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Finding culture in ‘poetic’ structures: The case of a ‘racially-mixed’
Japanese/New Zealander

Masataka Yamaguchi

Japanese Programme, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand

(Received 11 May 2011; final version received 29 July 2011)

In this article, I analyze discourse taken from my interviews with a ‘racially-
mixed’ Japanese/New Zealander in which he represents his ethno-national
identities to me in New Zealand. Drawing on the concept of ‘poetic’ structure,
I reveal implicit assumptions in the patternings of discourse. Specifically, he
discursively constructs his ‘racially-mixed’ identities by presupposing ‘pure race’
as a social fact. It is also shown that a powerful implicit assumption is the
hegemony of whiteness, to which he responds in the construction of New
Zealander identities. For comparative purposes, I further analyze interview data
taken from another Japanese-heritage participant. Based on the analyses,
I discuss implications for the analysis of multicultural discourses, and suggest
that the reproduction of hegemonic values deserves more attention.

Keywords: language and culture; racism; ethno-national identity; mixed heritage;
Japanese; New Zealander

Introduction

This article has a two-fold goal. One is to analyze discourse taken from my interviews

with a ‘racially-mixed’ Japanese/New Zealander in order to find culture in the

‘poetic’ structures of discourse (Hill 2005; Silverstein 1985). The concept of ‘culture’

is generally defined as ‘the largely tacit, taken-for-granted, and . . . invisible assump-

tions that people share with others of their group’ (Quinn 2005: 3) from a cognitive

anthropological perspective. Specifically, I am concerned with ‘cultural’ concepts

(Silverstein 2004) such as ethno-racial concepts or categories (e.g. ‘a typical Japanese

person’, ‘a mixture’ or ‘Maori, Pacific Islander, or Indian’), which are invoked in a

situated context but presumptively shared in the relevant speech community. These

concepts are also called ‘stereotypes’ (Putnam 1975), which are socially shared

concepts that one needs to have in order to pass as a member with ‘a minimum level

of competence’ (1975: 248).

By the notion of ‘poetic structure’, I denote any discursive regularity that emerges

explicitly by the repetition of lexical items and syntactic parallelism, and implicitly by

the organization of deictics such as I, they, here, there, now, then, etc. (Silverstein

2004: 627�631). With ‘poetic’ structures, utterance fragments are given textual

coherence, which makes ‘cultural’ concepts sharable in discourse. Furthermore, by

identifying the patterns of lexical repetition and syntactic parallelism with reference

to ‘groups of lines’, I make an ‘ethnopoetic’ analysis (Hymes 1996), which reveals

multi-layered or laminated aspects of textual organization. My analysis shows that

the unit of ‘triplet’ is the principle for the organization of the discourse in Extract 1.
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The second goal is to draw out some of the implications for the study of

multicultural discourses (Shi-xu 2006). On the one hand, I recognize variation in

language use derived from ‘polycentricity’ or ‘multiple . . . batteries of norms to which

one can orient and according to which one can behave’ (Blommaert 2007: 120) in the

contemporary world characterized by ‘globalization’. On the other hand, I argue that

analytic attention should be directed more to revealing how hegemonic values are

reproduced in society.

In the analysis that follows, I demonstrate how a dual national participant
‘poetically’ enacts his identities as ‘racially-marked’ (cf. Bucholtz 2001) while

simultaneously reproducing ‘cultural’ concepts. In finding culture in discourse,

I also posit macro-sociological ‘orders of indexicality’ (Blommaert 2007) that frame

interactions at a meta-level. Inspired by Michel Foucault (1972), Jan Blommaert

conceptualizes the notion of ‘order of indexicality’ as one that ‘operates on a higher

plane of social structuring . . . in the general systems of meaningful semiosis valid in

groups at any given time’ (2007: 117). The notion is a ‘sensitizing’ one, with which to

capture the complex macro-sociological ‘orders’ that constrain the ‘interaction order’
(Goffman 1983). Through the analyses, I show that hegemonic values are not fully

articulated but invoked as ‘cultural’ concepts in the patternings of discourse. Based

on the patternings, I further hypothesize the orders of indexicality in which the

assumption of ‘pure race’ and the hegemony of whiteness play a crucial role.

In order to discern ‘invisible’ culture, I mainly draw on ‘semiotic pragmatism’

(e.g. Rumsey 2000; Silverstein 2004; Urban 1989), which analytically focuses on

deictics in combination with other linguistic resources in discourse. In the sections

that follow, I first present rationales and assumptions (Shi-xu 2005, 2007), and my
conceptual framework from the perspectives of contemporary linguistic anthropol-

ogy (e.g. Bucholtz and Hall 2004; Hill 2008; Ochs and Capps 1996; Rumsey 2001).

After providing the biographical background of a dual national participant in New

Zealand, pseudonymously named ‘Peter’, whose father is a white New Zealander and

whose mother is Asian Japanese, I analyze the interview data by focusing on his

ethno-national identities. I then closely look at the subsequent metalinguistic

interview in which the issue of ‘racism’ is recontextualized. The data from another

participant is also examined for comparative purposes. Finally I discuss implications
for the study of multicultural discourses (Shi-xu 2006), with reference to the tension

between the polycentric norms and the reproduction of hegemonic values in the

‘sociolinguistics of globalization’ (Blommaert 2010).

Rationales and assumptions

In line with a ‘cultural approach to discourse’ (Shi-xu 2005, 2007), I use the

methodology of ‘case study’, by adopting an ‘in-between-cultural stance’. By taking
the ‘in-between’ perspective, I question ‘universal’ and ‘timeless’ methods (Shi-xu

2005: 73), which are commonly found in the Western traditions (also see Hanks, Ide,

and Katagiri 2009; Kataoka forthcoming). In this article, I discern locally emergent

categories, concepts and linguistic strategies in ‘hitherto marginalized forms of

discourse’ (Shi-xu 2005: 58) derived from research interviews, by which further in-

depth studies are facilitated. In this sense, this case study is illustrative for the

‘cultural approach’, in which I do not start from totally predetermined and fixed

categories while taking whiteness and racism seriously.1 Admittedly, more cases are
necessary in order to provide a stronger base, as well as exceptional cases of interest.

100 M. Yamaguchi



From this ‘culturalist’ perspective, this article explores the consequences of the

global ‘flows’ of people in a local context, by taking diasporic Japanese-heritage

participants and this Japanese researcher in New Zealand as an example (cf.

Yamaguchi 2005). I assume that my analysis will have relevance to wider socio-

cultural contexts since my analytic focus is on revealing implicit ‘common sense’ or

taken-for-grated assumptions in New Zealand society. At the same time, I also

highlight the Japanese-heritage participants’ views and experiences, which have been

silenced so far, arguing that their voices need to be recognized as another ‘layer’ of
cultural knowledge in society (Shi-xu 2005: 98, 2007: 6�8).

It should be noted that there are alternatives to my interpretation of the data. To

facilitate further argumentation, thus, I provide my theoretical orientations and

assumptions, the context of data collection and my personal background in order to

make my claims accessible, so that the significance of my findings is evaluated in the

relevant academic communities (Shi-xu 2005: 100).

Conceptual framework: contemporary linguistic anthropology

The conceptual framework of this article derives from contemporary linguistic

anthropology (e.g. Agha 2007; Hill 2005; Mertz 2007; Silverstein and Urban 1996) in

which ‘discursive interaction’ is taken as the primordial site of human sociality

(Enfield and Levinson 2006). Discursive interaction is occasioned by an event of

language use in the totality of human communicative practices. For example, a

research interview is constituted by discursively mediated interaction in which

‘linguistic and other signs-in-use’ (Silverstein 2006: 14) are deployed in a specific
sociohistrocial context in order to mediate social relations.

In the framework, I first explicate an approach called ‘semiotic anthropology’,

which has been developed by Michael Silverstein (1985, 1998, 2004) while relating his

framework to my concerns. After stating three assumptions in contemporary

linguistic anthropology, I explain the notion of ‘the poetics of ritual’ (Silverstein

2004: 622�631). At the end of this section, I state my position on interviewing (Briggs

1986, 2003; Sarangi 2003).

Following Silverstein, three assumptions are made. First, ‘discursive interaction
brings sociocultural concepts into here-and-now contexts of use . . . via emergent

patternings of semiotic forms’ (Silverstein 2004: 622). ‘Semiotic forms’ include

language and other culturally meaningful communicative modalities such as gesture,

bodily posture or other signs-in-use (see Kataoka 2009, 2010). Given the assumption,

I analyze interview data in text-in-context configurations by assuming that ‘culture’

can be found in the ‘poetic’ patternings of discourse. As a collectively materialized

phenomenon, I conceptualize ‘culture’ as ‘cultures’, which ‘are essentially social

facts . . . [and] properties of populations of people, [and] . . . are historically contingent
though, as experienced, relatively perduring values and meanings implicit in the ways

people do things and interact one with another’ (Silverstein 2004: 621�622, emphasis

added; also see Shi-xu 2005: 54).

Secondly, for ‘specific words and expressions’ to have denotational meaning in

situated acts of referring, interactants ‘come to stand, one to another, as mutually

significant social beings’ (Silverstein 2004: 622; Agha 2007: 85-103), which is termed

‘dynamic gestural (indexical) figuration’ (Silverstein 2004: 626). For example, Peter,

the interviewee, needs to ‘enact’ or ‘inhabit’ kinds of social personae or identities
(e.g. interviewee, Japanese, New Zealander, etc.) in relation to the interviewer (as
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Japanese, his professor, etc.), in order to function interactionally. Based on these two

assumptions, the third is: there exist ‘wider-scale institutional ‘‘orders of inter-

actionality’’, historically contingent yet structured’ (2004: 623). In other words,

coherence of discourse presupposes the existence of culturally-relevant and

historically-constructed metadiscursive ‘orders’ that widely circulate in society. As

noted, I opt for ‘orders of indexicality’ (Blommaert 2007) with which to capture the

nature of signs-pointing-to (or ‘indexing’) macro-sociological orders beyond the here-

and-now context of interaction (Silverstein 2003).2

With these assumptions, I conceptualize discursive interaction as the ‘poetics of

ritual’ (Silverstein 2004: 623�634). To understand this perspective, the notions of

‘poetic(s)’ and ‘ritual’ are to be spelled out. By the term ‘ritual’, Erving Goffman’s

(1967) ‘interaction ritual’ is intended whereby everyday interaction is seen as a

kind of ‘ritual’ (2004: 627�631). From this perspective, a research interview is

regarded as ‘ritual’ or ritualized communication (cf. Basso and Senft 2009) because it

is constrained by implicit ‘rules’ or sociocultural norms, in which the participants

generally follow asymmetrical interaction patterns: the interviewer normally asks

questions by controlling the floor, while the interviewee rarely does so (Briggs 1986).3

By using the notion of ‘ritual’ as a heuristic, I attend to the ‘poetic’ or

systematically repetitive use of words and expressions in discourse as a way of

participating in interaction ritual: ‘to participate [in the ritual event] at all is to

participate metrically’ (Silverstein 2004: 627). The degree of metricalization is high in

a prototypical ritual event such as the Christian service of the Eucharist, which is

‘hypertrophically’ metricalized. By contrast, an everyday interactional event is

metricalized by degrees (2004: 626�627). From this ‘semiotic pragmatic’ perspective,

it is seen that a ‘poetic’ structure emerges when language forms become ‘metrica-

lized’, or systematic repetitions of lexical items and syntactic parallelisms are used to

create textual coherence.

Given my theoretical orientations and assumptions, I broadly situate this article

in the literature on ‘language and identity’ (e.g. Bucholtz and Hall 2004; Llamas and

Watt 2010; Rampton 1995; van den Berg, Wetherell, and Houtkoop-Steenstra 2003a)

by addressing the issue of ‘whiteness’ in linguistic anthropology (Bucholtz 2011; Hill

2008; Trechter and Bucholtz 2001). In this respect, this paper is intended to be a

contribution from the perspective of a ‘racially-mixed’, dual national Japanese/New

Zealander. For the purpose, I elicited a story about his life and identity because

telling a narrative story often shows the narrator’s sense of belonging to communities

(Ochs and Capps 1996). In this article, I am particularly concerned with his ethno-

national identification.

In methodological terms, I use research interviewing as a main source of data. As

Charles L. Briggs argues, the method of interviewing has pitfalls in the ethnographic

contexts that are not ‘native’ to the researcher: ‘learning how to ask’ by finding the

‘metacommunicative norms’ in a local context is essential for successful interviewing

(Briggs 1986). Thus I am aware that my questions may trigger unintended responses

from the participants, if they interpret them in different frames. Furthermore,

analytic attention to widely circulating discourses is also indispensable, as the

construction of power/knowledge is not accomplished only in local interactions

(Briggs 2003: 246). Thus I will briefly describe how my interview data may relate to

the widely circulating discourses on ‘race’ and national identity, with reference to

‘Asians’ in New Zealand (Yamaguchi 2011).
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Epistemologically, I take the position that interview discourse at least represents

some aspects of ‘reality’ or ‘lived experience’ in exchanging information, as well as

the participants’ enacting ‘role-relations’ and attending to ‘facework’ (Sarangi 2003:

65�67; cf. Wetherell 2003: 13). In other words, I do not make extreme constructionist

or relativist assumptions on which we cannot know anything ‘real’ from interviews

(cf. Bucholtz 2011: 38).4 Of course, I acknowledge ‘reactivity’ or the influences of the

interviewer and other situational factors on the interviewee, and the co-constructed

nature of this particular type of interaction (van den Berg, Wetherell, and Houtkoop-
Steenstra 2003b). These factors are called ‘reflexivity’ in social sciences. However,

with Hammersley and Atkinson (2007: 15), I do not ‘see reflexivity as undermining

researchers’ commitment to realism’.

With reference to ‘reflexivity’, I take seriously the notion of ‘frame’ (Goffman

1974), according to which we define a situation and organize our experience.5 Frames

are seen as ‘cognitive psychological structures’ (Ensink 2003: 157) that give

coherence to interactions in sociocultural contexts. Depending on the frame relevant

at the moment, an interviewee may answer the ‘same’ question differently without
intending to misrepresent her or his experiences. From this perspective, interviews as

a genre are ‘hybrid’ in that ‘institutional’ (e.g. interviewer versus interviewee),

‘lifeworld’ (e.g. disclosing one’s personal stories to another) and other frames are

often mixed (Sarangi 2003: 79�80; cf. Shi-xu 2005: 36).

The problem of ‘framing’ and ‘reactivity’ can be addressed by conducting follow-

up interviews in which the participants answer the ‘same’ questions through

recontextualization. I will show how Peter reacts to the question of ‘racism’

metalinguistically. For comparative purposes, I also analyze a comparable data set
elicited from one of the ‘racially-mixed’ Japanese participants, who also invokes the

term ‘racism’ while explicitly referring to ‘Asian’. In the process, I am concerned with

finding stable or consistent patterns across the interviews with Peter and between

the two interviewees, because the commonalities across and between the data

indicate implicitly shared cognitive assumptions found in the interview discourse.6

I also use my observation of and interactions with the participants outside the

research interviews as sources of evidence.

Background: participants and the research context

The data to be presented below are taken from a larger project entitled ‘Discursive

Construction of New Zealand Identity’, in which this sub-project of ‘Agency,

Personhood and the ‘‘I’’ of Discourse in New Zealand and beyond’ (cf. Rumsey

2000) is situated. In the latter, I interviewed four ‘racially-mixed’ Japanese/New

Zealanders and one permanent resident who were enrolled in Japanese language

courses at a university in New Zealand. The five participants were between 18 and
22 years old, one male and four females, at that time of 2009. The interviews

were conducted in English because I believed that the participants could express

themselves more comfortably, as their strongest language was English rather than

Japanese.

This article focuses on one male participant, Peter (20 years old), who was

already introduced. His life trajectory is rather complicated, and he might be called a

‘postmodern subject’. Born in Japan he grew up primarily in Japan until the age of

six when he went to Hong Kong. In the interview, he tells his experience of learning
English as a second language in the English-medium school in Hong Kong. After
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spending four years there, he returned to Japan and spent three years. Since 2002, he

had been in New Zealand for seven years, due to his family’s relocation.

On the other hand, I myself am the interviewer. I had lived in Japan until 29 years

old and then spent seven and half years as a graduate student in the United States

during 1998�2005. I had been in New Zealand since 2005, working at a university,

for four years at the time of interviewing. Among the students to whom I taught

Japanese language courses, I recruited five participants who identified themselves as

‘heritage’ learners of Japanese for this project. I chose them because I believed that

I built up a good relationship through teaching and that they would comfortably tell

me their personal stories or talk about sensitive issues.
I interviewed these participants twice. The first interviews were semi-structured in

which I asked three questions: ‘Could you tell me a story about your life?’, ‘I wonder

if you could tell me about your view of Japanese whaling’ and ‘what is your identity?’

Other relevant questions were improvised in the process of interviewing. The second

interviews were metalinguistic in which I asked the participants to reformulate

significant issues raised in the first interviews, and sometimes I questioned their

views by presenting incompatible perspectives. In what follows, I analyze the part in

which Peter talks about his ethno-national identities in the first interview, and

another fragment is on ‘racism’ in New Zealand in the metalinguistic interview.

Furthermore, a set of data taken from my interview with Sally (pseudonym),

another ‘racially-mixed’ 21-year-old Japanese heritage participant is presented for

the purpose of comparison. She is a legal resident, but does not have the nationality

of New Zealander, whose father is Anglo-white and mother is Asian Japanese. She

had lived in Japan and Sweden before coming to New Zealand in the year of 2002.

She went to American schools in Japan and Sweden, and her father had lived in the

United States. She has a distinctive North American ‘accent’ as she represents her

speech as ‘American’. In my observation in and outside the interviews, I found that

she ‘passes as white’ (cf. Garfinkel 1967: 116�185) or attempts to do so in many

occasions.7 I analyze the part in which her view of racism is represented, and argue

that the complexity of ‘racially-mixed’ identity needs to be further investigated.

However, the analyses of both data provide insight into the tension between

polycentric norms and hegemonic values.

Data presentation and analysis

In this section, I analyze two sets of data in which Peter’s ethno-national identities

are discursively (co-)constructed with the interviewer. In Extract 1, I focus on the

segment that follows the question ‘Do you think you are Japanese or New

Zealander?’ in the larger sequence of the what-is-your-identity issue that precedes

Extract 1. In the analysis of Extract 2, I show how Peter metalinguistically responds

to Extract 1.
My analytic goals are: (1) to reveal the culturally relevant framework of

spatialization and temporalization in the patterns of discourse; (2) to show what

kinds of social personae or identities are ‘inhabited’ or ‘dynamically figurated’ in the

interactions; and (3) to discover metadiscursive patterns and hypothesize the ‘orders

of indexicality’ (Blommaert 2007) that frame the interactions. By achieving these

goals, I simultaneously discern ‘culture’ as the largely tacit and cognitively shared

assumptions and concepts among a group of people (Quinn 2005).
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From the perspective of the ‘poetics of ritual’, I specifically attend to syntactic

parallelisms and repetitions of lexical items, including nationalities, place names and

ethnicity labels, as well as ‘shifters’ or deictics and grammatical tense/aspect (cf.

Jakobson 1960: 358). It should be noted that at the level of type-meaning, the present

tense is used to narrate ‘general timeless truths’ (Rymes 2001: 47). In the analysis,

I look at how the present tense, as well as the present perfective aspect, is

contextualized in combination with the indexical pronoun ‘I’ and other linguistic

resources, in the tellings of their ethno-national identities. We will see that the

participants create relevance to the present situation by providing ‘universalizing

reflections’ upon self-identity (2001: 46�47), with the simple present tense and the

pronoun ‘I’.

An overall attempt is to ‘reconstruct’ the interactions as ‘the realization[s] of

one or more genres of typically ‘‘ritualized’’ triangulation: denotation � dynamic

figuration � context of sociocultural knowledge’ (Silverstein 2004: 627).

(Extract 1) Peter’s ethno-national identities (see Appendix for the transcription
conventions)

1. Peter: Well like when I’m-when I’m in Japan like
2. I don’t look Japanese, so (.)
3. Masa: You don’t like?
4. Peter: No I don’t look
5. Masa: Oh you don’t [look?
6. Peter: [Yeah, I don’t yeah like �
7. Masa: �Oh �
8. Peter: �Well I look a mixture so they don’t, you know
9. I don’t look like a typical Japanese person so (.) you know um

10. Masa: So people don’t treat you as [Japanese in Japan

11. Peter: [Yeah they speak to me normally, but they (.)
12. Oh I mean like they won’t treat me in a negative way,
13. They-like they’ll just be like oh you know ‘where’re you from nanana’
14. And I’ll be like ‘Oh I’m from New Zealand nanana’
15. And like when I go to (.) Japan I (.) feel like I have-
16. It’s my duty to bring (.) my identity as a New Zealander�
17. Masa: �Ohhh
18. Peter: And to (.) umm
19. Masa: So in Japan you feel like you’re a New Zealander?
20. Peter: Yeah like (.) you know, I like to (.) tell people about New Zealand and New
21. Zealand culture and (.) ya know, um, you know a few Maori words and (.)
22. a few Maori songs, um, um what else, like (.) you know [rugby�
23. Masa: [((laugh))
24. Peter: �and all that sort of stuff, you know. Coz (.) obviously New Zealand is pretty
25. big in Japan because (.) for tourism and ya know like, (.)
26. But I like, I have pride as a New Zealander,
27. So I like (.) telling people about New Zealand.
28. But in-in New Zealand�
29. Masa: �Yeah here, how?
30. Peter: I get (.)
31. Sometimes people think I’m Maori,
32. Sometimes people think I’m Pacific Islander,
33. Sometimes people think I’m Indian �
34. Masa: �Oh really? �
35. Peter: �Yeah just (.) I-I’ve gotten all sorts of stuff. But, um (.) yeah when they (.)
36. When they tell me-when they ask me about Japan, like you know,
37 I tell them about the history,
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38. I tell them about all this, a-about Japan and
39. I have pride as a Japanese person here.
40. Um, (.) but as for (.) if I-do I feel more of a New. Zealander or Japanese it’s(.)
41. I-I don’t know, like I feel (.)
42. I just feel like a person.
43. I don’t feel like a Japanese or a New Zealander.

As the boldfaced parts indicate, we first notice the sequential organization that

contrasts lines 1�27 with lines 28�43 in which the discourse is nationalized in spatial

terms. In line 1, Peter explicitly frames his utterance with the phrase ‘in Japan’ in

which the current location of the speech event, i.e. New Zealand, is implicitly

contrasted. Until line 27, the discourse is spatialized as ‘there in Japan’ (lines 10, 19,

25), as opposed to ‘here in New Zealand’ (lines 28�29, 39). On the other hand, in

temporal terms, Peter consistently represents his identity with the simple present

tense (lines 2, 4, 6, 8, 9), which indicates that he recognizes his ethno-national

identity as a ‘timeless truth’ or relatively fixed.

Secondly, how does Peter ‘dynamically figurate’ his identities in the culturally

spatialized and temporalized framework? To answer this question, it helps if we

closely look at the uses of indexical pronouns with co-occurring linguistic resources

in discourse. By examining the indexicals in combination with other linguistic

features in Extract 1, we see multiple ‘triplets’ functioning as the oraganizing

principle of discourse (cf. Hymes 1996). Specifically, in the spatialized framework of

Japan, lines 2, 8 and 9 form a triplet in which ‘I [don’t] look’ is repeated three times.

Furthermore, lines 11, 12 and 13, in which ‘they’ as Japanese is the agent, are

contrasted with lines 14 and 15 in which ‘I’ as Peter responds (‘I’ll be like. . .’; ‘I go

to . . .’; ‘I feel like . . .’). Finally, lines 20, 26 and 27 form another set of triplet with

emotion and stative verbs (‘like’ and ‘have pride’).

In the spatialized framework of New Zealand, several triplets are also found: in

lines 31�33 Peter repeats the syntactic construction of ‘sometimes people think

I am . . .’ three times; lines 37�39 have the triplet consisting of two tokens of ‘I tell

them about . . .’ and ‘I have pride . . .’; and lines 40�43 show the triplet of ‘I feel . . .’,
‘I just feel . . .’ and ‘I don’t feel . . .’. As a summary of the analyses, I represent these

triplets as ‘groups of lines’ from an ‘ethnopoetic’ perspective (Hymes 1996). These

groups of lines are established by systematic lexical repetitions and syntactic

parallelisms, ‘whereby partial repetition establishes syntagmatic frames within

which there is paradigmatic contrast at equivalent positions’ (Rumsey 2001: 207)

(Tables 1�6).

These ‘structuring patterns . . . display a cultural . . . logic, [which reveals] a form

of ‘‘emic’’ [i.e. culturally-internal] organization’ (Blommaert 2006: 183). Specifically,

Table 1. Triplet of ‘I [don’t] look’ in Japan.

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 2 I don’t look Japanese
Line 8 I look a mixture
Line 9 I don’t look like a typical Japanese

person
Syntagmatic

frame (0)
I [don’t] look [like] ethno-national or

racial labels
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Table 2. Two contrasting triplets of ‘they’ as Japanese and ‘I’ as Peter in Japan.

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 11 They speak to me normally
Line 12 They won’t treat me in a negative

way
Line 13 They’ll be just like ‘where’re you

from nanana’

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 14 I’ll be like ‘Oh I’ from New
Zealand nanana’

Line 15 I go to Japan
Line 15 I feel like I have
Syntagmatic

frames (0)
They versus I predicate (verbs) predicate (verb

complements)

Table 3. Triplet of ‘I’ with emotion and stative verbs in Japan.

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 20 I like to tell people about
New Zealand

Line 26 I have pride as a New
Zealander

Line 27 I like telling people about
New Zealand

Syntagmatic frame
(0)

I predicate
verbs

predicate (verb
complements)

Table 5. Triplet of ‘I’ in New Zealand.

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 37 I tell them about the history
Line 38 I tell them about all this about Japan
Line 39 I have pride as a Japanese

person here
Syntagmatic

frame (0)
I predicate

(verbs)
predicate (verb

complements)

Table 4. Triplet of ascribed identities in New Zealand.

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 31 Sometimes people think I am Maori
Line 32 Sometimes people think I am Pacific

Islander
Line 33 Sometimes people think I am Indian
Syntagmatic frame (0) [New Zealander]

people
think I am [ethnoracial

labels]
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as a dual-national person, Peter dynamically figurates a patriotic New Zealander

identity in Japan with the emotion verb ‘like’ and the stative verb ‘have’ in Table 3

(lines 20, 26, 27) while symmetrically enacting the identity of a proud Japanese

person in New Zealand in Table 5 (lines 37, 38, 39).

Notably, in Table 6 (lines 40, 42, 43) Peter contradicts himself by denying his

identification with either ‘Japanese’ or ‘New Zealander’ (line 43). The apparent

contradiction creates non-coherence of discourse at the denotational level

(cf. Strauss 1997). His non-identification with either nationality may be attributed

to his being treated as a ‘foreigner’ in Japan as seen in Table 2 (‘They’ll just be like

‘‘where’re you from nanana’’’) or (mis)recognized as a ‘racially-marked’ New

Zealander as seen in Table 4 (‘Sometimes people think I am . . .’). However, the

ethnopoetic analysis shows that he follows the ‘cultural logic’ of the triplet text

organization with the emotion verb ‘feel’ in Table 6. Thus, from an ethnopoetic

perspective, the discourse is not ‘contradictory’ but ‘poetically’ coherent and makes

sense.

Finally, I consider the issue of the largely tacit and cognitively shared

assumptions found in discourse. By repeating the syntactic construction of

‘I [don’t] look’, co-occurring with the nationality label ‘Japanese’ and the folk racial

category of ‘a mixture’ in Table 1, Peter implicitly assumes that there exists a kind of

‘phenotype’ recognized as a ‘typical Japanese person’, and he does not fall into that

type in the ‘Japanese-racial’ hegemony in Japan (cf. Cartmill 1998; Templeton 1998).8

On the other hand, he tells his experience of having been ‘misrecognized’ as Maori,

Pacific Islander or Indian in Table 4. These labels are ‘cultural’ concepts (Silverstein

2004) or ‘stereotypes’ (Putnam 1975), which are presumptively shared cognitive

categories about ethno-racial groups in New Zealand.9 This implicit assumption

further indicates white hegemony in New Zealand: being white is ‘unmarked’,

‘unremarkable’ or even ‘invisible’ (Bucholtz 2011: 14�18). The above interaction has

brought ‘sociocultural concepts into here-and-now contexts of use . . . via emergent

patternings of semiotic forms’ in the relevant ‘context of sociocultural knowledge’

(Silverstein 2004: 622, 627).

In sum, by focusing on the forms of language, we have found the ‘poetic’

structures in discourse, which reproduce ‘culture’ as taken-for-granted assumptions

and hegemonic values in a specific context of use. In order to deal with the

‘reflexivity’ problem in Extract 1, I examine the metalinguistic interview with Peter,

in which part of Extract 1 is recontextualized in a different frame by the interviewer

who explicitly refers to the term ‘racism’.

Table 6. Triplet of ‘I’ with emotion verb ‘feel’.

Paradigmatic
contrast (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (1) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (2) (¡)

Paradigmatic
contrast (3) (¡)

Line 40 I feel more of a New
Zealander or Japanese

Line 42 I just feel like a person
Line 43 I don’t

feel
like a Japanese or a

New Zealander
Syntagmatic frame

(0)
I [don’t]

feel
New Zealander/

Japanese/ a person
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(Extract 2) Metalinguistic interview on ‘racism’ in New Zealand

1. Masa: ((pause)) Anyhow, but like so like that, to me this sort of indicates
2. like-like (.) New Zealand’s racism? Don’t you think? �
3. Peter: �Yeah, yeah, there is a bit of racism here.
4. It’s more like, people are more open here about it. They’re a [lot more
5. Masa: [Talk about

it? �
6. Peter: �They, they just you know (.) Oh this lot, you know, Asians, Indians or �
7. Masa: [Right
8. Peter: �[You know, stuff like that �
9. Masa: �Right

10. Peter: It’s (.) like I’ve copped a bit of racism (.) But, it’s only like minority.
11. Most-most, I’d say New Zealand’s one of the best countries.�
12. Masa: �Oh really �
13. Peter: �Yeah, like (.) my Dad, he’s told me about traveling um �
14. Masa: �Which-where are worse, like which countries are worse
15. Peter: Well Europe’s pretty bad �
16. Masa: �Oh Europe
17. Peter: U:mm (.) I heard that, and like obviously America’s not great
18. Masa: [hahaha
19. Peter: [And Australia’s pretty bad as well (.) but like if you look historically (.)
20. New Zealand’s, like out of the colonial countries, out of the Commonwealth,
21. It’s the best sort of (.) image�
22. Masa: �Oh okay
23. Peter: Yeah

By uttering ‘this’ in line 1, I am referring to the part in which Peter constructed

his ‘racially-marked’ identity in Extract 1 (lines 31�33). Here, Peter admits, in general

terms, that ‘There is a bit of racism here’ (line 3) in New Zealand. However, he

mitigates the seriousness by saying that ‘people are more open here about it’ (line 4).

Notably, with shifts in ‘footing’ (Goffman 1981), he enacts his identity as a person of

color who has been ‘living with racism’, with the pronoun ‘I’ and the habitual sense

of the present perfective aspect ‘have copped’: ‘I’ve copped a bit of racism’. However,

again he qualifies the degree with ‘it’s only like minority’ (line 10).

In Extract 2, he constructs New Zealand as ‘one of the best countries’ by

comparing it with Europe, the United States and Australia. By invoking these

‘cultural concepts’ (nationality and geopolitical area ‘names’), Peter constructs them

in a new framework. Here, the relevant framework of spatialization is

transnationalism (cf. Ensink 2003: 161�163), rather than binationalism (‘Japan’

versus ‘New Zealand’) found in Extract 1. In lines 11�21, he performs a ‘scale-jump’

(Blommaert 2010: 32�37) to transnational scale levels, although the scale is limited to

‘Europe’ (line 15), the ‘colonial countries’ and ‘the Commonwealth’ (line 20), in

which it is assumed that the ‘culture of racism’ is commonly found.

In the up-scaled spatial framework, Peter constructs New Zealand as ‘one of the

best countries’ (line 11) with the simple present tense, which implies a ‘timeless truth’,

while qualifying his utterances with ‘I’d say’ (line 11) and ‘sort of image’ (line 21). By

contrast, he ‘poetically’ represents Europe as ‘pretty bad’ (line 15), America as

‘not great’ (line 17) and Australia as ‘pretty bad as well’ (line 19), to the question

‘which countries are worse’ (line 14). It is to be noted that the temporal framework

is structured with the simple present tense in the representation of the ‘worse

countries’.
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It is seen that Peter again enacts a patriotic New Zealander identity, by positively

representing the images of New Zealand, with the help of spatial scale-upgrading

and the simple present tense. Interestingly, however, he admits the existence of

racism, and even perceives himself as habitually influenced by racism in New

Zealand. How to interpret this apparent ‘paradox’ is discussed in the section that

follows. Overall, the analysis of Extract 2 is consistent with that of Extract 1 in terms

of Peter’s positive presentation of ‘self ’ as a New Zealander, which is further

reinforced by the fact that he is in the New Zealand Army. I found that he displays
the Army training photographs on his Facebook. I also observed that he missed the

Japanese language classes I taught for more than a week due to the Army training,

and his New Zealander classmate told me about it. Based on these observations,

I argue that his discursive representations in the interviews show some aspects of

‘reality’ in his lifeworld.

Comparative data: Sally

In Extract 3 below, Sally is responding to the question ‘What kind of experiences did

you have, or have you been having in New Zealand so far?’ Before the extract, she
told me that she had the experience of people ‘staring’ at her in Japan. She claims

that people do not treat her as Japanese, which shows some similarity to Peter’s

case. Thus, I appropriate the expression ‘people staring at you’ in line 3, which

indexically invokes her own perception of ‘foreignness’ in New Zealand and the issue

of ‘racism’ (lines 6�7):

(Extract 3) Sally’s experiences in New Zealand

1. Masa: So do you have any like specific experiences, like good experiences in
2. New Zealand so far or
3. ((pause)) negative experiences like, people staring at you? �
4. Sally: �Oh no, no, [hahaha �
5. Masa: [hahaha
6. Sally: �no ((um)) in terms of ((pause)) you mean because I’m foreign and stuff?
7. No I haven’t had any racism or anything like that
8. I think Kiwis, they actually like my accent, they like the American accent
9. because of maybe ((pause)) maybe movies ((pause))

10. they’re influenced by movies maybe they don’t really
11. they don’t see me as Japanese, ((if)) that’s what you’re trying to say,
12. I don’t know, is that what you mean like?�
13. Masa: �Well
14. Sally: Yeah yeah, I’ve never experienced any racism,
15. but I have friends that that actually look Asian and
16. have experienced racism in ((the city that Sally lives in New Zealand))
17. ((so)) no I haven’t had any bad experiences in terms �
18. Masa: �As a person? �
19. Sally: �No no hahaha

The culturally relevant framework of spatialization is the national(ized) space of

New Zealand (lines 1�2). In terms of temporalization, I look at the tense/aspect that

Sally uses in relation to the deictics. First, we see that Sally enacts her identity as

‘foreign’ (line 6 ‘I am foreign and stuff ’) with the simple present tense, but claims that

she hasn’t ‘had any racism or anything like that’ (line 7) with the present perfective.
In other words, her ‘foreignness’ is dynamically figurated with the present tense as
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‘timeless’ while her non-experience of racism is enacted with the strongly negative

forms of the present perfective.

On the other hand, ‘they’, as New Zealanders, ‘like my accent’ (line 8), and ‘don’t

see me as Japanese’ (line 11). Thus, she positions New Zealanders as ‘others’ with the

pronoun ‘they’, who like her ‘American accent’. The temporal framework is the

simple present. However, Kiwi’s treatment of her ‘friends that actually look Asian’ is

represented negatively, because they ‘have experienced racism’ (lines 15�16).

The contrast can be seen in the ‘poetic’ structures by which ‘I haven’t had any
racism or anything like that’ (line 7) and ‘I’ve never experienced any racism’ (line 14)

are partially repeated, both of which contrast with ‘I have friends that . . . actually

look Asian and have experienced racism’ (lines 15�16). These utterances show

syntactic parallelism with ‘I haven’t had any bad experiences’ (line 17), which is a

partial repetition of lines 7 and 14. All of the utterances related to (non-)experiences

of racism are represented in the present perfective.

From the above analysis, we see that Sally is not categorized as ‘Asian’ or

‘Japanese’ by ‘Kiwis’, which is presented as a reason why she has ‘never experienced
any racism’ in New Zealand. The implicit assumption is: ‘Kiwis’ are hegemonically

‘white’, because her Asian-looking friends have experienced racism by Kiwis. On the

other hand, Sally explicitly states that she has never experienced racism because she

has an ‘American accent’ and Kiwis do not see her as ‘Japanese’. What is implicitly

assumed, rather than explicitly asserted (cf. Kiesling 2001), is that Sally self-

categorizes herself as ‘white’, which shows agentive aspects of the construction of self

in the act of passing (Bucholtz 1995: 352).

In comparison, Sally and Peter seem to live in rather different social worlds,
presumably because Sally ‘passes as white’ while Peter does not. It may thus be

misleading to use the label ‘racially-mixed Japanese’, which essentializes the named

group of people in an unwarranted way. The complexity of their experiences and

ethno-racial (non-)identification among ‘racially-mixed’ people are to be further

investigated, which goes beyond the scope of this paper (cf. Bucholtz 1995; Puckett

2001). However, we should not miss implications of the analyses for the study of

multicultural discourses, to which I now turn.

Discussion and implications

In the above analyses, we have seen in the patternings of discourse that the folk

category of ‘race’ exists as a sociopolitical fact (Hill 2008). A ‘racially-mixed’

Japanese heritage person has perceived him- or herself as either ‘a mixture’ or ‘white’,

depending on the way in which ‘their phenotypes cause them to be so perceived by

others [in] . . . the racial worldview’ (Smedley 1998: 697). However, there is room for

limited agency, as we saw in Sally’s case in which language use plays a significant role.
Furthermore, in the nationalized space of New Zealand, whiteness is implicitly

assumed to be a dominant norm, to which both participants responded as a

‘superaddressee’ (Bakhtin 1986).

However, an adequate analysis of multicultural discourses should not miss

subtleties and complexity. In the first interview with Peter, we have witnessed that he

patriotically performed both ‘Japanese’ and ‘New Zealander’ identities in answering

the question ‘what is your identity?’ However, in the follow-up interview, he showed

the apparent paradox in discussing racism in New Zealand: he admitted that he has
been affected by racism but simultaneously presented the best possible images about
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New Zealand, which is rather puzzling for this Japanese/Japanese author who has

been experiencing forms of white racism relatively late in his life. The ‘paradox’ can

be better understood by comparing his enactment of identity with Sally’s construc-

tion of ethno-national identity.

In terms of ‘ethnic’ identity, Sally has presented herself as a less stigmatized

‘whitened self ’, who speaks a native variety of English with a North American

‘accent’, which works for her as cultural resources. As Mary Bucholtz argues,

‘individuals can authenticate themselves in a variety of ways, and language use is a

particularly effective tool in this process’ (1995: 369). As for ‘national’ identity, Sally

has not shown any signs of strong identification with any one particular nationality,

although she acknowledges that she is ‘partly Japanese’ to the interviewer.10 Given

that she generally passes as white, I speculate that she does not have to appeal to a

nationalistic sentiment in order to live ‘comfortably’ in New Zealand. On the other

hand, Peter, who does not pass as either ‘a typical Japanese person’ or a white New

Zealander, needs to display nationalistic self in New Zealand in which he lives at that

moment, perhaps ‘uncomfortably’. Based on the analyses, I posit the orders of

indexicality in which essentialized categories of ‘race’ and the hegemony of whiteness

play a significant role in the discourses of the two ‘racially-mixed’ Japanese

participants in New Zealand.

Finally, I discuss the tension between ‘polycentricity’ as multiple norms

(Blommaert 2007) and the hegemony of whiteness. From a ‘polycentric’ perspective,

the data could have been analyzed from a ‘variationist’ perspective from which Sally’s

phonological features (‘American accent’) and those of Peter (‘Kiwi accent’) show

marked differences. Furthermore I could have highlighted the fact that Peter

voluntarily spoke in fluent Japanese in answering my English question ‘could you tell

me a story about your life?’, by which he ‘authenticated’ himself as ‘real’ Japanese

(Bucholtz and Hall 2005). Instead I have focused on the level of discourse in order to

reveal implicit assumptions. What I have found is that hegemonic values are not fully

articulated but invoked as ‘cultural concepts’ (Silverstein 2004) in discourse, such as

‘a typical Japanese person’ or ‘a mixture’, racially marked group names (‘Maori,

Pacific Islander or Indian’), ‘racist’ countries/ areas (‘Europe, America and

Australia’) and the kinds of people who experience racism in New Zealand (‘friends

that actually look Asian’).

For further studies, I speculate how the implicit assumption of white hegemony

found in the interview discourse may relate to the widely circulating (meta)discourses

on ‘race’ and national identity. By conceptualizing discourse as a ‘carrier’ of

meaning, which ‘moves through the world’ (Urban 2001)11 we see that one of the

important means to disseminating the ideas about ‘minorities’ is the Internet (cf. Hill

2008). In my research on the representations of Asian immigrants in New Zealand,

I have found that ‘Asian immigrants’ are the target of racist attacks in the political

arena in which a white politician asserts that ‘there are too many Asian immigrants

in New Zealand’. The most-widely circulating local newspaper, the New Zealand

Herald, solicited responses to the remark regarding whether his comment is

‘racist’ or not. Presumably ‘white’ contributors anonymously posted their

anti-Asian sentiments and/or stereotypes about ‘Asians’ on the Internet site for

opinion display.12 The discursive representations of the two participants analyzed

here can be framed by the widely circulating racist discourses about ‘Asians’ in New

Zealand. More research on the ‘dialectics’ between the ‘micro-contextual’ and the
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‘macro-sociological’ levels is required, by focusing on the ‘interdiscursive’ relation

between these levels across space and time (Silverstein 2003).

In sum, I have taken an approach to language-in-society, which examines the

details of linguistic and other semiotic ‘resources’ at the levels of ‘genres’, ‘registers’

or ‘styles’, in specific sociohistorical contexts of use. In doing so, analytic attention

has been paid to finding culture in ‘poetic’ structures (Hill 2005; Silverstein 2004).

Geopolitically, ‘mobility’ and ‘ambiguous identity’ have been major concerns in

selecting the New Zealand residents with Japanese heritage. Through the analyses,

I have revealed the implicit assumptions found in discourse through which an

essentialized conceptualization of ‘race’ is taken for granted and whiteness is a

hegemonic value.

However, I must qualify the findings of this article: I have only presented partial

results and preliminary analyses in the larger project. In order to demonstrate

rigorous patternings, while recognizing exceptional cases, I need to add more data to

this study. In doing so, I hope that my claim in this article will become more

acceptable: we need to focus our analytic attention on the reproduction of hegemonic

values found in the implicit patternings of discourse, if the study of multicultural

discourses is to be more productive and insightful.
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Notes

1. In what follows, I am mainly concerned with ‘whiteness’, and particularly with ‘white
racism’ that historically persists in structural and institutional terms (e.g. Feagin, Vera &
Batur, 2001). As one of the reviewers points out, it is possible to posit ‘Japanese
hegemony’ in Japan as well as white hegemony in New Zealand. However, I do not
assume the existence of ‘Japanese racism’ as ‘a system of oppression’ of Japanese-heritage
New Zealanders in the Japanese society. In other words, I do not see any systematically
oppressive societal mechanism that corresponds to the ‘centuries-old system of racialized
subordination and discrimination designed by [white Americans] that excludes [people of
color] from full participation in [American] society’ (Feagin et al. 2001: 3). In this paper, I
draw on the findings and insights gained from the studies of white racism in US society in
order to analyze my data. Also see Shi-xu (2005: 48�51) on the ‘white’ bias in the
academies, and professional discourse studies in particular.

2. Silverstein (2006: 14) conceptualizes the notion of indexicality as ‘the principle of
contextualization of linguistic and other signs-in-use . . . [which] point the users of these
signs to the specific enveloping conditions in which they use them’.

3. From a cognitive perspective, Levinson argues for the existence of ‘inferential schemata’
in an activity-specific way: ‘to each and every clearly demarcated activity there is a
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corresponding set of inferential schemata’, which constrains the activity of interviewing
(Levinson 1979, quoted by Sarangi 2003: 68).

4. See Hammersley and Atkinson (2007: 1�19) for an excellent discussion in which they
synthesize two philosophical-methodological positions: positivism and social construc-
tionism. A ‘positivist’ researcher mainly sees interviewing as a transparent way of
obtaining information, and ‘reactivity’ is a factor to be eliminated in the research process.
On the other hand, a ‘social constructionist’ uses interviewing only for investigating
‘cultural resources or accounting practice’ (Wetherell 2003) and it is not to be used for
finding what is ‘true’ or ‘false’ in the ‘real world’.

5. Goffman (1974: 10�11) provides a working definition of the concept of ‘frame’ with
reference to Gregory Bateson: ‘I assume that definitions of a situation are built up in
accordance with principles of organization which govern events . . . and our subjective
involvement in them; frame is the word I use to refer to such of these basic elements as I
am able to identify’.

6. As Sarangi points out, an interviewee may say something that does not necessarily
represent his or her ‘lived experience’: ‘There is the possibility that informants would
disclaim what they said in the interview as being setting specific’ (Sarangi 2003: 67). In
this sense, it is methodologically preferable to provide them with the opportunity of a
follow-up session.

7. I acknowledge that ‘passing’ is a contingent and interactional phenomenon. For example
Sally describes a situation in which she is ‘teased’ by the Kiwis who know that she is ‘half
Japanese’.

8. It goes without saying that from scientific perspectives, there is no such thing as ‘pure
race’, and only a single lineage exists (Templeton 1998). For example, Matt Cartmill from
a perspective of physical anthropology, convincingly argues that the notion of ‘race’ is
‘biologically incoherent and heuristically misleading’ (1998: 652). However, it is widely
believed that ‘race’ as a social construct is grounded in ‘biology’ among many people
(Hill 2008), including the participants to my project.

9. New Zealand’s census in 2006 includes the following categories: ‘New Zealand
European, Maori, Samoan, Cook Island Maori, Tongan, Niuean, Chinese, Indian,
and other such as DUTCH, JAPANESE, TOKELAUAN (Rocha 2011).

10. After the first interview, Sally requested to me that I become her ‘guarantor’ in her
application to renewing her non-Japanese passport. My impression is that for Sally, who
has two passports, nationality is something she needs to maintain by ‘paper work’.

11. Greg Urban (2001) proposes the notion of ‘metaculture’ in order to conceptualize the
phenomenon that ‘culture’ is reproduced without exact replication in the modern world.
Metaculture as ‘culture about culture’ moves through the world in and by discourse. For
example, a book review as metacultural commentary disseminates the cultural product
(i.e. the book under review) in discourse. In relation to my concerns, discourse on the
Internet circulates the negative ideas about ‘Asians’ metaculturally while reproducing the
culture of white racism in New Zealand.

12. See: http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id�1&objectid�10501788
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Appendix

Transcription conventions:

- abrupt breaks or stops (if several, stammering)
? rising intonation

. falling intonation

__ (underline) stress

(1.0) silences

[ simultaneous talk by two speakers, with one utterance represented on top

of the other and the moment of overlap marked by left brackets

= interruption or next utterance following immediately, or continuous talk

represented on separate lines because of need to represent overlapping
comment on intervening line

((...)) transcriber’s comment

: elongated vowel

, pause or breath without marked intonation

(hahaha) laughter
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