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MAPPING IMAGINED BOUNDARIES: RESEARCHING 

LINGUISTIC AND SPATIAL PRACTICES OF OTHERING AT A 

JAPANESE UNIVERSITY CAMPUS 

 

SATOKO SHAO-KOBAYASHI 

With the support of the Japanese government, 
universities in Japan are expected to double both the 
number of international students and the 
population of home students who study abroad. 
This would amount to hosting 300,000 international 
students and send 120,000 home students overseas 
by 2020 (MEXT 2014). Under this situation, 
“foreigners/Japanese,” “men/women,” “regular 
students/international students” – social identity 
categories including but not limited to nationality, 
gender, institutional status, language and religion 
we encounter at universities are becoming more 
diverse.  

Although social identity continues to alter, 
and the meaning of a category is hybrid in nature 
(e.g. Hall 1998), essentialization of social categories 
by highlighting the assumed specific characteristics 
tends to happen frequently in various domains from 
official governmental policies and media products, 
to university administrative decisions and 
discussion among staff and students. The impact of 
the educational environment on students’ social 
identity has been widely discussed over past 
decades from various prespectives including, but 
not limited to, social categories and group relations 
at school (e.g. Eckert 1989), race and space on 
campus (e.g. Taum 1997), second language 
curriculum and instructions (e.g. Heller 1987), and 
education policy (e.g. Dixon et al. 2000).  

 This study examines the production of 
borders between regular and international exchange 
students on university campuses. To do so, I employ 
multiple mediums to represent participants’ spatial 
and linguistic practices of identifying “us” and 
“others.” I hope this small case study reveals some 
of the possible critical approaches to understanding 
the institutionalization of otherness, which is 
detrimental to the realization of a collaborative 
learning environment among diverse students and 

to the empowerment of each student’s social and 
academic experience beyond borders or boundaries. 

Multivocality and Multilocality 

 Social identity research in geography and 
anthropology discusses ways in which people 
construct a physical space into a meaningful 
territory (e.g. Delaney 2002, Thomas, 2005), or how 
people think of a place like their hometown as in 
contrast which their current locale (e.g. Guerrero 
and Tinkler 2010, Liu 2017). Indeed, space may be 
physically, imaginatively or virtually organized, but 
it does not become a place if individuals do not 
implicitly or explicitly interact with it. Rodman 
(2012) points out that polyphonic voices, such as 
different opinions by multiple research participants 
from a demographically singular category group, 
and a shift in standpoints by a research participant 
over time or in different contexts, are often 
recognized and represented in several studies. 
However, the different relationships and meanings 
ascribed to a place, so called multilocality, tends to 
be overlooked by treating them as essentially a 
locale. 

 Moreover, Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 
claim from a sociolinguistic point of view that 
“[l]anguage is a primary tool people use in 
constituting themselves and others as ‘kinds’ of 
people in terms of which attributes, activities, and 
participation in social practice can be regulated.” In 
particular, social categories and labels are one of the 
important indicators of social boundaries, which 
enables us to see the continuous nature of group-
making by showing the insider-outsider 
dichotomization through either resisting or 
confirming one’s group membership (Barth [1969] 
1998, Bucholtz and Hall 2005). One of the concepts 
commonly used to understand differentiation 
among a seemingly homogeneous ethnic group is 
othering, “a process of internalizing the dominant 
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ideology and differentiating a particular group as 
the ‘others’ in order to maintain their own positive 
social position in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, 
class and language background” (Shao-Kobayashi 
and Dixon 2005, p.211). This othering practice 
becomes apparent and symbolic when distinct 
labels are acknowledged, shared and used among 
individuals. The use of labels and the notion of 
spatial proximity, namely territories, accelerate 
one’s assumption that the others are a homogeneous 
group. While social identity is certainly fluid, 
accessible linguistic and spatial resources impact 
and limit ways of representing and performing 
one’s own and others’ identities. Therefore, it is 
important to explore various approaches to reveal 
participants’ discursive and spatial ideologies and 
practices.   

Criticality in Research 

 A critical approach in research is important 
in every field of study. The concept “critical” is often 
interpreted differently even in academic areas of 
studies such as critical thinking which links to 
rationality (e.g. Siegel 1988), and critical pedagogy 
that focuses on the power structure of a society and 
action toward social justice (e.g. Freire 1970). By 
building on these previous discussions on “critical” 
and linking them with Butler’s gender 
performativity theory, Burbles and Berk (1999) 
explain the concept, criticality as follows:  

[Criticality is] a way of being as well as a 
way of thinking, a relation to others as well 
as an intellectual capacity…Because 
criticality is a function of collective 
questioning, criticism, and creativity, it is 
always social in character, partly because 
relations to others influence the individual, 
and partly because certain of these activities 
(particularly thinking in new ways) arise 
from an interaction with challenging 
alternative views (Burbules and Berk 1999 
p.62). 

This concept is applicable in anthropological (and 
other) research considering the implication of a 
researcher in a research context, which Labov (1972) 
calls the researcher’s paradox. In fact, it is 
undeniable that a research process, in which 
participants are asked to talk about what they 
usually may not necessarily think of, can implicitly 
or explicitly trigger reflection and revision in 
participants’ notions and actions. Indeed, data 
produced in research is interactionally created in 
response to academic stimulus prepared by a 
researcher. In other words, if a researcher attempts 
to investigate participants’ practice and 
understanding by using different research tools, the 
participants may reflect their practice and 
understanding from multiple points of views. 
Certainly, to what degree a study can have an 
impact on participants varies depending on how it 
is conducted; yet, a notion of criticality reminds a 
researcher to be extra careful, and critical of, her or 
his approach to research participants and a context.  

 

Research Setting, Participants, Pilot 
Methodological Approach 

 The Japanese Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) 
launched the project for the promotion of global 
human resource development from 2012 and the top 
global university project from 2014, which several 
Japanese universities, including the author’s 
institution – Chiba University (CU) – are part of. 
Under these projects, the universities are to 
“enhance the international compatibility and 
competitiveness of higher education in Japan” 
(Japan Society for the Promotion of Science 2016). As 
part of the extensive blue print, CU founded the 

College of Liberal Arts and Sciences (LAS) (
 kokusai kyoyo gakubu) in 2015. According to 

the university’s website, this new college’s main 
feature is the blending of “global,” “Japanese” and 
“sciences,” with which students are expected to 
“make connections across disciplines and between 
current and new knowledge through a unique 
perspective of Japanese culture and technology, and 
applying that knowledge in professional and 
community life” (LAS 2015). Moreover, the college 
emphasizes international understanding and 
English language learning in its pedagogical 
approach, requiring its students to study overseas at 
least once before graduation.  

     CU also offers the Japan Program at Chiba, 
in which international exchange (IE) students study 
either in the Japanese studies (nihon kenkyū) 
program or in the international liberal arts (kokusai 
kyōyō) program, which is different from the LAS 
curriculum. Since the launch of LAS, the majority of 
IE students are affiliated with LAS except that some 
students with clear study foci are placed in more 
suitable departments. Given the increasing numbers 
of IE students in the international liberal arts 
program and regularly-enrolled CU students 
looking to study in English, CU started to offer a set 
of liberal arts courses, called Japanese Studies 
(japaniizu sutadiizu), JS hereafter, in which diverse 
students learn collaboratively in English or both in 
English and Japanese, since 2013. Due to the 
language(s) of tuition, most IE students in JS are not 
necessarily native, but are proficient in English.        

 Between 2014 to 2017, I collected data from 
ten IE students (five from the United States, three 
from Finland, two from Germany) and eight 
regularly-enrolled students from various 
departments in four of my JS courses (Race relations: 
Japanese in the US; Schooling and Diversity; Ethnic 
communities in Japan), where they engaged in 
collaborative learning with regularly-enrolled 
students. The data includes students' mental maps 
(Tuan 1975), reflection papers, in-class assignments, 
my class notes and follow-up interviews. In 2017, 
global positioning system (GPS) footstep tracking, 
using a smart phone application, was also 
conducted. Participants were asked to turn on the 
application once they arrived on campus and turn it 
off when they left or whenever it was inconvenient. 
Tracking lasted four to five days, and was then 
repeated every few months. Moreover, 18 LAS 
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regularly-enrolled students joined this study since 
2016, and I collected various data including mental 
maps, interviews, and GPS footstep tracking. 
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. I 
translated transcripts from Japanese into English. In 
this paper, I mainly focus on data by IE students and 
regularly-enrolled students affiliated with LAS to 
understand the borders and boundaries within the 
same faculty.  

 As a methodological trial to examine how 
an institutionally categorized border between 
regularly-enrolled students and IE students is 
shaped into a social boundary, this study compares 
participants’ activity space on campus through GPS 
tracking, free-drawing of campus mental maps, and 
linguistic practices of identifying “us” and “others” 
during the interviews. In recent social geography 
research, GPS data is used to understand actual 
spatial behavior in contrast to the cognitive notion 
of place as represented in a mental map (e.g. Raanan 
and Shoval 2014). As discussed in previous 
literature (e.g. Valentine 2008), physical distance 
does not necessarily generate close social distance or 
interaction. Individuals can be physically distant 
from their social or cultural group and yet feel and 
imagine connected with each other based on 
(imagined) common attributes (as in the case of the 
imagined communities of Anderson [2006]). Yet, it 
is also important to note that, according to 
Gurwitsch (1966), depending on the physical and 
social distance one feels, ways in which she or he 
perceives groups may differ: when individuals are 
or feel physically or socially close to a particular 
group, they understand it elaborately, while they 
tend to simplify differences among and within the 
group when they are physically or socially distant 
from it. It means that a physical encounter can have 
an impact on individuals’ perception of social 
distance with others, and vice versa. Therefore, this 
study investigates when and how physical and 
social crossings on campus occur or do not occur 
among participants by contrasting their daily spatial 
activities, which they may not necessarily conduct 
consciously but habitually, and their mental map 
along with linguistic data, which represent the 
participants’ awareness of spatial characteristics. 

 

 

 

“I am the other” IE students 

 As many international students may 
experience anywhere in the world, IE students 
often mentioned that they felt separate from the 
rest of the university. N voiced during an in-class 
discussion about their mental maps: “There is no 
chance or place to meet other students […] There 
really isn’t many places international students 
can go, except for CIRE (Center for International 
Research and Education) and English House” 
(2014 June 10). Indeed, due to the similar 
curriculum patterns among IE students, most of 
their mental maps and GPS tracking had many 
similarities. As described in a mental map by D 
(Figure 1), all IE students’ maps contained at least 
three places on campus: CIRE, English House, 
Life Center (University COOP). CIRE provides a 
support desk for international students/study 
abroad programs and offers Japanese language 
classes and most JS classes. IE students take them 
in this building every day, and many students 
are enrolled in JS classes also held at this 
building.  

On the other hand, English House is an 
English learning facility where coffee is available 
for students and staffs. Students are expected to, 
or at least try to, speak English as they casually 
hang out or take English language classes with 
staff. Many IE students, who are comfortable 
with speaking in English, commonly use this 
place. Although there are a few small COOP 

Figure 1 Mental map by IE student D (Apr, 2015) 

Figure 2 GPS data of IE student D (April 2017) 
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shops on campus, Life Center here indicates a 
central convenience store next to English House. 

 

 Contrasting the IE students’ mental 
maps with GPS tracking data, as shown in Figure 
2, their daily hangouts are indicated by the stars 
on the campus map in Figure 3. It is clear that 
their activity space is limited around the 
southwest edge of the campus. An IE student, H, 
was one of the few who drew a different building 
in her mental map. I asked why she decided to 
include that college building:  
 

Because I pass by this building every day 
since it is supposed to be my college. I 
wanted to take classes there, so I went in 
and asked about it. But they told me I 
couldn’t because my Japanese proficiency 
is not enough. So that was the only time I 
entered the building… I really don’t 
know what is going on at the university 
because everything is in Japanese and 
they barely send information in a 
different language (June 10, 2014). 

 
 A similar sentiment is shared by N in his 
reflection paper: “I feel I am an international 
student and I am the other at Chiba U. I wish 
there are more places where I can interact with 
different people and feel I am part of” (2014 July 
31). Indeed, IE students in this study understood 
that they are physically and socially 
marginalized and separated on campus due to 
the lack of encounters and interactions with the 
so-called home students. The limited numbers of 
regularly-enrolled students who IE students 
befriend with are often their tutors and regulars 
at the English House, who are willing to speak 
English with international students. These 
students are not always IE students’ best 
interests when they are seeking to improve their 
Japanese language skills or longing to make 
friends beyond interests in language proficiency. 
Because their academic and social anchor points 
are limited to CIE and English House, IE students 
barely encounter others except for the time they 
go to the Life Center – even then, IE students just 
“see” the home students and have no direct 
interaction with them.  

 
Gaikokujin (foreigners) and Ishiki-takai-kei (lit. 
highly conscious students): The others among 
LAS students 
 
     While IE students’ hangouts are very 
limited, there appeared to be a disparity in the 
activity space among regularly-enrolled 
students. For example, some individuals 
frequently use the English House when the 
others do not even know where international 
students are. The case of LAS students reveals 
how micro-management of othering among 
themselves impacts their utilization and 
cognition of campus, which in return affects IE 
students, implicitly and explicitly.   

 
The academic emphasis of LAS 

explained on the official website along with 
images of other kokusai kyōyō (International 
Liberal Arts) colleges and universities in Japan 
gave many incoming LAS students an idea that 
they would excel in the English language, 
participate in multidisciplinary studies and learn 

with international students on a regular basis. 
However, they soon realized that they never saw 
any international student in their department 
building (G1) or in their daily lives, much like 
other regularly enrolled students in the rest of the 
university’s departments. Y from the literature 
department reflected on her mental map and 
said, “many students in my department 
recognize CIRE and English House as places for 
international students. And they find no interest 

Figure 3 Campus map with IE students' 
hangouts 

Figure 4 Mental Map by R (LAS student, Feb 2017) 

Figure 5 Footsteps by F (LAS student, Feb 2017) 
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in them. They think it is none of their business.” 
(June 10, 2014). LAS students' maps show a 
similar pattern. For example, figure 4 above 
illustrates how R in LAS illustrates her 
department building, Life Center, English House 
with a label “foreigners (gaikokujin)” and many 
other places on campus. All mental maps by LAS 
students and other regularly-enrolled students 
describe the university campus in much more 
detailed, complex and varying ways than the IE 
students. In fact, LAS students’ GPS tracking 
(figure 5) confirms that they walk by CIE (CIRE), 
English House and Life Center daily, which are 
the core activity locations for IE students, yet 
most of the LAS students did not even include 
English House in their maps, and just one out of 
18 participants recognized CIE, while Life Center 
was commonly one of the key spots for them as 
well. Indeed, recognition of a place often takes 
more than just walking by every day.  
 
 In an interview, I asked R why she 
included English House in her mental map: 
 

Example 1: 
 
SSK:  You included English House in 
your map. Do you go there? 
R:      No... I was interested, so I’ve 
been there a few times in the beginning. 
I want to be able to speak English, you 
know. But people there are only like 
gaikokujin [foreigners] and ishiki-takai-kei 
[highly conscious people], so I felt out of 
place. It’s like you have to be super 
motivated to belong there.  

 
This interview data reveals that R not only 
marked English House as a hangout for 
gaikokujin but also for regularly-enrolled ishiki-
takai-kei students. By identifying the groups of 
people whom R imagines belong to the English 
House as “the others,” she draws a boundary 
between them and herself. In fact, most LAS 
participants who indicated English House in the 
mental maps were self-identified and identified 
by others as ishiki-takai-kei or diligent majime. 
 
 Just like many other trend words and 
concepts, the meaning of ishiki-takai-kei is not 
defined concretely or homogeneously. One 
explanation Furuya (2017) gives is that ishiki-
takai-kei often indicates individuals who like to 
use their Mac laptops at a café, are into self-
development seminars, and enjoy a fun-filled 
weekend. In the case of LAS students, being 
ishiki-takai-kei indeed shared part of the 
characteristics such as the use of Mac laptops, but 
the notion of its membership rather came from 
the group territory at the LAS students’ usual 
hangout, which is a large lecture room for LAS 
classes. LAS students used it as a common room 
during 2016 due to their college building still 
being under construction (their building opened 
in April 2017).  

 

 Figure 6 is K’s mental map of the 
common room for LAS students. As the map 
indicates, both her group and ishiki-takai-kei boys 
always occupied the front sections of the room. 
In an interview on February 3, 2017, Y, one of the 
ishiki-takai-kei boys answered how they formed 
their group and territory in the common room.  
 

Example 2: 
 
SSK:  How did you form these 
groups? 
Y:      Hm… Just naturally. Those of us 
who want to pay close attention to 
lectures sit in the front. ishiki-takai-kei 
people gathered.   
SSK:  Uh, ishiki-takai-kei. ((giggle)) 
Y:      Well, I don't think it’s 
necessarily a bad thing to be ishiki-takai-
kei. 
SSK:    That’s true.                 

 
As Y explains above, he felt it was “natural” to 
form his group because of the shared values and 
attitude toward classes. In fact, students in the 
front row may not be necessarily engaged in 
lectures actively, but teachers and students tend 
to share the notion that seating matters to 
academic identity and performance. Certainly, it 
cannot be ignored that many LAS students 
commented that specific individuals sit in the 
back rows because they are frequently late for 
classes.  
 
 Besides the value and attitude toward 
classes, another aspect to consider for the group 
formation is the impact of the curriculum. K 
reflects how she formed her group and said, “I 
am not sure… Oh I guess we were in the same 
required class when we just started as freshmen. 
Maybe around May (a month after the academic 
year began), we already had these different 
groups and claimed seats” (Feb 8, 2017). By 
befriending in the same classes by chance, they 
started to hang out outside of the classroom and 
began to stay together in the common room 
every day. As noted previously, this room is used 
for LAS majors’ large lectures a few times a week. 

Figure 6 Mental map of territory of common room 
by K (LAS student, Feb 2017) 
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Many instructors who teach in a large room like 
this tend to let students sit as they like – as a 
result, students stay in the same seats with their 
group members in and out of the class time and 
the common room becomes the students’ nest. In 
this way, the combination of these individual 
preferences and structural factors influence the 
reinforcement of students’ seating patterns, 
grouping, and territorialization by labeling and 
carving their daily places into "territorial 
preserves" (Goffman, 1971). Moreover, the 
process of group differentiation generates 
particular (and partly imagined) characteristics 
of each group both by the other groups and the 
group members themselves, which consequently 
influence their daily activities such as the use of 
English House among ishiki-takai-kei, and 
implicitly or explicitly make these behaviors and 
places boundaries that are difficult for other 
people to cross. 
 
Toward criticality: Piloting the shift of activity 
space 
 
 After the critical examination of the 
boundary formation, my colleague and I decided 
to implement small changes in the structures of 
Japanese Studies courses since 2016 academic 
year, in hope to improve the situation 
(Kobayashi, 2017). The individual preferences 
among students are not easy to tackle as faculty 
members, so we approached the structural 
factors. The soft side of the structure, such as 
course arrangements influenced ways students 
formed groups and ideologies; thus, we 
attempted to make JS classes more visible and 
available by opening varieties of JS classes 
throughout the week and publicizing them 
broadly. On the other hand, the hard side of the 
structure such as physical arrangements of 
classrooms and buildings influenced students’ 
notion of belongingness and physical encounters 
with others; thus, we held our JS courses in a 
different building on the north side of the 
campus.   
 

The temporary impact we found is a shift 

in activity space and cognition of space among IE 
students. Figure 7 is a mental map by J, a student 
from the United States. Her angle of vision is 

similar to that of D’s in figure 1, but the major 
difference is that J included the G building, 
where we offered our JS classes, and the building 
of the Faculty of Engineering, where she can take 
a few classes related to her major in English. 
Indeed, by having G building in the walking 
routine, at least IE students’ physical activity 
space became widened as shown in figure 8. 
Certainly, these small structural changes do not 
generate a quick and “magical” effect of 
eliminating students' notion of “us” and “them”; 

however, they at least contribute to changing 
students’ and others’ everyday normalized 
scenery by increasing chances of direct or 
indirect encounters.  
 
Rethinking boundaries: From “us” and 
“others” to “research” and “practice” 
 
 With issues of multivocality and 
multilocality in mind, this pilot study examined 
the spatial and discursive practices of othering 
among international exchange students and 
regularly-enrolled students by mapping their 
cognitive and activity boundaries from multiple 
angles using different mediums such as mental 
maps, GPS tracking, and linguistic data. The first 
part of the analysis revealed the match of IE 
students’ mental map and activity space, and 
how the limited activity space led IE students to 
feel separated from the mainstream, and 
marginalized as "the others." In contrast, the 
second part illustrated that LAS students’ mental 
maps and activity space did not necessarily 
correlate with each other. Instead, the data 
showed that students actively associated a place 
with a group of certain characteristics by labeling 
and territorializing it, and controlled their 
movement accordingly. The notion and daily 
practices by IE and regularly-enrolled students 
implicitly and explicitly created a boundary 
between "us" and "them."  
 

What is important to note here is the 
impact of soft and hard structural restrictions on 
students' movement along with their individual 
preferences. Given these analyses, the third part 
described our pilot approach to shift students' 
movement by arranging the soft side of the 

Figure 7 Mental map by 7 (IE student, Nov 2017) 

Figure 8 Shift in activity space among IE students 
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structure -- as a result, IE students' notion and 
activity space displayed a small but important 
difference.        
 
 Through the process of this pilot study, 
the participants reflected on their linguistic and 
spatial practices, which they usually do not even 
think of as it is rather habitual. During the 
interviews, many students made comments such 
as "I had never thought of this before" or "I didn't 
even know I do this." Indeed, the research 
process cannot be neutral (Labov 1972) – it makes 
them aware of their actions and notions. In this 
study, not only did I seek for possibilities of 
utilizing different tools to investigate students' 
multilocality and multivocality, but I also hoped 
that shedding light on the students' daily routine 
from multiple angles would make the students 
reflexively and critically ponder over their own 
spatial and discursive practices -- possibly revise 
their practices.  
 
 By critically reviewing the learning 
environment that we co-create, we may be able 
to alter, to some extent, an existing and 
unnecessary boundary. Indeed, individuals' 
micro practices are interactionally organized 
with other people, the physical environment, and 
institutional systems. Indeed, criticality is crucial 
to be pursued by, between and among students 
and academic staffs in this rapidly globalizing 
educational setting. 
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