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  This short work presents a configuration of the important elements to be found in contemporary Japanese social life, and attempts to shed new light on Japanese society. I deal

  with my own society as a social anthropologist using some of the methods which I am accustomed to applying in examining any other society. However, its form is not that of a scientific thesis (as

  may be seen at once from the absence of a bibliography; I have also refrained from quoting any statistical figures or precise data directly obtained from field surveys).




  In this book I have tried to construct a structural image of Japanese society, synthesizing the major distinguishing features to be found in Japanese life. I have drawn evidence almost at random

  from a number of different types of community to be found in Japan today – industrial enterprises, government organizations, educational institutions, intellectual groups, religious

  communities, political parties, village communities, individual households and so on. Throughout my investigation of groups in such varied fields, I have concentrated my analysis on individual

  behaviour and interpersonal relations which provide the base of both the group organization and the structural tendencies dominating in the development of a group.




  It may appear to some that my statements in this book are in some respects exaggerated or over-generalized; such critics might raise objections based on the observations that they themselves

  happen to have made. Others might object that my examples are not backed by precise or detailed data. Certainly this book does not cover the entire range of social phenomena in Japanese life, nor

  does it pretend to offer accurate data relevant to a particular community. This is not a description of Japanese society or culture or the Japanese people, nor an explanation of limited phenomena

  such as the urbanization or modernization of Japan. Rather, it is my intention that this book will offer a key (a source of intelligence and insight) to an understanding of Japanese society, and

  those features which are specific to it and which distinguish it from other complex societies. I have used wide-ranging suggestive evidence as material to illustrate the crucial aspects of Japanese

  life, for the understanding of the structural core of Japanese society rather as an artist uses his colours. I had a distinct advantage in handling these colours, for they are colours in which I

  was born and among which I grew up; I know their delicate shades and effects. In handling these colours, I did not employ any known sociological method and theory. Instead, I have used anything

  available which seemed to be effective in bringing out the core of the subject matter. This is an approach which might be closer to that of the social anthropologist than to that of the

  conventional sociologist.




  The theoretical basis of the present work was originally established in my earlier study, Kinship and Economic Organization in Rural Japan (Athlone Press, London, 1967). This developed

  out of my own field work, including detailed monographs by others, in villages in Japan and, as soon as that research was completed, I was greatly tempted to test further, in modern society, the

  ideas which had emerged from my examination of a rather traditional rural society. In my view, the traditional social structure of a complex society, such as Japan, China or India, seems to persist

  and endure in spite of great modern changes. Hence, a further and wider exploration of my ideas, as attempted in this book, was called for in order to strengthen the theoretical basis of my earlier

  study.




  Some of the distinguishing aspects of Japanese society which I treat in this book are not exactly new to Japanese and western observers and may be familiar from discussions in previous writings

  on Japan. However, my interpretations are different and the way in which I synthesize these aspects is new. Most of the sociological studies of contemporary Japan have been

  concerned primarily with its changing aspects, pointing to the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ elements as representing different or opposing qualities. The hey-day of this kind

  of approach came during the American occupation and in the immediately subsequent years, when it was the standpoint adopted by both Japanese and American social scientists. The tendency towards

  such an approach is still prevalent; it is their thesis that any phenomena which seem peculiar to Japan, not having been found in western society, can be labelled as ‘feudal’ or

  ‘pre-modern’ elements, and are to be regarded as contradictory or obstructive to modernization. Underneath such views, it seems that there lurks a kind of correlative and syllogistic

  view of social evolution: when it is completely modernized Japanese society will or should become the same as that of the west. The proponents of such views are interested either in uprooting

  feudal elements or in discovering and noting modern elements which are comparable to those of the west. The fabric of Japanese society has thus been made to appear to be torn into pieces of two

  kinds. But in fact it remains as one well-integrated entity. In my view, the ‘traditional’ is one aspect (not element) of the same social body which also has ‘modern’

  features. I am more interested in the truly basic components and their potentiality in the society – in other words, in social persistence.




  The persistence of social structure can be seen clearly in the modes of personal social relation which determine the probable variability of group organization in changing circumstances. This

  persistence reveals the basic value orientation inherent in society, and is the driving force of the development of society. Social tenacity is dependent largely on the degree of integration and

  the time span of the history of a society. In Japan, India, China and elsewhere, rich and well-integrated economic and social development occurred during the pre-modern period, comparable to the

  ‘post-feudal’ era in European history, and helped create a unique institutionalization of social ideals. Values that crystallized into definite form during the course of pre-modern

  history are deeply rooted and aid or hinder, as the case may be, the process of modernization. To explore these values in terms of their effects on social structure appears to me to be a

  fascinating subject for the social sciences. In this light, I think Japan presents a rich field for the development of a theory of social structure.




  I approach this issue through a structural analysis, not a cultural or historical explanation. The working of what I call the vertical principle in Japanese society is the theme of this

  book. In my view, the most characteristic feature of Japanese social organization arises from the single bond in social relationships: an individual or a group has always one single distinctive

  relation to the other. The working of this kind of relationship meets the unique structure of Japanese society as a whole, which contrasts to that of caste or class societies. Thus Japanese values

  are manifested. Some of my Japanese readers might feel repelled in the face of some parts of my discussion; where I expose certain Japanese weaknesses they might even feel considerable distaste. I

  do this, however, not because of a hypercritical view of the Japanese or Japanese life but because I intend to be as objective as possible in this analysis of the society to which I belong. I

  myself take these weaknesses for granted as elements which constitute part of the entire body which also has its great strengths.




  Finally, I wish to express my profound thanks to Professor Ernest Gellner, whose very stimulating and detailed comments as editor helped me a great deal in completing the final version of the

  manuscript. I am greatly indebted to Professor Geoffrey Bownas, who kindly undertook the difficult task of correcting my English. I was fascinated by the way he found it possible to make my

  manuscript so much more readable without altering even a minor point in the flow of my discussion.




  C.N.
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  1. Attribute and frame




  The following analysis employs two basic but contrasting criteria. These are attribute and frame, concepts newly formulated here, but which, I think, are

  illuminating and useful in a comparative study of Japanese and other societies.




  It is important, however, to redefine our terms. In this analysis groups may be identified by applying the two criteria: one is based on the individual’s common attribute, the

  other on situational position in a given frame. I use frame as a technical term with a particular significance as opposed to the criterion of attribute, which, again, is

  used specifically and in a broader sense than it normally carries. Frame may be a locality, an institution or a particular relationship which binds a set of individuals into one group: in

  all cases it indicates a criterion which sets a boundary and gives a common basis to a set of individuals who are located or involved in it. In fact, my term frame is the English

  translation of the Japanese ba, the concept from which I originally evolved my theory, but for which it is hard to find the exact English counterpart. Ba means

  ‘location’, but the normal usage of the term connotes a special base on which something is placed according to a given purpose. The term ba is also used in physics for

  ‘field’ in English.




  Let me indicate how these two technical terms can be applied to various actual contexts. Attribute may mean, for instance, being a member of a definite descent group or caste. In contrast, being

  a member of X village expresses the commonality of frame. Attribute may be acquired not only by birth but by achievement. Frame is more circumstantial. These criteria serve to identify the

  individuals in a certain group, which can then in its turn be classified within the whole society, even though the group may or may not have a particular function of its own as a collective body.

  Classifications such as landlord and tenant are based on attribute, while such a unit as a landlord and his tenants is a group formed by situational position. Taking industry as an example,

  ‘lathe operator’ or ‘executive’ refers to attribute, but ‘members of Y Company’ refers to frame. In the same way, ‘professor’, ‘office

  clerk’ and ‘student’ are attributes, whereas ‘men of Z University’ is a frame.




  In any society, individuals are gathered into social groups or social strata on the bases of attributes and frame. There may be some cases where the two factors coincide in the formation of a

  group, but usually they overlap each other, with individuals belonging to different groups at the same time. The primary concern in this discussion is the relative degree of function of each

  criterion. There are some cases where either the attribute or the frame factor functions alone, and some where the two are mutually competitive. The way in which the factors are commonly weighted

  bears a close reciprocal relationship to the values which develop in the social consciousness of the people in the society. For example, the group consciousness of the Japanese depends considerably

  on this immediate social context, frame, whereas in India it lies in attribute (most symbolically expressed in caste, which is fundamentally a social group based on the ideology of occupation and

  kinship). On this point, perhaps, the societies of Japan and India show the sharpest contrast, as will be discussed later in greater detail.




  The ready tendency of the Japanese to stress situational position in a particular frame, rather than universal attribute, can be seen in the following example: when a Japanese ‘faces the

  outside’ (confronts another person) and affixes some position to himself socially he is inclined to give precedence to institution over kind of occupation. Rather than saying, ‘I am a

  typesetter’ or ‘I am a filing clerk’, he is likely to say, ‘I am from B Publishing Group’ or ‘I belong to S Company’. Much depends on context, of course,

  but where a choice exists, he will use this latter form. (I will discuss later the more significant implications for Japanese social life indicated by this preference.) The listener would rather

  hear first about the connection with B Publishing Group or S Company, that he is a journalist or printer, engineer or office worker is of secondary importance. When a man says he is from X

  Television one may imagine him to be a producer or cameraman, though he may in fact be a chauffeur. (The universal business suit makes it hard to judge by appearances.) In group identification, a

  frame such as a ‘company’ or ‘association’ is of primary importance; the attribute of the individual is a secondary matter. The same tendency is to be found among

  intellectuals: among university graduates, what matters most, and functions the strongest socially, is not whether a man holds or does not hold a PhD but rather from which university he graduated.

  Thus the criterion by which Japanese classify individuals socially tends to be that of particular institution, rather than of universal attribute. Such group consciousness and orientation fosters

  the strength of an institution, and the institutional unit (such as school or company) is in fact the basis of Japanese social organization, as will be discussed extensively in Chapter Three.




  The manner in which this group consciousness works is also revealed in the way the Japanese uses the expression uchi (my house) to mean the place of work, organization, office or school

  to which he belongs; and otaku (your house) to mean a second person’s place of work and so on. The term kaisha symbolizes the expression of group consciousness.

  Kaisha does not mean that individuals are bound by contractual relationships into a corporate enterprise, while still thinking of themselves as separate entities; rather, kaisha

  is ‘my’ or ‘our’ company, the community to which one belongs primarily, and which is all-important in one’s life. Thus in most cases the company provides the whole

  social existence of a person, and has authority over all aspects of his life; he is deeply emotionally involved in the association.1 That Company A

  belongs not to its share-holders, but rather belongs to ‘us’, is the sort of reasoning involved here, which is carried to such a point that even the modern legal process must compromise

  in face of this strong native orientation. I would not wish to deny that in other societies an employee may have a kind of emotional attachment to the company or his employer; what distinguishes

  this relation in Japan is the exceedingly high degree of this emotional involvement. It is openly and frequently expressed in speech and behaviour in public as well as in private, and such

  expressions always receive social and moral appreciation and approbation.




  The essence of this firmly rooted, latent group consciousness in Japanese society is expressed in the traditional and ubiquitous concept of ie, the household, a concept which penetrates

  every nook and cranny of Japanese society. The Japanese usage uchi-no referring to one’s work place indeed derives from the basic concept of ie. The term ie also

  has implications beyond those to be found in the English words ‘household’ or ‘family’.




  The concept of ie, in the guise of the term ‘family system’, has been the subject of lengthy dispute and discussion by Japanese legal scholars and sociologists. The general

  consensus is that, as a consequence of modernization, particularly because of the new post-war civil code, the ie institution is dying. In this ideological approach the ie is

  regarded as being linked particularly with feudal moral precepts; its use as a fundamental unit of social structure has not been fully explored.




  In my view, the most basic element of the ie institution is not that form whereby the eldest son and his wife live together with the old parents, nor an authority-structure in which the

  household head holds the power and so on. Rather, the ie is a corporate residential group and, in the case of agriculture or other similar enterprises, ie is a managing body. The

  ie comprises household members (in most cases the family members of the household head, but others in addition to family members may be included), who thus make up the units of a

  distinguishable social group. In other words, the ie is a social group constructed on the basis of an established frame of residence and often of management organization. What is important

  here is that the human relationships within this household group are thought of as more important than all other human relationships. Thus the wife and daughter-in-law who have come from outside

  have incomparably greater importance than one’s own sisters and daughters, who have married and gone into other households. A brother, when he has built a separate house, is thought of as

  belonging to another unit or household; on the other hand, the son-in-law, who was once a complete outsider, takes the position of a household member and becomes more important than the brother

  living in another household. This is remarkably different from societies such as that of India, where the weighty factor of sibling relationship (a relationship based on commonality of attribute,

  that of being born of the same parents) continues paramount until death, regardless of residential circumstances; theoretically, the stronger the factor of sibling relationship, the weaker the

  social independence of a household as a residence unit. (It goes without saying, of course, that customs such as the adopted son-in-law system prevalent in Japan are non-existent in Hindu society.

  The same is true of Europe.) These facts support the theory that group-forming criteria based on functioning by attribute oppose group-forming criteria based on functioning by frame.




  Naturally, the function of forming groups on the basis of the element of the frame, as demonstrated in the formation of the household, involves the possibility of including members with a

  differing attribute, and at the same time expelling a member who has the same attribute. This is a regular occurrence, particularly among traditional agricultural and merchant households. Not only

  may outsiders with not the remotest kinship tie be invited to be heirs and successors but servants and clerks are usually incorporated as members of the household and treated as family members by

  the head of the household. This inclusion must be accepted without reservation to ensure that when a clerk is married to the daughter of the household and becomes an adopted son-in-law the

  household succession will continue without disruption.




  Such a principle contributes to the weakening of kinship ties. Kinship, the core of which lies in the sibling relation, is a criterion based on attribute. Japan gives less weight to kinship than

  do other societies, even England; in fact, the function of kinship is comparatively weak outside the household. The saying ‘the sibling is the beginning of the stranger’ accurately

  reflects Japanese ideas on kinship. A married sibling who lives in another household is considered a kind of outsider. Towards such kin, duties and obligations are limited to the level of the

  seasonal exchange of greetings and presents, attendance at wedding and funeral ceremonies and the minimum help in case of accident or poverty. There are often instances where siblings differ widely

  in social and economic status; the elder brother may be the mayor, while his younger brother is a postman in the same city; or a brother might be a lawyer or businessman, while his widowed sister

  works as a domestic servant in another household. The wealthy brother normally does not help the poor brother or sister, who has set up a separate household, as long as the latter can somehow

  support his or her existence; by the same token, the latter will not dare to ask for help until the last grain of rice has gone. Society takes this for granted, for it gives prime importance to the

  individual household rather than to the kin group as a whole.




  This is indeed radically different from the attitudes to kin found in India and other south east Asian countries, where individual wealth tends to be distributed among relatives; here the kin

  group as a whole takes precedence over the individual household and nepotism plays an important role. I have been surprised to discover that even in England and America, brothers and sisters meet

  much more frequently than is required by Japanese standards, and that there exists such a high degree of attachment to kinfolk. Christmas is one of the great occasions when these kinfolk gather

  together; New Year’s Day is Japan’s equivalent to the western Christmas, everyone busy with preparations for visits from subordinate staff, and then, in turn, calling on superiors.

  There is little time and scope to spare for collateral kin – married brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles and aunts and so on – though parents and grandparents will certainly be visited

  if they do not live in the same house. Even in rural areas, people say ‘One’s neighbour is of more importance than one’s relatives’ or ‘You can carry on your life

  without cousins, but not without your neighbours’.




  The kinship which is normally regarded as the primary and basic human attachment seems to be compensated in Japan by a personalized relation to a corporate group based on work, in which the

  major aspects of social and economic life are involved. Here again we meet the vitally important unit in Japanese society of the corporate group based on frame. In my view, this is the basic

  principle on which Japanese society is built.




  To sum up, the principles of Japanese social group structure can be seen clearly portrayed in the household structure. The concept of this traditional household institution, ie, still

  persists in the various group identities which are termed uchi, a colloquial form of ie. These facts demonstrate that the formation of social groups on the basis of fixed frames

  remains characteristic of Japanese social structure.




  Among groups larger than the household, there is that by the medieval concept, ichizoku-rōtō (one family

  group and its retainers). The idea of group structure as revealed in this expression is an excellent example of the frame-based social group. This is indeed the concept of one household, in which

  family members and retainers are not separated but form an integrated corporate group. There are often marriage ties between the two sides of this corporate group, and all lines of distinction

  between them become blurred. The relationship is the same as that between family members and clerks or servants in a household. This is a theoretical antithesis to a group formed exclusively on

  lineage or kin.




  The equivalent in modern society of ie and ichizoku-rōtō is a group such as ‘One Railway Family’

  (kokutetsu-ikka), which signifies the Japanese National Railways. A union, incorporating both workers and management, calls this ‘management-labour harmony’. Though it is often

  said that the traditional family (ie) institution has disappeared, the concept of the ie still persists in modern contexts. A company is conceived as an ie, all its

  employees qualifying as members of the household, with the employer at its head. Again this ‘family’ envelops the employee’s personal family; it ‘engages’ him

  ‘totally’ (marugakae in Japanese). The employer readily takes responsibility for his employee’s family, for which, in turn, the primary concern is the company, rather

  than relatives who reside elsewhere. (The features relating the company with its employees’ families will be discussed later, pp. 14–15.) In this modern context, the employee’s

  family, which normally comprises the employee himself, his wife and children, is a unit which can no longer be conceived as an ie, but simply a family. The unit is comparable to the family

  of a servant or clerk who worked in the master’s ie, the managing body of the pre-modern enterprise. The role of the ie institution as the distinct unit in society in

  pre-modern times is now played by the company. This social group consciousness symbolized in the concept of the ie, of being one unit within a frame, has been achievable at any time, has

  been promoted by slogans and justified in the traditional morality.




  This analysis calls for a reconsideration of the stereotyped view that modernization or urbanization weakens kinship ties, and creates a new type of social organization on entirely different

  bases. Certainly industrialization produces a new type of organization, the formal structure of which may be closely akin to that found in modern western societies. However, this does not

  necessarily accord with changes in the informal structure, in which, as in the case of Japan, the traditional structure persists in large measure. This demonstrates that the basic social structure

  continues in spite of great changes in social organization.2




  2. Emotional participation and one-to-one relationships




  It is clear from the previous section that social groups constructed with particular reference to situation, i.e. frame, include members with differing attributes. A group

  formed on the basis of commonality of attribute can possess a strong sense of exclusiveness, based on this homogeneity, even without recourse to any form of law. Naturally, the relative strength of

  this factor depends on a variety of conditional circumstances, but in the fundamentals of group formation this homogeneity among group members stands largely by its own strength, and conditions are

  secondary. When a group develops on the situational basis of frame the primary form is a simple herd which in itself does not possess internal positive elements which can constitute a social group.

  Constituent elements of the group in terms of their attributes may be heterogenous but may not be complementary. (The discussion here does not link with Durkheimian Theory as such; the distinction

  is between societies where people stick together because they are similar and those where they stick together because they are complementary.) For example, a group of houses built in the same area

  may form a village simply by virtue of physical demarcation from other houses. But in order to create a functional corporate group, there is need of an internal organization which will link these

  independent households. In such a situation some sort of law must be evolved to guide group coherence.




  In addition to the initial requirement of a strong, enduring frame, there is need to strengthen the frame even further and to make the group element tougher. Theoretically, this can be done in

  two ways. One is to influence the members within the frame in such a way that they have a feeling of ‘one-ness’; the second method is to create an internal organization which will tie

  the individuals in the group to each other and then to strengthen this organization. In practice, both these modes occur together, are bound together and progress together; they become, in fact,

  one common rule of action, but for the sake of convenience I shall discuss them separately. In this section I discuss the feeling of unity; in the following chapter I shall consider internal

  organization.




  People with different attributes can be led to feel that they are members of the same group, and that this feeling is justified, by stressing the group consciousness of ‘us’ against

  ‘them’, i.e. the external, and by fostering a feeling of rivalry against other similar groups. In this way there develops internally the sentimental tie of ‘members of the same

  troop’.




  Since disparity of attribute is a rational thing, an emotional approach is used to overcome it. This emotional approach is facilitated by continual human contact of the kind that can often

  intrude on those human relations which belong to the completely private and personal sphere. Consequently, the power and influence of the group not only affects and enters into the

  individual’s actions; it alters even his ideas and ways of thinking. Individual autonomy is minimized. When this happens, the point where group or public life ends and where private life

  begins no longer can be distinguished. There are those who perceive this as a danger, an encroachment on their dignity as individuals; on the other hand, others feel safer in total

  group-consciousness. There seems little doubt that the latter group is in the majority. Their sphere of living is usually concentrated solely within the village community or the place of work. The

  Japanese regularly talk about their homes and love affairs with co-workers; marriage within the village community or place of work is prevalent; the family frequently participates in company

  pleasure trips. The provision of company housing, a regular practice among Japan’s leading enterprises, is a good case in point. Such company houses are usually concentrated in a single area

  and form a distinct entity within, say, a suburb of a large city. In such circumstances employees’ wives come into close contact with and are well informed about their husbands’

  activities. Thus, even in terms of physical arrangements, a company with its employees and their families forms a distinct social group. In an extreme case, a company may have a common grave for

  its employees, similar to the household grave. With group-consciousness so highly developed there is almost no social life outside the particular group on which an individual’s major economic

  life depends. The individual’s every problem must be solved within this frame. Thus group participation is simple and unitary. It follows then that each group or institution developes a high

  degree of independence and closeness, with its own internal law which is totally binding on members.




  The archetype of this kind of group is the Japanese ‘household’ (ie) as we have described it in the previous section. In Japan, for example, the mother-in-law and

  daughter-in-law problem is preferably solved inside the household, and the luckless bride has to struggle through in isolation, without help from her own family, relatives or neighbours. By

  comparison, in agricultural villages in India not only can the bride make long visits to her parental home but her brother may frequently visit her and help out in various ways. Mother-in-law and

  daughter-in-law quarrels are conducted in raised voices that can be heard all over the neighbourhood, and when such shouting is heard all the women (of the same caste) in the neighbourhood come

  over to help out. The mutual assistance among the wives who come from other villages is a quite enviable factor completely unimaginable among Japanese women. Here again the function of the social

  factor of attribute (wife) is demonstrated; it supersedes the function of the frame of the household. In Japan, by contrast, ‘the parents step in when their children quarrel’ and, as I

  shall explain in detail later, the structure is the complete opposite to that in India.




  Moral ideas such as ‘the husband leads and the wife obeys’ or ‘man and wife are one flesh’ embody the Japanese emphasis on integration. Among Indians, however, I have

  often observed husband and wife expressing quite contradictory opinions without the slightest hesitation. This is indeed rare in front of others in Japan. The traditional authority of the Japanese

  household head, once regarded as the prime characteristic of the family system, extended over the conduct, ideas and ways of thought of the household’s members, and on this score the

  household head could be said to wield a far greater power than his Indian counterpart. In Indian family life there are all kinds of rules that apply in accordance with the status of the individual

  family member: the wife, for instance, must not speak directly to her husband’s elder brothers, father, etc. These rules all relate to individual behaviour, but in the sphere of ideas and

  ways of thought the freedom and strong individuality permitted even among members of the same family is surprising to a Japanese. The rules, moreover, do not differ from household to household, but

  are common to the whole community, and especially among the members of the same caste community. In other words, the rules are of universal character, rather than being situational or particular to

  each household, as is the case in Japan.3 Compared with traditional Japanese family life, the extent to which members of an Indian household are bound by

  the individual household’s traditional practices is very small.




  An Indian who had been studying in Japan for many years once compared Japanese and Indian practice in the following terms:




  



Why does a Japanese have to consult his companions over even the most trivial matter? The Japanese always call a conference about the slightest thing, and hold

  frequent meetings, though these are mostly informal, to decide everything. In India, we have definite rules as family members (and this is also true of other social groups), so that when one wants

  to do something one knows whether it is all right by instantaneous reflection on those rules – it is not necessary to consult with the head or with other members of the family. Outside these

  rules, you are largely free to act as an individual; whatever you do, you have only to ask whether or not it will run counter to the rules.


  


  




  As this clearly shows, in India ‘rules’ are regarded as a definite but abstract social form, not as a concrete and individualized form particular to each

  family/social group as is the case in Japan. The individuality of the Indian family unit is not strong, nor is there group participation by family members of the order of the emotional

  participation in the Japanese household; nor is the family as a living unit (or as a group holding communal property) a closed community as in the case of the Japanese household. Again, in contrast

  to Japanese practice, the individual in India is strongly tied to the social network outside his household.
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