
U-Turn Nikkei Labour Migration to Japan

Ines Sanmiguel

What makes the study of Japanese emigration abroad more interesting is

how the first generation, including their offspring, have re-emigrated to

Japan to work. Latin-Americans of Japanese heritage have emigrated to

Japan in considerable numbers during the 1990s after the immigration

control law was revised. Nikkei or nikkeijin (the so-called people of

Japanese descent born abroad) who possessed dual nationality, and also the

first generation of immigrants, started coming to Japan to participate in

construction projects for the 1964 Tokyo Olympic Games. Years later,

immigrants who were originally from Okinawa were employed on projects

for the Expo in Okinawa in 1972.1

The term ‘reverse migration’ has been used in publications to denote

the migration of Japanese and their descendants to their country of origin.

The first generation, and those with dual nationality, were the first to take

advantage of working opportunities to migrate temporarily to Japan. In this

case, the term ‘reverse migration’ would be correct usage if the migrants

were going back home after having achieved their objectives abroad, and

had no intention of returning but intended to stay in Japan. However, this is

not the case, because they were, as the present reality indicates, temporary

workers lacking a definite intention to settle down in Japan. I prefer the

term ‘U-turn migration’ following Mori, who uses it to indicate ‘the

migration flow of immigrants, including their descendants, to their country
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of origin for the purpose of employment’.2

It was not until 1985 that nikkeijin were granted a special status that

allowed them to work in Japan. With the government’s new interpretation of

the category ‘spouse or child of a Japanese national’, applicants were able to

obtain this status if a relative in Japan within the fourth degree of

consanguinity guaranteed the applicant’s status. This status was previously

granted only when both the parents and grandparents were Japanese. After

the revision of the immigration law in 1990, the category of long-term

resident was created. This status became available to the spouses of

Japanese nationals, the children adopted by Japanese nationals, or those

born as the children of Japanese nationals, the nisei generation. The status

has also been granted to the third generation (sansei) and their spouses.

The status of residence can also be obtained if a person with a relative in

Japan, within the sixth grade of consanguinity, obtains a certificate of

eligibility to support his or her application.3 The nisei, after some period of

work in Japan, usually receives a visa of residence up to three years validity.

For the sansei, who received in the past visa of residence up to six months,

after the amendment of the Immigration Law on 1 October 1999, they are

granted up to one year. The yonsei (fourth generation) is allowed to work

up until the age of twenty; thereafter, the person has to return to the

country of origin. 

Japan developed in the past a big industrialized economy without

relying on foreign migrant workers, except on Korean workers after Japan

annexed Korea in 1910. Rural internal migration sustained low dependency

on foreign labour. However, post-war economic growth has, especially since

the mid 1970s, generated a strong demand for labour in the service

industry, construction and manufacturing fields. This demand could not be

met by the nationals for two reasons: first, the number of jobs surpassed the

number of applicants; and secondly, Japanese people, coming from

帝京国際文化　第 14号

－ 82－



increasingly highly educated backgrounds, did not want to take on difficult

or unpleasant jobs. These are the jobs commonly described as belonging to

the categories of being dirty (kitanai), demanding (kitsui) or dangerous

(kiken). In addition, these jobs are badly paid and offer few holidays. Japan

began to face the problem of a shortage of labour. Male workers from Asian

and Middle East countries began to enter Japan looking for opportunities to

earn money. These immigrants not only helped to meet the demand for

labour, but also took the unwanted jobs in place of the nationals, who

preferred to move to jobs which were less arduous and better paid.

The demand for labour in Japan since the 1980s, coupled with the

decline in economic conditions in some countries like Iran and the outbreak

of the Gulf War in 1990, switched the flow of world migration from Europe

and the oil-rich countries in the Middle East, popular destinations during

previous decades, to the Far East. People from Bangladesh, China,

Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan

and Thailand were attracted by wages that were high compared with the

low incomes they earned at home. They could easily enter Japan because

some were from countries with a visa-exempt status. And those who were

not visa-exempt came for a three month tourist period. In both cases they

overstayed illegally after the ninety days permitted had expired.4

Massive numbers of arrivals from the early 1980s of migrant workers

from Asia and the Middle Eastern countries, together with the initial influx

of nikkei of Japanese descent, led the government to carry out an

immigration policy reform. This is how, on December 1989, the amendment

to the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act was promulgated;

it was enforced on 1 June 1990. A second amendment took place on October

1999. It has been pointed out that it was an accelerated influx of clandestine

workers that forced the immigration control system to be reformed.5 With

the revision of the law, a penal code was enacted against brokers who found
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jobs for illegal workers and employers who hired them. Penalties included

imprisonment for up to three years and fines of up to 2 million yen.

Nevertheless, this has not stopped the clandestine visitors from staying on,

as around the turn of the century illegal workers are still in demand.

The Immigration Control Act, enacted in 1951 and made effective in

1952, provides that the government may only accept foreign workers who

have special skills or training which nationals do not possess. Only

foreigners who satisfy the specific conditions stipulated in the law are

allowed entry for the purpose to working, making it impossible for an

‘unskilled’ person to gain legal working status. Japan, through the 1990

reform, did not change its policy of not allowing in unskilled foreign

workers. But with the reform of the law, and the introduction of the article

that grants temporary residence to the nikkei or their spouses, such

workers are granted permission to work in unspecified activities. This does

not mean that the visa conferring the status of ‘long-term resident’ or

‘spouse or child of a Japanese national’ is by definition a working visa.

However, since they are not restricted in their activities, it is legally

permissible for members of the nikkei population in Japan to work in

unskilled jobs (see Table I ).

It is true that the revised law broadened the scope for foreigners

engaged in certain professional and skilled activities, making it possible for

any person to apply for a job in Japan within certain legal limitations.

However, with the relaxation of restrictions on the nikkei, since in Japan it

is not easy to find employment in a professional job without a good

command of the language, factory jobs became the employment most

suitable for workers of Japanese origin and their spouses. This does not

necessarily mean that the immigrants were factory employees or

construction workers in their country of origin. 
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Table I Latin-American workers employed in factories in Japan in 1998

Country Male Female Total

Argentina 717 302 1,019

Bolivia 1,045 429 1,474

Brazil 87,384 50,048 137,432

Chile 66 40 106

Colombia 88 51 139

Ecuador 1 1 2

Mexico 131 48 179

Paraguay 374 190 564

Peru 10,552 4,888 15,440

Uruguay 17 2 19

Venezuela 13 4 17

Others 11 2 13

Total 100,399 56,005 156,404

Source: Japan Immigration Association, Zairyugaikokujin Tôkei (Tokyo, 1998), 

pp. 116-17.

On the contrary, most of them were professionals and well-educated

members of the middle class. However, the work opportunities for the

nikkei in Japan have from the beginning been in ‘unskilled’ jobs. They work

mainly on assembly lines in the manufacturing and construction industries,

and in fish-processing work. As Mori rightly points out, ‘although there are

no government interventions in labour placements, the new framework of

immigration control functions effectively in allocating them to a particular

segment of the labour market’.6 Statistics in Japan provide data by country

of origin, gender, age and occupation. The Latin-American population as of

June 1998 was 286,688 (Table II). This figure which includes people who are

not working, compared with the total of 156, 404 for the number of factory

workers (Table I), still shows a considerable number of nikkei working in

Japan. Even so, these numbers may be an underestimate. Not all of them

are employed in unskilled jobs — some have moved into professional fields.
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According to official figures, the number of nikkeijin living in Japan reached

175,118 in 1993, and is calculated as 200,000 in 1998. They reside for

preference in Aichi, Chiba, Gifu, Gunma, Ibaraki, Kanagawa, Mie, Nagano,

Saga, Saitama, Shizuoka and Tochigi prefectures, Tokyo and Osaka. Taking

updated registrations from Tokyo, Osaka and the twelve municipalities

where the highest numbers of nikkei are actually working, Matsumoto

estimates that for 1998, out of the total of approximately 200,000 Latin

American workers registered, most were Japanese descendants.7

Table II Latin-American citizens registered as residents in Japan in 1998

Country Male Female Total

Argentina 1,813 1,487 3,300

Bolivia 1,969 1,368 3,337

Brazil 131,108 102,146 233,254

Chile 262 336 598

Colombia 627 1,208 1,835

Ecuador 64 68 132

Mexico 761 790 1,551

Paraguay 734 732 1,466

Peru 23,217 17,177 40,394

Uruguay 56 57 113

Venezuela 129 112 241

Others 223 244 467

Total 160,963 125,725 286,688

Source: Japan Immigration Association, Zairyugaikokujin Tôkei (Tokyo, 1998), 

p. 44.

Tables I and II both show that after Brazil, Peru provides the highest

number of Latin-American residents in Japan, and also of nikkei employed

in factories. The number of workers doing ‘unskilled’ jobs from Central

America and the Caribbean countries — together listed as ‘others’ — is very

low. From the Peruvians it is difficult to obtain a reliable statistics on the
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numbers who are really of Japanese origin, even when they claim to be so.

A good number of the total registered as nisei or sansei seem to have

falsified their identification documents. These people entered Japan to work

after buying Japanese family registers (koseki) in Peru. Some, it is believed,

underwent facial plastic surgery to make them look Japanese.8 The actual

nikkei Latin-American population is estimated to be around 1.4 million.9

Out of the total, about 12 to 15 per cent of those of Japanese ancestry can

claim the status granted by the Japanese government and work in Japan.

Considering that the number of nikkei Peruvians is about 85,000, including

the first and fourth generations, the number who could apply to work and

reside in Japan, including their spouses and children, should be between

17,000 and 22,000 and not the bloated figure of 40,000 that exceeds by more

than 50 per cent the number of true descendants of the Japanese.10

In the late 1990s, the number of Latin-American workers in Japan has

tended to decrease. The reason is the recession in the Japanese economy,

which has faltered during the decade of the 1990s since the government

reformed the immigration legislation. The problems caused during the

economic recession, which has led to a high level of criminality and to

homeless people sleeping in the stations or parks, has been most marked

among the population of Brazilians and Peruvians.11 All sorts of news that

appears in the newspapers, for good or bad, normally fall on the shoulders

of the nikkei from these two countries. Crimes committed by groups of

young adolescents who play truant from school and spend the day

wandering around carrying out robberies and other misdeeds, and other

kinds of crimes perpetrated by adults, are a frequent object of national

publicity. It has also come to the attention of the Japanese media that when

Peru has been in trouble because of natural disasters or political difficulties,

the nikkei community in Japan has held public demonstrations, displaying

in a procession an image of the Black Christ (Cristo Morado). Nikkeijin
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from Brazil are well-known from the carnival and samba festivals organized

every year in the city of Ôizumi, in Gunma Prefecture. This festival is

normally broadcast on television. Consequently, there are good reasons

why the image most Japanese people have of the South American nikkeijin

at work in Japan is of people from Brazil and Peru.

Japanese descendants from Latin-American countries are involved in a

particular political and social situation in Japan. As workers, they have been

admitted under the immigration law reform, and have enjoyed privileged

conditions offered by the Japanese government. As individuals, coming

from different backgrounds, and different geographical areas as well, they

do not form a social or cultural entity. Their social life is usually spent with

friends, who are nikkei in most cases, regardless of their nationality. As the

Brazilians are numerically superior, many Spanish-speaking nikkei have

learned to speak Portuguese. They use Portuguese frequently at work,

when dealing with brokers and subcontractors, when going shopping at the

Brazilian food stores, and even when contacting an office to book an

international ticket. The Portuguese language is popular in television

commercials, and is used in the subtitles of the Japanese language classes

provided by the television network NHK (Japan Broadcasting Corporation.)

The Japanese descendants who work in Japan look for the company and

friendship of other Spanish or Portuguese speakers because they feel more

comfortable in their company. This does not mean that they form a ‘Latin

cultural group’, because the term itself is one that would be hard to explain,

and one that has become obsolete in an era of world-wide communication.

The next point I would like to emphasize is how the receiving country

has benefited from the immigrants, and how the profits from the investment

the government and the emigration companies did in the past helping

people to emigrate have returned to the country of origin, Japan. The

immigrants have obviously profited from the opportunities they have
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received in their host country. The appreciation of the Japanese currency

has repaid the nikkeijin for the hard work they have endured in Japan.

Monthly earnings can be estimated at about US $2,000. Some have returned

home and have established their own businesses, paid off debts, or invested

in property. Others, by contrast, once back home have lost or wasted their

savings. The first generation of Japanese emigrants to Latin America, of

course, also benefited from the bonanza enjoyed by countries to which they

went in the past, where economic conditions were better than in Japan

before the Second World War.

Since the 1990 immigration law reform in Japan, the influx of workers

of Japanese descent has provided the country with cheap labour and

workers willing to do the jobs that the nationals did not want to do. Without

this massive level of foreign immigration, Japan’s growing industry could

never have reached the high production levels of the recent past. ‘Foreign

migrant workers stepped in to fill these undesirable positions and have

started to become an indispensable part of the workforce which supports

the basic structure of the Japanese economy’, observes Sellek.12 It would be

fair to assert that the investment Japan made in the past by subsidizing

programmes for emigration has been recovered in helping the Japanese

society of today.

The reason for the demand for foreign labour may be found in the

changing demographic structure of Japan. While life expectancy at birth in

1947 was 50 for men and 54 for women, in 1996 it reached 77 for men and 83

for women.13 A high rate of life expectancy, added to a decline in the

national birth-rate, estimated in 1998 as 1.38 births per woman, is causing

Japanese society to age at a rapid rate. The baby boom that followed the end

of the Second World War was repeated only once, when the baby-boomers

themselves produced children in the 1970s. Japan is facing the problem of

an uneven age distribution, with the prospect of an increasingly declining
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working-age population sustaining an expanding elderly population.14 The

U-turn migration of Japanese descendants from Latin America is not only

helping to fill in the industrial demand for workers but on a different level,

the emigrants are helping the Japanese society to deal with the problem of

its ageing population.
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