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PART IV: SOCIETY

Society Section I: Overview

In reviewing Japan's history, we have seen how group orientation, individual expression, and universal principles evolved and affected Japan's culture, politics and economics. The objective of the rest of the book is to see how these key concepts influence present day Japan.  We will begin in this section by reexamining the general features of Japan’s hierarchic structures of relations, and the role of group orientation, universal principles, and individual expression. We do so to understand them in more detail and to lay the groundwork for understanding their practical implications in various areas of society, economics, and politics. To begin this overview of Japanese society, however, we will begin, by emphasizing the diversity within Japanese society and also the hierarchic structure that shapes both society as a whole and the diversity of groups within society.  

1. Diversity and Change


When trying to understand a different country and its people it is normal to try and simplify their characteristics.  This practice is useful in identifying those characteristics that help make the country function the way it does and what sets it apart from other countries.  It is also useful from the point of view of reducing the amount of time and effort to identify all the characteristics of a people and explain their interrelations.  The problem with this practice is that too often it encourages people to describe the people of a country as all being alike and to simplify their characteristics beyond reason.  This has been typical when people have looked at Japan.  Most frequently Japan has been characterized as homogenous.  When looked upon positively people have considered this homogeneity as harmonious, but others have looked upon the homogeneity negatively and described it as conformist.  The reality is somewhat different.  

Our review of the history of Japan shows that there have been a great variety of influences on society throughout its history and at any time in history.  The influences of village organization, the courtly life, the samurai ethic, merchant ambition and so on are still felt today, each felt to different strengths by different people.  It would have been easiest to stereotype people in the feudal era because most people would have practiced agriculture.  Yet even then, there were many different types of agriculture, many different environments to adapt to and even many very different Japanese dialects (in that sense Japan may have been more diverse than today!).  Then there was the fact of the division of society into several different classes.  Modernity and post-modernity have caused Japanese society to diversify from that basis even more.  People have taken on thousands of different occupations and thousands of different interests, and they have joined thousands of different groups to help them accomplish their objectives.  All this diversification is set against political and economic freedoms which guarantee people the right to move around society to the extent their will and abilities allow.  Thus in a society that is often described as being homogenous or conformist, there is a tremendous variety of ways to fit into the mainstream and good number of people and groups that choose to find alternate ways to live.

Simply by listing all the different types of occupations or activities the Japanese engage in, however, can not convey the diversity and dynamism within Japanese society. The diversity and dynamism is driven by the tension amongst individuals within groups, tensions between groups and also by the need to deal with the requirements of universal principles and values. In other words Japanese society has all the conflicts of interest that other societies do and these tensions result in a diversity of ways people wish to live their lives. The tensions are not always reconciled and this too is both a problem for Japanese society and a source of dynamism and diversification.  However, the ways in which the Japanese deal with these tensions and the lives they build within the tensions of belonging to a group, the need to express individuality and the need for universal principles take on a pattern that is uniquely Japanese. Perhaps the main way the Japanese use to resolve these tensions is to order society and groups hierarchically. Perhaps it is this structure that gives some support to the view of the Japanese as homogenous.

2. The Hierarchic Structure of Society and a Society of Hierarchies

· The Hierarchic Structure of Society: Most societies are stratified into a hierarchical/pyramid shape of: a small upper class; a larger middle class; and an even larger lower class.  And in most societies, this structure often becomes self-reinforcing where the advantages of the upper class help them maintain their position, and usually people in the middle and lower class can break out of the position they were born into. A primary objective of democratic societies, however, is to break down these advantages in order that everyone can progress through society to the best of their ability.

Like most societies, Japanese society is broadly stratified into upper, middle and lower classes.  Japan’s stratification, however, has developed a fairly unique shape because its upper class and lower classes are very small, while the middle class is thought to comprise about 90 percent of society. This dominance of the middle class is much more than the norm in even most developed countries.  The idea that Japan is a middle class country is important because it suggests that there is less disparity between people and more opportunity for people to develop a high quality of life.  This description is based, most importantly, on the sentiment of the Japanese—that is, 90 percent consider themselves to be middle class.  However, this perception of equality has been challenged by economic, political or educational differences, and certainly Japan is no paradise of either equality or equal opportunity.

Japan’s middle class society is especially remarkable because of what it evolved from. In the Tokugawa period Japan was an extremely structured society with a dominant and wealthy ruling class.  The hierarchy of feudalism, however, was eliminated with modernization and Japan succeeded in removing classes from its society like few other countries.  The educational and wealth advantages that some samurai maintained after the Meiji restoration faded within one or two generations. Universal education and equal economic opportunity have been the main forces in allowing for the creation of a society in which the vast majority of the people feel middle class. 

Yet, class stratification was never eliminated from Japan and may be increasing as some economic and educational advantages are passed from one generation to the next. For example, the Japanese use private schools to great extent (almost as high as the US) and also rely on private afterschool education to supplement public education.  Equality of opportunity, therefore, is degraded by the ability of wealthier people to pay for better education for their children.  The children will thus be able to obtain better jobs, and provide better educational opportunities for their children and so on.  Equality of opportunity has also been eroded by the escalation of property values that have made some people much better off than others when they have not really done much to earn it.  People who own land can pass on much more wealth to their children than people who don’t.  Japan's high inheritance taxes diminish this latter problem somewhat.

The hierarchy of age is another structure of society that has to be mentioned, especially in consideration of the changes taking place in Japan.  Throughout the 20th century, most countries had a population pyramid of relatively few elderly, more in the middle ages and many more in the younger years.  Japan is now leading the world in turning this pyramid on its head (or at least radically trimming the bottom and fattening the top!).  Japan has the fastest aging population in the world and soon one quarter of its population will be over 65 years old.  This conversion has many effects.  It means that Japan will have many more old people that have to be cared for and many fewer young people to do the financial and physical caring.  This fact will stress the society in new ways.  Beyond that, however, this inverted hierarchy has real control characteristics.  These old people have accumulated lots of wealth throughout Japan’s wealthiest period and now are the focus of a new economy.  Furthermore, as this population grows, so does their political power and ability to make politicians pay attention to them.

· A Society of Hierarchies: Although Japanese society is stratified in a manner similar to other societies, it is not a homogenous or disorganized stratification, that is, people are linked together in groups and groups are linked together.  The structure and functioning of groups is discussed below, here we note the integration of groups within society.  The linking of groups occurs in a hierarchic ordering of groups of different sizes and influence.  An obvious example is corporate groups where a large firm like Toyota is at the top of a pyramid of supplier firms.  At the first level there are about 100 suppliers; at the next level there are several hundred; and at the next level several thousand.  This type of hierarchic ordering of relations among firms exists in most industries.  Similar hierarchic ordering exists among public schools and universities, national, regional and local administration, and among sports clubs and other forms of leisure activities.  

Within the broader society, group affiliation is usually more important to determine a person's status than the role played by the person in the organization (e.g. a low ranking manager in a big company may feel more important than an owner of a smaller business).  Groups within groups can also occur within an organization such as a company or a government department.  In such cases people in one group help each other in the rivalry with other groups in the organization.  These groups are usually called cliques or batsu.  Thus, Japanese society is not simply stratified among individuals, but also stratified among groups and these groups are usually linked across the stratifications.  The relationships that hold these groups together are generally the same as the relationships that hold people within a group together.

3. The Group 

· The Group in Modern Society: The outstanding characteristic of Japanese social organization is the greater role that the group plays in organizing people and influencing their behavior.  It is questionable, however, whether this role is appropriate to modern society.  After all, the granting of equal political and economic individual rights to all people was the primary reason for the dismantling of the hierarchic social system of the Tokugawa period.  This equality was necessary to allow the economic dynamism required for modernization.  Why was the role of the group not reduced similarly?  

In many ways the role of the group was weakened because the equal rights brought in with modernization weakened the control of the group over individuals. Simply put, people are legally free to belong or not to belong to any group.  Groups, however, are necessary in every society: as families, to form circles of friends, to get work done (most often in the form of companies), or to take political action. Indeed in the modern freely competitive society, the group becomes more important as people strive to enter groups that they consider successful and which will provide them with more benefits.  In many ways the group behaviors of feudal Japan were simply carried over into these new types of groups, not only as a passing on of a tradition, but also because of the efficiencies that trust and loyalty relations bring to an organization.

· Structure of the Group: The basic structure of the group is the familiar system of extended control from a pinnacle of power at the top of a bureaucratic pyramid through to the lower levels of an organization.  An important characteristic of Japanese hierarchy, however, is the reciprocal relationship between the senior and junior people at each level of the organization.  The senior person extends his or her help to the person below and the junior person returns loyalty to the person above.  These loyalty obligations are called the on or benevolence that the senior bestows on the junior and the giri or duty that the junior returns to the senior. These relationships tie each person to the next highest above, and the next lowest below.  These oyabun-kobun (parent-child) or sempai-kohai (senior-junior) relations can be modeled as below.







In the group above A might be the president of a company who helps out and receives loyalty from vice-presidents B and C.  Vice-presidents B and C help out and receive the loyalty from, respectively, D and E or F and G. What helps the person higher up maintain loyalty from the people below is the higher persons ability to determine who succeeds in the competition to move up.  The system thus allows for competing groups to develop within an organization. As we will see, these relationships exist, not only in businesses, but similar relationships exist in schools, sports clubs, political parties, among friends and so on.

· Relativism: Relativism means that people act according to (i.e. relative to) the nature of the situation rather than the rules (or the universal principals) that guide the behavior of society in general.  There are two main ways that this occurs in Japanese society.  The first refers to rules within a group and the second refers to how people are judged according to the circumstances involved.  In the first case people are guided primarily by the rules and expectations of their group.  For the most part there are no conflicts between any one group and other groups or with the rules and expectations of society.  However, groups may be established for the purpose of competing with other groups and one group’s actions may certainly result in negative consequences for one or more other groups.  Furthermore, the strength of a group’s rules and expectations may cause its activities to clash with the norms and rules of society.  

The distinctions between within group and outside group behavior are expressed in three sets of closely related opposites: uchi and soto (inside and outside), honne and tatemae (true sentiments and formally established principles), omote and ura (face or front and the back or behind).  Uchi and soto distinguishes between members within a group and all outsiders. Membership in a group creates differences as to how one acts towards those inside and to those outside the group. For example, when talking to persons inside the group one way of addressing each other is used but when talking to people outside the group, people usually refer to members of their own group in a humble way.  Honne describes the true sentiments regarding ambitions, difficulties, etc. that members of the group may share with each other, but tatemae is the formal and correct face they put forward to others.  Ura and omote are a very similar pair of opposites describing the behind the scenes way of doing things as opposed to explanations that are given to make group activities acceptable to society.  As seen in these three concepts Japanese society has described the tendency of groups to look out for their own interests and the way they present those actions against society's expectations of behavior.  Thus a group such as a group of friends, a club or a company may simply be putting on a public face (omote or tatemae) on its internal activities to make relations with other groups easier.  These appearances may be completely harmless on most occasions, but on other occasions, groups may be trying to hide activities such as corporate entertainment expenses, collusion amongst companies, or gangster activity. 

The second main form of relativism is that people are judged according to the circumstances involved.  This is really Japanese society's recognition of the general acceptance of group-based behavior.  That is, even though society does have general principles of right and wrong, everybody knows that people act according to the demands of their group.  People therefore sympathize with that reality and tend to be lenient in judging others when they break universal rules.  It is because of both of these interrelating forms of relativism that the story of the Forty-Seven Ronin is so strongly appreciated in Japanese society.  The Forty-seven Ronin were samurai who avenged the dishonor of their lord even though it went against the Tokugawa laws.  They were caught in between the demands of their group and the demands of society.  By killing the official who had disgraced their lord they satisfied the demands of their group and by committing suicide after they satisfied the demands of society, and won the sympathy of the Japanese people for ever after.

· Interpersonal skills of harmony: The ability to cooperate within the group is perhaps the most highly appreciated personal quality a Japanese person can have.  Several social skills have been developed to enable people to get along and work together.  The Japanese try to avoid direct confrontation or taking clear-cut positions.  This allows for more discussion and involvement by all in the decision-making.  Then a consensus is sought before taking any action.  In this consensus development process people are expected to pick up the intentions of others through unstated actions  (this is called haragei, the art of the belly).  People are also sounded out for their opinions before decisions are made through nemawashi (or binding of the roots).  Thus in Japan, a good leader is not merely someone who can come to a good or quick decision, but someone who has listened to the opinions of everyone in the group.  There is the potential, however, for the leader to become merely a figurehead in this process.

· Seniority and hierarchy: In one sense the harmony within the group is made easier by the general acceptance of hierarchy within the group.  In other words, it is taken for granted that there are several levels of leaders and followers (as discussed previously in the hierarchy section).  This harmony is cemented by the oyabun-kobun and sempai-kohai relations and on and giri obligations.  Although there are many levels within a hierarchy of a larger organization and people have hierarchic titles and some formal expectations for greetings and speech, this does not mean that there are few interrelations among group members or that their interactions are stiff or infrequent.  On the contrary, there is still a strong sense of the need for consensus building and a need for open communication amongst all.

Against the benefits of harmony within a hierarchy are the problems of stifling of merit-based advance, of individual talents, and diversity of expression.

· Shame and reserve: Japanese society is often called a shame society because people are often reluctant to speak out and stand out.  They don't want to take the risk of bringing shame onto themselves and perhaps more importantly, Japanese people are distinguished by their aversion to bringing shame onto the group.  This tendency has been explained by everything from patterns of child rearing, to village life, to corporate practices.  In each case, offending the group's honor has been made a major offense.  In the past, many obligations such as those requiring specific ways of behaving in villages, were obligatory by custom and law, and the penalties for shaming the community through failure could be severe (e.g. shunning and expulsion).  Today a strong reserve remains against behaving in ways that may threaten the reputation of the group.

· The family: When entering a Japanese house or apartment, one takes off their shoes at the genkan (a threshold or low step) to signal that one has entered inside the clean confines of the home and left the dirty outside world and other people.  Thus in a very simple but powerful manner the family makes a clear distinction between uchi (inside) and soto (outside) relations.  Children are raised on the importance of making this distinction and taught how to get along harmoniously in the family and to distinguish between how one acts at home and outside the home.  The family in this way represents the core “inside” group.  It is also the model for group hierarchical relations (specifically, oyabun-kobun or parent-child relation) because the benevolence of the parents in raising the young is supposed to be repaid by their children caring for the parents in their old age.  Previously, these relations preserved the home, land and lineage of all families through the eldest son inheritance (primogeniture) or stem family of the ie system.  These relations would be strongest in situations where a family-farm or business (store, factory, hospital etc.) is passed on through the generations.  Until 1945 the head of the ie had legal authority over wife and children and was able to enforce the system.  The inside-outside distinction remains central to Japanese family thinking.   The ability of the family to maintain its traditions has being put under strain, however, as land, house, family businesses and other things passed on through the stem family have diminished in importance.  Particularly, the ability of children to freely choose their occupation has challenged the survival of the stem family.  Today, the Japanese family looks more like the nuclear family of parents and children of most developed societies.  

The nuclear family is most concerned with the raising of children and secondly with the problems of caring for aging parents.  Heads of households no longer have legal rights over children and wives, and more importantly they realize the need for their children to pursue their own interests.  Children often move away for jobs and set up their own homes, leaving parents to take care of themselves. Irrespective of these pressures most Japanese parents still live with their children or close to their children in old age.  The passing down of the ie was made more difficult by laws ensuring all children equal inheritance, but this impact has been lessened by the signing away of rights by children that leave home and also by the drastic decline in numbers of children.

· Other examples: The model of the group organization and systems of harmony developed within the family have been transferred to other organizations such as companies, clubs, schools government departments and so on.  How the group works in these organizations will of course be developed into forms somewhat different to the family model (e.g. quality control circles and the ringi system of consensus building in companies).  In addition to the relativism, personal skills of harmony, etc. discussed above it is important to realize that these groups supplied a different source of identity to an individual.  He or she identifies themselves and takes pride in being a member of that group rather than only taking pride in their unique skills or qualifications (e.g. one takes pride in working at Toyota rather being an engineer or one takes pride in being a member of a particular Karate club, flower arranging school etc. rather than having achieved a high level of skill in that art).  It is also important to note that one can be a member of several different groups and occupy different levels within any of those groups.  

4. The Individual

· Cooperators rather than individualists: The most important feature of individualism in Japan is simply that strength of character is not judged by how independent a person can be, but by how they can work with people.  Japan's version of individualism thus is not in conflict with individualism per se but rather Japan’s version individualism contrasts with the view of individualism in which a strong person is characterized as working alone, independently coming up with creative ideas, or capable of coming up with all the answers by themselves.  A strong individual in Japan is one who knows how the group works and is willing to not only listen to others but to have their input as well.  A strong leader thus does not achieve her or his position simply because they have skill, talent or even because they work hard, but because they know how to work with others.

· Ambition, expression and criticism: As we have seen throughout Japan's history, there is no lack of people who have been driven by personal ambition, the need to express themselves, and the need to criticize the way things are done.  Modern society with its destruction of feudal restrictions on what people can do, its allowance of social mobility, and the broad diffusion of educational, economic, political, and cultural opportunities has allowed individual expression to flourish in many more ways.  Typically, this begins with the drive to excel in school.  It is followed by the desire to get jobs in good companies and to advance in those companies (the so-called career escalator).  The same pattern shows ambition and expression (or conspicuous consumption) in the purchase of homes, cars, etc.  Others (actually most people) choose different paths, by founding their own business, carrying on their parents’ business, choosing the arts or other alternative paths.  Individual expression is not only displayed at work or at school, but perhaps more importantly through hobbies or tastes (shumi) or simply things that one does in their free time.

· Discipline:  The key to understanding the strength of Japanese individualism, and also how well the group works, is to understand that the building of personal discipline is highly valued.  Personal discipline, for the Japanese, is the ability to work hard and practice at something, so that a person can bring themselves, their job or art as close to perfection as possible.  Thus a typical Japanese, in almost any job, will expect to practice their tasks at length to ensure that they can do the job very well.  Getting the job done, even when it achieves perfection, however, is not the primary goal; rather it is achieving control over one's abilities that is more important.  This latter perspective is quite refined and based on Buddhist values, and perhaps not thought about by everybody or in all situations.  It does, however, exert a powerful if subtle force.  More commonly, the Japanese value of individual discipline comes through in everyday concepts like: seishin, inner spiritual strength; gambari, a willingness to persist and fight it out; gaman, a willingness to endure and tough it out; or shitsuke, which is the word for discipline and which is expressed in a Chinese character combining the body and beautiful (i.e. if you want to be beautiful, you have to be disciplined).

· Group pressure, structure, and conformity: The strength of group orientation in Japan does have its down side.  Pressure to conform to group rules or to not do things different from the way they are done can suppress individual expression and make it difficult to criticize and bring about changes (even if many people think they are needed).  The hierarchic and particularly the seniority structure of the group can block people with talent moving up quickly and this can be not only inefficient for the organization but also frustrating for the individual.  Group pressure may not only force people to conform, but groups can create the conditions where it is easy for people to simply conform and not question the way things are done.  Within this group structure and conformity, individuals have their own version of honne (true sentiment; perhaps in this case, ambition), which they don’t reveal to other members of the group.  They may hide their honne behind a public face of tatemae.

5. Universal Principles

· Individual political and economic rights: These are the most conventional and easiest to understand universal principles.  They simply state that everyone is equal to everyone else and have the same political and economic rights.  Individuals have the political right to be treated equally before the law and to have a vote equal to all others.  Individuals have the economic right to buy and sell what they choose, to work where one is qualified, to advance based on their hard work and talent, and to be paid accordingly. These are the fundamental and universal principles that are now the base of Japanese society, economy and politics.  

· Universal understanding of group behavior: This principle is a little more difficult and more specific to Japan.  In a narrow sense universal principles may be thought of as values which apply equally to all people, such as equal voting rights.  More broadly, universal principals are common values or expectations of behavior that bind all the people in society together.  This broader application is useful to understanding Japan, because throughout society certain expectations of how to act within a group are assumed and are considered important.  Everybody knows that they are expected to emphasize working well in their groups.  Determining how to act with people outside the group is more difficult and often a reason for people to be reserved in their encounters with strangers and casual acquaintances.  One simple system used to overcome this difficulty is name cards. The cards identify your company and your rank within it to an outsider, and they then know how to treat you (i.e. they may treat you with more or less respect once they know the status of your company and your status within it).

· Capitalism vs. nationalism vs. socialism vs. community: All these ideologies or systems of thought are held by some people in Japan and to a certain extent by all people.  Almost all people, for example, believe that Japan should be a free market economy and that companies should be able to accumulate the capital they need to reinvest and develop.  Not all Japanese are convinced, however, that a few capitalists should get a disproportionate share of a company's profits.  The communists and the socialists take this anti-capitalist position the strongest, and their influence remains powerful throughout all levels of society.  Nationalists, while believing that the interest of the Japanese nation should be put before all other interests, usually believe that the free market or capitalist economy is helpful toward that goal.  Community interests are also recognized throughout Japan and sympathy may be extended to a community when corporate or national interests threaten its interests (e.g. on local business or environmental issues).

· Christian influence: Christian values of equality under the eyes of god, individual responsibility for one's actions and the ethics of caring for one's fellow humans have been imported into Japan with many of the other systems of the West.  These exert some influence on Japanese behavior.

Further reading: 

The Japanese Today: Change and Continuity, chapters: 12, Diversity and Change; 13, The Group; 14, Relativism; 15, Hierarchy; and 16, The Individual.

"CHUSHINGURA": Loyalty that Never Goes Out of Style. February 7, 2003; http://www.jinjapan.org/trends01/fashion/index.html (Website, click on Group_1.47_Ronin.doc)
Society​ Part II: Main Issues

Objectives


In the following sections our objective is to examine four of the main issues in Japanese society and see how they are shaped by group orientation, individual expression and universal principles.

We will focus on the following.

· Women: Examine if women are expressing themselves and asserting their equal rights in what has been a male dominated society.

· Education: Consider the role of the education system role in the formation of group orientation and its success in creating a society of equal opportunity and individual expression.

· Religion: Reflect on whether religion plays a significant role in shaping behavior and enriching life in Japan.

· Mass Culture: Consider the capacity for individual expression within a mass culture society.

Throughout this section we will see that the tension between group orientation, individual expression and universal principles remains unresolved.  The role of universal principles in Japanese society, however, is growing stronger and there is an increasing alignment of universal principles and individual expression.  This alignment challenges the strength of group orientation. 

SECTION 1. WOMEN


One of the most important issues—perhaps the most important issue—facing any society in our post-modern era is reconstructing women’s place in society.  Women’s issues are usually considered in terms of the struggle for women’s rights, the elimination of sexual harassment, and the demand for equal pay.  These are all very important issues in themselves, but only now are societies coming to realize the interrelationships between these and other issues.  Women not only have a right to work, in many ways society demands that they work, and at the same time demands that they raise families.  Women have been caught in between these demands, and because of the pressure on them to work and the failure of society to support them in child raising, women have chosen to have fewer children and later in life.  In many societies this has meant a rapidly declining birth rate and a rapidly ageing society.  This new society that is emerging will demand radical shifts in the economy, politics and the society as a whole. 

Japan is at the forefront of this problem because its 20th century society was built on roles for men and women that have come under great pressure with shifts in society.  It has put off dealing with these problems with for so long that it has reached a crisis stage where it has to find some way of paying for its aging population, closing schools, loosing its traditions, and sapping its cultural vitality.  Finding a way to balance women’s needs with society’s needs has thus become a critical issue, one on which the future of Japanese society depends.

Equal rights versus an entrenched ‘double standard’

Much of the discussion dealing with Japanese women and their position in society assume that women have always been subservient to men (under men's dominance).  This has not always been the case, or at least the strength of this domination has fluctuated greatly.  In ancient times Japan was probably a matriarchal society and certainly at one time empresses ruled Japan.   In the Courtly period (600-1200) women continued to play an important role in the higher levels of society.  Also, for most of Japan's history it has been an agricultural society, where women and men worked together.  This may not have been a completely equal partnership, but certainly women had a higher level of involvement in the economy and decision-making of the household.

The elements of female equality that existed in ancient Japan began to erode in the feudal period when a stronger division of labor developed between samurai warriors and women. The subordination of women continued when the Japanese adopted a Confucian ordering of society in the Tokugawa era.  This model of a male dominated family structure that the samurai built was adopted by the first modern national governments (Meiji to early Showa) and imposed upon the general population in the form legal requirements.  It is against the background of those informal traditions and formal institutions of male domination that the post-war granting of constitutional equality of rights for women must be considered.  In other words, even though women have been granted equal rights, there is considerable social inertia hindering women from utilizing those rights.  Our discussion is an attempt to understand that incomplete shift to equal rights and the results for women's individual expression.

· From Confucian subordination of women in feudal society to household registration system: In the Tokugawa period, the ruling samurai adopted the Confucian principles that a young daughter should obey her father, a wife should obey her husband, and an elderly mother should obey her son.  Women were considered to be under male control and were married to strengthen the bonds between different samurai families.  Male domination was legally reinforced in the early modern period as legal control over women was given to the head of the household.  Even after women were given equal rights in the constitution their formal identity remains dependent on their relationship to males because of the koseki registration system in which all members of the family must register with the government under the head of the household's name.   In the vast majority of cases the household head is a man, although some couples do not marry in order to protest this system.

· From entertainers and patrons of the floating world to entertainment expenses of salarymen: In the Tokugawa period, not only was there little informal socializing amongst samurai and merchants, there was little socializing for women of these classes.  Indeed women enjoyed little interaction outside of family members.  Men, on the other hand, to obtain this type of interaction, could visit the entertainment areas called the floating world where they enjoyed the company of women.  That tradition is carried on today when salarymen go to karoke bars, restaurants etc. where women entertain them.  Women, however, have developed stronger neighborhood or interest group spheres of interaction.

· From arranged marriages to go-between and love marriages: In the prewar period, especially in the higher levels of society, the groom and bride’s families arranged marriages.  Even amongst the general population, marriages were considered as much a binding of two families as much as a simple binding of the couple.  That importance is reduced today, but some families still use a go-between (an omiai) to introduce possible and acceptable partners to their children.  Even though about 80% of marriages are the result of love matches the go-between plays a useful role in helping the families get-together and assuring each other of the acceptability of their child's chosen partner.

· From divorce as a male privilege to women’s difficulty to divorce: Before the war it was easy for a man to get a divorce but extremely difficult for a woman to initiate a divorce.  Today women have an equal legal right to divorce, but it remains difficult because most women are dependent on the male’s monetary support and there is limited childcare support.

· From laws enforcing subordination to toothless laws ineffectually supporting equality: Japan has instituted laws such as equal pay for equal work, equality of career opportunity and against sexual harassment at work.  However, there are few penalties to punish those who do not respect these laws.  There is also little willingness to enforce those laws that do have penalties.

Sexual division of labor


The division of labor amongst the sexes can be broken into three basic types.

The Corporate System

· Salaryman career; absent husband and father: Men working in larger companies or gaining higher incomes in any company can often afford to take on the burden of paying for the majority of household expenses.  To do so, however, they often give up most of their time to the company.  Their contact with their wives and children often becomes very limited.

· Full or part time housewife and education mama: Lucky wives of high-income salarymen can often afford not to work, others often just work part time.  Their greatest efforts are devoted to keeping the house and helping their children with their studies or ensuring that their children do their studies.  Many women will only work part time to make sure that they have enough time to devote to their household duties.

Family Business

· Greater partnership between husband and wife: Many smaller businesses, including everything from stores to small factories are family run.  Usually, both husband and wife work in the business, but usually with some division of labor (sometimes the wife might concentrate on office work for example). The wife usually has to run the household as well.

· Mixed pattern of external job and family business: In some small family businesses, especially agriculture and retailing, the husband may work at another company's office or factory and leave the bulk of the family business to the wife.  Again, she also has to run the household

Career Women

· Professionals, such as teachers and nurses; entrepreneurs, especially in service businesses like shops, catering, teaching, publishing and so on; and managers in some larger firms also exist in significant numbers in Japan.  Teachers and nurses have been numerous for a long time, and more women are becoming doctors and lawyers. Women entrepreneurs have been one of the more important recent economic phenomena.  Women managers in larger firms are still few in number and pay the biggest price in terms of forgone marriage and children.

Diverging paths in education and employment

· Equal pressure and competition in public school: Japanese boys and girls face almost equal pressure to succeed throughout their primary and secondary education.  Both attend cram schools and face examination hell (if they wish or their parents choose to do so).  

· Divergence at the university level: The separation of men and women usually occurs at the university level.  Female enrollment at four-year universities is only about 30%, whereas it is about 90% at 2-year universities.  The 2-year universities (tandai) are essentially places where women learn enough to get them low-level office jobs and learn the skills or interests necessary to be a good wife.  The expectation is that these universities will give them enough abilities to work for a while and to get a reasonable husband.  These universities, however, are rapidly changing to four-year schools and admitting male students.

· The “M-curve” in women’s employment: The m-curve plots a rapid rise in female employment after high school and university, and then a drop in employment after women get married and have children, and then another rise in employment when the children have gone to higher levels of school and mother's attention is no longer necessary.  Even among those who stay employed after marriage and childbirth there is a great tendency to switch to part time employment.

· Two tracks of company career paths: The majority of job opportunities offered women in most companies have been low level office or factory employment.  In the office women were expected to do clerical work and serve the needs of the male workers.  These are the famous office ladies, who have the important job of getting tea for the guys.  Women also filled many of the electronic, textile and other less strength-demanding assembly line occupations.  Both types of women were expected to give up their jobs upon marriage or to switch to part time work.  Under government pressure and the forces of social change, companies have created another career path for women similar to those of men.  The women in this second career path however, remain much fewer than those of the first path and face obstacles such as obtaining equal pay, lack of child-care or being shut-out from participating in the business linked activities that bind males and where major decisions are made (e.g. golf).

A woman’s expression in "a man’s world."

Despite the gaining of constitutional equality, women have not gained either equal status or equal opportunities with men.  Perhaps the primary reason is the continuing belief by both males and females in the sexual division of labor.  In particular this division of labor perpetuates male control over money supply and educational goals. There are of course other factors, perhaps the most important being an entrenched (if not obviously stated) view that men should be in charge.  This view comes across in the important area of reproduction control, where a male dominated government has simply not allowed Japanese women to use the "pill" (oral contraceptive).  Women are not, however, powerless in regard to this "male domination," nor is the status of women something that all Japanese women are tremendously concerned about.

Male control of money and reproduction versus:

· Delaying marriages and children for shopping and travel: Women in Japan are consciously delaying marriage so that they can enjoy the freedom their low responsibility jobs allow.  Many live at home long after they began work (the so-called parasite children) and spend their money on traveling and shopping.  They leave it to the males to save in their younger years in preparation for marriage.  Some women also do not want to get married to someone who will not help out in the home or expect them to drop their career.  These women may put off marriage indefinitely. 

· Housewife arts, cooperatives, social and political activities: Although full time or part time housewives may not have great financial independence they do have a greater luxury of time to pursue their interests.  The range of arts, sports and other hobbies that housewives take-up is astounding.  They also engage in many community activities like the parent-teachers association (PTA), participate in food and other type of cooperatives and in political activities.

· Japanese feminism: Feminism does exist in Japan, and many feminists see their position with same perspective that feminists do in other countries.  Certainly most women appreciate the advances they have made and demand further equality of pay, the end of sexual harassment and so on. Generally, however, Japanese women have less appreciation for the type of feminism that advocates similar social roles for the sexes for both sexes.  Perhaps the most important influence differentiating the Japanese women's perspective is that the role of the housewife has not been devalued in Japan. Unlike many other countries, the role of the housewife, even if not considered of high economic or political status, is still held in high regard.   

· The salaryman “alternative:” Another important point to stress about Japanese women's status is their lifestyle versus the lifestyle of the salaryman.  Although it is taken for granted that the salaryman has a higher status because of his income power, one must consider the costs of that power.  The salaryman devotes much of the time he is awake to the company, even spending his after-hours time with colleagues or business partners.  His wife in many ways has a much richer life.  To begin with, she has the complex and rewarding role of raising a child whereas her husband may well be stuck in a tedious job. She also has much more time to developing her own interests and hobbies and the freedom to choose the friends and other people she wants to associate with.  The salaryman, upon retirement is often at a loss of what to do with himself, whereas the wife continues on with her interests and friends.  This irony is reflected in the term sodaigomi (big garbage) used to describe retired husbands.
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SECTION 2. EDUCATION


Japan has achieved one of the highest levels of education and equity of education in the world.  Virtually the entire population is literate, 97% of children go to high school and two-fifths of all high-school students go on to university or college (one quarter to 4 year universities).  Entrance to the best universities is obtained through an examination system open to all.   The Japanese education system thus, provides a high level of equal opportunity to all Japanese children.  Underneath these statistics, however, is another reality.  The education system functions as one of the primary means of developing patterns of group orientation while at the same time forcing students into an intense competition.  And although there is a theoretic equality of opportunity, the door of opportunity is narrowed by the economic costs.  These costs are imposed by supplementary education at the lower levels and on the need to pay the fees of private universities when students do not make it into the relatively few public universities.

The basis of equality


· A premodern foundation of literacy and numeracy: It has been estimated that before modernization about 45% of the male population and 15% of the female population knew how to read.  This was quite high by European standards of the time, and the highest in Asia.  Most of this teaching was done in private schools for samurai and wealthy merchant children and schools offered by the Buddhist monks called terakoya.

· Pre-war establishment of universal primary education: The development of universal education was a priority for the early Meiji government.  They managed to get all children in school by 1907.  Beyond primary education, schools focused on preparing a small elite for government service or others for specific vocations.

· Post-war extension of higher education and reduction of elitism: After the war, the Americans forced an extension of secondary and university education to make it available to anybody who reached a reasonable level of qualifications.  Secondary schooling was made compulsory and every prefecture had to establish a university.

Cooperation and competition during public school

· Learning knowledge and learning to be part of a group: The primary activity in public schools is of course learning. Japanese schools are often criticized for rote teaching methods, but rote learning becomes more of a problem in middle and high schools when the pressure on preparing for exams intensifies.  In primary school, teaching and learning are quite creative and children have lots of opportunity to express themselves.  

Next to learning knowledge, learning how to be a member of the group is passed on in school in many ways. Classes (kumi, literally a group) stays together for 2 years or more; they eat together and clean the classroom together.  Within the class leaders are chosen on a rotating basis and there are also smaller groups (han) that carry out other tasks and have their own leaders.  Equality of people in a class is stressed and differences in ability are played down. Children are encouraged to participate and enjoy; those that don't are considered strange. After class students participate in clubs where they learn sempai-kohai relations.  Sempai-kohai relations are also constructed amongst different grade levels.

· Bullying (ijime): Although Japanese children are well behaved by the standards of most other countries, classroom disruption and truancy can be problems.  The biggest problem is bullying which has resulted in some suicides by the victims.  The causes of these problems are thought to be boredom with rote learning, too much discipline, not enough discipline, not enough parent attention and so on.

· Multi-level competition to get into schools: The emphasis on equality in primary school is soon accompanied by a stress on competition.  This competition reinforces education's construction of an equal opportunity society by making advancement merit based.   However, it does so only with substantial financial, emotional and learning costs.  The toughest competition is to get into a good university, but to do so, it is thought necessary to compete to get into a good high school.  In the last decade or two it has become common to compete to get into not only middle school and primary school, but also kindergarten.  Sometimes gaining access to a primary or middle school with connections will smooth the way into university.

· Cram schools (juku and yobiko): About half the Japanese high school population tries to get into the four-year universities.  Almost all these students will go to supplementary cram schools called jukus for lessons in English, math, science and so on.  Another type of cram schools called yobiko exists for those who failed their first, second or third attempts to get into university and continue their study even after they have graduated from high school.  These students are called ronin (masterless samurai).  All these schools cost money, and thus although the competition system encourages a (ruthless) merit-based advancement in educational level, the equity of the system certainly can be weakened if having wealthier parents gives a child an advantage.

· University examination hell: The preparation and anxiety surrounding university exams are extremely intense because the career prospects for a student depend on which university he or she gets into.  However, despite the emphasis given to university exams, at least half the high school population has no intention of bothering with them.  Most students pursue other training or employment options.  All universities hold their own exams to select students.  The better the reputation of the university, the tougher the exam.  The universities charge high fees for these exams.  Students will often, therefore, take a test from an independent company to find out what level of university they are likely to gain entrance to.  The results of the exams and the exam questions and answers are usually published for the public to see.  This openness, therefore, once again reinforces the merit-based legitimacy of the system.  

Fun and frustration at University


The Japanese education system is quite effective in creating equality of opportunity.  For example, about 10% of students at the most prestigious university universities come from the lowest 20% of society.  This is a high proportion in comparison with other developed countries.  That does not mean however that the universities function particularly well in enabling students to fully develop their potential.


· Public versus private: The public universities are much more prestigious than the private universities.  Public universities are ranked primarily on the basis of how difficult it is for a student to get in. The quality of teaching and research is assumed to be better.  The best public universities are those set up before the war and which were formerly called imperial universities.  Leading the list is Tokyo U.; followed by Kyoto, Sendai, Hokkaido and Fukuoka.  Specialist public universities like Hitotsubashi and Chuo are also highly ranked, after that each prefecture has at least one nationally sponsored public university and also prefecture or municipal universities.  Accompanying the ranking of the universities are linkages between higher and lower ranked schools in a hierarchic group within a group pattern.  These linkages usually allow the higher schools to influence the lower ones, by for example placing their graduates as professors at the lower school.  

Entrance to all the public schools is gained through their own examination, but the fees are substantially lower than private universities.  The private universities, however, serve 80% of the students.  A couple of private universities, like Keio, Waseda, and Sophia have excellent reputations, but in general private universities are not as well thought of as the public schools.  The private universities support themselves by charging fees that are several times higher than the public schools.  Both public and private schools charge fees for the honor of taking their entrance examinations.

· Forming new groups: In most universities, especially, the more prestigious, students will be drawn from all over the country.  In moving to university they will be leaving family, friends and group connections behind and need to find a new group orientation.  University clubs, such as those for sports, music, politics, language, academic subjects and so on, become the new focus of group orientation.  These clubs usually recruit new members in the first few weeks of the school year, and they become the centre of the students' social life from then on.  The university itself forms another type of group.  Not only the connections made in university, but simply the fact that one went to a particular university become important in latter business or political life.

· Graduation guarantee and pre-graduation recruitment: Perhaps the most interesting facet of Japanese university education is how slack it is in comparison with pre-university education in Japan and university education in other developed countries.  A large proportion of students spend most of their time in club activities and part-time employment (arubaito) and devote themselves to having a good time.  There are two main reasons for this break between the intensity of high school and the working life.  The more important reason is that companies recruit students on the basis of which university they got into, rather than how they did at university.  Companies are in competition for the best students and thus they try to hire them a year or two before graduation. The second reason is that the universities allow the companies to do so, by virtually guaranteeing students graduation.  This system operates for most types of students.  Students in engineering, medicine, and law, however, will face professional exams when they leave, and they must keep their studies up to a respectable level.

· Professor indifference and faculty system rigidity: The assumption of student graduation is a cause of professors failing to pay much attention to teaching and grading.  Slack professors are also a reason why students have no problem in passing.  Thus although students may have a good time socially in university, on the other hand they may be frustrated if they desire to devote themselves to their studies or to develop marketable skills.  The hierarchic system in which professors control the destiny of associate professors and assistant professors and also of what gets taught and researched also keeps this system intact.  Professors can often be reluctant to change the direction of research and teaching or to let money allocated to their area be used for other purposes. Perhaps the greatest causes of the perpetuation of indifferent teaching and learning are the failure of university administrators to bother to change it and also the continuing practice of companies of hiring on the basis of university attended.  

· Government underfunding: In the past, government funding was not only limited, but focused on the most prestigious universities.  Funding has increased and is spread around more, but the level of government funding of university education in Japan remains low by developed country standards.  Underfunding creates a large problem in reducing the quality of education and research.  It also reduces the degree of freedom that can be exercised in learning and research because people do not have the resources to pursue whatever interests seem challenging to them or to the way things are done.  The requirement that most parents send their children to private universities also places a great financial burden on the average family.

Conformity and creativity

Despite its great overall success, several problems trouble the Japanese education system.  These include: the financial costs of competing to get into university and the unfair advantages gained by the wealthy; the personal and family costs of the competitive system; and bullying.  Perhaps the greatest problem that the education system is accused of, however, is its supposed failure to instill creativity into its graduates.  There is some basis to this accusation and the possible reasons are discussed below.  However, the Japanese have been trying hard to overcome these failings and recent evidence suggests they are being successful.

· Tremendous innovation, less inventiveness: During the last 50 years Japan has been extremely capable of taking ideas from other countries and not only using them, but taking those ideas as a base for wide ranging innovation.  This is especially true in the fields of technology, science and business.  There are many examples of Japan taking the invention of a key idea or technology from someplace and turning it into a major industry (e.g. the US developed transistor which Japan used for televisions, radios, tape recorders, etc. or the device which sat unused in the US, but Japan built an auto-focus [AF] camera industry around).  There have been relatively few instances where Japan has invented an idea or technology that has become the basis of great scientific, technological, or social change.  A major exception is the 'lean production' method of Japanese manufacturing companies that has changed business practices around the world.

· Systemic causes of conformity: rote learning, exam cramming, centralized curriculum, unchallenging universities, etc.  In a very broad sense the lack of creativity has been blamed on the tendency of the Japanese to conform to existing ways of doing things.  Conformity refers to both existing Japanese practices and practices imported from other countries.  This tendency to conformity is also traced to several causes.  These include: the rote learning that Japanese students undergo in preparation for exams and in parallel the failure of the school system to teach thinking skills; a curriculum which is set by the central government and doesn't allow much room for teacher or student experimentation; and perhaps most importantly the failure of universities to provide challenging environments to students and the resources for them to pursue challenges.
· Or, intuitive rather than analytic approach to understanding: Some people claim that the Japanese tend to solve problems by reference to past experience, by resolving differences to people, or by reference to existing theories.  They have tended not to attempt to break a problem down into its pieces and discover cause and effect relationships which explain not only why something has occurred in that situation but also why the same explanation may or may not be relevant in other situations.  In short, they do not have a long tradition of scientific analysis and theorizing. The scientific perspective, however, has gained greatly in influence, not only in science and technology, but also in philosophy, the social sciences, and the arts.

· Or, level of development: Other people claim that the Japanese are just as inventive as anybody else and in fact their past history shows them to be very inventive.   They claim that Japan's recent appearance of not being inventive has more to do with it being busy catching up and had no need to reinvent the wheel.  Now that it has caught up in most regards, it will be forced to become as inventive as other developed nations.
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SECTION 3. RELIGION

Religion fulfills a number of roles in any society, indeed in many societies religion is not only an important part of peoples' lives, but it is the most important influence.  The role of religion has never been as powerful in Japan as it has been in countries such as those of the Middle East, South Asia, or even Europe and the Americas.  However, it has been the most important influence for some groups and individuals within Japan in the past and it remains very important for some groups and individuals today.  More importantly, religion continues to enrich Japan with its influence on customs, thinking, art, and rituals.

The roles of religion

· The search for meaning, spirituality, and salvation: For many people religion provides a meaning to the seeming purposelessness of life.  Religion offers an ability to relate to a higher spiritual presence or god.  Some religions also promise the possibility of life or some kind of existence after death (salvation).

· A foundation of universal values, ethics, and rituals: To achieve the spiritual relation offered by religion it is often deemed necessary to follow the values and ethics developed by a religion or its leaders.  Religions often expect people to follow these values and ethics in their daily lives.  Religions also expect people to act out their faith through rituals at particular places and times.

· The need for community or groups: Another thing people get from religion is the chance to associate with other people.  One way of categorizing religions is by differentiating those that are strongly congregational (that emphasize people gathering together to relate to their god) with those that are based more on each individual’s self-created relationship with their god.  For many people the chance to associate with other people may be the main reason for joining a religion.

Confucian basis of universal, but non-religious values

· A secular philosophy of social order and ethics--not a religion: Because Confucianism is associated with a fixed set of principles and because it has been around so long, Confucianism can seem to have the cultural presence and authority of a religion in East Asia.  Confucianism, however, is not based on religious principles, but principles of social order.  These principles describe how people should relate to the government, to their family, and to other people.  Confucianism sets out rules which people should follow, and which supposedly makes the functioning of society better, but no one is worshiped.

· Premodern (Tokugawa period) establishment: Confucian doctrines, especially those of peoples relation to the rulers of the state and of family order, were made the underlying principles of Japanese society in the Tokugawa period.  The Tokugawa family spread and enforced Confucian principles to legitimize its control over the country. The Tokugawa's legitimacy was based not only their claim to the right to govern, but also their claim that Confucian doctrines and the related hierarchical control system allowed more effective governing.

· Replacement in science, economics and politics by Western rationality: Japanese attitudes to Confucianism as a basis of society began to change in the late1800s.  The claim of Confucianism to be a explanation of what things are or should be, and also its claim to offer a more effective way of governing social order was refuted by Western advances in science, economics and politics.

· Continuing basis of Japanese social order: The use of the scientific method in the fields of science and technology, the adoption of democracy and Western based legal systems, the adoption of private property, profit seeking, and capitalism in business, all seem to suggest that the Japanese have given up Confucianism for other foundations of order and rational action.  However, the Japanese have not given up on the Confucian respect for authority in government, hierarchy, the importance of loyalty relations, for the male leadership of the family, or for hard work.  It helps that many of these features are common to almost all societies to some extent.

Buddhism’s lingering guidance in life and death

Buddhism has influenced Japanese life greatly for over 1500 years.  Buddhism was Japan's introduction to sophisticated thought and gave people a way to understand the meaning in their lives and death.  At one time it was practiced as a religion by most of the population.  It continues to be used by the Japanese for rituals of death, but despite the fact that most Japanese will claim themselves to be Buddhist, only a minority of the population practice Buddhism as a religion.  Besides religion, Buddhism's greatest contribution lies in its continuing influence on the arts.

· Varieties: The two major types of Buddhism are Therevada (or Hinayana) and Mahayana. Therevada is a monastic type of Buddhism in which people withdraw from society to practice their religion.  In Mahayana Buddhism, monks take up residence in temples etc. and devote their lives to the religion, but they do not withdraw completely from society.  The monks of Mahayana Buddhism try to help the other people in society to use the religion better (much like a Christian priest).  Japan has been influenced predominately by Mahayana Buddhism, but there are many types.  The first type of Mahayana Buddhism that arrived in Japan, Esoteric Buddhism, was close to the Therevada variety because the monks devoted themselves to their own practices and only influenced an elite of the rest of the society.  The sponsorship of the elite did however allow them to create great works of art such as can be seen in Kyoto or Nara today. Salvation types of Buddhism reached the common people of Japan by around 1000-1300.  Salvation Buddhism promised nirvana to anybody if they prayed to Amida Buddha or chanted the lotus sutra.  The Pure Land Sect, the True Pure Land Sect and Nichiren remain the most popular forms of Buddhism in Japan.  They picked up and spread many of the artistic influences of Esoteric Buddhism to the majority of the people. Zen Buddhism spread the meditative and other discipline practices of monks to the common people.  Part of this discipline is a respect for simplicity that has been translated into minimalist and abstract influence on arts.  The Zen influence in many ways represents Japan's greatest contribution to world artistic traditions.

· Premodern and modern suppression, and use for family registration: The various Buddhists sects gained great political power before the 1500s and then were ruthlessly put down.  Throughout the Tokugawa period Buddhism was keep under control by the Tokugawa family, but used by them to record births and deaths of all Japanese.  After the Meiji restoration, Shinto was made the state religion and Buddhism was further suppressed.

· Living museums and funeral enriched monks: After the war much of the land that Buddhist temples used to support themselves was confiscated and the temples lost their main source of income.  The monks and the temples continued to support themselves by maintaining the temple and its grounds and charging admission to tourists and believers to enter.  This practice can be seen to the greatest extent in cities like Kyoto or Nara.  A more important way that monks support themselves is through receiving payment for various religious services.  Buddhist monks are still called on to perform death rituals and the fees for funeral services are particularly high and lucrative.  Monks also teach, take in guests to the temples or engage in other similar practices to survive.  Many of the temples are handed down from father to son.

· Influence throughout Japanese life: As in many societies, people's devotion to a religion increases as they get older and need some comfort as they face death. People also maintain the family grave and record of the family at Buddhist temples.  In the summer, the family will often pay a visit to the grave and associated temple to pay their regards to past ancestors during the obon festival. Although Buddhism touches on people's lives most directly in relation to death, it reaches into Japanese lives in other ways as well.  For example, people visit Buddhist temples throughout their lives to pray for help; and women who have miscarriages or aborted babies will pay to have a stone figurine placed at a temple.

Shinto’s lingering guidance in birth and life

Shinto is an animistic religion because its belief is that gods live in many of nature’s more impressive features, such as waterfalls, big trees, special places in a forest, interesting rocks, etc.  People can also become one of the millions of Shinto gods.  Shinto doesn't have a set of universal principals that all Japanese should follow, but it is present in Japanese life under the surface in a common set of values.  It continues to shape Japanese behavior because of the influence it has on attitudes to purity and nature.  It also punctuates Japanese life through various life-cycle rituals and festivals.

· The creation and destruction of a state religion: Although Buddhism overshadowed Shinto for many centuries, it was made a state religion in the late 1800s and the emperor was treated similar to an important Shinto god.  The Americans eliminated the treatment of Shinto as a state religion and the god status of the Emperor.  Shinto lands, like Buddhist lands, were confiscated at the end of the war and state support eliminated. Shinto also had to find alternate means of support.

· Life’s rituals: Shinto punctuates people's lives with various rituals.  Children visit a Shinto shrine soon after they are born and at the ages of three, five and seven.  Most people will visit a shrine during the new-year period.  Shinto developed its own type of wedding ceremony to compete with the Christian ceremony.  People will visit a Shinto shrine to ask for help with school exams, job applications etc.  Some Shrines are nationally known for various reasons: Izumo offers good luck to people wanting children; Yasukuni is the national shrine for Japan's war dead; Ise is the emperor's shrine; people pray at the various Ebisu shrines for good fortune in business, and so on.

· Community festivals: Shinto also functions as a means of bringing communities together.  All villages or sections of cities had (and most still have) local gods.  Particularly at important times of the year like the planting season or harvest, the villages would have a festival to honor the gods.  There is also another festival to chase the devil out.  These festivals are some of the liveliest occasions in Japan.

· Reverence for nature and purity: Perhaps the greatest way that Shinto enriches Japanese life is through its reverence for nature.  Although most Japanese have been separated from nature by congested urbanization, they still seek nature through travel, in art and in miniaturization of gardens and plants (banzai).  The Japanese emphasis on cleanliness and purity is also based on Shinto beliefs.

Christianity’s disproportionate influence


Christianity has come into Japan at two times.  Both times it has come bundled with other Western thoughts, technologies and practices.  Parts of Christianity have thus been included with modernization and some people have picked up Christianity not only for the spiritual path it offers but also because it came with the modernization package.


· Historic growth and extermination: Christianity first came into Japan in the 1500s.  It accompanied the trade and guns of the first European traders.  In the 1600s, however, it was virtually eliminated by the Tokugawas in their determination not to let any other influences challenge their control.

· Bundled with modernization and Westernization: Christianity entered Japan again in the late 1800s both as a religion and as part of the political and economic systems that Japan adopted from the west.  A relatively small number of Japanese adopted Christianity, but these were often the people who were looking for new information in general, and because of this perspective, tended to achieve higher positions in society.  Their disproportionate influence remains today. The church however took on an independence from Christian churches outside of Japan.  Perhaps more important than Christianity's impact on individuals or through individuals has been Christianity's impact on Japanese institutions that adopted other practices from the west.  Most notably perhaps are the Christian influences in the legal and political system.

· Offerings: Christianity brought with it a greater emphasis on individualism, clarity of ethics, charity, education, and rituals.  Individualism has been made the constitutional basis of rights.  Christianity's distinction between right and wrong has given greater clarity of ethics to the legal system.  Institutionalized charity has been introduced into a society that had few vehicles for charity.  Christian missionaries, schools and universities have enriched education possibilities.  The Christian wedding has become perhaps the most important ritual in a Japanese person's life.

The search for meaning and a group in new religions

Modernization broke many religious and social bonds by moving people from their villages and farms into cities and companies.  Some Japanese turned to new religions to find the spirituality that is lacking for them in this type of society, more turned to these new religions to find the group connections they are missing.

· 180,000 varieties of new religions are thought to have sprung up during the last 200 years.  They generally combine influences from many of the established religions, and are usually lead by a charismatic figure.  The leader will usually claim to have some special vision or power or insight that provide the followers with meaning they have been lacking.  The new religions build elaborate and showy temples to attract and keep followers.

· Six million in Soka Gakkai: The Soka Gakkai is the largest of the new religions.  It is actually a branch of the Nichiren Buddhism, but appeals to those who do not have a strong relationship with other groups.  It is the only religious group to have exerted a strong political voice through the Komeito party.  

· Significance of Aum Shinrikyo:  The Aum Shinrikyo is a new religion whose faithful believe they have a destiny to help the world meet its final end (although they would be spared).  To do so it developed its own businesses to provide an income, from which it developed weapons of mass destruction.  In 1995 it killed several people by releasing nerve gas on the Tokyo MTR.  The development of this type of religious extremism led to much soul searching into what had gone wrong with Japan.  The question as to what had led to this extremism was never really answered.  There is, however, likely to be some truth in all the various claims made, such as Aum Shinrikyo is just continuing the tradition of religious cult growth, the Japanese tendency to extremism (as previously displayed by the red army and the imperialists), and the lack of fulfillment in modern society.

Further Reading:

The Japanese Today: Change and Continuity, Chapter 19 Religion

The warped wisdom of religious thought in modern Japan, Yamaopi Tetsuo. Japan Echo. Tokyo: Jun 2003. Vol. 30, Iss. 3;  pg. 44 (Website, click on Religion_1.dead.pdf)

5. PARTICIPATORY AND MASS CULTURE

Mass culture refers to the tendency of people in modernized (industrialized) societies to consume the same goods and services or participate in similar activities. Generally these activities have been popularized through the use of media that can reach the whole population such as television, radio, newspapers and so on.  The government, companies, and other groups use mass media to get people to adopt various practices, fads, purchase goods and services etc.  Mass culture is often equated with consumer culture simply because individuals and groups try to express themselves expression by buying similar goods and services.  

Consumer culture can be contrasted against participatory culture in which people express themselves by doing something, that is, by actively engaging in some type of art, sport, or other activity.  Over the last fifty years, with the growth of urbanization and industrialization and increasing time constraints on people, Japan has increasingly become more of a consumer culture.  In many ways expression has become increasingly packaged for sale to a homogenized general population or manipulated for identifiable groups within it.  Despite this recourse to consumption as a lifestyle, the Japanese have also been successful in retaining a great capacity for people to participate actively in expression.

The Basis of Participation

In many cultures there is a distinct separation between the interests and activities of the wealthier classes of society and the less wealthy classes.  This separation has not been as strong in Japan where lower class interest in fine arts, for example, has always been substantial.  The mixing of cultures is not merely a mimicking of upper class consumption patterns by the lower class, but people in all classes believe that a complete individual should be actively engaged in some activity.

· Shumi (tastes or hobbies): Developing a hobby is important for a Japanese person's self-expression and sense of self-worth.  Often it is through one's hobby that a self-discipline and seishin are developed. Shumi development usually begins in school, and is developed through life.  A shumi becomes increasingly important as a person gets older.  These hobbies may range from the absurd, such as collecting the latest type of Nike shoes, to the beauty of performing the Japanese flute. 

· Appreciation: The hobby may involve primarily appreciation of something, such as movies, pottery, cameras, poetry or whatever.  This appreciation may expressed through becoming knowledgeable about something, going to exhibitions, collecting examples, sharing information and opinions with other people and so on.  Pottery is a good example of both the mixing of high and low cultures and of appreciation.  Most people in Japan will have an appreciation of the country's wonderful diversity and heritage of pottery.  It is learned at the dinner table at home and at restaurants, on the shelves and display areas at department stores, in museums, and through various activities that borrow influences from the tea ceremony.  Many people will go on pottery holidays, where they go to visit famous pottery producing areas and companies.

· Practice: Others may find more satisfaction in the practice of their hobby.  Again the range is astounding: from photography and painting, to karate and baseball, to playing the shamisen or violin.  It is in the practice of some art or sport or interest that seishin is developed and enjoyment and fulfillment achieved.

· Traditional and modern education systems: Perhaps Japan has succeeded in both the mixing of high and low cultures and of maintaining high levels of expression through practice because Japan has evolved sophisticated systems for educating large numbers of people in various traditional and modern arts.  The maintenance of traditional arts may be credited to the iemoto system that developed in the Tokugawa period.  In the iemoto system a head of a school of practice passes down a unique way of practicing an art or sport to their immediate followers through demonstration and imitation.  In turn, the leader of the school passes the art to others in a similar teacher-apprentice relationship, and the art gets extended in a hierarchical fashion.  People at each level of the hierarchy are allowed to charge their students for lessons, materials and permission to play at performances.  The iemoto system continues as the main organizational framework for schools of flower arranging (ikebana), shamisen and koto playing, martial arts, noh and others.  Elements of the iemoto system, especially the teacher-disciple relation, are present in most arts and sports.

The Japanese have also introduced sophisticated education systems into the training for arts introduced from the west.  In music for example, the Japanese have created the world's largest teaching organizations.  The Yamaha Foundation in keyboard instruments and the Suzuki method in violin playing represent are examples of these organizations.

Mass consumption



Despite the ability of the Japanese to maintain a place for individual expression within an increasingly mass culture society, the production of an enormous variety and quantity of goods and services coupled with the pressures of modernized society have turned Japan into one of the world's most consumption oriented societies. 

· From labor saving machines to consumption as expression: After the war, the Japanese people were asked to dedicate themselves to the rebuilding of the country and employees to dedicate themselves to their company. Competition amongst companies, employees, and students added to the time and energy demands place on people.  Most people and students worked long hours on five and half day weeks.  In return they received the rewards of a great diversity of consumer goods.  Progress for a family and the society was marked by the ability to acquire a few big items. The first of these were the three white goods: refrigerators, stoves, and washing machines.  The three Cs of color television, car and 'cooler' (air conditioner) followed the three whites.  There was of course a much greater diversity of goods and services from VCRs and computers to overseas trips and foreign name brand products.  The two biggest items, however, those for which people make the biggest commitments, are the car and the home.  Both of these became very powerful goals, as symbolized by the terms my-homuism and my-carism.  For many in society, shopping and consumption, became the main form of self-expression and identity formation.  Examples of type of expression are young women who devote themselves to acquiring name brand merchandise or young men who need to drive around downtown Tokyo in 4x4 trucks.

· The burdens of reciprocity: Japanese consumption is also fueled by the need to buy lots of gifts for family and friends.  These are usually bought on a reciprocal basis when people travel, the summer (chugen) and winter (seibu) gift giving periods or among friends when there is an occasion.  The list of people that one has to buy gifts for when one goes on vacation, for example, is quite long.  The rush to buy gifts just before going home is one of the reasons why Duty-Free grew to be such a large company in Hong Kong.  The expense of the gift usually depends on the nature of the relationship between giver and receiver.  Where the gift is bought and how it is wrapped are also important.

· Time pressures of modern life: Salarymen and women with their long hours are left with little recourse but to find enjoyment in the consumption of goods and services.  Much of their money will be devoted to paying for homes and children's education, some of their own and their companies will be spent on after-hours entertainment.  Weekends or Sunday may be spent in a drive in their car with the family.  Similarly, family businesses may work such long hours that they have little time left other than to spend their money on things.  Young office ladies (OLs), part time and full time housewives have greater opportunity to use their time for more participatory activities.  And while the OLs are noted for their consumption habits, the housewives are noted for engaging in various arts and volunteer work.

· Emptiness of economic struggle: In the 1980s the Japanese began to seriously question their devotion to economic pursuits.  The government and media published several reports about how hard the Japanese worked, their long hours and their lack of leisure activities.  The general point was that the economic progress was not delivering true benefits if the Japanese simply gained the ability to buy more things without the benefit of the time to use them or engage in other activities.  The Japanese were then encouraged to take their holidays, and school and workweeks were shortened to five days.

· Escape to Manga, Pachinko, Karoke: The social stresses and conditioning placed upon Japanese workers and students can be seen in three of Japan's most powerful forms of mass culture.  Japanese Manga and animation have become a dominant world wide phenomenon.  However, the themes of many manga, from Doreamon to pornography depict characters who escape to fulfill their dreams or succeed in reasserting control over, if not their life, at least something.  Pachinko is a pinball type game which although is very easy to play allows the average over-worked salaryman to try to gain some sort of mastery and expression. Pachinko is by far the most popular form of recreation in Japan and accounts for about 4% of its GNP.  Karoke is more successful in helping people to achieve self-expression within the pressures of work and society.  People can extend the music lessons they learned in school into their after work or after school hours.

Centralized mediums of homogenization

Besides the pressures of work and study that force the Japanese to turn to mass culture activities, the 'mass' or uniform character of mass culture is created by its centralized production.

· Education: The education ministry in Tokyo controls education in Japan.  The ministry closely supervises not only what is taught at schools but also which textbooks to use.  As a result, Japanese students are raised on the same viewpoints and information.

· Television: There are five national networks that broadcast to most of the country.  All of these networks are based in Tokyo and produce the bulk of their content there.  There are few local stations or stations with much local content.

· Newspapers and other publications: National newspapers with readerships in the millions dominate the news service and the forming of public opinion.  Almost all of these are based in Tokyo and there are few significant regional newspapers.  There is a high degree of uniformity in the layout and content of different Japanese newspapers.  Press clubs increase this uniformity.  At the press clubs, politicians and other newsmakers make their statements to reporters of all the competing newspapers on the basis that everyone is equal and no one will ask disturbing questions.  Japan also has a thriving magazine industry, but again two distributing companies in Tokyo control this industry as well.

· Industrialization of the arts: Much of the popular arts, particularly popular music, are produced in a factory like system.  Teen idols in particular are produced on a yearly or seasonal basis.  A recent innovation in this system is the creation of a computer teen idol who stays forever young and does not have to be paid or managed.

· National organization in general: More than most developed countries control over political and economic and cultural activities are centralized and Tokyo culture is pressed upon Japan as a national culture.  Infrastructure such as roads, highways, air transport and railways all use Tokyo as a hub.  Fifty percent of university students are congregated in Tokyo.  Politicians and bureaucrats of all regional and municipal governments must travel to Tokyo and take directions from the central government.  

Alternative Cultures

Despite the forces compelling Japan towards a mass culture society, strong alternatives have been developed as forms of both individual and group expression.

· Mini-comi:  These are small newspapers, magazines and radio stations that give a community voice to a like-minded group of people and may support critical or alternative viewpoints on Japanese life.  Their viewpoints may advocate protection of the environmental or be anti-nuclear power, increased autonomy for local governments, criticism of the Japanese government's pro-business or defense policies and so on. 

· Street fashion, theatre, music: A good proportion of Japanese youth expresses themselves through creating their own fashion and performing own types of theatre and music on the streets or on some other less expensive place.  This theatre and music usually breaks the conventions of popular theatre by involving actors and audience in interaction.

· Environmental groups and communities: These are one of the most powerful grassroots voices in Japan today.  These groups range from communes where people live together and practice a more natural lifestyle to groups of housewives who cooperate to buy and encourage the production of organic produce.  There are also environmental groups who fight for various causes such as the prevention of dams or nuclear plant building in their area.

· Political activism: Japan has a long history of student and other political activism.  Students protested greatly in the 1960s against defense treaties with the US and against the Vietnam War.  The Red Army, which developed from that time, was the only movement that used significant violence.  Other groups protesting, in particular the Tokyo airport extension, also had limited battles with the police.

· Homosexual and bisexual communities: Homosexuality and bisexuality are condoned in Japanese society and these communities have a voice through the media of clubs, magazines and newsletters.  Homosexual or transsexual people often become popular media entertainers.  However, there is still a strong expectation that a person should follow a normal life and most of this community activity is not undertaken too openly.

· New religions: already discussed.

· Deviant groups: Japan has its share of deviant groups such as the Yakuza gangsters or the Bosozuku motorcycle gangs.

Further reading:

The Japanese Today: Change and Continuity, Chapter 20 Mass Culture.

Japanese Manga encounter the world, Natsume Fusanosuke. Japan Echo. Tokyo: Jun 2002. Vol. 29, Iss. 3;  pg. 63, 4 pgs. (Website, click on Mass_3.Manga.doc/pdf)

Tokyo catches disco fever, again. CNN Friday, January 2, 2004 Posted: 11:23 AM EST (1623 GMT) (Website, click on Mass_6.Disco_Fever.doc)

What’s Right with Japan, Jim Frederick 2003 Time Magazine
THE "JAPANIMATION" PHENOMENON, March 6, 2003, http://www.jinjapan.org/trends01/fashion/index.html (Website, click on Mass_7.Japanimation.doc)
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