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The Dynamism of the “Nikkei” Category after the Amendment of
Japanese Immigration Law in 1990: The Process of “Giving Names”

ISHIDA Chie

Abstract:

This paper inquires into how recognition of an ethnic group by the state effects that group, by looking at both
the problem of Nikkei workers and the creation of the tejjusha (long-term-resident) visa through a 1990 revision
of Japanese immigration law. In particular, how did the new visa create “Nikkei” as a legal category? And how
has this legal categorization influenced the people who use this name? In order to approach these problems, I
use the concept of “giving names” raised by Uchibori [1989] in ethnic studies.

Even though the word “Nikkei” does not appear in the law, the fact that the government classifies certain
people into this category has led to these people being described as “Nikkei.” This, in turn, has led to ambiguity
in the use of the term “Nikkei” in academic literature, because “Nikkei” has developed a double-meaning as (1) a
legal category and (2) people of Japanese descendant.

Fukuda [2003] insists that researchers should distinguish between “Nikkei” as an ethnic group and “Nikkei”
as a legal category in academic discussions. Against this argument, this paper presents a case study about

“false Nikkei” that shows that Nikkei people, themselves, use the legal category as a category of “Nikkei.”

Keywords: Nikkei category, revision of Japanese immigration law, false Nikkei, giving names, teijusha visa
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