. They do so in an 
attempt to recover techniques from Anthropology or Sociology, as it is the 
case of the history of life. In order for that to occur, they make their main 
characters speak and they express a series of heroic, risk and speculation 
attitudes allowing them to advance in the dark of an unknown land and 
in the capitalist adventure, looking, at the same time, for similarities with 
other regional identities of pioneer nature in Spain:

Some friends emigrated to Asturias 25 years ago an told my mother that the 
market was unexploited in Spain. In view of such perspective, Cheng did not 
hesitate to relocate his factory of fl oor tiles in Wenzhou to his cousin and came 
to Spain with his wife. With the savings, they set up a restaurant in Oviedo, 
where Felipe was born, and with the earnings they moved to Madrid in order 
to open clothing shops, at the same time, they invested in fl ats in China… 
Felipe Cheng, spokesman from the Association of Chinese Traders in Spain 
(ACCE) compares people from Zhejiang to Galician: “we are adventurers: we 
have migrated our whole life. Zhejiang is the Chinese Galicia (“Todo queda en 
Familia”. El Semanal del ABC, 13th, March  2005).

On his side, the entrepreneur is the man that makes himself, based on 
his own effort, with the help of his tenacity and the immense load of work. 
To that, one adds the possibilities that a Capitalist system provides to award 
the merit and the well done job with the social rise. That is how a journalist 
expresses it in El País newspaper:
18 With regard to the role of the leaders of the Chinese associations in Spain, see works carried 
out by Nieto (2007) and Betrisey (2007)
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Hong Guang Yugao himself is an archetype of the Chinese immigrant in Spain: 
after having arrived to the country to work as waiter, he is now owner of two 
restaurants in towns of the Madrid mountains. He saved enough for three years 
to set up his business: with scarce rest, every day he woke up at six in the 
morning to have Spanish lessons. Afterwards, there was a complete working 
day for him in the restaurant. That for a Chinese implies 12 working hours and 
very few days off. Hong Guang Yugao speaks Spanish, and this allows him 
to be interpreter with Son Hua Xu, president of the Association of Chinese 
people in Spain, 56 year-old entrepreneur owner of restaurants, travel agencies 
and food product stores. Song Hua was also cook in a restaurant (El País. “El 
poder chino en España”. Sunday 27th, March 2005, p. 2, Sunday supplement.)

There are also narratives of the trajectory of the Asian entrepreneur in 
which there is another signifi cant feature on the entrepreneur fi gure: the 
liberation of the local communities that have as characteristic horror or  
poverty, along with the apparition of a free space in which it is possible for 
the potential to thrive (tenacity, hard work, sense of opportunity) that make 
him a “pioneer” (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2002). This can be seen in the 
reconstruction that another journalist makes of the entrepreneurial story of 
a “Shindi immigrant”, presented as a “heroic fi gure” and single “organizer” 
of a large company that uses the fi nancial market for the accumulation 
processes.

The beginning of the “history of life” stands out by those aspects that 
are considered essential to construct the image of the “Asian pioneer”: 
the description of the place of birth, the tragic events that occurred in his 
childhood, the breakup with his place of origin (the change of place of 
residence in order to work in Hong Kong) and to start “from below”.

He was born in a city from India that nowadays is Pakistan. He fl ed from 
the slaughters between Muslims and Hindus and started to work in a bazaar 
in Hong Kong when he was 17. He invested 120 000 Euros in stocks of the 
Popular in 1983. 22 years later he had earned a fortune of 325 million Euros in 
the stock market, after having invested in Banks. Ram Bhavnani is 61 year old, 
despite the fact that in his passport 60 is written. He was born in Hyderabad, 
in the Sindh region, which belonged to India, but which later on, in 1947, 
remained within the border from Pakistan after the decolonization of the 
British Empire. “in fact I am more Shindi than Indian”, clarifi es Mr. Bhavnani. 
“We are a people without a nation. Our language is different to that of India 
and we write from right to left, as Arabs and Kurds”. When he was four years 
old, in 1947, he fl ed from India because there were “terrible threats from the 
fi ghts between Muslims and others. They cut the heads. In other places it was 
the opposite. It was a hard time”.
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On the other hand, to develop a company without limits acts together 
with some personal and ethical attributions (simplicity, austerity, honesty, 
talent) that inspire a specifi c kind of behavior in the entrepreneurial world, 
far from the ferocity of the fi nancial markets.

However, the life of this millionaire is directed by simplicity and austerity. 
Scarcely can one fi nd hanging pictures. He has only simple furniture, screens of 
the stock exchange and a TV that is always connected the Bloomberg fi nancial 
channel. Those who have worked with Bhavnani or who have had anything 
to do with him due to his investments confi rm this lifestyle. “He is austere in 
everything he does and controls his expense to cents”, the sources add. This 
Indian, who admits to be a very religious man, asserts that “the important thing 
is to live well, quietly, happily and to be happy with oneself. I don’t see the 
need to have large houses, a driver and cars of large cubic capacity. Thus, 
I also have my luxuries, because I travel to Poona, my home, every year”. 
He believes that this philosophy shall also be applied to companies and to 
executives. “I don’t like people who squander and neither do I like executives 
who are not sincere”… Companies have to be honest and not to abuse from 
their position” (“Multimillonario del Bazar”, El País digital, 26.06. 2005).

These fi gures of the entrepreneur immigrant, which fi t to the conditions 
of fl exible capitalism, become a model and an identity referent, as we can 
see in the discourses of some Japanese settlers that we interviewed and 
who have devoted to restoration in recent decades.19

M. is 59 years old and a Japanese entrepreneur, he has lived in Madrid 
for 25 years. He frequently appears, ten years ago since, in the national 
and Japanese economic magazines as a model of success in the Asian 
entrepreneurial world in the Madrid context:

I fi rst worked as waiter… much time and I also work…I then had the chance to 
set up my own restaurant… I started with few, to help my brother… Then the 
competence started (other Asian restaurants), I wanted to change the system. I 
did not know if it was going to go well, I wanted to set up the most luxurious 
restaurant, there was not any at that moment (end of the 80’s) and, see, it did 
not go wrong… 

19 Highlighting the social value that emerges from the entrepreneurial fi gure is not an exclusive 
practice of Japanese entrepreneurs; it also comes from other social entrepreneurial sectors with 
Asian origin. For instance, in an interview with three Taiwanese people, defi ned as “successful” 
by the Spanish Taiwanese association to which they belong, only two of them spoke and 
answered my questions in a fl uent way. At a specifi c moment in the interview, both sensed that 
they were monopolizing the interview and asked a third friend to contribute with his experience. 
He pointed out that he could not contribute much because he was not very important. “I am 
only a worker, an employee, I am not an entrepreneur as they are”. His friends joked about his 
modesty and started to highlight his achievements in the fi nance world and on his work for large 
multinational companies.
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The way in which Japanese entrepreneurs appropriate these notions of 
entrepreneur depends on the position they have in the fi eld of economic 
forces and on the tensions and fractures created by such incorporation 
by means of daily practices. Tio., 38, whose labor trajectory in Madrid 
started as technician in a telecommunications company, from which he 
was dismissed in one of the common labor restructurations. The scarce 
money that he saved and the loan made by his father allowed him to set up 
a restaurant in a downtown neighborhood from Madrid. It is surrounded 
by banks, offi ces and shopping centers. When speaking about his business 
he says:

It is a small place, it has place for 20 people, it goes well now… When 
speaking about owning a restaurant one seems to be always successful, but it 
is not that way. I have just started and what I want is to keep it because I don’t 
have anything else. Let’s see what happens. If it does not work, I will look for 
another thing… It makes you feel safe. It is better to have a partial contract or 
work without it, but it implies much pressure because you don’t know if it will 
go well, it all can change, this is not a large company.

With regards to his experience, Tio. recalls the sense of autonomy and 
risk that is part of the activity of any entrepreneur, but he denaturalizes 
at the same time the idea that such work is the only possible alternative 
related to a national specifi city (Chinese, Japanese, Indian, etc.), making 
it clear that the company is in a fi eld of economic forces, where decisions 
and strategies depend on the trick obtained and the limits/possibilities set 
by the very fi eld.

In the same way, actions aimed at exploring and conquering new areas, 
are refl ected in the discourse of the Japanese settlers who insert in other 
labor (temporal workers) and educational (students, teachers) fi elds. They 
come to Spain to learn Spanish and aspire to remain in the country for a 
long time. They include in their stories some values of the entrepreneurial 
fi gure that dares to “explore” and “conquer new lands”.

P. is 30 years old and has lived in Madrid for six years. He was born in 
the Gunma province, north from Tokyo. He completed a degree in History 
at Tokyo University, he had temporal jobs and he was unemployed before 
arriving to Spain. When asked about the reason for his arrival he mentions 
his interest in learning Spanish. That interest, at the same time, is related 
to potential chances provided by being able to speak Spanish. In order to 
complete his studies of Spanish in Madrid, he used the information that 
was available on government institutions and private companies.
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I was interested in learning another language. I was looking for it. I was 
considering which language was adequate for me. English, I don’t have 
capacity, that is, I have a horrible pronunciation and phonetics. Spanish and 
Japanese are similar, that is why I chose Spain. Any place was o.k. for me, that 
is Mexico, Chile, Argentina, were the same, but also, I was very interested in 
European history. That is why I chose Spain and nothing (he laughed). I was 
also interested because of work; there is work everywhere, that is in China, 
Vietnam or wherever. I really wanted to have a lot of experience. There is a 
private school in Alcala de Henares because there is much information in Japan 
about the card for students in Spain, that is, they always have offers to visit a 
private language school. In Japan there are also many language schools. One 
learns English there, of course, and there is more Chinese and Korean and 
French, Spanish as well, but few for Spanish. For instance, in my province 
there is a need for people, because there are many factories, there are many 
Brazilian working there, also, there are many Peruvians.

After attending a language school in Alcala de Henares, he decided 
to remain and live in Spain and started to look for a job. Madrid City is 
perceived as a place full of chances, where it is possible to study, work and 
“opportunities to change”, despite the precarious labor relations and the 
instability provided by the local labor market.

At fi rst I thought I would be here for two years but when I was about to fi nish 
my course, I wanted to remain longer, that is why I started to look for a job and 
just as well that I found a job in a Japanese restaurant, I have worked there for 
three years.

For F. a 32-year-old man who has been for six years in Spain and who 
is nowadays unemployed, such stay is a counterpoint to the exhausting 
workload and, also, to the strike existing in Japan, especially for the youth 
sector:

I don’t think of working for a company anymore, there is much stress there. 
From nine in the morning to fi ve in the afternoon I sit in a chair in front of a 
computer, I get bored (referring to work in Japan). That is, my favorite work, 
as well as, talking to people, talking to clients, that I like. I am looking for a job 
doing that, but it ought to be real (referring to a job that is stable)… In Japan, if 
someone goes on holidays, when returning to the post, he or she does not have 
a place or anything. They fi re you.

H. is a 32-year-old Japanese woman; she learns Spanish and works in 
the clothing store of a friend, she arrived to Madrid a year ago. Her arrival 
to the city is perceived as one way to detach from some roles that are 
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socially built based on gender –marriage, maternity– and to face the strike 
by extending her academic education in a city characterized by “happiness” 
and “joy”.

I am now 32. With 32 years a woman has to think about life in Japan. So, in 
Japan, 32 years is to marry or work. But there is not work and so I feel, above 
all, stressed. In Madrid, I have little to think, not much about life, but in Japan I 
have to think a lot about it. Yes, too much stress, Madrid is more quiet and very 
nice and fun, yes. Yes, I think Spanish, depending on the person, of course, but 
I think that they always think about having fun, they live life, yes, yes, yes, 
yes…

The messages on the qualities and virtues that Spanish cities provide 
to those with specifi c “adventurous” features are promoted by the foreign 
propaganda of local governments that look for new advantageous markets 
for the Spanish companies or to attract tourists.20 They are also promoted 
by agencies and education (public and private) institutions, by the versions 
of other Asian immigrants who have lived in the capital and who return to 
their places of origin and by the Spanish immigrants themselves who live 
in Asian cities.

They are also updated in the stories of the interviewees with Japanese 
origin. This is done by demonstrating certain annoyance for not being able 
to prosper as they expected (“not to fi nd a real job”) or “not have fun” 
as they thought. The way in which these beliefs about “new places” are 
incorporated is not a result of the ignorance or ingenuity of these sectors, 
they essentially operate on a set of meanings available in the social 
consciousness in which they are reinforced and confi rmed.

Also, if we consider the position that these subjects have in the social 
space, along with the nominations and distinctions that these positions 
construct defi ned in a relational way, a practical sense is created and it 
leads the experience itself of the place that is occupied and the behaviors 
that one has to have to remain in it (Bourdieu, 1999).

Many of the interviewed Japanese people who have achieved certain 
amount of prestige in the economic fi eld or who have a signifi cant cultural 
capital express a whole practical knowledge (become angry or mock at 
the ignorance of some sectors of the national society, to distance from 
other Asian groups) which allows setting different kinds of “advantageous 

20 In this regard, the so called Plan Japón is signifi cant. It was started by an initiative of the 
Council of the City of Madrid and was adviced by the main representatives of the Japanese 
associations related to the economic sector.
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representations of oneself”. They lay beyond the adventurous spirit or 
the capacity to overcome diffi cult situations, attempting to impose other 
personal values as legitimate (high education, honesty, etc.), which are also 
favorable to their social being and that will be represented as opposed to 
the current stereotypes.

I., 29, psychologist and waiter in a Japanese restaurant in Madrid, 
attempts to refute the stereotyped image that specifi c sectors of the national 
society have. He ironically and sarcastically disqualifi es those who due 
to “ignorance” mistake him for a “Chinese citizen” and who also show 
certain “simplicity” compared to the knowledge about what is “Japanese”.

Youths (Spanish) always say: ‘no?’ ‘Chinese’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Chinese’; 
it bothers me at times, even if they don’t say it to me. If, for example, my 
friends and I are walking, people tell me “Chinese, that doesn’t matter. I am 
not Chinese, we don’t speak Chinese, Do you understand? Thus, a bit of a 
problem, right?
Como on, fi rst someone calls me Chinese. No Japan, Ah, Japan, You’re 
Japanese! You are Japanese! That is, you know this kind of drawing (Manga) 
I don’t know anything! To tell the truth, about a little cartoon, but anyway (he 
laughs), let’s continue, let’s continue, that person ought to go to Japan to learn 
Japanese culture. Nothing more, that is all. (K. 30 years old, waiter).

Generally speaking, those who operate based on stereotyped or 
stigmatizing knowledge set a simplifi cation of what is considered to be 
“different”, and once they set in a specifi c group, they concentrate variety 
on some few features and attribute to the diacritic a moral or ideological 
value.

In the urban context of Madrid, common are the pejorative classifi cations 
that relate “what is Japanese” with “what is Chinese”. They allude to the 
existence of “similar physical features” (almond-shaped eyes, yellow skin 
color, etc).21 This way, “what is Japanese” is defi ned by some sectors of 
the Spanish society by the phenotypical features with a signifi cant racial 
connotation.

These categories become true to the extent in which such sectors take 
on the representations that members of the society have of them, that is 
when they bear the condition of Asian immigrants as a stigma. In these 
cases, the subject is to take on the point of view of the others on himself; 
i.e., to take on the point of view of the others to determine and assess how 

21 This is a process to construct the difference in which distinctions and inequalities are eliminated 
within national groups. It does not only affect Japanese settlers, it also sets similar operations on 
settlers from other Asian regions.
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they are to be pondered. In one of my fi rst interviews with X., a female 
entrepreneur of Japanese exports/imports, she suddenly stared at me and 
asked: How do you see us, do you separate a Chinese from a Japanese 
or Taiwanese? What is your point of view? The question surprised me in 
that moment and I remember having answered a series of vague remarks 
to move out of the question. On her side X., setting a relational distance 
that expressed the intention of determining the differences with groups of 
Chinese nationality:

We are very different, they (Chinese) share out plots of land, in Fuenlabrada it 
all is for them, they lend each other money. The kind of thinking is different. 
It is all about selling and selling cheap… they are also from a very different 
culture, they look aside and spit. A Japanese person does not do any of that, 
never do you fi nd that in our culture… My husband gets angry at times, people 
try to bargain because he has an Eastern wife, so that he has to sell everything 
cheaper…

These kinds of stories remind us that it is in the daily interaction with 
other social groups (national or foreign), in which there arises the need of a 
stated and declared cultural identity (we are not like them) that allows setting 
the limits that separate them from other groups and possible identities. 
So, that “being different” far from being understood as something given 
exclusively by a certain history, culture or own language, as if they were 
things, is always created in the framework of social relations of power that 
separate groups immersed in several symbolic and material struggles.

Conclusions
The analysis of the migration experiences of a series of Japanese settlers 
in Madrid shows the diffi culties of those studies that, on the one hand, 
attempt to only demonstrate that these sectors are only labor force that 
move according to processes of expansion/contraction of capital and, on the 
other, analyzes migration processes and their main actors as simple copies 
of large cultural schemas. It is precisely in that attempt to reconstruct the 
social from the point of view of the agent that we are before the complexity 
and contradiction of the narratives, expressions and meanings on the 
migration experiences, conceived as a social and historical product.

The objective of our analysis was to focus on such experiences as 
an aspect that becomes important and which different Japanese settlers, 
who have a social and cultural position, can make use of in the symbolic 
struggles for recognition in places of the city that are presented as belonging 
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