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DEKASSEGUIS

Japanese - Brazilian Immigrants in Japan

and the Question of Identity

Elisa Massae Sasaki 1

Capinas State University, Brazil

Introduction

We have been hearing of the so called “Dekassegui Movement” from
the mid 1980’s onwards. The Dekasseguis are Latin Americans, amongst
whom one finds many Brazilians, the descendants of Japanese who migrated
to Brazil, who go to Japan as migrant workers and supply the manpower for
jobs that require unskilled labour. If we could take a “photograph” of the
graph of the movement of this segment of the population, at various stages
along the course of its history, we would observe widely differing scenarios.
The characteristics of this phenomenon have changed throughout the migra-
tory process and will, undoubtedly, continue to evolve and present us with
different facets, according to the manner in which the Japanese-Brazilians resi-
dent in Japan establish and develop their different social relations. It is in this
context that one deconstructs and reconstructs the identity of the Nikkei, i.e.
of the descendants of Japanese, as we are at an interesting juncture which
induces us to reflect, re-evaluate and redefine (if this is at all possible) what it
means to be Japanese and Brazilian. There are many things that exist in the
space between the sky and the earth, between “being Japanese in Brazil” and
“being Brazilian in Japan”.

For this purpose, it would be useful to first provide a general outline
of the characteristics of this movement of a section of the Brazilian popula-
tion, the descendants of Japanese migrants, spanning both Brazil and Japan,
and reconstruct a profile of their multifaceted identity. While searching for
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characteristic features of this migratory flux, we shall first discuss the question
of homeland. This fertile context of displacement leads us to question as to
what exactly are the origins of this population? Or rather, does it really fit into
this line of research? As another characteristic feature, we shall ponder about
the legality of this migration of Nikkeis. For this purpose, we shall analyse the
Japanese immigration policy, which was modified during the late 80’s and
early 90’s, and trace the scenario prior to the presence of these Brazilians in
Japan, making references to illegal immigration, particularly by Asians. After
this explanation, we shall provide a general outline of the characteristic
features of different periods, as though we had taken photographs at various
points in history, during the mid 1980’s; the late 1980’s and early 1990’s; and
the mid 1990’s, and we shall observe the differences that emerge. Within the
general context of this theme, we shall then discuss the question of identity,
and how this functions in situations of new frontiers and thresholds, in which
different aspects are established, thus establishing new configurations in the
game of identity.

1. Characteristics of the Dekassegui movement

One can observe that there exist many characteristic features that are
not restricted only to the case of the Dekasseguis, but rather, are inherent to
the migratory process as a whole. This is to say that there are many characte-
ristics that are common to different migratory fluxes, even in different time
periods. Nevertheless, the historical context in which these migrations take
place ensure that each flux has its own particular characteristics as well. In
this regard, we shall trace some characteristic features of this Japanese-
Brazilian contingent in movement.

The first characteristic feature of the Dekassegui movement is a visible
phenomenon of departing for or returning to the land of their ancestors on the
part of the Japanese descendants. Whether it is a departure for or a return to
this land, depends upon the point of view of the person who is writing. To
investigate whether it is a migration as a departure or as a return implies
investigating the question of which country is the homeland2 of the
Dekasseguis: Brazil or Japan? If we consider Japan to be their homeland
because their ancestors came from there, then, we shall consider this migra-
tion to be one of return, because, linked by racial and blood ties, children and
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grandchildren of these migrants are returning to Japan - the land from where
their ancestors emigrated to Latin America, during the first half of the 20th
century, a view that is expressed by Yamanaka3. On the other hand, even
though they may be descendants of Japanese, many of them had never been to
Japan before leaving as Dekasseguis. If we consider that, to have a return,
there had to have been a prior departure by these very same migrants, we
cannot designate such a migratory flux as being one of return but, rather, as
being one of departure.

The manner in which the “myth of return”4 influences the conscience
of the migrant is very evident. The Dekassegui feels different,  or margina-
lized, in the host Japanese society, and the possibility (i.e. the myth) of return
to their “home” results in the fact that the migrant identifies himself - and is
also thus identified by the Japanese - as being a foreign migrant, a Brazilian
who has a place (at least in his imagination) in his homeland called Brazil.

We can also consider a third possibility: that of a double return within
this very same migration, i.e. the Dekassegui would have two homelands as a
point of reference, that he would perhaps perceive in different moments
during the migratory experience. In an initial moment in time, before leaving,
the country of destination is considered by the Dekassegui to be the land of
his ancestors and, in some place in his mind, he possesses a sense of belonging
with regard to Japan, as well as the possibility of the myth of return to his
ethnic origin. However, during a second point in time, when he arrives in
Japan and, even though he is a Japanese settled in Brazil (or a descendant), he
perceives himself to be a foreigner. In this case, the country of origin (or
homeland) is Brazil.

The fact that he perceives himself to be a foreigner is also due to the
respective host societies, such as Japan, who have specific places reserved for
foreigners within their social structure, maintaining a distance that is prescribed
by society with regard to the foreigner: even though the foreigner may be in this
society, he is not of this society. In the words of Simmel5, “The foreigner is one
who arrives today and stays tomorrow”; he is one who, even without leaving,
still has the liberty to stay or leave. It is this potential for departure and not the
actual departure per se that shapes the profile of the foreigner.

In conformance with the manner in which the Dekassegui gains
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awareness of this “new” position within the host society, he progressively
redeems the feeling of belonging to Brazil, and Brazil starts to be his home-
land. We are dealing with a migration of return when the migrant has already
visited Japan at least once - as the country of destination - worked as a
Dekassegui and returned to Brazil after this (or these) experience(s). In this
case, the homeland is Brazil.

From the moment in which Brazil is considered to be the homeland of
the Dekasseguis, very often, they recount that the return is more difficult than
the process of adaptation in Japan, i.e. their resettlement or re-adaptation in
Brazil is not always as easy as is thought to be. Very often, this difficulty in
re-adapting to Brazil is related to the difficulties associated with re-entering
the job market, satisfying the requirements and demands of the job market;
managing to arrange a satisfactory job, i.e. a profitable job, or at least one
that provides the means of sustenance; returning to a prior job; the fear of
opening a small business and failing, risking all the capital that one has saved;
not having enough capital to open a business, etc.

Very often, the sojourn in Japan is viewed as being temporary - not
only by the Japanese, but also by the Dekasseguis themselves - always envi-
saging a return to Brazil in their plans. However, when the Dekasseguis do
return, Brazil is not exactly how they had imagined it to be while they toiled
in Japan. It is almost as though they had frozen a certain image of Brazil as it
was at the time of their departure for Japan only to subsequently idealize and
mythicize this image. And upon arrival in Brazil, once again, the reality does
not always correspond to the expectations of the Dekassegui.

At this point it would be appropriate to cite the Japanese parable of
“Urashima Tarô”. There was once a young boy who was strolling along the
beach, near the little hamlet of fishermen, where he lived. Suddenly, a turtle
emerged from the waters of the ocean and invited him to a party at the bottom
of the sea. The boy accepted the invitation and, perched upon the turtle’s shell,
dived way down into the depths of the ocean. Little by little, they neared the
sound of music and fun. Enchanted, the boy immersed himself in the many
marvels he saw. Long after he had lost track of time, suddenly, the boy began
to feel homesick, and said that he would like to return home to the hamlet
where he lived. When he was leaving, he received a small box as a present, with
instructions to open it only when he reached the beach. Once again, perched
upon the turtle’s shoulders, he bid farewell. When he reached the beach, he
thanked and bid farewell to the turtle and, full of curiosity, opened the box that
he had received as a present. A puff of smoke was all that emerged from the
box and, all of a sudden, he saw that he had aged. The idea of freezing an
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image, and the failure of reality to correspond to the expectations of the
Dekassegui reminded me of the story of Urashima Tarô, who loses all notion
of time in his journey to the bottom of the sea, taking with him his memories
of all that was familiar to him. As the novelty of all that he experiences - places,
realities, contexts, relationships of various sorts - begins to wear off, he
becomes homesick for what he had left behind, without noticing, or even imag-
ining the inevitable changes that had taken place in the reality that existed at
the time when he left that particular place, a scene, a sensation memorised
during his absence, preciously guarded within his sense of belonging.

However, the principal reason due to which this reality fails to live up to
these expectations appears to be the actual process of the migratory experience,
through which the Dekassegui brings along with him a baggage of new values,
that end up contrasting with the values that were “familiar” to him up until then.
In the interviews, there are repeated references to, for example, a comparison of
the question of violence and security in the two countries. Before leaving, the
migrant is aware that in Brazil there exists much violence and constant insecurity,
but the way in which he deals with this question changes after his experience in
Japan as, in that country, the system of security, the culture and structure of
society ensure that he does not have to guard against or worry so much about his
safety, as was habitual in Brazil. Also, in addition to this, the personal relation-
ships of the migrants continue to change as time goes by and distances stretch even
further, causing him to experience a very strange sensation with regard to what is
for him an idealized familiar scenario.

2. The Japanese immigration policy

Another specific aspect of the Dekassegui movement is the question
of its legality. The descendants of Japanese up to the third generation
(sansei), and their dependents and spouses, are able to acquire entry visas.
In addition to this, the various outward and return journeys between Brazil
and Japan are covered by the re-entry visa, promulgated in the Amendment
of the Japanese Immigration Law. As the name itself suggests, this visa
allows one to enter the country again without having to go through all the
bureaucratic formalities. 

In 1990, by means of the Amendment to the Japanese Law of
Immigration Control6, there was a greater degree of fiscalization of the entry of
illegal immigrants and, at the same time, a distinct preference for the descendants
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of Japanese. It has been verified that a large part of this contingent consisted of
Brazilians7 (taking into consideration the fact that the largest colony of Japanese
outside Japan is to be found in Brazil), given that factors such as blood ties and a
supposed cultural proximity were considered.  In order to understand the interest
on the part of the Japanese government in facilitating the entry of descendants of
Japanese into this country, it is worth examining some current and prior aspects
of the new Japanese Law of Immigration Control.

3. Illegal migrants in Japan

According to Cornelius8, foreign workers in Japan - including both
legal and illegal workers - constitute a mere 1% or less of the Japanese work
force. There are between 5,00,000 to 7,00,000 foreign workers in Japan, in
comparison to 65 million workers from amongst the Japanese population.

There has been a sharp rise in the number of illegal foreign residents.
Although the official figures are not exact, it has been estimated that there are
approximately 2,80,000 to 3,00,000 illegal migrants in Japan9, the vast majority of
whom are from other Asian countries such as South Korea, China, Bangladesh, the
Philippines, Pakistan and Thailand10. As a result of these numbers of illegal
migrants, a more restrictive immigration policy was implemented in 1990,
including penalties for employers of illegal foreign workers and restrictions upon
the visa applications of certain nationalities such as Pakistan and Bangladesh as,
very often, many individuals of these nationalities would enter Japan as tourists
and, once the visa expired, would stay on as illegal immigrants. However, at the
same time that the Japanese began to restrict the issuance of entry visas to Japan to
the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, Iranian workers began to settle in Japan by the
same procedures. The Japanese government estimated that there were more than
40,000 illegal Iranian immigrants in the country, mainly employed in companies
and factories in the building industry. Thus, the Iranians also suffered restrictions
and rigorous prerequisites to be able to enter Japan, much in the same manner as
the other two nationalities mentioned above. In general, these illegal migrants were
men who were employed in the manufacturing and construction sector, while the
vast majority of the female illegal immigrants who were apprehended in 1991 were
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employed as bar hostesses and entertainers11, recruited by the “sex industry” 12.
Borstein13 noted that there were four phases of illegal immigration to

Japan. During the first phase, from 1950 till the mid 1970’s, it was the
Koreans who entered Japan illegally (in the aftermath of the forced migration
of a substantial number of Koreans), and these migrants worked for other
Koreans. The second phase, that began in the mid ‘70’s, saw the migration of
women coming from Korea, Thailand and the Philippines as brides (in
arranged marriages), entertainers, hostesses or prostitutes (sex workers). After
1985, in the third phase, there was an influx of men coming from Thailand,
Korea, Pakistan and Bangladesh to work in the building industry and in small
factories. The fourth, and most recent phase, was witnessed after the imple-
mentation of the Amendment to the Japanese Law of Immigration Control of
1990, when the nationalities of illegal immigrants began to expand in Japan,
with the entry of Chinese and Malaysians.

The Amendment to the Japanese Law of Immigration Control, pro-
mulgated in June 1990, implemented measures to avoid the entry of potential
illegal immigrants, as well severe penalties for the Japanese who employed
these individuals, such as very heavy fines14 and criminal sentences of up to
more than three years in prison. These penalties would be applied both to the
employers, who were aware that they were employing illegal foreigners, as well
as to the intermediaries or contractors who recruited workers for the Japanese
companies. Despite all these efforts, in practice, in 1991 and 1992, only 350
employers were penalised for violation of the new Immigration Law15.

Given that there was now a greater strictness with regard to potential
illegal immigrants and also penalties for their Japanese employers, and taking into
account the fact that the Japanese market was facing a  serious crisis with a major
shortfall of labour in the manufacturing sector, these employers, not just from
small firms but also large enterprises, gradually substituted the illegal workers
with workers coming from South America who were descendants of Japanese16.
The Japanese-Brazilian Dekasseguis, given their kinship relations, have facilities of
access to Japan, as well as the possibility of working in Japan without restrictions.
They also have the possibility of renewing their visas as many times as they wish
and can exercise the option of becoming permanent residents.

According to Cornelius17, the policy of affording highly liberal immi-
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gration opportunities to the Nikkeis of Latin America is viewed by the
Japanese authorities as a low cost means of helping to resolve the shortage of
manpower, with the additional advantage that the immigrants who descend
from Japanese ancestors are not seen to disturb the mythical ethnic homo-
geneity of the country. In the same trend of thought, Yamanaka18 also
confirms that, “The official documents, that date from before the Amendment
(of the Japanese Immigration Law) of 1989-1990, suggest that the mainte-
nance of the cultural and “racial” homogeneity of the Japanese was a major
preoccupation of the policies and decisions of the Liberal Democratic Party.
These documents always mention that the fact that Japan possessed “one
ethnic group, one language” was a crucial factor that contributed towards the
post-war economic miracle. The Nikkeis are acceptable because, as relatives
of Japanese, they would be capable of being assimilated into Japanese society
without considerations of nationality”.

The Amendment to the Japanese Law of Immigration Control was
promulgated for this reason, keeping in mind the fact that, prior to the
massive influx of migrant Latin American Nikkei workers, particularly from
Brazil, there were many illegal and clandestine immigrants present in Japan.
In view of the context outlined above - the presence of illegal foreign workers,
the concomitant shortage of labour, the legislative changes and bureaucratic
facilities - the outlook, for these reasons, would seem to portend a continued
migratory flux of descendants of Japanese or Nikkeis to Japan.

4. General characteristics

Perhaps what makes these two characteristics - the return to the land of
their ancestors and the legality of the process - such typical “features” of the
Dekasseguis is the way in which they function. This manner of functioning also
extends to other, more general characteristics, as there always exists a convergence
and, at the same time, a divergence from the characteristics of other migratory expe-
riences, i.e. the historical context lends a specificity to these general characteristics.

Having stated these two principal characteristic features of the
Dekassegui movement, we can now consider some more general characteris-
tics as well, i.e. aspects that can be found in many other migratory experi-
ences. To this end, we shall adopt a format of dividing the migratory move-
ment of the Dekasseguis into various periods, given that there are particular
traits related to specific phases of the migratory experience.
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It is worth keeping in mind that the migratory process, in the same way
as cultural identity, “is never a fixed essence that remains immutable, outside
of history and culture”19. In a migratory movement, there is never one single
homogeneous experience, experienced and contemplated in the same way by
the migrants or social actors. Having made this clear, we shall trace some of the
more general characteristics of the migratory experience, as undergone by the
Dekasseguis, which we have  divided here into three periods: the mid 1980’s;
the end of the 1980’s and beginning of the 1990’s; and the mid 1990’s.

In the mid 1980’s, the phenomenon of the departure of the
Dekasseguis to work temporarily in Japan appeared for the first time, and was
a fairly hesitant movement at first, in terms of numbers.

In general, the Dekasseguis did not face very many bureaucratic
problems to gain entry into Japan. This was because the average Nikkei
migrant normally conformed to the profile of being a first or second genera-
tion descendant (issei, nissei), and thus held Japanese or dual nationalities
(and was able to enter into Japan as a Japanese citizen), was of an advanced
middle age, the head of a family and married, knew how to speak Japanese
and only intended to stay in Japan temporarily20.

In this initial period of this phenomenon, the term Dekassegui had a
pejorative connotation. In accordance with what we have seen earlier, the
journey to Japan to work in inferior jobs characterized by the “3K”s (Kiken,
Kitanai, Kitsui, that mean, respectively, “dangerous”, “dirty” and “arduous”)
was not viewed very well by the Japanese community in Brazil. Although these
initial Dekasseguis were not illegal or clandestine workers in legal terms, they
were clandestine in “moral” terms, not making their departure for Japan as
migrant workers public to anyone.

In Brazil, the 1980’s were considered to be a lost decade, given the economic
recession, inflation and unemployment. In the opinion of Sales21, this decade was
much more than just a period of economic recession. “The political factor held great
weight in the balance of these international Brazilian migrations, if one considers the
hopes and frustrations during the early years of our process of re-democratisation”. 

On the other side of the planet, Japan was undergoing an economic
boom during the period from 1986 to 1991. Small enterprises, particularly,
had a demand for foreign manpower - a fact that influenced the entire
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Japanese economy because these small firms were at one end of the production
chain, receiving orders from the large companies that assembled the final
product, through the system of subcontracting. Due to fact that these small
companies offered few prospects of a long term career or professional promo-
tions, the Japanese - especially the younger generation, who had professional
qualifications and had recently entered the job market - refused to work in
them, as they did not consider them to be opportunities or viable alternatives,
preferring instead the larger and more competitive firms who could offer
greater possibilities of professional promotions. Thus, many of these small
companies folded due to a lack of manpower and because the majority of their
employees were in their late middle age, in the age group of 40 to 50 years.
Being unable to attract Japanese employees, these small companies began to
rely upon foreign workers who were willing to work with them.

As a result of the shortage of manpower in Japan, companies began to
clamour for modifications to the immigration policy and to look for workers
outside Japan. Consequently, the number of illegal foreigners in Japan rose
sharply. Many of these foreign workers were from other Asian and Pacific
nations: the majority of the men were from the Philippines, Bangladesh,
Pakistan and China, and the women from Thailand, Taiwan and the
Philippines, as we have already mentioned previously.

In the face of this impasse, the Japanese began to prefer the Nikkei
from the Latin American countries, given their presumed ethnic and cultural
proximity. Ethnicity was one of the conditions to be able to apply for jobs as
a Dekassegui in Japan, given that, as Kawamura22 affirms, it was presupposed
that the cultural background of the selected migrants would be closer to the
Japanese cultural context, implying that they had the possibility of greater
ease in integrating into Japanese society. Apart from this, according to the
same author, “the selectivity of international migration to Japan already
defines and places the Nikkei population in a privileged position, both in the
Japanese labour market, as well as in the profusion of foreign workers.
Despite this, the Brazilians constitute only a peripheral part of the Japanese
labour market, along with other local labourers who are employed as
unskilled temporary workers”23.

Concomitant to this migratory process, the first migratory social
networks began to spring up, and the role of various social elements emerged such
as, for example, the candidates for Dekassegui jobs, the small Japanese companies
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who required foreign manpower and the intermediary agents. The latter played a
considerable role in this scenario, exploiting the Dekasseguis and obtaining a
substancial profit margin through the recruitment of migrant workers.

The period spanning the end of the 1980’s and the beginning of the
1990’s was characterized by an exponential growth of the Dekassegui move-
ment, which is reflected in one of the highest growth rates of the Brazilian
population registered in Japan. To view this increase, consult the tables
annexed at the end of this article that have statistical information about
Brazilians in Japan and their population growth during this period.

In 1990, President Fernando Collor came to power in Brazil. During
his government, he implemented economic measures under the Collor Plan,
that confiscated the savings of the Brazilians. It was a government characte-
rized by economic and political instability, which further contributed as an
additional factor that accentuated the phenomenon of emigration amongst the
Brazilian population.

With the dynamic development of social networks the CIATE or
Centro de Informação e Apoio ao Trabalhador no Exterior (Center for
Information and Support for Workers Abroad) was set up in São Paulo, along
with similiar entities in Japan that, nowadays, consists of a network of more
than 600 agencies that provide information, guidance, and support to foreign
migrant workers in Japan. On the other hand, in the social networks of the
Dekasseguis, new migratory agents began to function. In the social network of
the recipient Japanese society, one came across news of restaurants and shops
with Brazilian products in Japan, that supplied the needs of a public that
consisted especially of Brazilian consumers. These were small businesses set up
by Dekasseguis for Dekasseguis.

The volume of Dekasseguis who went to Japan more than once also
increased: the outward and return journeys of this same contingent between
the two countries in question began to be frequent, being further facilitated by
the Japanese re-entry visa (promulgated in the Amendment of 1990), that
dispensed with bureaucratic formalities. Many Dekasseguis would return to
Brazil only for some months of “holidays” from their jobs in Japan, with their
return tickets to Japan already booked and often continuing in the same job.

Accompanying the evolution of the migratory movement of this
contingent, we observe a change in the profile of the Dekasseguis, in terms of:
more distant generations (second and third generation descendants); equal
sexual dimensions; a younger age group; without it being essential to be able
to speak Japanese (due to the substantial presence of Brazilians in Japan);
more single people or “newly weds” (i.e. those who were recently married or
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had small children) amongst the Dekasseguis in Japan (without necessarily
signifying that it was restricted to these individuals); a more family oriented
rather than individual character of the migration; and the presence of non-
descendants amongst the Dekasseguis (that accompanied them as spouses of
Japanese descendants).

Finally, within the Japanese colony in Brazil, the negative image of
the figure of the Dekassegui gradually diminished, until the situation was
practically inverted at the turn of the decade of the 1980’s to the ‘90’s. What
was formerly a matter of shame transformed itself into a good opportunity to
get to know the land of their forefathers and their culture, in addition to
earning a higher salary than they would receive in Brazil, even if it meant
accepting inferior jobs.

We can affirm that in the mid 1990’s, the temporary character that
was a characteristic feature of the early Dekassegui movement began to
become increasingly less visible. This can be verified by observing the increase
in the duration of the Dekasseguis’ stays in Japan, even though the number of
outward and return journeys between these two countries still continued to be
intense, facilitated by the promulgation of the re-entry visa.

These are the general characteristics that we can profile, albeit sans a
very great degree of accuracy. The migratory process is very dynamic and its
quantification is not an easy process. One should note that this macro-division
into various periods does not in any way signify that certain traits belong only
to the period in question. On the other hand, by means of this chronological
division, it was possible for us to comprehend distinct characteristics of these
phases, and these “parts” enabled us to better understand the “whole” of the
Dekassegui movement. It is very rare that we come across instances of, for
example, young Dekasseguis migrating to Japan at the beginning of the influx,
in the mid 80’s, without any knowledge of the Japanese language.

There is a difference between the profile of the Dekasseguis during the
1980’s and their profile in the early years of the 1990’s - where it had already
changed, with all the accompanying “security systems” that had developed
during the course of the formation and consolidation of the migratory social
networks of the Brazilian Dekasseguis. (It is obvious that there were exce-
ptions to the rule, who traced their own paths through this scenario but, here,
we are only referring to those who were part of this historical context). 

At the end of the 1990’s, the offspring of Brazilians born in Japan and
the education of this generation of children has been the subject of much
debate, reminding us that the presence of Brazilians on Japanese soil, that was
said to be temporary, has increasingly become more and more permanent. In
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this regard, see Table 7, annexed to this article, about the distribution of the
Brazilian population according to their age groups. One can observe that the
age group of 0-14 years shows about 23,000 children in Japan in 2000, that
represents more than 15% of the total Brazilian contingent and reflects a
substantial increase during the course of the past few years.

5. Negotiating an identity

Against this backdrop, one observes a process of what we term a
“negotiation of identity”, whose social element is the Dekassegui. The
Dekassegui possesses many “identifying elements” that function in accordance
with the situations experienced in the course of the migratory experience itself
and according to the dependence upon the “others”: with whom he is
connected and in what circumstances. In other words, there does not exist a
single homogeneous identity but, rather, various facets of the figure of the
Dekassegui that appear in different moments and in particular situations,
depending upon the relations that have been established, facets that reflect
different roles and places, and are structurally limited but variable, according
to the situation in which they find themselves. And, in these relations, there is
a constant “game of difference”, in which these differences are continuously
demarcated and contrasted.

In the words of Stuart Hall24, it is almost as though one were “playing
the identity game”. This author uses the word “game” because the meaning of
the metaphor suggests “instability, and a permanent absence of order, the lack
of a final resolution” and, in this manner, identity can be conceived of as “a
‘production’ that is never finished, that is always undergoing changes”25.

For example, very often, Brazilian descendants of Japanese describe
how they “felt themselves to be Japanese in Brazil and in Japan, Brazilians”.
This induces us to enquire about the following aspect: based on what criteria
can a descendant of Japanese consider himself to be Brazilian? Is it because of
the fact of having been born on Brazilian soil (the criterion of jus solis), that
he has Brazilian nationality? But, by the criterion of Japanese jus sanguinis, he
has “the blood” of the Land of the Rising Sun in his veins and, consequently
his share of “Japanese-ness”. For this reason, it is very complicated for an
individual to affirm that he “is Brazilian”, not just for the descendants of
Japanese, because its very definition, if such a definition exists, is controver-
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sial. But this fact of “being Brazilian” is very prominent when one has a rela-
tionship of contrast or difference with “others”.

These “others” can be different. As we have already mentioned, it
depends upon the specific situation and the relationship - when one compares
him with a “born Brazilian”, with whom, due to the phenotype (appearance)
of different races, the Nikkei could consider himself to be “Japanese”. But
when one compares him with the “Japanese of Japan”26, the Nikkei can expe-
rience the feeling of being “foreign”, of being “Brazilian”.

One of the first relationships established in this “game of identity” by the
Dekasseguis who were interviewed27, in the course of their migratory experience
to Japan was the contact with the “Japanese of Japan”. As we have already
mentioned, some elements of “Brazilian-ness” came into play in the process of
differentiating themselves, or contrasting themselves with Japanese society. In an
initial moment, phenotypically, they are similar - they have slanting eyes and
yellow skin - in addition to having the same ascendancy, the same “blood”
coursing through their veins, the same race and the same ethnicity.

The idea of similarities with their ancestors (or at least the possibility
of this) can be inherent in the “myth of return”, and probably took shape in
the mind of the Japanese community in Brazil, was transmitted to the
Brazilian Nikkeis and was put to the test at the moment of the migratory expe-
rience. Perhaps the Japanese “others” also had the same reasoning: given that
they are the children and grandchildren of Japanese, they should not
encounter cultural problems. But this encounter is not so smooth, because it
“seems thus, but isn’t”. The game of differences happens due to the fact that
the Brazilian with Japanese features does not have the same spirit, values and
socio-cultural conduct as the Japanese of Japan.

If the Japanese settled in Brazil and their descendants cultivated their
“Japanese-ness”, this was put to the test the moment in which they came in
contact with the “Japanese of Japan”. The Nikkei of Brazil discovered that
what they had considered to be “Japanese”, did not mean the same thing when
they arrived in the land of their forefathers.

Thus, their faces, that bore such a strong resemblance to the Japanese,
ended up being the source of many misunderstandings. Sometimes the
Japanese would demand that the Brazilian Nikkei behave like them, in accor-
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Japanese, a descendant born in Brazil.
27 For this study, we carried out research in the field, interviewing some Dekasseguis who had returned
to Brazil after their experience as migrant workers in Japan. The description of some of the situations
of their encounters with the “others” was based upon these accounts.



dance with the social and moral codes of conduct that were prevalent in Japan
(because, given that they were descendants, it was presumed that they were
culturally similiar); sometimes they considered them to be foreigners, and
cheap, unskilled, temporary labour. In the work environment in Japan, the
relationship between the Dekassegui and the Japanese boss was one such
scenario where this game of difference was played out, one that very often
involved conflicts and tension, as in this case the hierarchy (positions or posts
within the factory) was an additional ingredient.

In this regard, very often, one heard accounts of how the non-descen-
dant Dekassegui was treated better than the descendant, because the former
was very visibly an outsider, a foreigner who had no Japanese features that
disconcerted the Japanese.

Thus, in various ways, the Nikkei Dekassegui experienced what it
meant to “be a foreigner” on arriving in the land of his ancestors. As Ivete
(one of the subjects interviewed, a non-descendant married to a Nikkei who
went to Japan as a Dekassegui) so eloquently put it, when comparing this
feeling of being treated as a Gaijin (foreigner), when she was “discriminated”
against by individuals from the very same Japanese colony in Brazil:

When I got married, the [Nikkei] community in general, not my
husband’s family, looked at us in this manner, you know, as if to
say, “She is a Gaijin.. because she is a Gaijin”....a shameless lie!
Because, in reality, 
they are the Gaijins, not us. Now, after he left to go there 
[to Japan], I said to him [her Nikkei husband]: “Now it is your
turn to be a Gaijin”, because they [the Nikkeis in Japan] are
treated differently. 

(Ivete, 26.05.1997)

Final considerations

As we have seen, the presence of Brazilians in Japan from the mid
1980’s onwards has revealed different facets and configurations throughout
the course of its history. Likewise, we have reviewed the dynamics of this
phenomenon and the development of social networks that aided in consoli-
dating and accommodating the Dekassegui in what is the land of their forefa-
thers but is, at the same time, a land foreign to them.  We have seen that in
more recent years, the growth in population of the Brazilians is not as large as
in the period at the end of the 1980’s and early 1990’s. However, on the other
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hand, nor has there been a decrease in this contingent, even despite a decrease
in employment opportunities and/or a greater degree of necessary qualifica-
tions for these Brazilian workers, (such as, for example, being of a productive
age group, knowing how to speak Japanese, reduction in overtime etc.). One
observes that a relatively stable situation has been maintained, and in 2000
there were more than 2,54,000 Brazilians in Japan.

Keeping this in mind, it would be pertinent to question the appropri-
ateness of the term “Dekassegui”. Originally, the Japanese word Dekassegui
meant to work outside the home. In Japan, it was used to refer to the workers
who would temporarily leave their native region and would go to other, more
developed areas, particularly those individuals who came from the North and
North East regions in Japan, during the harsh winter that would interrupt
their agricultural activities in the fields. The same term is also applied to the
descendants of Japanese or Nikkei (all the descendants of Japanese born
outside Japan, not being restricted solely to the Brazilians) who go to work in
Japan in search of better salaries, filling jobs that require few skills, chara-
cterized by the Japanese as the “3K” jobs - i.e. Kitanai (dirty), Kiken (dange-
rous) and Kitsui (arduous) - that the Japanese themselves refused to do. In this
sense, the term “Dekassegui” conveys the impression of a temporary period,
i.e. a definite period to work in a place and subsequently return to one’s native
city. Apart from this, there has been an inherent pejorative image of those
individuals who come into this category, who accept jobs that are refused by
others. At the beginning of the Dekassegui movement in the 1980’s, these
ideas appeared to be pertinent as, in this period, those who went to Japan to
work were not viewed benevolently, but were a “necessary evil”, as there was
a demand for cheap and unskilled manpower, but they did not desire foreign
guests. Within the Nikkei community in Brazil, this impression was gradually
transformed into a more appropriate and positive image, to instead denote an
idea of ancestral ties, consanguinity, and the supposed cultural affinity that
these Japanese descendants had with the country to which they were headed.
In the course of time, social networks were established, assisting, accommo-
dating and fuelling the Brazilian presence in Japan. 

One also hears accounts of the difficulties in returning to Brazil,
without adequate financial conditions for this, apart from the inevitable
comparisons of salaries received - in Japan the salary one received as an
unskilled labourer, when converted into dollar terms, was much more than
Brazilian salaries in jobs that required many more professional qualifications.
Even despite the possibility of being independent - although the Dekassegui
population is fairly heterogeneous, a large percentage wish to own their own
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small businesses in Brazil - many Dekasseguis constantly face the dilemma of
being in two places. Brazil and Japan. While they live with this sensation of
being torn in two, with their physical bodies in one place and their hearts in
another, the statistics reveal that the durations of sojourns by Brazilians in
Japan has been increasing progressively, a fact that is also reflected by the
significant increase in the number of young Brazilians in Japan. The initial
transitory expectations have been lost along the course of time, and it is thus
necessary to question the pertinence of the word “Dekassegui”, a term that
was adopted at the beginning of the migratory flux.

Although one does not have a more adequate term for the current
configurations of the movement, during this “return” to the land of their
ancestors the Japanese-Brazilian Dekasseguis can be considered to be a liminal
population, as Manuela Carneiro da Cunha has suggested in her work28. It is
in this liminality29 that the negotiation of identities, the difference between the
foreign Nikkei and the “Japanese of Japan”, comes into play.

The descendant of Japanese in Brazil ends up experiencing this dual
situation of liminality: firstly, when confronting or relating with the “natural”
Brazilians, or at least with non oriental Brazilians30, sometimes he considers
himself to be Brazilian, and sometimes Japanese, depending on the situation.
And secondly, when this Brazilian descendant of Japanese resolves to go to
Japan to work as a Dekassegui, he once again comes across this situation of
liminality - perhaps even more intensely - when he finds himself to be a
foreigner in the land of his ancestors.

If, initially, his homeland was Japan, and thus, the Brazilians as
descendants of Japanese were “returning” to their origins, this illusion crum-
bles when their precarious convictions are put to the test when they come into
contact with the Japanese “others” and instead reveals that, despite sharing
presumed similarities in their appearance, consanguinity and ethnicity, there
are still many differences to be resolved. 

Very often, the negotiation of the identity of these Brazilians who are
descendants of Japanese can be framed in a vision - perhaps a collective one
at that - where one tries to redeem (or not, depending upon the circumstances,
or the most convenient juncture) one’s “Brazilian-ness” or some elements of
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28 In “Negros Estrangeiros” (1985), Manuela Carneiro da Cunha refers to the ex-slaves (in Brazil)
who returned to their native regions in Africa, experiencing the sensation of being foreigners, when
they expected “to feel at home”.
29 As Mary Douglas (1976:149) states, “all boundaries are dangerous. ... Any structure of ideas is
vulnerable at its limits”.
30 Perhaps this constitutes another situation of liminarity with the oriental immigrants of other nationa-
lities who are also present in Brazil, such as the Chinese or Koreans.

 



the original society from which the migrant departed (from Brazil) to be able
to have a fixed point of reference.

This game of differences, thus, unfolds in borderlines, limits and
frontiers, where nothing is sure. Perhaps it is exactly this undefined condi-
tion, this possibility of what may be, this ambiguity that delineates so many
negotiations.
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ANNEXE

The Japanese Ministry of Justice’s

Statistical Data of Foreigners Registered in Japan

Table 1 - Total Foreigners Registered in Japan (1987 to 2000)

Year Total No. of foreigners Growth Rate % in relation to the total population of Japan

1987 884.025 0,72

1988 941.005 6,4 0,77

1989 984.455 4,6 0,80

1990 1.075.317 9,2 0,87

1991 1.218.891 13,4 0,98

1992 1.281.644 5,1 1,03

1993 1.320.748 3,1 1,06

1994 1.354.011 2,5 1,08

1995 1.362.371 0,6 1,08

1996 1.415.136 3,9 1,12

1997 1.482.707 4,8 1,18

1998 1.512.116 2,0 1,20

1999 1.556.113 2,9 1,23

2000 1.686.444 8,4 1,23

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (2001)
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Table 2.a. – Foreigners in Japan by Macro-Region of Origin (Absolute Numbers) 

Region 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 1.354.011 1.362.371 1.415.136 1.482.707 1.512.116 1.556.113 1.686.444

Asia 1.050.211 1.039.149 1.060.081 1.086.390 1.123.409 1.160.643 1.244.629

South America 203.840 222.865 248.780 284.691 274.442 278.209 312.921

North America 52.317 52.681 54.668 55.312 54.700 54.882 58.100

Europe 32.529 33.283 35.136 38.200 39.925 41.659 47.730

Oceania 8.571 8.365 8.753 9.645 10.514 11.159 12.839

Africa 4.909 5.202 5.609 6.275 6.940 7.458 8.214

Not known 1.634 1.826 2.109 2.194 2.186 2.103 2.011

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)

Table 2.b. Foreigners in Japan by Macro-Region of Origin (Percentage)

Region 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Asia 77,6 76,3 74,9 73,3 74,3 74,6 73,8

South America 15,1 16,4 17,6 19,2 18,2 17,8 18,6

North America 3,9 3,9 3,9 3,7 3,6 3,5 3,4

Europe 2,4 2,4 2,5 2,6 2,6 2,7 2,8

Oceania 0,6 0,6 0,6 0,7 0,7 0,7 0,8

Africa 0,3 0,3 0,4 0,4 0,5 0,5 0,5

Not known 0,1 0,1 0,1 0,1 0,1 0,2 0,1

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)
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Table 3.a.– Foreigners in Japan Originating from South America (Absolute Numbers)

Country 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total (South America) 203.840 221.865 248.780 284.691 274.442 278.209 312.921

Argentina 2.796 2.910 3.079 3.300 2.962 2.924 3.072

Bolivia 2.917 2.765 2.913 3.337 3.461 3.578 3.915

Brazil 159.619 176.440 201.795 233.254 222.217 224.299 254.394

Chile 458 495 537 598 598 611 652

Colombia 1.121 1.367 1.575 1.835 1.965 2.071 2.496

Equador 115 124 126 132 131 136 154

Guyana 9 10 8 6 6 6 8

Paraguay 1.129 1.176 1.301 1.466 1.441 1.464 1.678

Peru 35.382 36.269 37.099 40.394 41.317 42.773 46.171

Surinam 11 12 13 15 13 10 10

Uruguay 109 108 115 113 100 97 113

Venezuela 174 189 219 241 231 240 258

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)

Table 3.b. - Foreigners in Japan Originating from South America (Percentage)

Country 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total (South America) 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00

Argentina 1,37 1,31 1,24 1,16 1,08 1,05 0,98

Bolivia 1,43 1,25 1,17 1,17 1,26 1,29 1,25

Brazil 78,31 79,53 81,08 81,93 80,97 80,62 81,30

Chile 0,22 0,22 0,22 0,21 0,22 0,22 0,21

Colombia 0,55 0,61 0,64 0,64 0,72 0,75 0,80

Equador 0,05 0,05 0,05 0,05 0,04 0,05 0,05

Guyana 0,01 0,01 0,01 0,01 0,01 0,00 0,00

Paraguay 0,55 0,53 0,53 0,51 0,53 0,53 0,54

Peru 17,36 16,35 14,91 14,19 15,05 15,37 14,75

Surinam 0,01 0,01 0,01 0,01 0,01 0,00 0,00

Uruguay 0,05 0,05 0,05 0,04 0,03 0,03 0,04

Venezuela 0,09 0,08 0,09 0,08 0,08 0,09 0,08

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)
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Table 4.a. – Foreigners in Japan by Nationality (Absolute Numbers)

Country 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 941.005 984.455 1.075.317 1.281.644 1.281.644 1.320.748 1.354.011 1.362.371 1.415.136 1.482.707 1.512.116 1.556.113 1.686.444

Korea 677.140 681.838 687.940 693.050 688.144 682.276 676.793 666.376 657.159 645.373 638.828 636.548 635.269

China 129.269 137.499 150.339 171.071 195.334 210.138 218.585 222.991 234.264 252.164 272.230 294.201 335.575

Brazil 4.159 14.528 56.429 119.333 147.803 154.650 159.619 176.440 201.795 233.254 222.217 224.299 254.394

Philippines 32.185 38.925 49.092 61.837 62.218 73.057 85.968 74.297 84.509 93.265 105.308 115.685 144.871

USA 32.766 34.900 38.364 42.498 42.482 42.639 43.320 43.198 44.168 43.690 42.774 42.802 44.856
Peru 864 4.121 10.279 26.281 31.051 33.169 35.382 36.269 37.099 40.394 41.317 42.773 46.171
Others 64.622 72.644 82.874 104.821 114.612 124.819 134.344 142.800 156.142 174.567 189.442 199.805 225.308
Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)

Table 4.b. - Foreigners in Japan by Nationality (Percentage)

Country 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Korea 72,0 69,2 64,0 56,9 53,7 51,7 50,0 48,9 46,4 43,5 42,2 40,9 37,7

China 13,7 14,0 14,0 14,0 15,2 15,9 16,1 16,4 16,6 17,0 18,0 18,9 19,9

Brazil 0,0 1,5 5,2 9,8 11,5 11,7 11,8 13,0 14,3 15,7 14,7 14,4 15,1

Philippines 3,4 4,0 4,6 5,1 4,9 5,5 6,4 5,5 6,0 6,3 7,0 7,4 8,6

USA 3,5 3,5 3,6 3,5 3,3 3,2 3,2 3,2 3,1 3,0 2,8 2,8 2,6

Peru 0,1 0,4 0,9 2,1 2,4 2,5 2,6 2,7 2,6 2,7 2,7 2,7 2,7

Others 6,9 7,4 7,7 8,6 9,0 9,5 9,9 10,5 11,0 11,8 12,6 12,9 13,4

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)
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Table 5 – Brazilians in Japan According to Residence Status 

Residence Status 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 159.619 176.440 201.795 233.254 222.217 224.299 254.394

Teachers 14 18 20 21 16 18 15

Artists 2 4 4 4 3 4 3

Religious Activity 15 18 20 23 35 50 51

Press 1 1 1 1 2 1 1

Business Investment and Administration 15 19 20 18 14 16 13

Legal and Financial Services 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Medical and Paramedical Services 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Researchers 11 9 8 10 12 11 7

Education 3 3 2 3 3 2 1

Engineers 27 23 15 21 24 20 24

Specialists in Human Sciences 33 31 27 29 45 52 57

Internal Company Transfers 29 33 24 28 35 39 54

Entertainment 304 149 184 219 199 207 300

Specialised Technical Services 65 63 71 57 61 53 58

Cultural Activities 20 13 19 12 14 16 18

TEMPORARY VISITS

Total 2.057 3.010 3.404 2.821 1.895 1.472 1.892

Tourism 1.970 2.905 3.274 2.711 1.857 1.438 1.826

Factory Visits and Inspections 3 3 3 2 1 1 11

Cultural and Educational Activities 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Visits to Relatives 79 95 125 104 37 32 53

Others 5 7 2 4 0 1 2

University Students 346 349 372 369 356 347 352

High School Students 40 42 53 49 50 44 51

Trainees 225 252 238 233 217 194 191

Dependants 357 357 354 348 297 276 313

Designated Activities (total) 11 27 53 41 28 13 15

Permanent Residents 373 474 931 1.686 2.644 4.592 9.062

Spouses and Children of Japanese 95.139 99.803 106.665 113.319 98.823 97.330 101.623

Spouses and Children of Japanese Permanent Residents 34 29 29 38 47 79 96

Long Term Residents 59.280 69.946 87.164 111.840 115.536 117.469 137.649

Others 1.187 1.664 2.017 2.063 1.861 1.994 2.548

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)
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Table 6 - Brazilians by Province in Japan 

Province 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Total 159.619 176.440 201.795 233.254 222.217 224.299 254.394
Hokkaido 500 499 485 417 392 295 296
Aomori 98 124 124 136 143 108 106
Iwate 59 85 74 150 187 208 716
Miyagui 516 622 519 663 695 691 909
Akita 25 54 32 68 94 65 78
Yamagata 275 351 505 609 618 562 592
Fukushima 865 1.048 1.272 1.637 1.449 1.170 1.274
Ibaragui 5.994 7.036 7.784 9.216 8.933 9.454 10.803
Tochigui 5.900 6.418 7.759 8.757 8.094 7.565 8.315
Gunma 8.941 10.305 11.501 13.933 13.138 13.317 15.325
Saitama 10.160 10.804 11.500 12.226 11.532 11.202 12.831
Chiba 6.554 6.122 6.433 6.759 6.929 6.650 6.379
Tokyo 5.814 5.409 5.497 5.301 4.648 4.512 4.645
Kawagawa 13.434 13.958 14.386 15.434 13.155 12.184 12.295
Niigata 1.105 1.438 1.472 1.671 1.464 1.295 1.416
Toyama 2.025 2.555 2.917 3.489 3.278 3.319 3.742
Ishikawa 850 822 1.167 1.731 1.767 2.094 2.178
Fukui 1.623 2.147 2.279 2.508 2.269 2.850 3.279
Yamanashi 2.094 2.645 3.463 4.122 3.740 3.655 4.723
Nagano 6.579 9.633 11.197 14.676 14.670 16.357 19.945
Guifu 7.096 8.073 9.829 11.818 11.202 11.619 14.809
Shizuoka 22.571 25.012 28.305 32.202 31.329 31.974 35.959
Aichi 27.545 29.787 36.392 42.917 40.873 41.241 47.561
Mie 6.224 7.086 9.776 12.433 12.903 13.453 15.358
Shiga 5.199 6.054 7.004 8.407 8.322 8.841 10.125
Kyoto 791 830 834 932 867 709 707
Osaka 4.798 5.281 5.782 6.142 5.147 4.858 4.906
Hyogo 2.667 3.187 4.030 4.544 4.316 3.831 3.818
Nara 878 909 1.073 1.136 1.038 987 1.050
Wakayama 380 412 415 359 312 288 266
Tottori 91 98 100 133 176 133 155
Shimane 174 284 410 545 590 847 1.331
Okayama 1.960 1.875 1.713 1.918 1.729 1.682 1.917
Hiroshima 3.333 3.196 3.539 3.984 3.968 4.286 4.549
Yamaguchi 288 283 275 309 304 287 290
Tokushima 88 89 102 138 144 116 125
Kagawa 456 438 518 566 674 546 515
Ehime 223 232 213 204 198 172 174
Kochi 55 42 60 46 34 25 24
Fukuoka 426 329 285 287 283 259 273
Saga 97 76 55 34 34 27 33
Nagasaki 93 78 49 69 60 61 85
Kumamoto 174 176 154 143 78 78 78
Oita 139 144 153 122 98 83 93
Miyazaki 103 74 60 47 54 51 43
Kagoshima 207 182 152 139 133 134 131
Okinawa 152 138 151 177 156 158 172

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)

Japanese - Brazilian Immigrants in Japan and the Question of Identity



138

Table 7.a. - Brazilians in Japan by Age Group (Absolute Numbers)

Age Group 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 159.619 176.440 201.795 233.254 222.217 224.299 254.394

0 to 4 years 5.666 6.908 9.226 12.935 14.380 15.199 17.368

5 to 9 years 4.931 5.685 6.916 8.866 8.948 9.142 11.005

10 to 14 years 3.726 4.646 5.963 8.019 8.619 8.938 10.210

15 to 19 years 12.409 13.915 16.310 19.276 17.517 15.583 18.215

20 to 24 years 30.362 31.658 34.304 37.670 35.162 33.142 36.742

25 to 29 years 30.446 31.906 35.274 38.680 36.187 35.982 39.218

30 to 34 years 22.787 25.773 28.432 31.814 30.045 30.520 33.408

35 to 39 years 15.178 17.073 19.861 23.145 22.020 23.360 27.047

40 to 44 years 11.651 13.209 15.337 17.496 16.543 17.439 19.944

45 to 49 years 10.190 11.154 12.525 14.270 13.300 13.951 16.267

50 to 54 years 7.261 8.655 10.476 11.711 10.565 10.978 12.531

55 to 59 years 3.579 4.035 4.659 6.040 5.868 6.696 8.396

60 to 64 years 1.154 1.462 1.961 2.570 2.363 2.517 2.928

65 to 69 years 217 282 435 607 564 698 888

70 to 74 years 45 61 89 114 92 106 163

75 to 79 years 7 10 14 25 27 37 42

Above 80 10 8 13 16 17 21 22

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)

Table 7.b. - Brazilians in Japan by Age Group (Percentage)

Age Group 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

0 to 4 years 3,6 3,9 4,6 5,5 6,5 6,8 6,8

5 to 9 years 3,1 3,2 3,4 3,8 4,0 4,1 4,3

10 to 14 years 2,3 2,6 3,0 3,4 3,9 4,0 4,0

15 to 19 years 7,8 7,8 8,1 8,3 7,9 7,0 7,2

20 to 24 years 19,0 17,9 17,0 16,2 15,8 14,8 14,5

25 to 29 years 19,1 18,0 17,5 16,6 16,3 16,0 15,4

30 to 34 years 14,3 14,6 14,1 13,7 13,5 13,6 13,2

35 to 39 years 9,5 9,6 9,8 9,9 9,9 10,4 10,7

40 to 44 years 7,3 7,5 7,6 7,5 7,4 7,8 7,8

45 to 49 years 6,4 6,3 6,2 6,1 6,0 6,2 6,4

50 to 54 years 4,5 4,9 5,2 5,0 4,8 4,9 4,9

55 to 59 years 2,3 2,3 2,3 2,6 2,6 3,0 3,3

60 to 64 years 0,7 0,8 1,0 1,1 1,1 1,1 1,2

65 to 69 years 0,1 0,6 0,2 0,3 0,3 0,3 0,3

70 to 74 years 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0

75 to 79 years 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0

Above 80 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2001)
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Table 8 - Brazilians in Japan by Profession (Total)

Profession 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Total 159.619 176.440 201.795 233.254 222.217 224.299

Doctors and Health Workers 247 254 240 237 209 216

Specialised Technicians 516 480 428 444 366 363

Teachers 59 61 68 71 86 107

Artists 168 131 156 146 147 157

Writers 16 21 20 17 17 21

Journalists 17 28 33 41 46 44

Scientific Researchers 18 16 13 15 12 8

Priests 33 42 44 56 72 107

Other Specialised Technicians 251 298 361 372 373 399

Administrators 100 124 152 166 179 217

Office staff 11.180 11.711 12.050 12.586 11.010 10.445

Business 11 12 15 20 22 26

Sales 644 670 797 921 994 1.063

Agriculture 399 430 417 408 421 402

Fishing 65 55 55 40 33 32

Gems 29 26 28 28 23 23

Transport and Correspondence 255 293 328 322 318 320

Manufacturing 93.248 101.691 117.099 137.432 127.498 128.638

Factory Workers 4.140 4.078 4.072 4.116 3.585 3.359

Service Sector 6.160 5.604 5.190 4.832 4.313 3.942

Without a Specific Profession 41.925 50.222 60.002 70.625 72.121 73.975

Not Known 130 193 277 359 372 435

Source: Japanese Ministry of Justice (1995 to 2000)

Note: This data was not available for the year 2000.
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Abstract

From the mid 1980’s onwards, Brazilians descended from
Japanese have been going to Japan as migrant workers who occupy
unskilled jobs, as part of a phenomenon that is known as the
“Dekassegui Movement”. In this context, the concept of the identity of
the Nikkei (descendants of Japanese) has been the cause of much
debate, prompting us to reflect about what it means to be both Japanese
and Brazilian, i.e. what it means to be “Japanese in Brazil” and
“Brazilian in Japan”.

In the first place, this article seeks to clarify the question of the so-
called homeland of these migrants – Brazil or Japan? Subsequently, it then
expounds upon the legal aspects of this migration, especially in the light
of the amendment to the Japanese immigration control laws, promul-
gated in 1990. In this context, it briefly traces the scenario prior to the
presence of Brazilians in Japan, referring specifically to illegal immigrants
in the Land of the Rising Sun, particularly to those of Asian origin.

Given this, we shall then outline, in general terms, the characte-
ristics of this migratory movement of Brazilians who are descendants of
Japanese to the land of their ancestors, dividing it into three different
periods: the mid 1980’s; the late 1980’s and early 1990’s; and the mid
1990’s. Once we have established the context, we shall then proceed to
discuss the question of identity that comes into play in such threshold
situations, in which diverse aspects are negotiated, thus configuring a
virtual game of identity.

Resumo

Os brasileiros descendentes de japoneses têm ido ao Japão
como trabalhadores migrantes que ocupam empregos de baixa qua-
lificação, desde os meados da década de 80, conhecido como
“Movimento Dekassegui”. Nesse contexto a identidade nikkei
(descendentes de japoneses) é repensada, sendo um momento insti-
gante para refletirmos sobre o que é ser nipo e brasileiro, isto é, o
que é ser ‘japonês no Brasil’ e ‘brasileiro no Japão’.
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Primeiro, discutiremos sobre a questão do homeland desses
migrantes – Brasil ou Japão? Em seguida, apresentaremos sobre o
aspecto legal dessa migração, a partir da reforma da lei de controle
de imigração do Japão, promulgada em 1990, traçando o contexto
antecedente à presença de brasileiros no Japão, referindo-se aos imi-
grantes ilegais, sobretudo asiáticos. Posto isto, delinearemos, em lin-
has gerais, as características desse movimento populacional de
brasileiros descendentes de japoneses para a terra de seus ancestrais,
dividindo em três períodos diferentes: meados da década de 80; vira-
da da década de 80 para 90; e meados de 90. Situado o contexto,
passaremos a discutir a questão da identidade, que opera nas situ-
ações de limiaridade, nas quais seus diversos aspectos são negocia-
dos, configurando assim um jogo identitário.
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