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1. Introductory Perspectives

Having arrived in Japan exactly 54 years ago in my youth, and then having had the great
privilege of growing up in the Kitashirakawa area of Kyoto, I have often had the opportunity to
reflect on what has attracted me to return so frequently to Japan, making Japan and its Asian
neighbors the focus of my scholarly research and the locus of my professional activities for over 34
years. The answer is far more than a “roots” nostalgia for the foothills and pathways of my youth,
and is more complex than an appreciation for the cultural nuances and depth that are so attractive
to me to this day.

These nostalgic and culturally-immersed dimensions of my encounter with Japan certainly exist
and are strong — including studies of the shakuhachi, living the rice-cycle from taue to harvest,
sitting zazen and exploring both the aesthetics and spiritual roots of Eiheiji, Enryakuji, and Koya-
san, to name a few. These dimensions are supplemented in more recent decades, however, by a
genuine affinity with — and concern over — Japan’s future. The closeness that I feel, and the
concerns that are constantly on my mind, arise from my training in Politics and Political-economy,
my roles in international business, administration, and education in Japan, my studies of Korea and
China, and the frequent requests that I receive to comment on Japan — its past, present, and visions
for its future. The thoughts below reflect these concerns, informed by a half-century of
participatory observation of Japanese society and culture.

2. Cultural Contexts & Connectedness

As I seek to explain Japan to those who encounter it for the first time, the idea of a “high-
context society”, and the interconnectedness of each facet of Japanese life as a result, are essential.
How else might one explain the failure of the Christian missionary effort to penetrate Japanese
society, in which the individual — hence individual salvation at the expense of the close cultural ties
of village, shrine, temple, rice-cycle, and countless other essentials of daily life — has not been the
proper term of reference? The individual has existed in this very Japanese social context, and
foreigners normally take years to grasp the intricacies, not only of the language, but of culturally-
appropriate behavior.

There is enormous cultural depth in Japan, richly nuanced, from which highly refined traditions
have been handed down. Individuals who stray from the “high-context” nature of Japanese society,
and these nuanced interconnections, have risked being ostracized (murahachibu). It is true that
many of these traditions are being eroded, some quite rapidly, but the Japanese people take
appropriate pride in what is uniquely Japanese, seeking to preserve the artistic and aesthetic
traditions through cultural prizes and the naming of individuals to be Living National Treasures, in
order that Japan not lose the skills and aesthetics of its cultural roots.
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3. The Legacies of sakoku in an Era of Globalization

Japanese society has also undergone enormous stress, in large part due to its long and self-
enforced seclusion, and the intensity of its encounters with the global community over the past
century and a half. As I reflect on the cultural depth of Japan, yet Japan’s ongoing struggle to think
more internationally, I am reminded that the period of sakoku — approximately 250 years — is 100
years longer than its openness to the rest of the world since the Black Ships of 1853. The speed of
changes Japan and Japanese society have faced since then has, perhaps, been more profound than
the internal changes Japan faced during the period of 1603 to 1853, but I mention the long period of
sakokubecause I often find reactions to foreigners — even now, even in the major cities of Japan —
to be laced with a powerful sense of exclusion. “Japan is for the Japanese,” “you cannot possibly
understand the heart and soul of the Japanese people,” “how amazing that you speak the language so
well---” What appears foreign is held away at a distance, while what is perceived as Japanese is
guarded jealously, made to appear inscrutable, not able to be approached unless one is Japanese.

Buffeted as it is by foreign influences, globalization, and a strong desire to be accepted into the
world community as a more respected partner, there is a certain tension — one of many dilemmas
— between protecting the legacies of Japan’s uniquely insular culture and societal connectedness,
yet thinking less exclusively Japanese in an era of instantaneous global communications, finance,
and travel across international borders. If many Japanese people take great pride in becoming
international — studying abroad, mastering English or other foreign languages, and portraying
themselves as urbane, cosmopolitan players on the global stage — expecting to be well — received
in the societies they travel to abroad, why is it such a surprise that many foreigners make similar
efforts to learn Japanese, immersing themselves in an appreciative way in Japanese culture? Will
Japan become less Japanese if it is understood and appreciated by greater numbers of non-Japanese,
living and working in Japan? Although sakoku has been over for more than 150 years, I look forward
to the time that the “sakoku-of-the-mind” of many Japanese people — closing off of a truly Japanese
cultural experience from many visiting foreigners — will finally come to an end.

It is in this connection that we return to the richly nuanced cultural roots of Japan, and the
effort to maintain Japanese traditions, raising several more dilemmas in the process.

4. When Japan’s Culture Clashes with Japan’s Changing Needs

Imagine with me the realities — both demographic and societal — Japan currently faces. It is
well known that Japan is ageing more rapidly than any other industrialized society, due in part to
improvements in healthcare and longevity, and in part to a dramatic decline in the birthrate. While
increased life — spans can and should be seen in a very positive light, what are the underlying
causes — and implications — of the choice by Japan’s young women to postpone marriage, postpone
giving birth (or forego childrearing altogether), and even to choose to move abroad in large numbers
to study, get married, and chart their futures overseas instead of in Japan?

While I referred earlier to the “high-context”, highly interconnected nature of Japanese society
in a very positive light — indeed, it has been a pleasurable challenge to delve into and become a part
of the contextual framework with many Japanese friends through my long residence here — I
perceive the complexities of Japanese society as also being at the root of some truly disturbing
trends, including the declining birthrate. In short, traditional Japanese expectations of the role of
women — in the family, in childrearing, and in the economy — have not changed rapidly enough,
and are now a seriously debilitating set of factors that are making worse, and are likely to
exacerbate, the problems Japan is facing.

The recent naming of Dr. Kuniko Inoguchi as Minister of State for Gender Equality and Social
Affairs is, I believe, both highly significant and almost too late. It is significant in that the gravity of
these social trends has finally become apparent even to the nation’s male-dominated leaders and
policy-makers. It is almost too late in that the personal attitudes of young women — and the very
personal choices to be made by the young women (and their potential partners, the young men) of
Japan — have been molded by societal attitudes towards, and expectations of, young women.

Will the efforts of Dr. Inoguchi and other well-intentioned policy-makers be in time to change
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the minds of (mostly male) employers to more fully utilize the skills and expertise of women — in
meaningful jobs and with serious prospects of advancement — in the workforce? Will sufficient
numbers of quality daycare facilities be set up and certified in time, and will social attention turn to
the role of men as co-partners at home in the rearing of children, so that all of the weight of jobs and
childrearing does not fall on young women? Are male-dominant Japanese traditions — of the male
in the workforce, working late hours, and the woman as exclusive caregiver — able to change, while
maintaining other elements of Japan’s culture that are so attractive both to the Japanese people and
foreigners as well?

My own sense is that these challenging dilemmas can, and should, be met. I take heart in that
more young people — men and women — appear committed to facilitating a shift to a more gender-
equal society for Japan, and that there are many professions within traditional Japan that are more
genuinely shared, with the participation of men and women. Now that the economy of Japan is a far
more mature one, no longer requiring the unproductive long hours put in by men (both in the office
and in the izakaya en route home), there is a real opportunity to make the raising of families a more
attractive and socially accepted pursuit, attracting back the interest of Japan’s young women to this
crucial building of the future of the nation.

5. Envisioning Japan-Some Concluding Thoughts

In many ways, Japan is being called upon — both domestically and in the international arena —
to play a greater and more responsible role. The vitality of its economy, which has come back from
the long travails of the “lost decade” of the 1990s — attests once again to the resilience of the
Japanese people, particularly when faced with serious challenges. In talks throughout Japan in
recent years, I have sought to highlight the challenge of Japan’s future, putting it in terms of what
each person — each citizen, each member of society — envisions for the Japan they wish to live in
twenty years from now. As a participant in Japanese society, with an abiding appreciation for its
culture and faith in its future, I seek to make clear that each individual must then work diligently
both to preserve Japanese culture and simultaneously change it to meet the needs of the future they
envision. Ilook forward to contributing in that effort as well.
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