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In the previous lecture: 

ÅWe looked at óNihonjinronô 

 
 

ÅTheories of Japanesenessò ï 

Attempts to define the unique, 

essential nature of Japan 
 

Å  



4 kinds of Nihonjinron 

 

Å Psychological  

Å2. Sociological  

Å3. Aesthetic  

Å4. Intellectual   



Psychological Nihonjinron 

Ganbari/Konjo/gattsu  

guts, fight, challenge etc.)  

Gaman  ï Endurance, fortitude 

Amae  ï dependence, need to be 

indulged (Takeo Doi) 

Haji  ï shame, as opposed to 

western-style guilt (Ruth Benedict)  

 

 



Sociological Nihonjinron 

A group society , individual 

subordinate to group  

ÅA óverticalô society (Chie Nakane) (

)  

ÅJuniors loyal to seniors; seniors take 

paternalistic responsibility for followers 

Å  

ÅGaps in status, wealth, relatively small, so 

people sense fairness 

ÅShared culture, language, values Ą harmony 
 



Aesthetic Nihonjinron 

ÅLove of nature  

ÅTaste for simple, elegant things 
(wabi/sabi )  

ÅSentimental awareness of the 
transience of life (mono no aware 

 

ÅTendency to miniaturize (bonsai, 
haiku, walkman, etc.  

 



Intellectual Nihonjinron 

Japanese intellect said to be 

based on intuition (chokkan 
) rather than logic (ronri 

), because Japanese are 

ócloser to natureô. E.g. Kitaro 

Nishida, Tetsuro Watsuji, 

Kinji Imanishi. 



 kinds of explanation 3  

1. Ecological  ï small, crowded 

country, unique climate influence 

agriculture Ÿ lifestyle Ÿ society Ÿ

Ÿ Ÿ  

 

E.g. Tetsuro Watsuji, Fudo 1935) 

trans. Geoffrey Bowness Climate and 

Culture (1962)  



2. Historical (  

250 years (c. 1600-1850) of isolation 

(sakoku ) lead to closed society, 

óisland mentalityô (shimaguni konjo 

and unique culture, that can only 

be changed by óexternal pressureô 

(gaiatsu ). 

E.g. Mayumi Ito Globalization of Japan: 

Japanese óSakokuô Mentality and US 

Efforts to Open Japan (2000). 



3. Biological ( )  

Japanese brains work differently from 

other peoplesé e.g. using the right 

side of the brain for both logic and 

emotion. 

Tsunoda, Tadanobu. The Japanese Brain, 

Uniqueness and Universality, 1985. 

ˈ  

  ( ) 1978  



10 Problems 

with Nihonjinron 

 



Å Assumes homogeneity  

 

ÅAll Japanese are assumed to have 

some special characteristic ïgroup 

consciousness, will to fight, desire 

to be indulged, that instinct to make 

small thingséetc. 

Å

 



And to the 

same degree 

 



but that obviously 

isnôt true 

http://www.city.yokohama.jp/me/shimin/kouhou/642/pict/8-3.jpg


Some 

Japanese 

women 



Some Japanese men 



 An obvious 

point, I admité 

é and yet many Nihonjinron books contain 

sentences such as ñthe Japanese are like 

thatò  which casually 

and unconsciously assume that variation 

between individual Japanese is trivial 

enough to be ignored. 

Since the writer is often trying to show that 

Japanese are homogeneous , the 

argument can easily become circular. 



2. What are we comparing to? 

 

Japanò 

 

The  

Westò 

 



What about the rest of the world? 

 

Often óJapaneseô things are actually 
found in a stronger form in other 
Asian countries, or in other parts 
of the world entirely. For instance, 
órespect for eldersô is much 
stronger in Koreaé 

 

 



é but Nihonjinron tends to 

ignore other countries 

outside the óJapan vs. The 

Westô paradigmé 

 



é and to assume that all people 

in óthe Westô are alike 

é which isnôt 

 true either. 

http://www.uoregon.edu/~recycle/images/josebove.jpg


3. Nihonjinron assumes that 

other societies do not have 

those special Japanese 

qualities 

 



Sometimes with 

disastrous results 
 



After Pearl 

Harbor, the 

Americans 

were expected 

to despair, 

because they 

lacked ganbari 

and gamané 

the Japanese 

spirit would 

triumphé 



é wrong. 



4. Regional variation ignored 

Watsujiôs óclimateô theoryé there 

is no monsoon in Hokkaidoé 

there is no winter snow in 

Okinawaé Strong regional 

dialectsé strong regional 

cultures and traditions 

 



Japanese regionalism is intense! 

Consider Yamanashi prefecture. Proud 
tradition of Takeda Shingen é 
thought of as strong drinkers (heart of 
wine industry; numerous bars, often 
No.1 prefecture for traffic accident 
fatalitiesé), thought of as mean/greedy 
ómerchants of Koshuô ()é 
regional identity is strong and a 
constant topic of argument. 



Foreigners exaggerate national 

identityé 

é simply because when talking to a 

foreigner, a Japanese person may very 

well be thinking ñIôm Japanese and he 

isnôtò. But when that same person is 

talking to a fellow Japanese (i.e. most 

of the time), s/heôll be thinking ñIôm 

from Yamanashi and the person Iôm 

talking to is from Tokyo.ò 



Food habits varyé 

ÅE.g. óNattoô (, fermented soy 

beans, is a very popular dish in the 

Tokyo region, and is cited as 

ótypical Japanese foodôé 

ÅYet most people in Western Japan 

hate natto just as most foreigners 

do. 



Some 

nattoé 



Hirofumi Tsuboi, potato rebel 

Some archaeologists even say 

potatoes used to be more 

popular than riceé 
 

Imo to Nihonjin Potatoes and the 

Japanese, 1979 

 :   

. , 1979  



. Class and status ignored 

 

ÅE.g. Karoshi  

http://homepage2.nifty.com/karousirenrakukai/papakaroshi.jpg


Is it really caused by ñtoo much 

effort/loyaltyò?? 

Åé or does it reflect an imbalance in 

power relationships? People 

working themselves into the ground 

for fear of the sack, especially at 

times of high unemploymenté 

Å

 



Nihonjin-ron assumes that Japan 

is a classless society 

As for instance in Chie Nakane 

s theory of the ñvertical societyò 

(tate shakai ) in which workers 

feel far more loyalty to their companies 

than to their class. Yet there have been 

times when class struggle was 

common in Japan. 



Eg 1 Peasant Uprisings 

During the Edo era (c. 1600-1850), 

there were many peasant uprisings 

and rice riots, in which poor 

commoners rose up and forcefully 

opposed their samurai rulers. 

Ultimately they helped to bring 

down the shogunate. 



Ref: Anne Walthall (UC Irvine)  

ÅPeasant Uprisings in Japan (1991)  

ÅSocial Protest and Popular Culture in 
Eighteenth Century Japan (1986)  

20th century: Ashio Copper Mine Riot 
(1907)  

The Ashio Riot of 1907: A Social History 
of Mining in Japan, by Nimura Kazuo 
(1998)  

Japan has a long history of class conflict, 
sometimes violent. 



1960: Miike Mine Strike 
A major, year-long strike at a coalmine 

owned by the mighty Mitsui trading 
house, finally ending in defeat for the 
workers. 

Check out the award-winning movie 
Echoes from the Miike Mine (

[ ] ) dir. Hiroko 
Kumagai  . 



Ref: Matthew Allen, Undermining 

the Japanese Miracle (1994)  

ÅTerrible punning title, but a fascinating 

look at the long slow aftermath of life in 

northern Kyushu after the closure of 

the Miike mine and others in the area. 

Any British reader will recall the 1985 

British coal strike (Margaret Thatcher 

vs. Arthur Scargill)é 



Today the unions are quieter 

But they still hold a ñspring offensiveò (shunto 

) every year, and collective bargaining in 

industrial sectors is the normé So there are 

some horizontal ties of solidarity, pace 

Nakane, and some workersô families have 

successfully sued employers of karoshi 

victimsé so the vertical ties are not absolute. 

This is an example of how Nihonjinron can 

have conservative political implications. 



And what about óbushidoô? 

 

ÅThe Way of the Samuraiò was a 

code of ethics for the aristocracyé a 

tiny proportion of the population. 

Most Japanese in the Edo era were 

NOT samuraié they were landless 

peasants, exploited by samuraié   

  



édespite all that talk about óhonorô, 

most samurai were parasites on 

the common folk of Japan. 

. 

And in case youôre wonderingé 



No, it wasnôt like in the movie. 



History ignored too 

  

ÅAs well as assuming that all 

Japanese have special 

characteristics, Nihonjinron 

also tends to assume that 

theyôve always had them. 



E.g.  Closed country 

consciousnessô ï sakoku ishiki 

 
ÅTrue, Japan was largely closed 

to the world, c. 1600-1868 ï but 

that ended 150 years ago! 

Å  



Japan has been 

very óopenô since 

thené  

 



Trading, visiting, negotiating, 

even fighting and invading 

other countries. 

 



Yet some writers ignore the 

last 150 yearsé for them, 

the closed country mentality 

never went awayé 

Å

 



Mayumi Itoh 

(2000) argues 

that Japanôs 

diplomacy is 

still influenced 

by the ósakokuô 

mentality to 

this day 



E.g. 2: óEgalitarian capitalismô 

  

ÅBefore WW2 Japan had big private 

landlords and most wealth was 

owned by a small minority. What 

caused relative equality in the 

country was the Occupation land 

reforms ï NOT fundamental 

Japanese customs. 



7. Assumes smooth hierarchy 
 

Minoru Kida ï óThe Rules of the Hamlet. In 
As the Japanese see it : past and present 
/ ed. Aoki and Dardess. 

Loyalty to the village outranks loyalty to the 
state. Protect neighbors from police. The 
state is not óone big familyô or óone big 
villageô 

 



 

Family (dad)  

Village (headman)  

 

City, pref., island (mayor)  

 

State (Emperor/government)  



 

Family (dad) 

 

Village (headman) 

 

 

City, pref., island (mayor) 

 

State (Emperor/government)  

 

Pow! 

Wham! 

  
Conflict! 



8. Exceptions and contradictions 

 

ÅE.g. If love of nature is so 

important in Japanese culture, 

how come the environment is 

in such a mess? 

Å
  



Tetrapods 

 

http://www.jp.from-hanna.com/leisure/sports/outdoor/img/surf4.jpg






Abandoned 

carsé 



Vast quantities of 

rubbishé 



Much of it being burnedé  



écreating a serious dioxin 

problem. 

Last slide: a garbage-burning 

facility at Tokorozawa, on the 

outskirts of Tokyo 

 

 



There are 16 furnaces in a 500-

meter radiusé 30 furnaces in 

a 2-km radius around Mount 

Kunugi in Saitama prefecture. 

500

 

  



It was a beautiful 

mountainé once. 

 

     



Dogs and Demons: The Fall of 

Modern Japan by Alex Kerr, 2002 

Japan pours as much 
concrete over her 
land each year as the 
USAé 30 times 
more per hectare 



 

 



See also Peter Kirbyôs book: 

 

Troubled Natures (2010) 



9. Nihonjinron is usually 

loaded with value judgments 

 



Positive or negative 

Nationalistic writers proud of 

Japanôs culture + tradition 

write positive Nihonjinron. 

Those who find Japan an 

oppressive, over-disciplined 

society write negative N-ron. 



 

 

(Hereôs a particularly 

radical example of 

negative Nihonjinron.)  



"The Japanese are perhaps 

physically the least 

attractive people with the 

exception of the pygmies 

and Hottentots.ò 



Members of the so-called 

Mongolian race to which the 

Japanese belong have flat, 

expressionless faces, high 

cheekbones, and oblique 

eyes.ò 



Their figures are also far from 

being shapely with a 

disproportionately large head, 

an elongated trunk, and short 

often bowed legs."  

Ichiro Kawasaki, Japan 

Unmasked (Tuttle, 1969)  



Foreigners are no better. 

A generation of foreign scholars 

admired Japanôs mighty economy 

and harmonious society and wrote 

positive Nihonjinron. For others, 

Japanôs growth posed a dangeré 

and her society seemed repressive. 

They wrote negative Nihonjinron. 



But itôs very hard to find 

neutral Nihonjinron. 
 

 



Ÿ Ÿ  

Either way, when you read a study that 

implies a strong value judgment, you 

should ask whether that judgment is 

the logical outcome of objectively 

analysed data; or whether the judgment  

came first and coloured the selection 

and interpretation of data. 

That is true of ALL social science, not 

just Nihonjinron. 



10. Many Nihonjinron theories 

contradict each other 

Example : Shudan ishiki vs. 

Wabi/Sabi 

Groupism vs loneliness 

 

 



If Japanese people 

are so determined to 

do things in groups, 

then how come their 

culture  reveres 

hermits and solitary 

wanderers? 
Hermit with Wand and Chrysanthemums 

Signed by Shohaku Soga (1730-1781) 

Edo Period, 18th century  

 



How come 

Japanôs most 

popular movie 

character is a 

wandering 

salesman who 

canôt get 

married?  

 



Tora-san hangs out with gaijins 
 



Love never lasts long for Tora-sané  

 



One moment heôs involved with a 

younger womané 
 

 



é but in the end he has to watch 

her find love with a younger man 
 



And he 

wanders 

off alone, 

as in this 

statue 
 



Key 

phrase:  

ñItôs hard 

to be a 

manò 

http://www.h3.dion.ne.jp/~gonohon/124-2418_IMG1.JPG


Memorial 

service for 

Kiyoshi Atsumi, 

who played 

Tora-san in 48 

movies 

 

 



Tora-san: loner 

Wabi/sabi: 10 

Groupism: 0 

 

  

  



9. Many Nihonjinron theories 

contradict each other 

Example 2: óGanbariô vs 

óAmaeô 

To fight to the lasté and to have 

oneôs irresponsible behavior 

indulged 

  



Hitoshi Ueki  

 

http://www.asahi-net.or.jp/~cw5t-stu/ueki/uekipict/old2.jpg


Is this the worldôs most 

irresponsible man? 
 

 



As a smiling salaryman always on the makeé 



As a gambler in a samurai comedy 

http://www.toei.co.jp/tv/sm/peep/picture/peep8-12.jpg


Sweet-talking his way out of 

trouble 



With 

his 

band, 

the 

Crazy 

Cats 


