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Abstract

Japan’s First Newcomer Immigrants?
The Past and Present of South
American Nikkeijin Admittance.

Maximilien Xavier REHM

Japan began admitting 2™ and 3™ generation descendants of Japanese
emigrants, the titular nikkeijin, on a large scale following a 1990 reform that
granted them the comparatively liberal status of “Long-term Resident.” While
supposedly a policy for ethnically Japanese co-ethnics to return to their
ancestral homeland for cultural and familial reasons, the reality was very
different. Indeed, the majority of the nikkeijin that arrived post-1990, especially
those from South America, were likely to be likely to be young, single, and male
with low Japanese ability and little ties to Japan—much closer to the traditional
definition of a migrant worker rather than a co-ethnic. Despite this, their
residence status allowed for family reunification and long-term settlement in

Japan.

This article reconsiders the three-plus decades of South American nikkeijin
admittance. First, the policymaking process that led to the “Long-term
Resident” status being established will be retraced. This analysis underscores
the gap between the policy’s stated goals (enabling co-ethnics to return home)
and outcome (the admittance of hundreds of thousands migrant workers). Next,
I will outline the policy challenges primarily related to socioeconomic integration
that resulted from this gap. The admittance of nikkeijin as co-ethnics
presupposed the need for a national integration policy, despite the clear needs
of the sociologically non-Japanese population that were admitted. Throughout, I
argue that the South American nikkeijin represent the first case of large-scale
newcomer immigration to Japan. Finally, the conclusion juxtaposes the case of
nikkeijin immigrants with Japan’s recent foreign worker admittance policies
centering on more restrictive activities-based residence statuses, and what this

potentially signifies for Japan’s immigration policy moving forward.

309








