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Living In Japan as an Immigrant Woman

Coming to Japan as a Filipino-immigrant
woman 23 years ago, Ms. Mardonia
Nishimoto now works to support other
immigrant women living in Japan. Through
her own experiences, she came to tell
Japanese people and Society what it is like
to live in Japan as an immigrant woman.

Mardonia Nishimoto

When | was about 15 years old, | worked
at a Japanese restaurant to support myself
instead of going to school. |1 had a Filipino
partner who became the father of my 2
children. But he was abusive. That was when a
friend of mine, who was married to a Japanese
man, invited me to come work in Japan.

It was 1982 when | first came to
Okinawa, Japan to support my family of ten
including my parents. 1 was thrilled when |
heard | was going to work in the “Snack®”
business. | like cooking and | imagined my job
would be to cook food, because “Snack”’
means, “tight meal””in English. | was surprised
to know that working in the “Snack””business
meant offering drinks to men! Although I got
over it and can even laugh about it now, | was
shocked when 1 first found out about it. | lived
in the 2nd floor of the building where the bar
was located.

I sometimes had to go out as a
“tompanion”” (delivery bar girls at a party)
when we got phone calls. Even though we
made $500 monthly, (which is a lot of money
for a Filipino), I still could not help feeling
deceived. | was made to come here with a
three-month tourist visa, which could be
extended to 6 months at the most. But | really

could not stand it anymore, so | told the shop
owner that | wanted to go back to the
Philippines instead of extending my stay to 6
months. The shop owner refused to pay me
my salary for the third month. After going
back to the Philippines, | accused my friend
that it was fraud and | would tell everyone
about it. Seeing me furious, my friend gave me
the rest of my unpaid salary.

Soon after, a person who found out that
I had a passport came to see me and solicited
me to go back to Japan. | went back to Japan
to work in Saitama for 3 months with other
Filipino and Thai women at a “Snack’”bar. |
still had to support my family. At the same
time, | had to admit that | had longed to live
in Japan since | was a child. | had an image of
wealthy, kind Japanese people 1 had known
from my childhood through my father 3 job as
a ship operator. | was wondering what kind of
“happiness””could be found in such a country.
| started to think | want to live in Japan
forever since my second trip to Japan.

I came to Osaka at the end of 1982.
There | met a Japanese man on a wheelchair,
who came to the bar as a customer. Thinking
that we both had a hard life, and that we could
share the experiences of difficulties and
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overcome them together, we got married in
1983 in the Philippines. When | went to the
Embassy of Japan in Manila for paper work,
however, | was surprised to find out that | was
his fourth wife. The officer told me that he
could be a “*Yakuza’’(Japanese Mafia).

| started to be suspicious of him, and
just as | suspected, he began to be abusive and
even used drugs occasionally. I quickly made
my daughter return to the Philippines. I spent
my days trying my best not to give up. But one
day, when | saw him mixing IV drugs, 1 was
tongue-tied. However, when both my ankles
and wrists were tied up and he was about to

give me 1V drugs, my voice suddenly came out.

I talked back furiously to him with rough
language, and cried out that | was going to call
the police. He was startled to see me shouting
at him, and | managed to escape.

Disappointed about Japan? Well, I never
gave up hope. | have always admired this
country; not everybody is bad. Hoping that
this country would accept a foreigner like me,
I went on doing my best.

To make a long story short, I moved to
Kawasaki in 1987. There I met a man who
later became my next husband. It was not easy
to divorce my ex-husband, but because I had a
child with my new husband, I could finally
divorce in 1990. Back then | had no one to
help me. I did not know where to start. | went
to all the possible places | could think of,
looking for any small solution to handle my
problems. | even went to the police when my
ex-husband abused me. Their answers were
always like this; “ftwe cannot interfere with
family matters.”” | had no one, not even a
grass-root organization to help me in those
days. | could only ask my customers to teach
me Japanese in order to solve my problems,
but I was literally fighting against all —alone.

The happy time in my second marriage
lasted for seven years. | called my younger
daughter in 1995 from the Philippines. If my
16-year-old daughter was at home, | thought

she could take care of my younger son while |
was at work. I was so wrong. My husband
sexually abused my daughter while | was not at
home. It was more than | could bear. | was
more sorry about my daughter than anything.
To be honest, | even thought of killing my
husband.

That was when | came to know “The
Catholic Diocese of Yokohama Solidarity
Center for Migrants,”” which later became
“KALAKASAN.”” The Solidarity Center has
helped me deal with my divorce and rape case
of my daughter. My daughter3 trial didnT
work out well at the end, but as | started
visiting the group more and more, | started to
think that my fight was not over yet after my
divorce. | learned that there were still lots of
women out there who were suffering as I used
to be. I was determined to fight against
injustice with them. | started attending their
study groups and joining their activities. When
the Solidarity Center was closed in March
2002, we started KALAKASAN in December
2002. 1 quit my job and became a co-director
for KALAKASAN.

People often ask me why I chose to stay
and suffer in Japan, and told me that I could
have returned back to my home country to
have a happier life. I used to dream of living in
Japan because | thought 1 could find
“happiness””in this country. But what exactly
does “happiness’> mean? | have already
experienced too much hardship, both in the
Philippines and in Japan. There are both nice
people and abusive people everywhere. Life is
not easy anywhere. With this said, what is the
difference between living in Japan and living in
the Philippines? My point is, it doesnT matter
where you live or what your nationality is,
because | believe that it should be possible to
have a life in which you could feel happy
anywhere.

Of course, there was a time when |
wanted to die. But as | prayed to God for help,
I gradually came to understand that happiness
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