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Ken MacLean (Clark University)

Southeast Asian Refugees in the United States:

From Bureaucratic Representations of Them to Cultural Representations by Them

I ' would like to thank all of the event’s organizers for the kind invitation to speak today. Before speaking
further, I must admit that I do not directly research topics related to the challenges and successes of
Southeast Asian refugees in the United States. My area of expertise relates to the types of violence that
forced them to flee in the first place. That said, my comments do draw upon my years of informal
interactions with them, both before and after resettlement, as well as professionals who provided them
with aid. It is my genuine hope that you will find something of interest and use in my presentation today
in light of Japan’s changing immigration and refugee policies.

The structure of talk of my talk is as follows. First, I will examine how some of the concepts and
practices designed to assist Vietnamese, Cambodia, and Burmese refugees in the United States
paradoxically makes them hyper-visible, on the one hand, and invisible, on the other. By this I mean the
historical emphasis in the United States has focused on integrating these refugees into mainstream
society. While integration is important and necessary task, it has also meant that we frequently fail to
recognize that refugees are also discrete individuals. Specifically, individuals who have their own wants,
needs, as well as the capacity to apply creative solutions to the problems they face in their daily lives.

Second, I argue that close attention to the agency of refugees offers a way to move beyond “the
refugee” as an undifferentiated collective identity to one where the exercise of individual choice and
action rejects the assumed need for paternalistic protection. Recognizing refugee agency thus means
recentering refugee voices and, importantly, truly hearing them. To do so, we must strive to understand
how they conceptualize their own life experiences and how they seek to be recognized on their own
terms.

Third, to demonstrate my point about recognition, I will feature several examples of refugee
cultural expression to highlight the diverse cultural forms it can take. The examples include a Vietnamese
American “Boat People” memorial, Khmer American rap music, and paintings by Burmese artists in-

exile in the United States. I will then provide some concluding remarks.
Introduction

In Seeing like a State, the great, recently deceased political scientist, James Scott, described the three-step
process by which modern states seek to govern at a distance. The first is simplification, whereby states
replace complex, idiosyncratic, and diverse local practices with nationwide standardized ones. The
second is legibility, which consists of recording and reporting formats that generate data, such as

statistics, that easily be read and interpreted by technical experts. The third is manipulation, a term he



used in a neutral sense to convey how states attempt to transform the data that is now simplified and
legible into a governable “reality,” one that can be managed in desired ways. In other words, to make and
to implement policy. Problematically, the three-step process disregards existing local knowledge, local
specificities, and local autonomy, creating an iterative cycle. A cycle where the failure to take local
contexts and desires into accounts means that “problems” will inevitably arise and prompt new
“solutions” that in turn generate new “problems,” and so on. Hence, the subtitle to Scott’s book, How
Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed !

Why is Scott’s work relevant? At the end of 2023, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) calculated that there are 37.6 million refugees globally and another 6.9 million seeking
asylum.? The degree of need is vast, and the amount of funds available grossly insufficient, which is
why UNHCR relies heavily on non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as implementation partners to
provide direct assistance. For my purposes today, I want to propose that humanitarian NGOs that serve
refugees function in much the same way as states, albeit on a much smaller scale.> These NGOs are
heavily dependent on external funding, much of it provided by states. Consequently, they have to copy
the organizational structures, align their programs, and adopt procedures of their funders to receive and
then continue to receive money. These pressures frequently create unnecessary competition between
NGOs, as well as program duplication, and other types of inefficiencies—all in the name of
simplification, legibility, and manipulation.* Close attention to these dynamics helps explain why service
providers (e.g., public health experts, case workers, and psychologists) as well as academics reproduce
knowledge and adopt practices that reflect the priorities of states, universities, and, of course, funders.
In other words, knowledge production about refugees is crucially shaped by their agendas and generally
without significant refugee input.

To explain what these dynamics look like in practice, I will now provide some historical context for
the Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Burmese refugees who have resettled to the United States, often after

having spent many years, and sometimes decades, in camps in Thailand.

Historical Frames

The arrival of Southeast Asian refugees to the United States began almost 50 years ago, and it remains
the largest group to be resettled to date. The civil war in Vietnam, the secret bombing of Laos, and the
genocide in Cambodia helped produce very large refugee flows. However, these conflicts must also be
seen in their historical context, one where anti-colonial struggles and Cold War geopolitics help create
the conditions of possibility for decades of cataclysmic violence. This violence claimed millions of lives.

Many countries bear partial responsibility for this destruction: France, China, the Soviet Union, and

1 James Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2020).

2 UNCHR, “Refugee Data Finder,” https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.

3 Michel Trouillot, “The Anthropology of the State in the Age of Globalization: Close Encounters of
the Deceptive Kind,” Current Anthropology 42, no. 1 (2001): 126.

4 Alexander Cooly and Ron James, “The NGO Scramble: Organizational Insecurity and the Political
Economy of Transnational Action." Infernational security 27, no. 1 (2002): 5-39.
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others—Dbut none mote so than the United States.

As part of its long war against communism, the United States worked directly and indirectly with
millions of Southeast Asians. The United States provided massive financial support, technical training,
and military assistance to Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos over the course of decades. The United States
did so in Thailand as well. The overarching purpose was to dictate its desired political outcomes framed
in terms of the Domino Theory, which postulated that the collapse of one government to communism
in Southeast Asia would lead to the fall of all others.

Ultimately, communist-led insurgencies did succeed—first in Cambodia, Vietnam soon thereafter,
and then Laos. Hundreds of thousands of people, primarily political, military, and economic elites and
their families sought immediate refuge with the United States. Despite official promises, the United
States evacuated a very limited number of these individuals, leaving the vast majority behind to face well-
founded fears of persecution, including execution. Hundreds of thousands of these individuals later
fled in the 1980s and early 1990s: Vietnamese in boats traversed the South China Sea, Cambodians
walked to the Thai border, and Lao and Hmong secretly floated themselves at night across the Mekong
River to Thailand. All told, an estimated 1.1 million people from these three countries were eventually
resettled to the United States, almost always after extended periods of detention in refugee camps.

The United States lacked a unified national system for managing the resettlement of Southeast
Asian refugees when they first began to arrive in 1975. In other wortds, the State could not yet see
“refugees” beyond conceptualizing them as having the same needs irrespective of their country’s
histories of conflict as well as diverse cultural beliefs and practices. For example, the Indochinese
Resettlement Assistance Act, quickly passed in May 1975, one month after the communist victories,
assumed that the regional crisis would end within two years. As the Southeast Asia Resource Council
(SEARC) has noted, resettlement was at the time conducted by the US State Department on an ad hoc
basis and relied heavily on voluntary organizations, many of them faith-based religious ones.
Consequently, the refugee communities that emerged in the US were initially small, spatially scattered,
and in areas where there was insufficient infrastructure to support them in the form of social services,
housing, and, of course, the culturally sensitive approaches to address the trauma of war and
displacement. Instead, they were treated much like regular migrants with the neoliberal expectation that
they would become economically self-sufficient within only a matter of months and then thrive with
little to no further assistance.>

The Southeast Asia Resource Council was a driving force behind the passage of the 1980 United
States Refugee Resettlement Act. The resettlement act had three main goals. First, to increase the
resettlement of Southeast Asians who remained in refugee camps across the region. Second, to create
an Office of Refugee Resettlement to build the infrastructure needed to support them upon and after
arrival in the United States. Third, to establish “mutual assistance associations” to help communities

receiving refugees to better understand their diverse needs.® These associations received federal

5 Southeast Asian Resource Council, Southeast Asian American Journeys (Los Angeles: Asian Americans
Advancing Justice, 2022), 5.

6 See also, Rubén G Rumbaut, “The structure of refuge: Southeast Asian refugees in the United
States, 1975-1985,” International Review of Comparative Public Policy 1 (1989): 97-129.
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government funding, especially to address the cultural and language needs of their specific refugee
communities. Despite these efforts, many of the refugee communities encountered significant
difficulties: racism, hostility, and warehousing in areas with high rates of unemployment and crime, as
well as poor housing and schools.” Persistent inequities exist today. However, the situation is much
improved for most.8

The history regarding refugees from Burma, now known as Myanmar, is similar to and different
from the those discussed thus far. The country obtained its independence from Great Britain in 1948.
Ethnic conflict began also immediately where various groups have fought either for independence or
regional autonomy for more than 70 years. Conflict-induced migration displaced hundreds of thousands
of people internally. But it was only in 1984 that the first major outflows of ethnic Karen into western
Thailand occurred. Many people who had been long involved in providing services to Cambodian
refugees on the eastern border relocated to the Thailand-Myanmar to provide emergency assistance.
And as is often the case in protracted refugee emergencies, defined as those lasting five years or more, a
whole ecosystem of humanitarian NGOs took shape to provide food, shelter, hygiene, education, and
so on. Due to ongoing fighting, especially in Karen areas in southeastern Myanmar, the number of
UNHCR registered refugees in the 9 “temporary” camps, as the Thai government refers to them, grew
to nearly 120,000 people.® As of December 2023, nearly 91,000 remain in these camps.!” Resettlement
to the US only began in 2007 when 9,776 people arrived. Since then, more than 12,000 per year have
been resettled, again most of them Karen, and they live in dispersed communities around the country.!!
The current civil war may prompt much larger flows in the near future.

Historically, UNHCR promoted three durable solutions for refugees: voluntary repatriation, local
integration, and resettlement to a third country. In recent decades, a fourth de facto approach has emerged:
warehousing. Warehousing “is the practice of keeping refugees in protracted situations of restricted
mobility, enforced idleness, and dependency — their lives on indefinite hold — in violation of their basic
rights under the 1951 UN Refugee Convention.”!? Systematic restrictions on the right to the freedom
of movement, which frequently amount to confinement without end, is a defining feature of

warehousing. Simply, the practice forces refugees to remain in camps for extended periods of time

7 For further discussion, see W. Courtland Robinson, “The Comprehensive Plan of Action for
Indochinese Refugees, 1989-1997: Sharing the Burden and Passing the Buck,” Journal of Refugee Studies
17, no. 3 (2004): 319-333.

8 See, e.g., Donald Kerwin, “The US Refugee Resettlement Program-A Return to First Principles:
How refugees Help to Define, Strengthen, and Revitalize the United States,” Journal on Migration and
Human Security 6 no. 3 (2018): 205-225; Stacy Kula, and Susan J. Paik. “A Historical Analysis of
Southeast Asian Refugee Communities,” Journal of Southeast Asian American Education & Adpancement 11,
no. 1 (20106): 1-27.

% For current figures, see UNHCR, “Thailand Fact Sheet” (30 June 2023). Thailand has yet to ratify
the refugee convention or its protocols, hence, the strategic word choice. For broader discussion, see,
Sébastien Moretti, “Southeast Asia and the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees:
Substance without Form?” International Journal of Refugee Law 33, no. 2 (33): 214-237.

10 UNHCR, “Thailand — Operational Fact Sheet,” 31 December 2023.

11 Songkyu Lee, Jennifer Cornwell, Sunha Choi, and Laural Proulx, “Community Integration of
Burmese Refugees in the United States,” Asin American Journal of Psychology 6, no. 4 (2015): 333.

12 Merrill Smith, “Warehousing Refugees: A Denial of Rights, a Waste of Humanity,” World Refugee
Survey 38, no. 1 (2004): 38.
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without hope of resolution. Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian, Hmong, and Burmese refugees all
endured warehousing before resettlement to the United States and elsewhere. For refugees who spent
many years in the camps, including those born in them, they face many of the same problems regardless
of conflict origin—namely, a culture of dependency, limited educational opportunities, and few relevant
vocational skills. The desire to integrate refuges into mainstream society upon resettlement is thus a key

concern.

Framing Integration

As I mentioned at the outset, non-governmental actors also sought to “see” Southeast Asian refugees
in a manner not unlike States. These actors include not only academics and direct service providers, but
also local government agencies, policymakers, and foundations whose respective political and financial
priorities can and often do change significantly with little notice. All too often these changes occur
irrespective of what different refugee populations want and need. On the one hand, efforts to simplify,
make legible, and manage refugees in standardized ways is perfectly understandable. There are over 2.5
million Southeast Asians, refugees and their descendants, living in the United States today.'> These
people did then and still do today require significant support. Designing that support requires specific
types of knowledge about them, which mainstream integration approaches can provide.

For this reason, much of the academic and practitioner research literature on Southeast Asian
refugees can broadly be grouped under the heading of community integration, which is a type of
assimilation by another name. How is the presence and absence of community integration measured?
Most approaches seck to assess at least four elements, both within the group and in relation with other

groups. For example:

Socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex, educational attainment, income);
Clinical diagnoses (e.g., health conditions and psychological problems, including trauma);

Immigration status under United States law; and

Sl

Nature of relationships (e.g., physical proximity, frequency of social interactions, and

psychological evaluations of a sense of belonging).!4

But these efforts, however well-intentioned, are also problematic in numerous ways. First, the category
of “Southeast Asian refugee” is a misnomer even though they all had to flee their countries as a result
of violent conflict and subsequent government persecution. So, some of their experiences may overlap.

But they are still not the same due to important differences between Vietnamese, Cambodian, and

13 Ngoan Le, “The Case of the Southeast Asian Refugees: Policy for a Community “at-Risk,”
www.aasc.ucla.edu  (2020), 171; Eugenia Hsu, Corrie A. Davies, and David . Hansen, “Understanding
Mental Health Needs of Southeast Asian Refugees: Historical, Cultural, and Contextual Challenges,” Clinical

Psychology Review 24, no. 2 (2004): 193-213.
14 Lee, Choi, Proulx, and Cornell (2015): 335-336.
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Myanmar refugees, as well as subgroups within each country group.

Second, while many of these refugees have succeeded along various metrics, socio-economic
insecurity is still quite high. Large numbers of them, for example, live under or close to the poverty
line.’> Third, English-language proficiency is still limited: Vietnam (65%), Laos (62%), and Cambodia
(59%) and now Myanmar, the newest group (71%). Fourth, low-levels of educational attainment are an
issue as well. Nearly 30% of Southeast Asia refugees have not completed high school or the general
equivalency exam.!0

Additionally, efforts to see and thus know and thereafter assist refugees (be they Southeast Asian
or other populations) overwhelmingly fail to incorporate the experiences of refugees as socio-political
and cultural actors in their own right. Consequently, as Mike Frangos and Sheila Ghose point out,
“refugees are institutionally silenced, depoliticized, and dehistoricized.”!” We should instead, they
continue, focus more attention on who and what produced them as refugees in the first place. In the
case of Southeast Asia, the United States bears the greatest responsibility. Its interference in
decolonization efforts, revolutions, and civil wars in the name of anti-communism produced more than
3 million refugees, of which 1.4 million were eventually resettled in America.!® All of this means that
the United States government bears special responsibility for assisting these refugees, but also in ways
they themselves want and need.

Peter Gatrell uses the concept of “refugeedom” to address this shortcoming ! According to
Gatrell, respect for “refugeedom” requires us to examine how refugees “adopt, occupy, articulate,
internalize, and in some cases resist” the policies and practices of government officials and aid workers.20
That is, we should not see all refugees as passive victims in constant need of paternalistic attention.
Adopting the “refugeedom” approach, he further argues, enables us to move beyond “the refugee” as
an undifferentiated collective identity to an intersectional one. By intersection I mean developing an
understanding of how peoples overlapping identities and experiences shape the complexity of

prejudices they face and privileges they enjoy. Racial and ethnic differences matter. So, too, do religious,

15 Arthur Sakamato, John Iceland, and Thomas Siskar, “The Socio-economic Attainments of Second-
generation Southeast Asian Americans in the 215t Century: Evidence from the American Community
Survey, 2012-2016,” Population Research and Policy Review 41 (2022): 59-88.

16 Mary Hanna and Jeanne Batalova, “Immigrants from Asia in the United States,” Migration Policy
Institute(10 March 2021), https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/immigrants-asia-united-
statesPref=stanfordreview.org; SA Facts Team, “AAPI Demographics: Date on Asian American
Ethnicities, Geography, Income, and Education,” 25 April 2023,

https:/ /usafacts.org/articles/the-diverse-demographics-of-asian-americans/

17 Mike Classon Frangos and Sheila Ghose, “Why Refugee Genres? Refugee Representation and Cultural
Form.” In, Frangos and Ghose, eds., Refugee Genres (New York: Palgrave and Macmillan, 2022), 5.

18 Vinh Nguyen, Lived Refuge Gratitude, Resentment, Resilience (Betkeley: University of California Press, 2023),
19-20.

19 Peter Gatrell, “Refugeedom: Making Room in the Crowded Conceptual Terrain,” Social Research: An
International Quarterly 91, no. 2 (2024): 619; Yen Le Espiritu, Land Duong, Ma Vang, Victor Bascara, Khatharya
Um, Lila Sharif, and Nigel Hatton, Departures: An Introduction to Critical Refugee Studies (Berkeley: University of

California Press, 2022), 22.
20 Tbid., 621.

13



political, and gendered ones. Taking these intersectional identities and experiences into account
enlarges the space for refugees to exercise their agency. Furthermore, recognizing refugee agency thus
means recentering refugee voices to understand how they themselves conceptualize their identities and
experiences as well as how they seek to be recognized on their own terms.?!

The Critical Refugees Collective, a group of scholars, almost all of whom were themselves refugees,
make a similar point. They assert that there is a pressing need to disrupt the processual narrative, which
is structured as follows: first, the refugee crisis, second, the humanitarian rescue, and third, the
expectation of the receiving country that the refugees must be eternally grateful for the aid given.?? In
the Collective’s shared view, it is urgent that we also take into consideration the “imaginative ways that
refugees re-create in their stories the formative ideas of community and collective justice.” “With the
stories they tell and retell,” they expliain, “refugees instruct us on what it means to be human and humane

in the best and worst of times.””23

Representations by and for Southeast Asian Refugees

In the time that remains, I will present three examples that “call attention to the histories and aesthetics
of refugee expression beyond the representation of refugees as silent or passive victims.”?* Why is this
important? As Vinh Nguyen reminds us, Southeast Asian refugee memories offer “counter-memories.”
They do so by “filling in gaps, challenging official histories, seecking justice, and producing alternative
visions.”’?> The first example concerns the construction and use of Vietnamese American memorials
honoring “Boat People.” The second summarizes the emergence of Cambodian American rap music to
describe Khmer refugee experiences both there (during the genocide) and here (after resettlement). And
the third focuses on a prominent Burmese artist in-exile whose paintings provide rich political

commentary on the situation in her home country.

Vietnam
Throughout Vietnamese diaspora, Vietnamese-constructed war memorials tend to reflect a hyper-

masculine anticommunism and the symbolism of a failed but “just cause.” By contrast, memorials to

21 Peter Gatrell and et al., “Reckoning with Refugeedom: Refugee Voices in Modern History,” Social
History 46, no. 1 (2021): 71-72.

22 Yen Le Espiritu and et al. (2022), 77; Vinh Nguyen, Lived Refuge Gratitude, Resentment, Resilience (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2023). See also, Makau Mutua, “Savages, Victims, and Saviors: The Metaphor
of Human Rights,” Harvard International Law Journal 42, no. 1 (2001): 201-245; Anne Orford, “The
Constitution of the International Community: Colonial Stereotypes and Humanitarian Narratives.” In Reading
Humanitarian Interventions: Human Rights and the Use of Forces in International Law (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2003), 158-185.

23 Le Espiritu and et al. (2022), 6-7.

2 Frangos and Ghose (2022), 8. See also, Arek Dakessian and Liliana Riga, “Art, Refugeedom, and the
Aesthetic Encountet,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 50, no. 12 (2024): 3110-3131.

2> Nguyen (2023), 21.
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Boat People, at least 25 exist world-wide, convey three very different messages. First, the
commemoration of the thousands of lives lost due to harsh weather, pirate attacks, and unsafe vessels.
These memorials often feature plaques with inscriptions, names of the deceased, and symbolic imagery
representing the harrowing journey across the South China Sea, or the East China Sea as it is known
in Japan. Second, the memorials also celebrate the courage and determination of the survivors who
risked everything for the hope of freedom. They often serve as a place of reflection for the Vietnamese
diaspora and a reminder of their shared history as a consequence. Third, these memorials are not only
for the Vietnamese community, but they also serve to educate the broader public about this tragic
chapter in history. Consequently, they typically include information about the historical context, the
reasons behind the exodus, and the challenges faced by the Boat People.?6

The most prominent Vietnamese Boat People monument in the United States is located in “Little
Saigon” in California where very large numbers of refugees and their descendants reside. The memorial
is the most prominent one in the U.S. Unveiled in 2009, it depicts a family of three — a father, a mother,
and a child — standing on a makeshift boat. The statue's figures are shown looking forward, conveying
a sense of hope and determination, even as they face an uncertain future. This arrangement symbolizes
both the struggles and the resilience of the Boat People. Behind the sculpture is a wall with inscriptions,
including the names of individuals and families who contributed to the monument’s construction. It
also features a dedication to all who lost their lives during the escape.

The Vietnamese Boat People Monument has since become a significant cultural and historical
landmark in Little Saigon. It serves as a focal point for community gatherings, including
commemorative events like “Black April,” which marks the fall of Saigon and remembers the lives lost
during and after the Vietnam War. The monument thus helps educate future generations about the
history and experiences of Vietnamese refugees, fostering a sense of cultural identity and heritage

among younger Vietnamese Americans.

Cambodia

Khmer American rap music is a unique genre that blends traditional Cambodian music and cultural
elements with modern hip-hop beats and themes. This genre often explores the experiences of
Cambodian immigrants and their descendants in the United States, touching on issues such as identity,
cultural preservation, and the challenges of living between two worlds.

Four main themes characterize this music. First, culture identity: Many Khmer American rappers
use their music to explore their dual identity, reflecting on what it means to be both Cambodian and
American. Second, historical and political commentary: Some artists address the traumatic history of
Cambodia, including the Khmer Rouge genocide, and its impact on Cambodian communities in the
diaspora. Third, social issues, such as gang violence, poverty, and racism are common themes in Khmer

American rap, mirroring the broader experiences of many immigrant communities in the United States.

26 Notable memoirs about boat people include Andrew Pham, Catfish and Mandala: A Two-Wheeled
Voyage through the Landscape of Memory of Vietnam; Kien Nguyen, The Unwanted: A Memoir of
Childhood; and G.B. Tran, Vietnamerica: A Family’s Journey.
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Fourth, language: Artists often rap in a mixture of English and Khmer, which is appealing to both
Cambodian and American audiences.

Approximately 510,000 Khmer went to Thailand and another 100,000 to Vietnam as a result of the
genocide. Between 1980-1985, nearly 150,000 of them arrived in the US. They now number around
280,000 people.?” Several cities play host to large numbers of them, especially Long Beach, California,
and Lowell, Massachusetts. These cities serve as important locales for both traditional cultural activities
(language, dance, religious practice, etc.), but also crucibles for hybrid and new forms of expression.
Many Cambodian face significant challenges: racism, xenophobia, gang violence, deportations, racial
profiling, economic insecurity, limited job opportunities, high rates of teen pregnancy, and welfare
dependency. These experiences, along with the dislocations resulting from the genocide provide “source
material” for PraCh Ly, who pioneered the rap genre in the Khmer communities in both the United
States and Cambodia.?8

PraCh Ly, whose name in Khmer means both “advisor to the king” and one “who talks a lot,” was
born in Cambodia during the genocide. He later fled the country and resettled in Long Beach. His music
career took off in the early 2000s when he released his debut album, “Dalama: The End'n is Just the

25

Beginnin™ (2000). (Dalama is his neologism for the combination of trauma, drama, and dilemma
refugees experience.) He recorded the album in a makeshift studio and featured a mix of English and
Khmer lyrics. It gained significant attention in Cambodia and among the Cambodian diaspora, largely
due to its raw and honest portrayal of the Cambodian genocide and its aftermath. In fact, his first album
became the top-selling one in Cambodia, not only introducing the genre to the country, but also inspiring
a new generation of Khmer artists. The album was banned on radio for a time due to its content on the
genocide, but the government could not stop it being played at home and in clubs.

Subsequent albums continued to explore themes of history, identity, and social justice. His work
often reflects on the impact of the Khmer Rouge regime and the ongoing struggles of Cambodian
communities around the wotld. In doing so, PraCh Ly is an example of a “transnational cultural producer

who fuses ‘country of origin’ arts to ‘country of settlement’ aesthetics, yoking ‘over here’ concerns to

‘over there’ problems.”?

Art of FaCt
beyond the killing field,

27 Cathy J. Schlund-Vials, “From the Mekong to the Merrimack and Back: The Transnational Terrains of
Cambodian American Rap.” Global Asian American Popular Cultures, ed. S. Dave, L. Nishime, & T. Oren (New
York: NYU Press, 2016), 114.

28 For background, see: Leakthina Chau-Pech Ollier, ““The Rapping (in) the Homeland: Of Gangs, Angka,
and the Cambodian Diasporic Identity,” Expressions of Cambodia: The Politics of Tradition, ldentity, and Change
(New York: Routledge, 20006), 117-132; Stephen Mamula, “Starting from Nowhere? Popular Music in
Cambodia after the Khmer Rouge,” Asian Music 39, no. 1 (2008): 26-41.

29 Cathy J. Schlund-Vials, “Hip-Hop Memoirs: An Interview with American Rapper PraCh Ly,” MELUS 30,
no. 4 (2011): 160.
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a quarter of a century after the genocide.

after 2 million people murdered,

the other 5 million survive.

the fabric of the culture, beauty drips the texture.
i find myself in Long Beach,

the next Cambodian mecca.

beside srox Khmer, whale shrie Angkor Wat,
some people still struggling,

on the aftermath of Pol Pot.

for some futures so bright, looks like high beams,
for others are lost in the American Dream.

for me it seems i’m on the road to no-where fast.
hitting speed bumps, drive’n in circles,

vehicle running out of gas.

they’re a gap in our generation, between adults and kids.
but since ’'m bilingual

’ma use communication as a bridge.

Burma/ Myanmar

Burmese American art is a vibrant and evolving field that reflects the rich cultural heritage of Myanmar
(Burma) while also engaging with the experiences of diaspora and the dynamics of life in the United
States. Artists of Burmese descent in America explore themes of identity, inter-generational dialogue,
migration and displacement, as well as political and social commentary, often blending traditional
Burmese techniques and motifs with contemporary styles and mediums. For my purposes, I focus on a
specific artist in exile whose work reflects her experiences of forced migration due to repression and
censorship.

Among the politically oriented artists-in-exile working today, Chaw Ei Thein is perhaps the most
prominent one. Her work, which draws upon performance art, painting, multimedia installations explore
themes such as freedom of expression, human rights, and the complexities of life under an authoritarian
regime. Her paintings and have been shown in the US, Europe and Japan, including Fukuoka and Tokyo.

Growing up in Myanmar, she experienced firsthand the effects of political oppression and
censorship under the military dictatorship that ruled the country for decades. Despite the restrictive
environment, she pursued a career in the arts, using her work as a means of self-expression and resistance.
As a consequence, much of her art addresses issues such as political repression, freedom of expression,
and human rights. In particular, she often uses her own body in her performances to convey messages
about vulnerability, resistance, and resilience, challenging societal norms and government censorship.

One of her notable performances is “The Burmese Dream” (2008), which was a collaboration with
artist Htein Lin. The performance involved setting up a street-side installation with mannequins in prison
uniforms, symbolizing the political prisoners in Myanmar. This piece was intended to draw attention to

the lack of freedom and the harsh realities faced by dissenters in Myanmar. On another occasion, she

17



carried out a street installation, again with her friend Htein Lin, to comment on the inflated prices
under the current Burmese government. They sold small items like candy and ribbons for miniscule
amounts of money. They were arrested and would have been jailed if it were not for the fact that the
police were too busy at the moment. Their performative acts, criticizing a government where civil rights
and freedom of speech is limited, led to Thein’s exile from her country. Despite her resettlement to the
United States, the past continues to influence her present, as is also the case for nearly all Southeast

Asian refugees.

Firstly, I am a Burmese artist living under a military junta, I am used to being limited with
what I can and cannot create inside Burma. We have a level of self-censorship before we
show our work in public. If we want to say something, we have to consider the possibilities
of censorship: is it safe if I show this in public? What problems may occur if I use this
color or that subject with this concept? Do they think there is too much information? And
so on... With time, all these limitations have become my second nature. There is a problem
now whenever I want to create something: I have controlled myself already, automatically.
This is always following me and controlling my creativity. Even when I get a chance to
create my art outside of Burma, it still affects me. At the same time, I do worry about my
family in Burma; if I do this or if I do that, what will happen to them? These “fears” and
“worries” control me even when I am creating art outside of Burma. It is real and affects

me all the time.””30

Due to her outspoken activism and the political nature of her work, Chaw Ei Thein faced
significant challenges in Myanmar, including surveillance and censorship.?! Eventually, she left Myanmar
and relocated to the United States, where she continues to create art and advocate for democracy and

human rights in Myanmar.

Conclusion

I began my talk with a summary of James Scott’s argument about the advantages and disadvantages of
"secking like a state” with regard to refugees. I also proposed that NGOs, academics, and service
providers function in much the same way. As a result, “refugees” in the collective sense are hyper-visible,
that is, at-risk populations the need paternalistic care. But, as I also pointed out, this approach, however
well-intentioned, makes refugees in the individual or community sense invisible. That is, we all too often

fail to recognize their own desires and needs as well as their creativity and resilience. That is why I

30 “Like a Fever: Interview with Chaw Ei Thein,” Asia Art Archive,
https://aaa.org.hk/en/like-a-fever/like-a-fever/interview-with-chaw-ei-thein/type/conversations.

31 Vivian Lee, “Chaw Ei Thein Fights Burma’s Junta with Performance and Paintings,” Free Dimensional (2
November 2010), https://fd.artistsafety.net/2010/11/chaw-ei-thein-fights-burmas-junta-with-performance-
and-paintings-wotld-policy-blog-3/
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featured three examples of refugee cultural expression—Vietnamese American “Boat People”
memorials, Khmer American rap music, and paintings by a Burmese artist in-exile in the United States.
Close attention to these forms of expression reveals what is missed when we institutionally silence,
depoliticize, and de-historicize what produced the refugee flows in the first place.?? In the case of
Southeast Asia, that would be the outsized role US anti-communist imperialism play in the death and
displacement of millions of people. That is why critics of the neoliberal “refugee industrial complex”
that shapes resettlement in the United States must move beyond the generic category of “the refugee.”3?
The label hides too many important intersectional differences both between Vietnamese, Cambodian,
and Burmese refugees as well sub-groups within them. These differences may be racial, ethnic, religious,
ideological, gendered, among other possibilities. In short, as Japan begins to think about immigration
and refugee policy changes, beware of any claim that a “one-size fits all” approach will work. It will not,
as the diverse experiences and desires of Southeast Asian refugees in the United States makes clear.
Instead, joint approaches that give refugee-selected representatives a meaningful “seat at policy table”
are needed. It is my hope that Japan will learn from my country’s hard-won experiences and thus avoid
our mistakes.

Thank you for your attention.

2 A ¥k
SH R (UEXFE)

(EZKWE)  MacLean SAMNGIE, EELOMMA NMCHER LEGEE CHEBL, ARy
TAIBITARELRFE RO TFENY ZELENTE -, Bz L BT 5, 0TI,
MacLean & ADFEFEREIZK L CILBRFZOAF S b a A FETEE T2,

(5K Thank you all for coming, and for those participating both in person and online.

First, I'd like to express my appreciation to the organizers of today’s event. I also want to thank the
interpreters—simultaneous translation is no easy task. And of course, sincere thanks to our keynote
speaker.

Ken, since I know you personally, I hope you’ll permit me to call you by name. Your talk was truly
remarkable—spanning three countries in a coherent and compelling way. Perhaps only someone with
your experience could deliver such a presentation. You began as a Vietnam specialist in graduate school,
but your academic curiosity could not be contained within the confines of Vietnamese Studies. You
moved on to work on Myanmar, and now you’re conducting fieldwork in Cambodia. It’s rare to find

someone who can speak authoritatively and empathetically about these three, or even four countries—

32 Mike Classon Frangos and Sheila Ghose, “Why Refugee Genres? Refugee Representation and Cultural

Form.” In, Frangos and Ghose, eds., Refugee Genres New York: Palgrave and Macmillan, 2022), 5.

3 Amira Al-Dasougqj, ““Refugee Industrial Complex,” Neoliberal Governance Within the Resettlement
Industry and Its Effects: Is An Alternative Structure Possible?”” (2016).
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Laos included.

I will keep my remarks brief. I want to raise a few questions while also highlighting key insights
from your talk. In one seamless narrative, you managed to cover multiple national contexts and then, in
the latter half, shift focus to the United States, offering thoughtful reflections on how Southeast Asian
refugees have navigated life there.

While you discussed the failures and shortcomings of U.S. refugee policy, as a listener I couldn’t
help but be struck by the sheer scale and energy of the US. response. After all, the United States has
taken in a remarkably large number of refugees—especially in contrast to Japan. Of course, the US. is
a challenging environment, shaped by a distinctly neoliberal ethos. Refugees ate expected to sink or swim.
Welfare support is short-lived. Refugees often have no one but themselves to rely on to succeed—or fail.
Dr. MacLean highlighted many of the systemic obstacles refugees face, backed by striking statistical

evidence. Racism, prejudice, poverty, and limited access to opportunity are all real and serious concerns.

But at the same time, your talk—perhaps inadvertently—also revealed how some refugees have achieved
remarkable success despite these conditions. How are such achievements possible within such a tough
social and economic landscape?

Take, for instance, Chaw Ei Thein, the Myanmar artist. I had the pleasure of meeting her many
years ago in Singapore, where she was exhibiting a powerful piece. At the time, she moved between
Singapore, Japan, and Myanmar, and confided in me her concern for her family due to her outspoken
criticism of the Myanmar government. And yet, after all her struggles, she chose to live and work in the
United States. What kind of force draws someone like her to the U.S.? It is something worth pondering;
We are reminded that the U.S. was deeply involved in devastating conflicts, especially in Southeast Asia,
which displaced millions. Yet, the same country also resettled around half of those displaced—bringing
them in and, over time, granting them citizenship. I’'m not romanticizing this decision, but the scale is
simply staggering. It invites comparison—albeit imperfect—with Japan.

Japan and the U.S. are vastly different countries, so perhaps comparisons are of limited value. Still,
the contrast is hard to ignore. Since 1978, Japan has officially recognized just 1,420 refugees in total.
That number is startling

In contrast, the U.S. routinely admits tens of thousands of refugees annually. This openness wasn’t

among the “mistakes” that your talk critiqued. Given the two countries’ different historical trajectories,
cultures, and political systems, it’s hard to say why the gap is so wide. Still, the fact remains: many refugees
not only survive but thrive in the U.S.—and some actively choose to make it their home.
Japan began its third-country resettlement program in 2010. Many of the resettled refugees have come
from camps along the Thai-Myanmar border. And yet, since the program’ inception, only 250
individuals have been resettled. I would guess that more than 250 government officials have worked on
the program. The number is minuscule. In the second half of this conference, we’ll hear more detailed
case studies about refugee lives in Japan, so I’ll leave the finer points to them.

After listening to your plenary, I came away thinking—despite your own critical framing—that
perhaps the US. is doing many things right. Of course, the challenges ate enormous. But many of the
problems refugees face—poverty, discrimination, inequality—are not unique to them. These are

structural issues that also affect citizens. When it comes to refugee integration, perhaps there are things
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Japan can learn from the American experience.

Or is it naive to think Japan can draw lessons from the US.? After all, the U.S. is a superpower. It

has the capacity not only to project its influence globally but also to absorb large and diverse populations.
That is what empires do. Japan is not an empire—and perhaps cannot, or should not, emulate that model.
Still, might there be something inspiring in the American ideal of the multicultural “melting pot”?
Let me now raise a historical question. What were U.S. refugee policies like before 19802 Did the fall of
Saigon in 1975 fundamentally reshape refugee policy, or was a framework already in place? While I
understand that “refugee” is a relatively modern category, the post—World War II period saw millions
displaced. The Refugee Convention already existed. So why didn’t the U.S. do more before 1975? Perhaps
this is a straightforward historical inquiry, but it seems an important one.

Finally, a theoretical point: in her work on nationalism, Liah Greenfeld distinguishes between civic
nationalism and ethnic nationalism. The United States exemplifies civic nationalism—anyone born there
becomes a citizen. In Japan, by contrast, citizenship is ethnically defined. If Japan is to become more
welcoming to refugees, perhaps ethnic nationalism is not enough. We may need to evolve toward a model
rooted more in civic principles. Maybe this typology helps us understand the divergent refugee policies
of our two countries.

That concludes my comments. Thank you again.

by 7 7 4

(_EAKR) AEFEALL Y EFEEEICH L CE20F P TERAZTEVW =D T, Maclean S A
Mo U T A EZRBREVLIEW,

(MacLean)  Thank you, Masao-san, for the questions—and for calling me out on my negativity. 'm
a scholar of human rights and genocide, as well as a human rights practitioner, and I tend to be cynical
and focus on the negative. My students often complain about that, but it’s just who I am.

That said, youre absolutely right. The United States has, in many respects, been incredibly
successful in integrating refugees. I should clarify—as you probably gathered from my presentation—I
focused on refugees. I didn’t speak much about immigrants, even though refugees are a type of
immigrant, albeit usually not voluntary. The two groups ovetlap, but they aren’t the same.

You’ve probably heard the phrase, “The United States is a nation of immigrants.” That’s arguably
more true here than in almost any other country, aside from the Indigenous peoples—who, in a tragic
twist, became refugees in their own land. Everyone else, in one way or another, came from somewhere
else. The entire country is built on migration.

Part of the challenge, especially in light of the recent election, is that people tend to forget that
they were once welcomed—or that space was made for them—and now they want to shut the door to
others. That’s a recurring issue.

But, as you invited me to do, Masao-san, let me focus on the positive. We have refugees and children

of refugees serving in the US. Congress. We have millionaires, doctors, lawyers, PhDs, and more.
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Southeast Asian communities, in particular, have demonstrated a tremendous track record of
professional and social success. I regret not highlighting that more in my earlier remarks.

You also raised questions about U.S. immigration and refugee policy. I'm not an expert in U.S. law—
I focus more on international systems—but to my understanding, the U.S. didn’t have a coherent national
refugee policy until the Indochina crisis. After World War 11, the initial priority was returning displaced
petsons to Europe or resettling European Jews in what became Israel. There wasn’t much emphasis on
accepting war refugees into the U.S.

That began to shift in the 1960s and *70s, largely due to Cold War dynamics. Although the U.S. still
lacked a comprehensive refugee policy, it was relatively easy for people fleeing Cuba, the Soviet Union,
or Eastern Bloc countries to seck asylum.

In the case of Cuba, there was an informal “wet foot, dry foot” policy: if you were fleeing by boat
and managed to set one foot on U.S. soil—even if the other was still in the water—you could qualify for
automatic citizenship. That was part of Cold War propaganda, and while the numbers weren’t
insignificant, they were nowhere near the scale of what happened with Southeast Asia.

On broader immigration policy: the U.S. has gone through cycles of openness and restriction. You
may recall the Chinese Exclusion Act of the late 19th century, when Chinese laborers were banned after
having built railroads and mined gold. Similarly, Mexican laborers were welcomed into agricultural fields
for a time—then expelled when it was deemed there were too many.

In short, U.S. immigration and refugee history is complicated. It varies dramatically by group, and
the trajectory is not always linear—sometimes it's progtressive, sometimes regtressive.

Now, to the lessons the US. experience might offer Japan. As you rightly noted, the scale is
dramatically different. Japan is far more homogeneous, whereas many regions in the U.S. have immigrant
majorities rather than White majorities.

First, there are major issues with the neoliberal model of refugee resettlement in the U.S. The
federal government provides only 90 days of support. After that, a refugee—who may speak no English,
may be separated from family, and likely carries trauma—is expected to find housing, employment, and
navigate transportation. Ninety days is simply not enough.

The real support often comes from nonprofits and NGOs. These organizations help refugees find
jobs and housing and, crucially, connect them with eatlier generations of immigrants who serve as
cultural and literal translators. They explain how to navigate U.S. bureaucracy and daily life. These NGOs
are often underfunded and rely on state or philanthropic support, but they’ve stepped in where
government assistance falls short—and they’ve had remarkable success.

Sometimes the help is very practical. I always joke: if someone had given me a refugee visa to Japan
while Trump was president, I would’ve needed someone to walk me through a grocery store—“This is
what this vegetable is, here’s how you cook it, here’s why it’s good for your kids.” It sounds simple, but
it makes all the difference.

Community gardens have also been a huge success. Refugees not only earn wages by working them,
but they’re also allocated plots to grow culturally familiar food. This kind of connection to home helps
ease anxiety and fosters a sense of belonging;

Learning English is obviously easiest for children, who pick it up at school. For adults, adequate
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support is crucial so they can gain the language skills needed not just for work, but to build real
relationships with members of the host society.

And finally, we need to acknowledge the phenomenon of secondary migration. Many refugees
initially settle in one part of the U.S. but later move to be near members of their own community or to
find work in familiar industries. That’s why we have large Vietnamese populations on the Gulf Coast—
Louisiana, Texas—wherte they can grow rice and fish for shrimp, just as they did back home.

For some, finding work in familiar industries makes all the difference. For others, it’s about forming
critical mass—Ilike in Long Beach, California, or Lowell, Massachusetts—where enough people share
their language and culture to form strong communities, but also serve as bridges to wider society. Being
truly bicultural and bilingual is key to refugee and immigrant success.

Did I answer all your questions, Masao-san? Great. I’ll pause here. Should we take questions from

the audience, or is the next discussant going to speak? What’s the procedure?

(EKPE) 5 iE ERef &2 B o CTREFHREICE L THESE 21T WA T A4 D5
baEw, FERFTRERELTWERETTER S,

(AT 4 —T ) Hi, this is Stephen from Hitotsubashi University Graduate School of Social
Sciences. Thank you so much for your presentation. It was very, very informative, and I think I
learned a lot from it.

I'll try and keep my question short and to the point. You mentioned the idea of, I'm sort of
thinking about it as I ask it actually, but you mentioned the idea of not being eternally grateful, and 1

think this was from the Critical Refugee Studies group.  Is that right?
(MaclLean)  That's correct.

(A7 4 —72) Right. Which sounds really interesting, I want to find out more about them
actually, but I felt that that was very important. It's similar to something I've heard some people say
who are refugees or groups who are refugees who are supporting other refugees or former detainees in
my country, Australia, for example. They are very critical of the government, having experienced
immigration detention and so on, and don't want to feel like they have a right to actually be critical,
speaking of being negative, but refugees actually being critical of, for example, Australia's harsh
detention policies, just to give one example.

I thought that was very important, the idea that just because of refugees being 'saved' by being
provided with a place to stay doesn't mean that they shouldn't continue to have to feel like they're always
grateful and that they maybe should be allowed to be critical.  For example, if I don't know, Guatemalan
ot El Salvadotian and the US was very hostile to them, didn't actually accept them as refugees and is still

maybe not accepting them, for example.
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But as a question, how is the idea of, "Oh, refugees should." Maybe you alteady mentioned it
enough, but could you maybe speak a bit more about how it's problematic when maybe scholars, for
example, or NGO workers or aid workers, human rights activists, actually, even if they're not aware of
it, they expect refugees to be grateful, "Oh, you were helped by our country,”" so maybe it's implicit in

the way, how can this be problematic or how have you seen it manifest itself and be problematic?

(MacLean) Great set, and I appreciate the comparison with Australia, which you know better than I
do, has had its own issues. Well, you've got the hard form, the 'love it' or 'leave it', you have no right
as a refugee.  Even though they didn't necessatily choose to come to the United States, that's where
they were sent. 'They didn't get to have a say in most cases, that they have no right to be critical, even
as it refers to the policies and programs and practices that most directly affect their lives where I think
they should have some say.  They should have some input because it's their lives as opposed to broader
policy issues.

It takes some form. There are many different service providers, so I'm trying not to generalize.
There are religious ones where there may or may not be subtle pressure to become a member of that
faith. Sometimes that's extreme.

During the Cambodian refugee crisis in Thailand, an NGO, I won't mention, would give you glasses
if you needed glasses, provided that you would become a Christian. That's an extreme example, but
certainly it happened.

I think the place where it appears most cleatly, in my view, is where people, and often
unintentionally or with the best of intentions, speak for or on behalf of refugees. You assume you
know what they want and need, and you don't engage in proper consultation, or you do it simply with
the power brokers in the community and never get wider input from those people who might not be in
privileged positions.

The power brokers within refugee and immigrant communities may or may not have their own
agendas and they may or may not represent the actual interests, needs, and desires of the communities
they say they represent.

Trying to find a more inclusive way of involving refugees, for example, rather than always going
through a leader is, I think, one of the most important ways you can avoid reproducing that problem
and having it play out in ways that are not beneficial to the broader community.

I don't know if that quite answers your question, Steven. I'm happy to talk about it mote at break.

But it's a genuine problem.
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(MacLean) It a bit ironic—I’m an anthropologist and typically focus on the micro level, yet my
talk today was on the macro. Still, I'll try my best and continue speaking from a macro perspective to
draw a useful comparison.

As an anthropologist, I believe identity categories—Iike Japanese, Korean, American—and racial
categories such as White, Asian, and so on, are social constructions. Because they are socially constructed,
they have histories and can change over time.

Let me give you an example: the category of "White people” in the United States. Historically, that
category only included White Anglo-Saxon Protestants. Italians weren’t considered White. Neither were
the Irish. Jews weren’t considered White either—and to some extent, we still aren’t considered fully
White.

Over time, however, the category of whiteness in the U.S. expanded to include Italians, Irish, and
others. One major reason for this shift was the persistent racism directed toward those seen as even
more “non-White,” such as African Americans, Asians, and Hispanics.

While racism itself is not new—it has existed for as long as humanity—what we’re witnessing now
is a resurgence of ethnonationalism. More precisely, it’s a form of racial nationalism in the United States,
predominantly for White people. The message is essentially: "You must assimilate and become like us or
leave." It's a form of Christian nationalism.

A central fear that drives this ideology is something called "replacement theory"—the belief that
unless America becomes more White and more Christian, people from around the world will replace
White Americans and the country will cease to be "American."

People who hold these views tend to be deeply hostile to multiculturalism, which they perceive as
a threat to their identity and existence. And this isn’t limited to the United States—it’s a major concern
across Europe today, and while Japan may not face the same issue now, it could become relevant 100
years from now.

This brings me to a question—one I ask with humility and curiosity, acknowledging my ignorance.
How has Japan’s experience been with Koreans living in the country? Does that experience offer any

lessons—positive or negative—about assimilation, integration, or societal attitudes?
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Could Japan’s experience with Koreans serve as a reference point when considering how to engage with
future refugees and immigrants, especially if their numbers grow?
That’s my final point for now. I offer it as a question for my Japanese colleagues—not just to draw

from the American experience, but to also reflect on what might be learned from Japan’s own history.
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(Seving & Backus, 2017)
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Where do the Victims of
Nation-State Exclusion Go?

Thinking about the Refugeehood Rohingya Muslims from Burma, their
Migration Trajectories, and their Arrival in Japan.

Self-Introduction: Stephen Mclntyre

» Started researching Rohingya refugee-migrants in Japan in 2016 as part of a Master
program at Hitotsubashi University’s Graduate School of Social Sciences

(Transnational Sociology).
* Master thesis based on interviews with Rohingya refugee-migrants in Japan in

2018.
* Two articles published based on Master thesis in 2021.

* One of which covered the topic for today’s discussion.

* Currently completing a PhD program where | have been comparing the experiences of
Rohingya from Burma and Kurds from Turkey living in Japan.
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Research Question

* Why did a small number of Rohingya refugees decide to come to

Japan?

* How did they manage to arrive and seek asylum in Japan?
* What prevents more Rohingya from coming to Japan?

Historical Background

Arakan Kingdom 1430 to 1785

British clonial rule in Arakan following 15t Anglo-
Burmese war 1824-26

WW2

1962 Military Coup

1978 Operation Nagamin (Dragon King)

1982 Reform to Citizenship Law

1988 Mass Protests against military dictatorship

1991 to 1992 Operation Pyi Thaya (Clean and
Peaceful Country)

Gradual escalation of persecution leading to mass
exodus in 2017

Trade and relations with Muslim empires in the bay of Bengal and migration of Muslims to
Arakan.

Migration of Muslims during this time from the Chittagon into what isnow northern Arakan.

Mobilization of Muslims by the British and of the Buddhists by the Japanese during WW2.

”»

General Ne Win takes control of country (Burmese Socialism) Increasing “Burmanization

300, 000 Rohingya flee across the Border with Bangladesh. Agreement reached to allow
their return. Many refuse to go back as reports of violence continue.

New Citizenship Law states that there are 135 “national races”. Excludes Rohingya from
citizenship as a “race” or “ethnic group”.

Resignation of Ne Win, establishment of new regime, national elections held in 1990 and
NLD win with mass popular support. Aung San Suu Kyi detained and crack down on
protestors.

210,000 to 280,000 Rohingya Refugees cross the Border with Bangladesh. Joining those
who had already fled in 1978. Many refuse to return.

2012 violence: many Rohingya become IDPS, 2014-15 mass exodus by boat, 2016 -2017
violence leading to increasing numbers of Rohingya refugees (more than 700,000 in 2017).
1 million refugees in Bangladesh.




Rohingya Muslims in Japan

* 330 to 350 (and increasing by birth) Rohingya Muslims living in
Japan

* Most live in Tatebayashi city in Gunma prefecture, others in Saitama,
Tokyo, and Chiba prefectures.

* At the time of field work (2017) around 20 Rohingya recognized as
Refugees.

* Around 70 Rohingya given legal immigration status on special permission
to reside on humanitarian grounds.

* Around 20 Rohingya were still on irregular immigration status.
* Since 2021 most if not all have been granted legal immigration status.

Research Theoretical Perspective and Methods




How and when they fled

Situation Significant historical incidents for Consequences for Burmese and Rohigya Specific to participants of this study and Rohingya in Japan
\Date Rohingya in general
1978 -79 Operation Nagamin to check First mass exodus of Rohingya after 2 participants fled with families to Bangladesh returned 1 year later
documents of Muslims in Arakan. independence from the UK
Mass violence against civilians by Up to 300, 000 refugees. 1 moves internally to Yangon to join brother already living there.
military
1982 Changes to Burmese Citizenship Law Rohingya Muslims not included in the 135 Provides the legal justification for non-issuing of ID cards to Rohingya in

official “national races”

Arakan state

1988 - 1990 Mass student and civilian protest “1988 generation” of Burmese protestors 4 participants flee as refugees or internally: to Yangon (IDP); to
nation wide in Burma. Subsequent including Rohingya flee to Japan and other | Bangladesh; Thailand; Saudi Arabia.
crackdown on Protesters. countries
1991-1992 Operation Pyi Thaya (Clean and Operation to prevent “illegal immigration” 1 Saudia Arabia to Japan (1992)
Beautiful Nation) results in mass violence with 210,000 to 1 Yangon to Japan (1993)
280,000 Rohingya refugees flee to 1 from Bangladesh to Japan (1994).
Bangladesh 1 from captured by military fled to Thailand then to Bangladesh.
1990s- Ongoing persecution of Rohingya. Refugees reluctantly return because of First Rohingya recognized as refugee in Japan (2021).
2000s Ongoing activism for democracy and UNHCR agreement. 1 man comes from Malaysia to Japan, recognized as a refugee (2002).
suppression of activists Ongoing persecution and discrimination. 1 man comes from Bangladesh to Japan

Taking of Rohingya land.

6 participants move to Malaysia mostly via Thailand.

2005 - 2006 Japan reforms immigration laws making it possible for many refugees in
Japan to apply for asylum

Rohingya in Malaysia use a broker to travel to Japan to seek asylum (6).
Some given humanitarian visas others many years as irregular migrants

2012, 2014- Escalation of violence IDPs and mass exodus of Rohingya
15, “Slow burning genocide” since refugees
2016.2017 Genocide in 2017 Boat people crisis 2014-15
’ Mass violence, killing, exodos Over 700000 refugees flee to Bangladesh
in2017-18

Parents and siblings of participant brought to Japan in 2016. Later
found to be refugees.

Rohingya in Japan work to raise awareness regarding ongoing
persecution of Rohingya in Burma

How they Came to Japan

* 1988 Pioneers

* Little knowledge of or single contact in Japan

* Followers (late 1990s to 2000s)

* Already aware of Rohingya community in Japan
* Mostly already living for many years in another country such as Malaysia

or Bangladesh

* Mechanisms for movements
* Bribes / Brokers
* Transnational Networks / Chain-migration
* Navigating transition countries
* Family Reunification
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1988 Generation of Pioneer Rohingya Refugee-Migrants

Paying a Broker to travel to “wealthy receiving country”.

T m—
-*-*-

When asked why Japan...

. J1993 leaves for Japan with “Fake” official passport and plane ticket to
apan.

“We heard [about] Japan . .. [that you] can receive

refugee [status] [there Was] no choice, [to go to] another
country, so let’s go to Japan.””

(Rohingya man in his mid-sixties Interviewed in Tokyo [2017 April 21]). They had arrived in Japan directly from Burma
in 1993 later granted legal immigration status on humanitarian grounds
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Followers: Late 1990s to 2000s

* 1988 Pioneers establish small Rohingya community organization
and live close together in Japan
* Other Rohingya refugee-migrants join them through the 1990s.
* Some Rohingya are granted legal immigration status

* The first Rohingya is given refugee status in Japanin 2022
(Arakaki 2008:50)
* Rohingya living in Malaysia use a broker to come to Japan to seek asylum.

Transnational networks and chain-migration: navigating
through Bangladesh, Thailand, Malaysia, and onto Japan

=l
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Unsucessful Navigation of Immigration Example of
Activist in Malaysia seeking asylum in Japan

=== -
TR

Family Reunification for Entering Japan

* Foreign-born stateless and undocumented Rohingya woman in
Malaysia marries Rohingya refugee arriving in late 90s

* Resettled in Japan together with young son after husband recognized as
refugee in the early 2000s

* Rohingya man living in Japan on legal immigration status brings
father, mother and sister to Japan in 2017 after they flee to Bangladesh
in 2016

* They spend several years in Japan before finally being recognized as refugees
in 2021.
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Formation of a Small Rohingya “Community”
In Japan

* By around 2018 About 20 < Rohingya refugees have now been recognized as
refugees in Japan.

* More than 70 individuals had been given some sort of legal immigration status to live
permanently in Japan.

* Asmall number were still waiting for their irregular immigration status to be
regularized

* Following the military coup in 2021, the Japanese government granted many people from
Burma living in Japan a 1 year “designated activities” visa as part of the “Emergency
Evacuation Measure “Kinkyu hinan sochi”

* Rohingya who had been living without le%al immigration status were also granted such
visa’s allowing some to live in Japan for the first time with a visa after over a decade with
no legal immigration status.

* The majority of Rohingya living in Japan are living around Tatebayashi city in
Gunma prefecture where there is a Mosque that also acts as a center of
community activity. Others live in Saitama and Tokyo prefectures.

Conclusion: Japan not the first choice but a
choice among very limited options

* Pioneers refugee-migrants use brokers to come to Japan which
was a hub for Burmese refugee activists in the 1990s

* Transnational networks, brokers, and family reunification allows
more Rohingya to join those already in Japan

* Tightening border control mechanisms prevent any further or
large-scale refugee-migration of Rohingya to Japan.

* Japan a limited choice for a small number of Rohingya refugee-
migrants.
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Points for consideration

* Incorporate the Refugee Systems perspective to analyzing data

* Include more recent data collected through interviews conducted
with Rohingya in Japan after the publication of the articles.

* Combine the life-story interviews of the Rohingya with those
conducted with Kurdish refugee-migrants in Japan.
* The experiences are very different.
* Most Kurdish refugee-migrants were able to arrive directly in Japan.

* The situation faced by Kurds in Turkey is serious, and there are parallels
but also differences to that faced by Rohingya in Burma.
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