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Japan has been averse to immigration due to a strong belief in homogeneity in terms of
ethnicity and culture; and although Japan has already turned into a de facto country of
immigration, it has continuously maintained a restrictive attitude towards immigration.
Mass immigration is constantly a very sensitive topic discussed in Japanese society. However,
with its birth rate among the worlds lowest, the country consistently faces problems
stemming from an aging society, a shrinking labor force, and declining productivity. In order
to revitalize its stagnant economy, the third largest in the world, one avenue the government
has looked towards is foreign human resources. Observations of Japanese migration policy
clearly shows that the government is moving away from a restrictive immigration regime
towards a more liberalized and settlement-oriented approach. It has proactively been
enticing qualified foreign migrant workers — both the highly skilled and lower skilled - by
introducing more flexible working visa systems, whilst at the same time easing the
requirements for employment and residence. Meanwhile, the government and private sector
are attempting to recruit international students to use as a pool of skilled workers and
temporary laborers. Indeed, there is an increasingly growing demand for ryugakusei
(international students) particularly from the three major stakeholders of the economy -
government, universities, and enterprises. Over the last few years, the number of
international students in Japan has hit record highs each successive year, and the
employment rate of international student graduates is increasing.

However, despite Japan’s rapidly changing structural environment towards ‘immigration’,
which has evolved from the recent liberalization of the country’s migration policies and
policies towards international students, the notion of zentei, or the premise that foreigners
(or foreign residents) are ‘temporary being’ or ‘guests’, has remained unchanged. The
presence of zenter is causing a lack of immigration, and a cosmetic internationalization of
higher education. International students are existing as both foreign laborers to be
integrated, and ‘imagined global jinza/— which refers to international students who only
exist in the global jinzai discourse, not existing practically in Japanese immigration and
internationalization of higher education policies.

Against this background, this study attempts to critically examine and dispel the perceived



ambiguity, superficiality, and contradictions of immigration, national identity, and
internationalization in higher education in contemporary Japan - particularly through the
lens of ‘international student migration to Japan’. The findings of this research point to ways
in which Japanese society can practically utilize international students as a source of skilled
immigrant workers in response to its rapidly aging population, as well as a means of creating
a new multicultural society in contemporary Japan by going beyond the fixed premise or
zentd that foreigners are currently existing in.



