








The Institutionalization of Motherhood in Japan


The Evolution of ‘Mother’ 


Since the Meiji Restoration of 1868








by








Reiko Ninomiya











University of Washington





A SENIOR THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE WOMEN STUDIES MAJOR





UNDER THE DIRECTION OF: Professor Shirley J. Yee


June 05, 1996





�
Table of Contents





Introduction 								1


Background Information	3


	Objectives	14


	Rationale	15


	Limitations	16


	Methods and Procedures	17


Presentation and Discussion	18


Summary and Conclusion	36


Bibliography and Works Cited	38














�



Introduction 


	This thesis examines motherhood within the context of contemporary Japanese society.  I will do this through the use of the April 1996 issues of Japanese monthly magazines and the April 9, 1996 edition of a weekly magazine.  I intend to create a picture of the mother as it exists as a part of the Japanese social structure through the role she plays at home, as a part of her family, and through her greater contributions to society. 


	My strategy will be to use visual, tangible evidence, as depicted through magazines, to reveal the subjective nayami, or worries, facing the middle-class, urban mother of Japan at the end of the Twentieth Century.  By exploring both magazines and social construction, I intend to dismantle the myth of the Japanese mother and contrast it to the reality of her experience. 


	The school year in Japan begins in April, that is why I chose the April editions for this analysis.  A mother’s relationship with her child is central to her role within the home.  This month, therefore, represents a new period for her.  It is a time when changes occur for both of them and she is familiarized with her newly defined role.


	I will use April editions of Fujingaho, Kateigaho and Josei Zasshi (week of April 9th);  in English these become Woman’s Publication, Household Publication and Women’s Magazine, respectively.  Fujingaho is the longest running publication of the three selected;  it was first produced in 1905.  The first issue of Kateigaho came out in 1958.  Josei Zasshi was first published in 1970.  Although there are countless magazines produced for his particular audience, these were considered representative of both variance and similarity.  They address similar issues while their presentations differ.


	Presentational differences include distribution period and format.  Both Fujingaho and Kateigaho are monthly publications and their format is refined.  They are constructed similarly to the catalogues advertising seasonal items.  The pages are all glossy and average 400 pages.  These magazines cater to upper class mothers.  Josei Zasshi, on the other hand, is a weekly publication.  The approach taken by this magazine less formal.  Its approximately 250 pages are about 20 percent glossy and 80 percent newsprint.  This magazine also addresses issue related to entertainment and gossip, much like American tabloids. 


	Although these magazines vary with regard to format and subject matter, as I will illustrate in this thesis, the images and impressions of the audience are the same.  They cater to the mother in contemporary Japanese society and represent her life, her social role, concerns, and expectations.
































Background Information


Evolution of “Mother”


	The role of the mother, in any culture, has been recognized as both agent-in and victim-to changes in the society of which it is a part.  Familial roles shift and change relative to the systems in operation at the time.  The systems can be social, political and/or economic.  Family is itself an institution of society;  within this social context, each player contributes to the development of the others.  Considered by many to be the most fundamental unit of society, the traditional nuclear family consists of the father, mother, and children, each of whom are responsible for the cohesion of the whole.


	In virtually every culture “mothers are often considered the primary agent for socializing children” (Fujita, p. 67).  Anthropologists and sociologists outside of the culture see the Japanese family in a relatively idealistic light.  The role of the mother has not been excluded from this analysis.  The meritorious Japanese mother has been represented in the term ryosai kenbo.  Literally translated, this means ‘good wife, wise mother.’  Upon its conception, this ideal reflected the economic and social climate in the Meiji Era.  The momentum of the era emerged before the Emperor Meiji came to power in 1868, when the nation was in a period of economic prosperity and optimism.  In this context, familial roles were played out in traditional ways;  under most accounts, the structure is considered patriarchal.  Called the Meiji Restoration , the nation was driven internally by a desire to return to its ancestral roots both with regard to the establishment of political order and social order as well.  For the citizenry, traditional roles were reemphasized and justified based upon the impression that individualism could and would be sacrificed for the sake of Imperial fortitude.


	A long history of religious and cultural beliefs preceded the Meiji Restoration.  In the lives of the common tenant farmer, however, the truly efficacious was the integration of Confucianism.  Confucian beliefs, introduced during the Nara Period in the Eighth Century, are based on the notion of patriarchy especially as it relates to ancestry and birthright.  As it played out in the lives of the rural farmer, this meant that upon his death, the land assigned to the head of the household, as well as the responsibility to it, would be transferred to his eldest son;  this practice was codified during Japan’s feudal period about 100 years before the Meiji Restoration.  The practice of primogeniture affected the moral and social codes of the people.  Having been established at this time, the hierarchy of the family reflected the rules and belief systems of society and, “within family the male head stood supreme, and males stood far above females” (Norbeck, p. 4).


	Although codified before 1868, given that the fields required the attention of every member of the family regardless of their sex, the gender division of labor could not be applied to farming communities, which made up at least seventy percent of the population.  After the elimination of the feudal system and economic consolidation, however, these gendered theories of labor could be actuated.  Male roles and female roles evolved as to reflect the ideals introduced by the Court.   The responsibility of the male head of the household would come to be restricted to his economic contribution.  Consequently, the role of the female was created so as to complement his obligation to the financial well being of his family.


	With the advent of the Meiji Restoration and, more importantly, the mechanization of farms, a greater percentage of men were involved in white collar employment and fewer in wage-labor positions.  The majority of these men were involved in government offices.  Although the gap continued to widen, by the end of the Second World War, given that the need to maintain Japan’s military power had virtually been eliminated, most were employed in business firms.  Increasing capitalism and bureaucracy allowed positions such as these to thrive.  This holds true in contemporary society.  What remained for these men and their families was the prestige that their positions afforded.  This stratification of wealth and influence is what is called the ‘double-structure’ of Japanese society (Vogel).  


	The number of men involved in salaried positions continued to grow and by the end of the 1950s more than seven-million, or nearly one-forth of the working population, was involved in white-collar work.  In 1920 this figure was less than 1.5 million, less than one-eighth of the total workforce.  Although the economy continued to include both men and women, higher status, white-collar positions were held by men, while women continued to contribute as a part of the diminishing unskilled labor force.  


	The dramatic changes taking place at this time affected the impressions and attitudes of the people.  The introduction of Western ideology to Japan came with the Meiji Restoration and its influence increased with the Allied Occupation following the Second World War. Throughout the analysis of Japanese culture, Western thought and practices are viewed as contradictory to the traditional Japanese mentality. While a sense of community and loyalty have played a part in the understanding of identity experienced by the Japanese people, they conflict in large part with the independent nature of Western thought;  this held especially true during the feudal period, when lord-tenant relationships determined one’s position.  In theory these two ideas are in diametrical opposition to one another;  within the context of Japan in modernity, however, they have been attributed to the renovation of traditional values and the adoption of foreign, revolutionary ideology.  


	Kojin-shugi is the Japanese translation and interpretation of the Western notion of individualism.  It was necessary in order to balance the contradictions between Japanese and Western thought.  Western individualism is based on the Kantian philosophy that morality implies duty or that it is the responsibility of each person to be true to his/her own ideals.  These ideals shift relative to the experiences and understanding of each person.  This sense of identity is affected by his/her gender, race, region, and relationships.  Given the perspective of this analysis each of these parts of the individual create his/her subjective and environmental experiences of class.  Japanese individualism is defined as the “right and privilege of the individual to look out for his own interests own against the interests of the group” (Vogel, p. 147).  It is not one’s moral obligation, rather it is a conscious decision which no one can be denied.  From the Western perspective, as illustrated through the queries of numerous scholars and academics, this phenomenon has been a source of intrigue and conjecture.  As will be illustrated in this thesis, it is still easier for group satisfaction and identification to precede individual happiness.


	What has afforded Japanese acceptance and progress, in spite of these new and conflicting values and ideals, has been stability.  On the most basic level, stability for the people has meant life without concern for survival.  Within the context of capitalist ideologies, introduced upon exposure to Western, especially American values, survival meant the ability to live and afford not only food, shelter and clothing, but those things prescribed by their contemporaries, their neighbors and, when available, the media.  This illustrates the need for community identification characterized throughout the long feudalistic history of pre-modern Japan.  In his analysis of the family, what he deemed the most basic unit of society, Japanese social theorist Tadashi Fukudate called this type of self-regulating relationship ‘keeping up with the Gombei’s,’ the Japanese version of keeping up with the Jones’.


	The period following World War II marked the dominance of the Middle Class in Japan.  The advent of the Middle Class has been recognized as an essential part in the social structure of industrialized nations in general.  It represents the profile of the people with regard to not only their economic composition but also their beliefs and values.  According to Barbara Ehrenreich in her analysis of American society:  “Middle class is a matter of status as well as income and is signaled by subtler cues: how we live, what we spend our money on, and what expectations we have for the future” (Ehrenreich, p. 50).  It has normalized and standardized lifestyles and patterns of life, which has both created and been effected by those who identify with it.


	Among the benefits of identifying with the larger middle class are access and association.  These afford such individuals the comfort and alliance of their peers and neighbors.  For those above and below the majority, they are not only the subjects of resentment for their excesses and insufficiencies but they must also succumb to the roles enforced by the majority;  deviance affords only further marginalization.  These developments are necessary, for without such an understanding, there is no framework upon which to ground one’s inclusion or exclusion from the status quo.  This understanding is precisely what protects the inequality built into the ‘equal’ social structure, shaping it just enough as to facilitate its prevalence.


	The ability to attain markers of individuality or unity relative to one’s peers was affected most through individualized income.  For Japanese society, one of the most significant roles to emerge to influence this was the salali-man, or salary man.  Although he first appeared in the 1600s during the beginning of the nation’s feudal period, it was not until around the 1930s that scholars really date his dominance.  As men were involved in these positions in greater numbers so were their families.  The salary-man was guaranteed not only the stability of a regular paycheck and work hours but also lifetime employment.  These benefits extended to his family for whom he was usually the only source of income.  In the life of the individual, the capitalization of the Japanese social structure affected the way one lived, everyday. 


	Within the family, the roles most dramatically affected by this development were those of the mother and father. While it was her husband’s duty to contribute to the family financially, after the monthly salary was received, it was a mother’s duty and obligation to see that money was managed so as to facilitate the growth of the family as a unit.  This type of complementary relationship was important to the tenant farmer and members of his family before the reorganization which took place during the Meiji Restoration.  It was not until after the Meiji Restoration, however, that such associations became gendered.


	The years between 1868 and the 1930s were a period of change.  Given the distance between large cities and villages, most of which still relied on their crops for survival, it took a long time for practices to become regularized.  The new economic and social structure had to first be introduced and eventually lead to an increase in the urban population and decreased involvement in farm labor.  Technological advances assisted farmers who no longer needed to employ his entire family in the fields.  Thus the salary-man emerged as did the first generation of non-elite metropolitan families.  


	Urbanization and mechanization meant that items and services, which were previously inaccessible, could be attained and enjoyed.  There was a change in the standard of living.  Increased production lead to increased materialism.  This transformation was justified through the belief that it was for the good of the nation and empire, lead by the Emperor Meiji himself.  Contributions were made through ones work and through consumption of goods.  Work included manual and white-collar, paid and unpaid, male and female.  People also understood that re-circulation of funds through consumption was necessary to maintain and continue those developments which began in 1868.


	The next great motivator of the Japanese economy, following the Meiji Restoration was the devastation suffered during the Second World War.  At this time, under the regulations of the Allied Forces, Japan was no longer permitted military mobilization or preparations;  the Japanese were forced to pursue a new approach in its attempt to participate in the global community and economy.  Through its association with the United States, seen as a true world power, the people and corporations had a sense of obligation to improve their situation, not only for themselves but for future generations.  Because of the devastation suffered by the Japanese military  at the hands of American forces, the US served as the symbol of modernity and power. Under the leadership of General Douglas MacArthur, who was seen as the individual responsible for the Japanese surrender, the people had confidence in the new government and its future.  The people, largely self-motivated, were mobilized to fulfill their obligation to modernize and solidify the future prosperity of Japan.  American values were idealized. Capitalism and consumerism affected the economy and society through the individual.  


	Corporations flourished and, consequently, so did the economy.  Favorable trade agreements established with the US as well as other nations during the period of hardship immediately after the war also fed into the nation’s wealth.  Given these and other factors, personal incomes increased through growing biannual bonuses, calculated as commissions based on the profits of the corporation that employed the individual, the majority of whom were male.  This practice by corporations is distinctly Japanese.  Its growth and impact at this time, however, came as a direct result of the integration of tradition and modernity.


	Also affected by the Occupation was the education system. The standardized education system was established in 1947 under the US Occupation forces after World War II.  Before the Occupation, compulsory education meant nine years of instruction in elementary and junior high school.  In 1947, the school curricula was codified under the Ministry of Education and senior high school level educations were made available to all students, both male and female. Gender roles were employed in establishing the curricula for senior and college level institutions, few of which were coeducational. 


	The curricula instituted in boys’ schools were structured so as to facilitate the needs of the national economy.  Given that the education system was regulated on the federal level, it is not surprising that the allocation of funds was largely determined by the needs of the national economy and policy.  From high school, therefore, education for males emphasizes what might be considered traditionally academic.  Even in primary school a boy is prepared for the college entrance examination which will determine his success or failure upon attaining a position in a large firm or company. For a mother, her son’s education is seen as ‘the Gateway to Salary’ (Vogel).  


	The standardization of education and school involvement affected every aspect of a mother’s life.  This socialization of gendered roles begins in childhood.  In Japanese society, a child’s rearing and environment breed certain qualities in him or her.  A mother’s time is occupied with their care.  Her nurturing includes not only providing food and comfort, but also the distribution of her husbands income among her family members.  As the education system was revised and codified so were the demands on the family income.  Japanese as well as foreign scholars recognize the education system and the role of the mother as parallel.


	Competition for admission into more prestigious academies snowballed over time.  The kyoiku-mama was applied to mothers as of the 1980s.  Literally translated this disparaging title means education mother;  it represents the militaristic, unyielding role that she, by social dictates, is forced to play.  Under this description it is evident that a mother’s first obligation is to her children.  It includes the attention given to the socialization of her children and also her financial and emotional contribution to their success or failure in school.  Consequently, direction of praise or blame for a child’s success or failure in school is justified.  Also a result of the rigid education system, children attend high-priced juku, or tutoring, and supplementary instruction in addition to traditional public and private schools.  Attending juku became commonplace as of the early 1980s, when more parents could afford to send their children.


	Both on the individual and international levels, Japan of the 1980s is recognized for its affluence.  This period has been called the Baburu, or Bubble.  On the international level the Bubble was marked through the strength of the yen; within the framework of the family, it meant increased availability to otherwise unattainable products and services.  Given that materialism had already been expressed in Japanese society, there was increased demand for brand name products and merchandise;  producers were eager to fulfill this demand by introducing appliances and other amenities to the Japanese household.  Because people could afford what was previously inaccessible, the standard of living increased significantly.  However, for the middle-class consumer, the rate at which these items were instituted outweighed the average salary increase.  Their attitude was that it exceeded affordability.  Consequently, most consumers are now in the habit of practicing frugality with this understanding.


	This renewed consumerism contrasted significantly with the consumerism following the Second World War.  In the 1940s, the people were willing to spend with the understanding that it would contribute to the prosperity of the nation.  Although imported items were available, the emphasis was on the purchase of domestic products.  In the 1980s, people bought products without regard to the stabilized national economy.  The US Occupation opened the eyes of the consumer to the international market and they now had access to these products.  The shift that occurred reflected the shift from nationalism to individualism, which was a long term result of the US Occupation. 


	Japan of the latter half of 1980s the Bubble hajiketa, or popped. The nation entered a period of consequent economic decline, attributed primarily to the excessiveness of the first half of the decade.  These excesses occurred on the national, corporate, and individual levels.  Mothers who were responsible for maintaining the family’s finances found themselves unable to afford those things which had become standard.  The family relied only on the income of the father, which was also decreasing, given that his annual bonuses were.  Rather than relinquish seemingly extravagant goods and services, most mothers pursued part-time jobs and even full-time employment outside the home.  


	In the 1990s, the effects of this decline are still being are still being felt.  However, given that the necessity to fulfill the financial obligation to her children still exists, most mothers cannot realize the ryosai kenbo standard unless she has the class privilege to be a sengo-shufu.  The translation of sengo-shufu is post-war housewife.  Within the context of post-war Japan, the underlying meaning is revealed.  According to Fumie Kumagai, the Civil Code of 1947 codified the family to include only the father, mother, and children.  Although many households continued to include grandparents and extended family members, this legislation influenced the relationship between members of the household.  Men were employed outside of the home and sengo-shufu were women whose contributions were defined and confined to her responsibilities within the home.  She did not engage in paid labor.  (Kumagai, p. 19 &109)





Objectives


	In this thesis I have tried to illustrate the role of the mother in contemporary Japanese society.  In order to do so I have traced the development of the mother’s role within the family as well as the social framework in which it operates.  Although, historically, her obligations have been limited to her home, it is through her daily activities that some of her most important contributions are made.  These contributions extend beyond her family and into the progress and preservation of Japanese society and culture.  


	I have used as examples of the current condition of mothers three Japanese magazines.  These publications are one vehicle in the institutionalization of  motherhood;  rather than employ secondary information, although these were also used, these were employed as the primary source of information.  As they apply in the lives of the mother, they are a guidebook, assisting her in fulfilling her demands, whatever they might be.  I concentrated on her role within the home, for that is what has been delegated her principal sphere.


	My intent was not to trivialize a mother’s role in society, rather it was to validate it.  She remains the primary care provider and as such her actions impact the future of society.  Society is constantly shifting and so are those roles within it.  I had intended to capture the role of the female parent at this point in Japan’s history and have traced it back through its origins in order to do so.














Rationale


	Western thought differs significantly from Eastern thought.  Although the Orient-Occident dichotomy has been the target if much criticism, distinctions can be made.  Through the analysis of one aspect that exists within each, there is something to be learned about the other.  My intent in addressing the issue of motherhood within Japanese society within Japanese society was to dismantle the constructs that limit her and empower her.  Although women’s work within the home is often seen as oppressive, the impact of it and history behind it are often ignored.


	Japan is one such culture for which this is especially true.  The hope of future generations lie in her hands for they are often the only one’s present through the formative years of her children.  The status and accountability are hers.  Her role as mother give her life meaning;  both a limiting and liberating force.  I hope to analyze her contribution as it is created and recognized by others and, more importantly, by herself.





























Limitations


	Although the sources were in Japanese, I am still in the process of learning the language.  I did have the assistance of my mother and other native speakers.  The sociological accounts were written in English and some of the perspectives were of the West.  These analyses, originally written in English, were done from outside of the culture being analyzed.


	The issues addressed here were the System Kitchen and Obento.  Although there is evidence of the former in the history of the US, I was reluctant to rely on this information because the contexts in which they emerged where very different. 


	I was also cautious not to let my own personal biases affect this analysis.  Although I was raised within the context of American culture, which in itself might have been problematic, I consider myself largely bicultural.  Having been raised in a Japanese household by role models who would be considered atypical from either standpoint, I had to ensure that my own opinions did not influence my report. 


























Methods and Procedures


	I employed a multi-disciplinary approach toward this thesis.  For the background and analysis I referred to sociological, anthropological, and historical accounts.  Using these I was able to construct the framework for the evolution of the role of the contemporary Japanese mother.


	In my investigation of the current situation of Japanese mothers I used Fujingaho, Kateigaho and Josei Zasshi, three Japanese magazines for mothers;  each of these were April, 1996 editions.  I also used a few more recent secondary sources through journal articles and other sources.


	I read through the magazines for dominant themes and came up with the System Kitchen and Obento.  Given that these appeared in each of these three, at times more than once, I was able to draw conclusions about their meaning and context.  


	Finally, I was able to access an article on the next generation of would-be mothers.  Having included this, I feel I was able to round out the analysis by providing, not only a perspective on their futures, but that of the Japanese family and society as well.




















Presentation and Discussion 


Introduction of ISA


	In his analysis of cultural dynamics and the interaction of society and the people who comprise it, Louis Althusser (1971, cited in Allison’s article) uses the concept of the Ideological State Apparatus.  He argues that this phenomenon is responsible for developing, maintaining and even revolutionizing the beliefs and attitudes of the society.  Regardless of the nature of these beliefs, the universalization is what interests Althusser.  Anne Allison uses this framework from which to base her analysis of  the construction of the Obento, which I will address later, “Culture is, in this sense, doubly constructive: constructing both the world for the people and the people for the world.” (Allison, p. 196)


	The Ideological State Apparatus differs from the State Apparatus in that the latter gains validity and urgency through the overt wielding of state power and the threat of force.  The former takes form as a part of the daily operations of the community, such as schools, mass media, welfare programs;  ISA are seen as serving another purpose--to educate, to inform, to protect.  Although distinct in configuration and strategy, the purpose of these apparati, according to Althusser, are the same.  By applying these to the daily lives of the people, the roles and identities as are created and maintained as they function within the greater social context.  According to this definition an ISA could also be called an institution.


Media as ISA


	Media have been the source of analysis for social theorists from every perspective.  The relationship between these images and society is often seen as complementary and dependent.  Through analyses, like that employed by Andrea Dworkin in her examination of pornography, this phenomenon is seen as cyclical;  the causes and effects of sexually explicit, often violent, material are born and witnessed within the context of the reality in which it exists.  Although her justification has been criticized as extreme, under the definition of the Ideological State Apparatus as defined by Althusser, arguments like those of Dworkin could also be classified as an ISA and I use her as an example of the framework employed by many theorists, that is that art both reflects and affects life.  


Magazines as ISA


	These phenomena are intensified through magazines and other periodical publications.  Developments and changes can be documented regularly for the audience.  In general, and in the case of magazines in particular, the audience is taken into consideration in the decision to address certain issues, and how to do it.  When determining the value of articles to be included, publishers take into account the degree of interest for their audience.  The completed product reflects the target population and its psychological/emotional condition through its material culture.


	Until printing presses were introduced to Japan slightly after the Industrial Revolution in Europe, wood block prints were used as the primary form of communication.  Although products of this kind were reserved for those with the status and financial capacity to access it, literacy and production rates reveal the degree of demand for such information.  After the advent of the printing press, literacy rates increased.  Given the mountainous geography of Japan, printed material was, until the advent of broadcast media, the only way of facilitating communication between the people.  The desire to read was fed not through curiosity or even leisure, rather it was necessary in the lives of the people.  In contemporary Japan, although radio and television are accessible to almost everyone, the enthusiasm regarding print media has not been affected.


	The validity of print media, especially periodical material, is regarded as more authentic than any other form.  However, with regard to ‘fashion’ and other stylized magazines, most understand that the images presented are fantastic.  However, they are not totally ignored.  Advertisers necessarily tread a ‘fine line.’  While they cannot be excessive, thus alienating the reader, they must also create a fantasy for him/her.  In the case of the magazines used here, they are interpreted as what a MaxMara advertisement called “the Portrait of a Woman.”  The advertisements reflect one aspect of the Japanese woman, whereas the articles address issues and obstacles to their actualization.	


The System Kitchen and Obento


	This essay will analyze two aspects of the life of the Japanese mother, the system kitchen and the obento, or box lunch.  Using evidence from three magazines, the system kitchen and obento will be analyzed in terms of form and function.  Within the context of contemporary Japanese society, the role of the mother is multi-faceted and ever changing;  these magazines will be used to reveal the importance of her role in the family and construction of that role.  The nuclear family has been called the basic unit of society by theorists like Ezra Vogel.  As the individual responsible for maintaining its survival and coherence, the mother is central to the continuity of her community and victim to its demands.  The selection of these issues was difficult, however, they can be used to illustrate recent shifts as well as stability in the role of the mother.


System Kitchen


	Japan, given the numerous changes above, was prepared for the system kitchen.  It is addressed in an article or at least advertised in each of the three magazines.  Given increasing economic pressure on the family, most mothers have been forced out of the home to work as paato-taima, part-time workers.  As such, unpaid labor within the home must be completed with ease and efficiency.  The evolution of the system kitchen was preceded by numerous factors, some of which will be described.


	The theoretical image of the Gombei’s existed in the eyes of virtually every post war, urban Japanese family.  Among the first requirements to fulfill this role for the family were the ‘Three Sacred Treasures of the Imperial House,’ popularly known as San Shuno Jinki (Kumagai, p. 38).  Later these three treasures became the three C’s, namely, cars, coolers (room air-conditioners), and color TV sets.  


	Throughout the war, the people saw military trucks and airplanes, on the roads and in the sky.  After the war, the automobile had become a symbol of one of the nation’s major exports, thus a source of recovery and wealth.  At this time, therefore, the family car became a symbol of the new personal and national identity.  Air conditioners were a true luxury item.  Although homes had the capacity to be heated during the cold winter months, summers in most of Japan are extremely hot and humid.  The air conditioner would provide relief;  although a non-essential item, it became an important symbol of that family’s status, with regard class and modernity.  The color television set was an item necessary in remaining informed.  Broadcasting stations were being built by the government in order to provide the people with the latest news and information.  Its intention was to reunify the nation through this technology.  Gradually it was not only possible but necessary for the average person to be aware of national and international events.  The economic boom of this period was an added push for the pre-existing consumerism. 


	In his book called Japan’s New Middle Class in which he analyzes the city of  Mamachi, Ezra Vogel constructs an image of the urban Japanese family and the home in which they resided.  The research for this account was performed in 1959.  Although this research was conducted more than a decade after the end of the war, it seems that the change was gradual and that the degree of technology that was actually used by a family was minimal.  The three C’s were still far from accessible.  Vogel’s construction of the kitchen illustrates this.  


	At the time of Vogel’s research the layperson of Japan still faced the obstacles of geography, communication, and the struggling economy.  They had relatively few of those amenities associated with modernity.  Although the name okusan, or person in the back, had been coined for wives during antiquity, it illustrates the attitude toward her role.  Kitchens were constructed toward the rear of the home, secluded from the view of guests.  Vogel witnessed homes in which the kitchen still had dirt floors and “facilities (were) crude and closed to guests”  (Vogel p. 78).  Modern kitchens thus became displays of the family’s affluence, available only to the most successful of families, for most of whom such displays were necessary given their status and high-profile identities.


	Although refrigeration had been introduced and was gaining in popularity among the middle class, as early as the 1960s, the individual responsible for maintaining the household, the mother, still went to the neighborhood market everyday for her family’s meals.  Also a sign of the Japanese obsession with freshness and quality, Vogel writes, “Daily shopping for fresh fish and vegetables (was) the rule.  Most families own(ed) small wooden ice boxes for short-term food preparation, but freezers and once-a-week food shopping expeditions (were) unknown”  (Vogel, p. 79).  


	Although the same emphasis on material markers exists for the family of the 1990s, they can now be realized.  Each of the four magazines analyzed advertised what is called the ‘system kitchen.’  Limited space was what physically facilitated this need.  Technological advancements have been made since, however, the amount of space available still limits Japanese household of the 1990s.  The space required to install larger modern equipment is what earlier made the application of such appliances difficult.  The laundry in Japan is still washed in small loads in compact machines, and dryers are rarely used in favor of drying wet articles on clothes lines.  Many writers have addressed the walls of clothing that cover the sides of apartment buildings, even in the larger cities of Japan today.  Homes also remain small and employ the traditional approach in their construction.  New homes have been built, however, demand and cost for land is at such a premium that the average Japanese family cannot afford it.  As evidence of this, construction loans are now based on repayment plans extending to three generations.  Thus items of convenience and efficiency of space as well as time are in demand in contemporary Japan.	


	The system kitchen phenomenon was evident in the US in the 1950s.  This post-war period required those wives, whose husbands had returned home and to their former positions as part of the workforce, reestablish their roles within the home.  However, given that she had been employed and the national economy required their supplemental labor, her time had to be divided.  Not only did these domestic innovations serve to entice her back, but they would also afford her time to contribute outside of the home.  


	The Japanese family today survives on a dual income out of necessity.  The evolution of the Japanese system kitchen is result of the same economic and social factors.  Words like benri, convenient, hayai, quick, and tsukaiyasui, easy to use, are often used to describe the features of the efficiency kitchen.  These words have been spoken for centuries;  their meanings have changed relative to the times.  


	In one article, called “Best Kitchen Review,” the writers claim to have tested the best selling system kitchens for function as well as form.  Photographs reveal immaculate kitchens of varying styles.  Captions state that, in creating this open work area, every available space is utilized;  less desirable features, like the garbage and cleaning products, are housed underneath and above, allowing for organization and aesthetic appeal.  


	This kitchen will used but it will also be seen.  It is constructed to be a “welcoming area” (Kateigaho, p. 287), to be used by the family, for its meals, and also when entertaining guests. Also affecting the status of a kitchen is its brand name.  The article titled “Best Kitchen Review” highlighted the latest models from the most popular series.  It seems that the names of the designers have become common knowledge to the audience.  The kitchen is more than a place for food to be prepared it has also become a showcase for the family.


	The visual appeal of a kitchen is a factor, but the performance is most important.  These kitchens must also be durable; one headline read, “You’re going to be using this for many years, so reject anything less than the best”  (Kateigaho, p. 288).  The true value of it lies in its ability to perform throughout the years.  While the purchase itself might be considered a luxury, the reality is that they will be used, daily, by the mother, for her work.  “They are sturdy, reliable, and beautiful as well” ( Kateigaho, p. 288).  Lately, the demand for environmentally conscious kitchens has also increased;  newer models are equipped with separate, hidden  compartments for sorting and collecting recyclable materials.


	Articles related to these kitchens are a regular feature in monthly publications, revealing the relatively upper class status compared to the weeklies.  Nonetheless, the universality of these concerns is evident by the fact that they have become a regular feature in these publications.  And that, although class differences might exist, the responsibility of meal preparation is a concern to most women.


Obento


	Each magazine addressed the preparation and presentation of the obento. As evidence through the tone of the articles, it has become somewhat of an enigma to the contemporary Japanese mother.


	The obento is a boxed lunch taken to preschool and kindergarten aged children and its preparation is typically relegated to the mother.  Because of the demands on herself, her husband and her children, with their jobs and school, it is rare that the average family be able to eat a meal together, with any regularity.  Nonetheless, food remains an important factor in the relationship between a mother and her family;  the creation of the obento, it seems, has become an even more important ingredient, given the typically hectic Japanese lifestyle.  


	The obento, a form of contained meal, has its roots in Japanese tradition.  Having emerged when mothers were still employed fully within the home, the beliefs that maintain it emphasize its necessity within the ever changing, modernizing Japanese culture.  Both with regard to its aesthetic presentation and its social meaning, it serves to maintain the relationship between the creator and consumer;  today, however, it has been codified, and to some degree imposed, to preserve these seemingly obsolete ideals.  The responsibility of keeping this sense of tradition is precisely what prevents resistance to it.  Although mothers might recognize the absurdity of the practice of the obento ritual, it is an ISA so ingrained in the culture that rejecting it would mean rejecting their roles and ultimately their families and children.


	Among the most publicized roles a mother plays in the life of her school aged child are those of nurturer and magistrate.  In American and Japanese culture she is forced to balance these roles in order to properly raise her young.  The Japanese mother is forced to confront them when her child enters primary education, either in preschool or kindergarten.  


	The daily preparing of the obento has been cited as evidence of these roles.  In her article, Japanese Mothers and Obentos: The Lunch-Box as Ideological State Apparatus, Anne Allison reflects on her experience as the mother of a child in nursery school in Japan in the early 1980s.  She deconstructs the practice of the obento as an institutionalized form of oppression which not only confines her but also maintains her substandard position;  it is through this frame that she constructs her argument. 


	The practice of bringing a lunch from home has been recognized as a part of the socialization process for the children and the mothers themselves.  Women receive instruction on the preparation of a school-lunch through cooking classes, many of which are attended by women during their engagement, and also from their elders within her particular group of classroom mothers.  This will be discussed later.


	For her child, the obento is intended to facilitate the change in environment and demands on him/her.  This is the first time that the child is away from home for an extended period of time.  This often happens against their volition and is often resisted.  Given that children, who previously had the undivided attention of their mothers, are now being sent off, often unwillingly, it is necessary to make this transition as easy as possible.  This is the role that the school lunch plays in the life of a child.  It is a piece of home, a reminder of parental support and affection, in the face of these adverse circumstances.


	For the mother, it is the start of her role as supporter of her child’s academic career.  She has entered into her role as disciplinarian with regard to the education of her child while maintaining her role as nurturer as well as ‘nourisher’.  The dynamics of food in any culture are such that it sustains not only the physical health of the people but the social and emotional health as well.  The tradition and morals conveyed through the preparation and presentation of food is essential to the maintenance of the culture.  The gastronomic custom of Japan, is an extreme example of this.  The Japanese aesthetic with regard to art is identical to its relationship with food.  The impression is natural and organic in form, yet it is so contrived as to exceed the images it tries to imitate.  It is with great care and consideration that food is prepared.  Although flavor is a concern, it is of equal importance for the dish to have visual appeal.  The obento is not immune to this type of scrutiny as is explained in the following paragraphs.


	Each of the three magazines used here had an article related to the preparation of the obento.  Through the article in the weekly magazine, the school lunch occupies fifteen pages of the magazine’s 150.  This magazine has made it a regular feature.  Along with the recipes instructing the preparation of these creations are full page color photographs illustrating precisely how the finished product should look.  Half of the obento in most cases consists of rice, as does the Japanese diet itself.  The okazu, or side dishes, make up the rest.  It is here that the mothers must focus.  Her success or failure as a mother with regard to the obento is measured through her ability to make these as similar as the photos as well as her in child’s consumption of it. 


	With the understanding that her peers are aspiring to achieve the same goal, it is both competition and conformity that drive her to slice the sausages at just the precise angle so as to create a miniature octopus, or to cut the perfect carrot flower.  To look at these recipes and pictures it is clear that, although flavor is an issue, the aesthetic appeal of the final product is just as important.  Side dishes should be bite sized, so it is easy for the child to eat, and cute, like the toys he/she plays with.  The brightness of colors and meticulously cut out shapes do this.  The job of the child has also changed with his or her involvement in school.  In opening the obento, something made by his/her ‘mother’, he/she can return to the nurturing relationship experienced when he/she is at home.


	Accompanying these photographs are headlines and explanations revealing the reality of the preparation of the obento.  It is not a pleasurable thing for a mother to have to deal with, however, it is something that she must do.  These magazines serve to assist her in this process and to make it as pleasurable as possible.  The headline in Josei Zasshi reads, “One Purchase Can Supply Everything if Used in Rotation!  The Obento Calendar”  (Josei Zasshi, foldout).  This article explained how, if advanced planning is done, lunches can be made easily and efficiently.  This calendar includes a month’s worth of obento, broken down into four weeks.  This fold out is the first in the monthly series on obento.


	“With one cut of meat, one week’s obento can be made,...from teriyaki style to meatloaf;”  side dishes are left to “whatever there is available” (Josei Zasshi, foldout)   Suggestions are made of dishes which complement the main course both nutritionally and visually.  Each of the photographs shows at least two side dishes accompanying the rice and meat course.  These are usually colorful dishes like fresh berries, small mixed salads, or omelet wraps held together with decorative toothpicks.


	The likes and dislikes of the eater are also considered.  The ‘Obento Calendar’ includes themes like ‘high volume meals,’ packed with meat and high in calories, and ‘healthy versions,’ low in calories and with an emphasis on vegetables.  Each of the meals has a name, among them are “ Chinese Style Fried Rice Obento,”  “High in Vegetables, Girl’s Style Obento,” and “Marmalade Chicken Obento for Fruit Lovers.”  The article also explains that the preparer needs to think about the person who will eat the lunch when buying the food at the beginning of each week.   


	The cost of making these boxed lunches is also a factor.  At the beginning of each week, the estimated cost of the materials is listed.  They vary from ¥ 3,000 per week to the ¥ 1,000 course. This article has tried to make the preparation of the obento as easy and affordable as possible.


	Although the ultimate purpose for the school lunch is to provide the child with nutrients, by design there are multiple, deep rooted causes and consequences to the production and consumption of the obento.  The non-nutritive value is illustrated through the mother’s concern, her careful placing of the flag toothpicks in the omelet, and the selection of the right plastic toy for her child.  It is understood that convincing a pre-school or kindergarten aged child to eat can be a challenge.  The child’s likes and dislikes are taken into consideration and toys are used to attract his/her attention.  For all intents and purposes, the goal of these efforts is the consumption of the meal itself.	


	The repercussions of not eating some or, in most cases, all of one’s lunch are experienced by both the child and his/her mother.  For the children, they are forced to finish their lunch not only by their teachers but by their classmates as well.  Until each and every morsel is consumed, the entire class is restricted from engaging in other lunch-time activities, such as playing outside.  Most pre-schools are without a formal cafeteria, so, at noon the classroom is transformed into a makeshift eating space.  Upon completion, each child is required to fulfill his/her responsibilities in cleaning up their personal areas as well as certain parts of the room.  In order for this to be done, each child must have finished, otherwise, the others cannot fulfill their duties. 


	A child who is known to hold up the class because of his/her inability to finish his/her lunch is ostracized.  Most likely their hostility is not overtly expressed, rather, he/she is marginalized, thus, developing a reputation and a stigma that is thought to have long term effects.  The psychological consequences are not addressed in this article, however, it is thought that in creating a child’s school lunch, such problems can be avoided.  In the article, the tone is more serious as opposed to trivial.  This leads one to believe that it is a reality that cannot be ignored by the audience,  a common, established practice, necessary for survival. 


	The meaning of the obento is therefore two-fold.  During the transition from the home to school the child and his/her mother is trained to perform as per the dictates of their social roles.  These are seen as complementary and to some degree obligatory.  While compulsory education requires that a child attend kindergarten, in order for his/her role to be fulfilled within the classroom and among his/her peers, a mother must facilitate this for her child.  The school lunch is one of the major determinants in her child’s role development.  Although a pencil and notebooks can be bought, through this seemingly benign act, her dedication is measured.


	Within the meaning of ‘keeping up with the Gombei’s’ is the necessity to conform to the standards of one’s role.  The mother of a child known for holding up his/her classmates also becomes stigmatized by her peers.  Mothers of children within the same class often form bonds.  These are not purely formed through friendships rather, they are encouraged through the school system.  These circles of women often function much like Parent Teacher Associations do in the US.  They assist teachers in the organization of activities like the annual Undookai, or Exercise Day, and ensoku, or field trips.  On a daily basis this coalition also functions as a support system for new mothers who are trained by women with older children.  Through their leadership order is established.  Elders coach new mothers on how to fulfill their positions.  Among the lessons taught are how to make the obento.  


	When a child first shows signs of not being able to finish his/her lunch, a mother is notified by the teacher directly.  If he/she continues to have problems, the other mothers will intervene.  Not only do they view this through concern for the child but for their own children as well.  The child is seen as hindering the entire classroom process. A mother who is unable to correct this behavior is therefore also penalized and stigmatized for her shortcomings in this area. 


	Although the other publications may not have dedicated entire sections to the creation of the obento, the same emphasis on the nourishment of the family is present.  In each of the magazines there are elaborately styled photographs, instruction and presentation of a variety of recipes.  In general, the monthly publications advertised theirs as contemporary with the hayari food, or food trends, of April of 1996, their month of issuance.  These recipes were not intended solely for use in an obento, but could be served in various manners, among them, a lunch.  These dishes called for items which might require additional shopping with their use of less traditional ingredients.  Also, some of these recipes required more attention and time than might be available to a working woman, considering the various other demands in her life on a daily basis. 


	When more traditional ingredients were used the final presentation was done in fine laquerware or pottery of the utmost quality and, consequently, price.  Under such circumstances it is clear that only the most affluent women could apply such images to their lives.  Although such refinements might be elitist and accessible to those with the privilege to access it, it is this fantasy that has allowed them to survive since 1905, the year the first issue of Fujingaho was released.


	The weekly publications were more efficiency oriented with regard to both time and money.  They highlighted these in the headlines through words like kantan, easy, and dekiagari, completion.  In light of the differences, it is clear to see that for the paato-taima, or part-time working mother, the weekly magazines would be more of asset in terms of applicability in her daily life.  The monthly magazines would be a source of fantasy, something to strive for.  Through this evidence it is clear to see the without the financial stability required to invest time and money in the making the school lunch, how it might be difficult for most urban women in contemporary Japan to do this.


Opinion of the Next Generation


	The reaction of the next generation of would-be mothers reflects the attitude toward women currently in this situation.  In their article in Newsweek Magazine, Kay Itoi and Bill Powell describe the attitude of Japanese women in their twenties.  Itoi and Powell investigated why “Japan’s women are fed up” (Itoi and Powell, p. 38).  According to their findings, young women, having witnessed, through their mothers, what might become of their futures and are trying to avoid the same fate.  It seems their efforts are the result of conscious decisions as they have not only cited material differences but the internal struggle of their mothers as well.  


	As stated in this article, the ‘war between the sexes’ in Japan has just made itself evident.  Given that men and women had existed in such distinct spheres, change was unfathomable.  At this point in Japan’s history, however, women have entered the traditionally male work force, forcing the gender line to be blurred.  This was done, according to the women interviewed for this article, without men assisting in the traditionally female domestic sphere and also without recognition.  According to the poll cited in this article, women view their male counterparts as “unreliable (and) boorish.”  (Itoi and Powell, p. 38)


	The result of this frustration is that young women have decided to postpone marriage until after they have passed age thirty.  In Japanese there is a phrase “Christmas cake;”  it is used as a metaphor for women who, after the age of 25 (Christmas is December 25th), are no longer desirable and might even be deteriorating.  Nonetheless, some women have even elected not to marry at all.  Those who do marry wait until they have established themselves in their careers to start having children.  After this time many of these women choose not to start families either.  According to the statistic in this article, the birthrate in 1992 was 1.53 children per woman and was declining rapidly. 


	Motherhood, within contemporary Japanese society, is viewed as something negative, at least from the perspective of those women who would take it on later.  Because careers have become an option for the young woman of today, although the glass-ceiling phenomenon is very strong in Japan, she feels she has a choice.  Given this choice, many have elected to abandon the binds of motherhood, and even ‘wifehood,’ for self-reliance and determination.



























































Summary and Conclusion


	The institution of motherhood in Japan has meant many things.  Although the role has changed since the introduction of Western though, marked here by  the Meiji Restoration, it has also stayed the same.  Given these seeming contradictory ideologies, a new approach, distinctly Japanese, has emerged.  The result is that the mother of Japan in 1996 must wear many hats in order for her family to ‘keep up with the Gombeis.’


	In Pre-Meiji Japan, husbands and wives worked together, tending their rice paddies.  After the Meiji Restoration, the gender division of labor brought more and more women into the home, while their husbands entered the growing white collar work force;  the ryosai-kenbo ideal could be applied to women outside of the Court.  After World War II, the economy flourished and male and female roles became more distinct;  the sengo-shufu was the ideal.  Competition in the education system, also the result of individualism, also contributed to increased spending on the part of the family and the emergence of the kyoiku-mama.  In the 1990s and the in the aftermath of the excesses of the Bubble period of the 1980s, women have been forced outside of the home, as the paato-taima, to fulfill the new demands of the economy.  


	The role of the mother in 1996 does not exist exclusive of those ideals which preceded it, rather, it emerged from them.  It is a combination of those things, even those parts which are in contradiction of the others.  The different parts of her role are evident through the magazines created for her and her peers.  This is what I have tried to illustrate through the above analysis.
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