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Urban Migrants in Rural Japan is a collection of stories of young and mid-career urban-to-rural migrants 

that hints at a shift in lifestyles and values in contemporary Japan. Grounded on multi-sited ethnographic 

fieldwork from 2009 to 2017, anthropologist Susanne Klien attempts to examine transforming perceptions 

of rurality, modes of working and living, and integration into new surroundings among the urbanites who 

opt for relocation to rural regions. Aged between 20 and 45, predominantly male, the 118 “lifestyle migrants” 

under investigation are depicted to move in pursuit of a more personally satisfying and socially meaningful 

life.

Why would these urban aspiring individuals migrate to rural areas, away from urban convenience and 

corporate security? Klien provides multiple answers to this question (8). Simply put, their diverse motivations 

are related to both pushing and pulling factors. On the one hand, the post-bubble generations in Japan are 

increasingly faced up with a diminution of feasibility and attractiveness of staying in the lifelong employment 

system. Rather than sheerly devoting oneself to corporate development to the extent of sacrificing one’s 

physical and mental health in exchange for material affluence, the migrants articulate their attention to 

individual well-being, small-scale happiness, self-growth, and self-realization. They aspire for a better 

work-life balance, prioritize working conditions that afford more self-determination, greater control, and a 

sense of fulfillment. On the other hand, government-initiated regional revitalization community volunteer 
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programs and positive discourse of the countryside such as “creative depopulation,” “happy depopulated 

areas,” and “communities of hope” arouse enterprising individuals’ interest in trial resettlement. Innovative 

and visionary individuals with limited financial capital embark on their journey to the rural areas, trying 

out professional activities to revive the marginalized towns and villages, or more generally merely wishing 

to reflect on and adjust the tempo of their private and professional life. This is indicative of, as Klien argues, 

a shift in the public image of the rural, from a nostalgia-evoking stagnant backwater to a social ground for 

experimenting new way of life.

Nonetheless, individual cases suggest that migrating to remote regions is not necessarily equivalent to 

leading a slower and idyllic life, since rural moves are more or less deemed as a career move. The creation 

and pursuit of independent work abound in migrants’ narratives entail a work-life mix, rather than a work-

life balance (60). Klien sympathetically notes that many of her interlocutors were too occupied by their 

jobs to spend time on self-reflection and leisure activities, albeit a high level of satisfaction with their post-

migration life. The nearly self-exploitative working mode leads Klien to recognize risks and precariousness 

behind flexibility and creative dynamism. Apart from a workaholic way of life, Klien also sketches out how 

some migrants relate to one another in a share house or through social media (56, 59), develop hybrid 

lifestyles combining positive elements of urban and rural life. Gender seems to play a role in determining 

modes of working and living. Male migrants are more likely to duplicate their work-centered lifestyles, while 

women attach importance to the compatibility of family and a job (30).

Klien is cautious about media discourse that depicts lifestyle migrants succeeding in obtaining comfort 

and happiness in rural communities. Many migrants encounter difficulties in integration into local 

communities and think of continuing move to elsewhere. They strategically maintain a high degree of local 

community engagement and emotional dislocation, which gives rise to a sense of liminal belonging, non-

identity, and ambivalence. This is called by Klien “moratorium migration … that is used by migrants as an 

instrument to gain time to postpone rethinking what they wish to spend their lives on due to a lack of more 

appealing alternatives” (124)

Whereas the monograph offers a glimpse into the narratives, experiences, and trajectories of Japanese 

urban-to-rural migrants, more could have been illuminated about how the lifestyle migrants resemble or differ 

from other types of migrants, such as I-turners and U-turners. A historical analysis of internal migration in 

(post-war) Japan could be of service in this regard. Heterogeneity of individual stories renders the book rich 

and engaging, yet at the same time poses a challenge of proposing a unifying and cogent argument without 

getting trapped in self-contradiction. For instance, in Chapter 6, the term “moratorium migration” aims to 

capture settlers’ intention to hang fire, withdraw temporarily, and reorient themselves who typically lack a 

medium- and long-term planning. Yet Klien also describes a female interviewee with overseas volunteering 

experience narrating a long-term goal of “engage[ing] in the field of tourism or create connections between 

chefs in the Tokyo area and local farmers” (139). Moreover, although gender is considered as an important 
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lens to decipher lifestyle migration, future research could also investigate if intersectionality matters in 

this phenomenon, heeding sociodemographic factors such as class, age, ethnicity, and previous migratory 

experiences. A comparison between different translocating destinations might be advantageous as well, say, 

on how localities with idiosyncratic features shape migrants’ experiences. Despite rich case studies deriving 

from semi-structured interviews, readers might appreciate more thorough utilization of the empirical data 

gathered, such as a vivid ethnographic portrayal of information events targeted at lifestyle migrants and 

a presentation of dialogues with government officers and local citizens (xxiii). These illustrations might 

inform readers of pre-migration decision-making processes or receptions of local communities. General 

readers (and presumably academics alike) might be bewildered by the absence of explicitly defining some 

important terms, e.g., post-growth societies (xxii), post-consumption lifestyle (xxvii), and neoliberal reality 

(85).

Grumbles aside, Urban Migrants in Rural Japan is a good read for anyone interested in mobility, 

migration, rurality, and gender. Case studies presented in the book well elucidate how some pioneering 

individuals elude mainstream norms and values, act on structural constraints of Japanese labor markets, 

and hunt for self-growth that risks being labelled as anomie. In view of Japan as one of the post-industrial 

societies, Klien reminds us of the research’s relevance to other countries “that will eventually face the same 

fate of depopulation, aging, and economic stagnation” (xxii). This book certainly provides food for thought 

and warrants recommendation.


