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Rey Takahashi
What Does it Mean to be Japanese? The Differences Between Ethnicity and Nationality

Hello, my name is Rey Takahashi. | am a second year Japanese studies major at
Willamette University. My speech is titled “What does it mean to be Japanese? The differences
between ethnicity and nationality”.

Everyone, please imagine someone who is Japanese. What do they look like? What is
the color of their eyes? Where were they born? In this speech, | will be talking about ethnicity
and nationality.

‘Nationality’ means that the country you live in influences your identity. ‘Ethnicity’
means that the race in your genes influences your identity. These differences are very
important.

As | stated earlier, my name is Takahashi. This is because | am half Japanese. My dad is
Japanese, but he was born and grew up in Los Angeles, and doesn’t know any of the language.
So, as a child, | only spoke English, and grew up in a household without much Japanese culture.
Even though this is true, when another person asks me, “What’s your race?”, my answer is
always “Japanese”.

However, sometimes it seems that Japanese people don’t see me as a real Japanese
person. Last year, my exchange student friend commented, “Rey isn’t Japanese, but their
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Japanese is very native sounding!”. | understood what my friend meant, but | still thought it
was a little weird, because | am Japanese. | don’t live in Japan, but I’'m Japanese.

Why is it that the Japanese people think this way? I'd like to give an example. When
Japanese exchange students were at my college, | had a lot of interesting experiences. Thanks
to the exchange students, | thought a lot about my own identity. | ended up asking my friends
two questions. “If Japanese parents moved to America, and their kids looked Japanese but
spoke English, what race would you think they were?” and “If American parents moved to
Japan, and their kids looked white but spoke Japanese, what race would you think they were?”.
The answers to the second question varied, but the answers to the first one were mostly the
same. Everyone believed that the second generation kids living in America were American.
However, the answers regarding the American couples’ children living in Japan were various.

Why is it that these were the responses given? First of all, in America, there are tons of
people of different races. In America, running into someone of another race is not strange at
all, so a Japanese person living in America is normal to Americans. However, according to a
statistic from 2018, Japanese people make up 97.8% of Japan’s population. So, we can safely
assume that a non-Japanese person living in Japan can be seen as out of the ordinary to the
Japanese.



Of course, there are many different situations one can have, but | believe that someone
who carries a Japanese background is still Japanese. So, if a native Japanese person happens to
run into someone like this, it’s unnecessary to be so surprised.

No matter what ethnicity or nationality someone is, | believe any mixed person may
sometimes be confused regarding their identity. I've heard from other people that “if you don’t
know the language, you can’t be that race”, but | do not believe in that opinion. If somebody
has ties to a race, such as the culture in their family, | don’t see how it’s wrong for them to
identify with that race. You are the only person who can make decisions about your identity.

Thank you for listening to my speech.



