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This dissertation addresses two main research questions: 1. ) How do Filipino nikkeijin assert and modify 

their national and ethnic identities during the experience of “return migration” to their ancestral homeland?; and 

2.) Why do identity bordering and fragmentation occur during the experience of dislocation? Based on the 

previous study of nikkeijin from Brazil, dislocations of migration can produce a form of deterritorialized 

nationalism in which “national loyalties are articulated outside the territorial boundaries of the nation-state” 

(Tsuda, 2003, p. 145). According to Tsuda, migration reveals “one of the ironies of nationalism: it is precisely 

physical absence from the nation-state that enables national sentiments to be intensified, enhanced, and 

articulated” (Tsuda, 2003, p. 156). Focusing on the identity shifts within the “kaisha experience” of the Filipino 

nikkeijin, this dissertation has challenged Tsuda’s theoretical claims by highlighting the multiplicity of identity 

and the fragmentation it may cause. The study has employed life history and in-depth semi-structured interviews 

of 60 Filipino third generation (sansei) nikkeijin who are currently working in several factories in Aichi 

Prefecture 

After the introductory chapter and literature review (Chapters 1 & 2), Chapter 3 starts the presentation of 

narratives by inquiring “what the nikkeijin know and how they feel about their identities.” It examines the 

intensity or extent of Filipino nikkeijin’s attachment to their Japanese ancestral roots by exploring their 

awareness on their ancestor’s life, cultural background, and family history. In this chapter, I argue that the 

nikkeijin identity that developed prior to migration has been superficially anchored on their limited cognizance of 

ancestral legacies and benevolence. There was no evidence of deep nikkei identity which was observed in the 

vibrant nikkei communities of Latin American states. Cultural socialization among Filipino nikkeijin failed to 

transpire due to the political and historical dilemma that has confronted the Japanese nationals and their families 

after the Pacific War. The concealment of Japanese identity among 1st and 2nd generations had consequently led 

to the waning and eventual lost of cultural practices and traditions. Instead, the ‘nikkei-ness’ that has developed 

merely reflects the commercial imageries of Japan produced by the structural relations of the two countries in the 
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global economic system that promotes the exchanges of peoples and ideas. The identity of being nikkeijin, then, 

has been merely symbolic, class-marker, and instrumental. The next chapter expounds the issue of nikkeijin-ness 

being an instrumental marker. 

In chapter 4, the policy objectives and the agential factors that paved the way for the entry of the Filipino 

nikkeijin were discussed. I argue that the “legal recognition” of a nikkeijin has been utilized by the descendants to 

legitimize their entry and residence in Japan for the purpose of pursuing their economic quest. The argument is 

supported by a pool of narratives highlighting the economic motivations as the primary factor for pursuing 

migration. Social and cultural reasons have also been noted, although all the migrant intentions are compounded 

by economic goals. The study has also noted a significant percentage of nikkeijin migrants who have attained 

higher education with job experiences. Migration, then, is highly influenced by “relative deprivation” and the 

intention to maintain or improve their pre-migrant socio-economic status. It must be noted that the continuous 

flow of chain migration is propelled by the process of generation upgrading. The large presence of family 

members and relatives is a significant factor for a nikkeijin to prolong their stay or consider permanent 

settlement.  

Having established that nikkeijin identity is superficial and instrumental, how does it affect one’s ethnic 

consciousness during the experience of migration? Chapter 5 focuses on the world of kaisha (or the factory) to 

take a glimpse at nikkeijin’s working conditions and the effects of those conditions to their self-identities. The 

narratives have generally denoted negative experiences stemming from their perception on discrimination, 

inhumane treatment, unfair compensation, and biased workload designation.  

Migrant resistance occurs in response to the perceived marginalization. Filipino nikkeijin embrace a 

“separated identity” that sets a firm border between “what is Japanese” and “what is Filipino.” Marginalized in 

the labor hierarchy, Filipino nikkeijin, during their first few years, resist the dominating culture while celebrating 

their Filipino customs and practices in various situations. The narratives clearly showed how Filipino nikkei 

reject elements of Japanese-ness from work ethic to language learning. However, unlike the Brazilian nikkeijin 

who embrace ‘counteridentity’ in their entire migration journey, Filipino nikkei shifts back to ethnic flexibility as 

they adjust their lives and work through the support of fellow Filipinos, both nikkei and non-nikkei.  

With all these processes going through, it is clear that Filipino nikkeijin remained fixated with 

“separated identity” whether they have shorter period or extended period of residency. Separated identity is 

marked by the “difficulty of assimilation and the propensity to establish or maintain a separate culture of their 

own which is derived from their home communities in the Philippines.” Seeing themselves as truly Filipino, their 

social world revolves around the “separated” Filipino ethnic zone. The next chapter, then, focuses on the 

dynamics of identity and social interaction going through within the aforementioned separated zone of Filipinos, 

particularly within the bounds of kaisha. 

Chapter 6 presents the multiplicity of identities in the process of ethnic encounters. Internalizing the 

experience of victimhood, nikkeijin respond to the contestation by constructing boundaries, fragmenting the 

Filipino community and solidifying groupings based on regional ties. While identity in the Philippines is 

established and firm (as a Filipino), an encounter with various groups of different linguistic and cultural 



 
 

background drives nikkeijin individuals to belong to a particular group, and the most probable membership is the 

regional/geographical origin of the migrant. Hence, the cultural nuances of regionalism in the Philippines are 

transmitted to the nikkei migrants in Japan, leading to recollection of stereotyping against rival ethnolinguistic 

groups. While it cannot be denied that stereotyping and prejudice against rival ethno-linguistic groups (e.g. 

Tagalog versus Bisaya) are historical and social realities occurring since the birth of the Philippine nation, these 

deep-seated animosities do not usually lead to confrontations and severe conflict in typical social spaces within 

and even outside the Philippines. Thus, I raise the argument that the power relations, workforce politics and 

contestations for resources inside the kaisha are the ultimate factors that lead to ethnic clustering and 

border-making. Against the backdrop of a global capitalist structure plagued by recent economic crises, Japanese 

factories have reflexively intensified the workers’ struggle to compete for political opportunities and resources. 

Issues of overtime, wage differences, workloads and distribution of tasks, power hierarchy, and patronage to a 

line manager or factory boss instigate fragmentation within the zones of their separated identities while deeply 

ingrained Filipino values and attitude are all contested.  

Furthermore, an intersting dynamics found in this study is the struggle to pursue a migrant laborer’s 

interest by mobilizing support from co-ethnics, hence the paradox of kaisha politics. In this contestation, the 

fracturing effects of organizational politics are essentially reinforcing solidarity among co-ethnics based on 

ethno-linguistic membership. Such regionalistic solidarities have been instrumental to access opportunities for 

power and resources, accompanied by the struggle to achieve empowerment. 

Another consequence of kaisha politics is the higher propensity of the nikkeijin to assert their difference 

and contest for recognition. Although not a collective effort, these actions have further fragmented the Filipino 

community within the kaisha. Sansei nikkeijin, then, declared that “they are different” from those undesired 

migrants from the Philippines, including the Japayukis, Bilogs, fake nikkeijin, and other undocumented Filipinos. 

They assert that they have Japanese blood and thus, they have rights ascribed to being nikkeijin. Clearly, the 

affirmation of being a ‘nikkeijin’ is a reaction to the accumulated feelings of being mistreated combined with the 

moral disapproval of the other Filipino migrants who have earned negative images in Japanese society. In short, 

fellow Filipino migrants perceived to have lower social status become an important coping resource for the 

marginalized nikkei. The narratives explicitly demonstrate how the experiences of discrimination have been 

replicated and passed to other groups, exhibiting a mechanism of power play and group identity politics. In this 

case, the nikkeijin become “potential discriminators” who reinforces negative stereotypes and prejudices against 

“the others.” 

To summarize the migrant narratives, the underlying forces that orchestrate discrimination, identity 

fragmentation, and even ethnic division were pivoted on power politics ensuing within the migrant community, 

particularly inside the workplaces of the nikkeijin. In such social spaces, a Filipino nikkeijin is deprived of power 

and resources while facing an opportunity to dominate and exploit political and social resources at the expense of 

the “other migrants” who lack legality or legitimacy in terms of their migrant status.  

In relation to the theoretical inputs of Tsuda, this study has revealed a contrasting dynamics to the 

solidification of identity and demonstration of deterritorialized nationalism. Filipino nikkei  clearly exhibited 



 
 

deviations of ‘locality’ within the boundaries of their ethnic zone. They have constructed a “separated identity” 

that insulates them from pressures of acculturation, thereby stabilizing their migrant identities inside an exclusive 

zone of the Filipino nationals. Although emphasizing their Filipino-ness, there are manifestations of other 

dimensions of identities which become salient and profound depending on the situation and political 

environment. This research then supports the argument that globalization may even fragment national loyalties 

as the global subjects utilize their multiple identities as political and social resources. National loyalties tend to 

weaken as micro-groupings become stronger and resilient in the midst of dislocation and marginalization. In 

other words, migration as an offshoot of globalization has successfully weakened the dogma of national 

sovereignty, yet it reinforced the multiplicity of identities and its strategic positioning amidst political 

contestation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


