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A decreasing population as a result of the declining birth rate and ageing population 

has become a significant political challenge in contemporary Japan. Debates 

concerning the receiving of immigrants that took place in the 1980s and 1990s look 

likely to be repeated. While multicultural policies have taken root in society, 

immigration policy has triggered a backlash and has become a fierce point of political 

debate in elections. It is against this backdrop that disputes  over "citizenship" as a 

route toward the nationalisation of migrant workers have also taken place in Japan. 

Multiculturalism has become widely and positively accepted yet, at the same time, it 

has been exposed to criticism concerning its merits and demerits from both the right 

and the left. This paper lays out the problems faced by the Japanese rereading of 

multiculturalism - multi-cultural co-existence (tabunka kyosei) - in the context of 

debates that have taken place in Europe and the U.S. regarding citizenship. 

Citizenship is at once a weapon of the weak and a managerial tool for power. The 

question of citizenship should not be limited to the realms of law and policy, and unless 

we address the fundamental issues that lie at its heart, the same questions will be 

repeated. At a point in time in which migrant workers are once again becoming subject 

of debate, how might we begin to question the idea of "citizenship" in Japan from 

within a global context, and in a manner that addresses remaining issues such as 

Zainichi Koreans, and to do so in a way that does not repeat the unproductive debates 

of the 1980s and 1990s? 
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