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Career Women in Contemporary Japan

Since Japan’s economic recession began in the 1990s, the female workforce
has experienced revolutionary changes as greater numbers of women have
sought to establish careers. Employment . trends indicate that increasingly
white-collar professional women are succeeding in breaking through the
“glass ceiling,” as digital technologies blur and redefine work in spatial,
gendered, and ideological terms.

This book examines what motivates Japanese women to pursue professional
careers in the contemporary neoliberal economy, and how they reconfigure
notions of selfhood while doing so. It analyzes how professional women con-
test conventional notions of femininity in contemporary Japan, and in turn
negotiate new gender roles and cultural assumptions about women, while
reorganizing the Japanese workplace and wider socioeconomic relationships.
Further, the book explores how professional women create new social iden-
tities through the mutual conditioning of structure and self, and asks how
women come to understand their experiences; how their actions change the
gendering of the workforce; and how their lives shape the economic, political,
social, and cultural landscapes of this post-industrial nation.

Based on extensive fieldwork, Career Women in Contemporary Japan will
have broad appeal across a range of disciplines including Japanese culture and
society, gender and family studies, women’s studies, anthropology, ethnology,
and sociology.

Anne Stefanie Aronsson holds a PhD in Anthropology from Yale University, USA.



A Japanese Company in Crisis
Ideology, strategy, and narrative
Fiona Graham

Japan’s Foreign Aid
Old continuities and new directions
Edited by David Arase

Japanese Apologies for World War Il
A rhetorical study
Jane W. Yamazaki

Linguistic Stereotyping and
Minority Groups in Japan
Nanette Gottlieb

Shinkansen

From bullet train to symbol of
modern Japan

Christopher P. Hood

Small Firms and Innovation Policy
in Japan
Edited by Cornelia Storz

Cities, Autonomy and
Decentralization in Japan
Edited by Carola Hein and
Philippe Pelletier

The Changing Japanese Family
Edited by Marcus Rebick and
Ayumi Takenaka

Adoption in Japan

Comparing policies for children
in need

Peter Hayes and Toshie Habu

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

Routledge Contemporary Japan Series

The Ethics of Aesthetics in Japanese
Cinema and Literature

Polygraphic desire

Nina Cornyetz

Institutional and Technological
Change in Japan’s Economy
Past and present

Edited by Janet Hunter and
Cornelia Storz

Political Reform in Japan
Leadership looming large
Alisa Gaunder

Civil Society and the Internet in Japan
Isa Ducke

Japan’s Contested War Memories
The ‘memory rifts’ in historical
consciousness of World War Il
Philip A. Seaton

Japanese Love Hotels
A cultural history
Sarah Chaplin

Population Decline and Ageing in
Japan — The Social Consequences
Florian Coulmas

Zainichi Korean Identity and Ethnicity
David Chapman

A Japanese Joint Venture

in the Pacific

Foreign bodies in tinned tuna
Kate Barclay



19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

Japanese-Russian Relations,
1907-2007
Joseph P. Ferguson

War Memory, Nationalism and
Education in Post-War Japan,
1945-2007

The Japanese history textbook
controversy and lenaga Saburo’s
court challenges

Yoshiko Nozaki

A New Japan for the Twenty-First
Century

An inside overview of current
fundamental changes and problems
Edited by Rien T. Segers

A Life Adrift

Soeda Azembo, popular song
and modern mass culture

in Japan

Translated by Michael Lewis

The Novels of Oe Kenzaburo
Yasuko Claremont

Perversion in Modern Japan
Psychoanalysis, literature, culture
Edited by Nina Cornyetz and

J. Keith Vincent

Homosexuality and Manliness in
Postwar Japan
Jonathan D. Mackintosh

Marriage in Contemporary Japan
Yoko Tokuhiro

Japanese Aid and the Construction
of Global Development
Inescapable solutions

Edited by David Leheny and
Carol Warren

The Rise of Japanese NGOs
Activism from above
Kim D. Reimann

29

30

31

32

33

35

36

37

38

Postwar History Education
in Japan and the Germanys
Guilty lessons
Julian Dierkes

Japan-Bashing
Anti-Japanism since the 1980s
Narrelle Morris

Legacies of the Asia-Pacific War
The Yakeato generation

Edited by Roman Rosenbaum
and Yasuko Claremont

Challenges of Human
Resource Management
in Japan

Edited by Ralf Bebenroth
and Toshihiro Kanai

Translation in Modern Japan
Edited by Indra Levy

Language Life in Japan
Transformations and prospects
Edited by Patrick Heinrich and
Christian Galan

The Quest for Japan’s New
Constitution

An analysis of visions and
constitutional reform proposals
1980-2009

Christian G. Winkler

Japan in the Age of Globalization
Edited by Carin Holroyd and
Ken Coates

Social Networks and Japanese
Democracy

The beneficial impact of
interpersonal communication
in East Asia

Ken'ichi Ikeda and Sean Richey

Dealing with Disaster in Japan
Responses to the Flight JL123 crash
Christopher P. Hood



39

41

42

43

45

47

The Ethics of Japan’s Global
Environmental Policy

The conflict between principles
and practice

Midori Kagawa-Fox

Superhuman Japan
Knowledge, nation and culture
in US-Japan relations

Marie Thorsten

Nationalism, Political Realism

and Democracy in Japan

The thought of Masao Maruyama
Fumiko Sasaki

Japan’s Local Newspapers
Chihoshi and revitalization
journalism

Anthony S. Rausch

Mental Health Care in Japan
Edited by Ruth Taplin and
Sandra J. Lawman

Manga and the Representation of
Japanese History
Edited by Roman Rosenbaum

Negotiating Censorship
in Modern Japan
Edited by Rachael Hutchinson

EU-Japan Relations, 1970-2012
From confrontation to global
partnership

Edited by Jorn Keck,

Dimitri Vanoverbeke and

Franz Waldenberger

Japan and the High Treason
Incident

Edited by Masako Gavin and
Ben Middleton

Diplomacy in Japan—EU Relations
From the Cold War to the
post-bipolar era

Oliviero Frattolillo

49

50

51

53

55

56

57

Sound, Space and Sociality in
Modern Japan

Edited by Joseph D. Hankins and
Carolyn S. Stevens

Japanese Femininities
Justin Charlebois

Japan’s Foreign Aid to Africa
Angola and Mozambique within
the TICAD process

Pedro Amakasu Raposo

Internationalising Japan
Discourse and practice

Edited by Jeremy Breaden, Stacey
Steele and Carolyn S. Stevens

Heritage Conservation and Japan’s
Cultural Diplomacy

Heritage, national identity and
national interest

Natsuko Akagawa

Religion and Psychotherapy in
Modern Japan

Edited by Christopher Harding,
Iwata Fumiaki and

Yoshinaga Shin’ichi

Party Politics in Japan

Political chaos and stalemate

in the twenty-first century

Edited by Ronald J. Hrebenar and
Akira Nakamura

Career Women in Contemporary
Japan

Pursuing identities, fashioning lives
Anne Stefanie Aronsson

Visions of Precarity in Japanese
Popular Culture and Literature
Edited by Kristina
Iwata-Weickgenannt and
Roman Rosenbaum



To the women of the world, especially the women of Japan.



Preface

Many people, especially the Japanese women I interviewed for this book, have
asked me why I have had such a strong interest in Japan. Although I am a
Swiss citizen, I lived most of my life in Sdo Paulo, Brazil, a city with a large
population of overseas Japanese. As an adolescent, 1 was intrigued by their
language and culture and often journeyed to the “Liberdade,” the Japanese
residential area in downtown Sdo Paulo, in order to participate in annual
festivals and view traditional performances. I took Japanese lessons as a
teenager and resumed them six years later at a university in the United States.
I became fascinated by the ways in which the Japanese immigrants had
adapted to and reproduced their own language and cultural meanings in my
hometown, and I longed to learn more about them. Lectures and work
experience aroused my curiosity about how human societies weave meaning
through life. Furthermore, my extensive experience abroad — living in Brazil,
Japan, the United States, and Switzerland — has heightened my cultural sen-
sitivity and strengthened my commitment to ethnographic understandings of
various patterns of living. In the end, these experiences have all contributed to
my passion for studying human behavior in general, and my study of Japan in
particular.

The overarching aim of this book is to showcase the current situation of
Japanese career women and shed light on how they make sense of their daily
lives. Despite the frequent negative news about the Japanese economy, women
are increasingly pursuing careers. Moreover, their commitment to lifetime
employment is reorganizing the Japanese workplace, socioeconomic relation-
ships, and even cultural assumptions about women. My guiding question is
this: What is the role of the career woman in contemporary Japanese society?
Through extensive fieldwork, I examine the private lives of a vast group of
women from different generational backgrounds; how they are fashioning
their professional identities amidst a still largely male-oriented workplace; and
how their lives shape the economic, political, social, and cultural landscapes
of this post-industrial nation.
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Explanatory notes

All Japanese words are written by using the modified Hepburn system of
romanization. Furthermore, 1 present the Japanese names as they would
appear in Japan, with the family name preceding the first name. For non-
Japanese names I follow the Western convention of presenting the given name
first followed by the family name. When I refer to an informant I use the suffix
“-san” and it appears after the person’s last name. “San” is a polite title like
“Mr.” or “Mrs.” in English.

I use pseudonyms in place of actual individual names to respect the privacy
of my informants, with the exception of authors and other public figures. For
individuals related to my informants, such as their husbands, sons or daugh-
ters, I use first names. The only exception to informant pseudonyms is my
informant Kojima Chizuko (94), who requested that I use her real name. In
the appendix is a list of all 120 informants, with their age in 2011, occupation,
marital status, and whether they have any children.
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1 Introduction

Times of major transitions

What motivates Japanese women to pursue professional careers in today’s
neoliberal economy and how does this pursuit affect notions of selfhood?
Japanese labor markets for women are in turmoil. The occupational changes
present contemporary professional women with serious challenges, as they
contest conventional notions of femininity and negotiate new gender roles.
Employment trends in Japan indicate that more white-collar professional
women are breaking through the glass ceiling, as digital technologies blur
and redefine work in spatial, gendered, and ideological terms. Here, we will
focus on the professional women who are at the forefront of these profound
changes.

Japanese women have been employed in professional career tracks for
decades, thanks in part to the 1985 Equal Employment Opportunity Law
(EEOL), which guarantees women equal opportunities and treatment.
Despite this, women still must fight institutionalized prejudice in order to be
accepted as equals in the workforce. Since the Japanese economic recession of
the 1990s, the female workforce has experienced revolutionary changes as
even more women have sought to establish careers. In fact, the economic
stasis has opened managerial posts for women, as the downturn has led to a
liberalization of certain career paths that fit female tendencies to engage in
short-term and part-time work. How do these women view themselves, how
do they act in, and outside, the workplace, and how are they changing the
gender hierarchy? In this book I analyze how white-collar professional women
fashion their gender identities through the mutual conditioning of structure
and self.

Inoguchi Kuniko, a political scientist and politician who served as Minister
of State for Gender Equality and Social Affairs, insists that the glass ceiling is
global. He believes that breaking it in one country might trigger advancement
in other countries as well. This may be true, but societal differences remain in
every country. For instance, there is still a glass ceiling in the United States
(Coughlin et al. 2005; Eagly and Carli 2007; Hanson 2006; Roberts 2011;
Shipman and Kay 2009), but it is only an obstacle during certain life stages in
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a woman’s career. In Japan, by contrast, this barrier exists throughout a
woman’s life (Plath 1983). The glass ceiling follows the female employee and
the chance of promotion into higher levels remains inaccessible for most
women. This is why the wage gap between men and women is still very large,
and this is one of the reasons why the number of female managers is still so
low (Fackler 2007; Jackson and Tomioka 2004; Kimoto 2003; Lam 1992;
Osawa et al. 1996; Roberts 2011). Because Japanese society remains age-
ordered and stages of life do not affect a woman’s position, women become
isolated. In other words, better work does not necessarily translate to career
promotion.

In light of this, the Japanese labor market for women is currently going
through major changes in terms of improved gender equality policies, a more
adequate work-life balance, better maternity leave options, and improved
childcare facilities. Women can finally enter the marketplace and remain
employed, even after marriage and childbirth. Although many women now
have long-term careers, they are still bound to the Confucian concept of filial
piety. As social psychologist Iwao Sumiko notes, “[tlhe Japanese mother’s
childrearing techniques engrave the actual and symbolic warmth and impor-
tance of the home ... forming a strong association between home and
mother” (1993: 127). The same holds true for taking care of her husband; she
is expected to make his life at home as untroubled as possible. Sociologist
Ogasawara Yuko observes that if women reenter the working place, they
usually work in either smaller firms or part-time jobs, because the larger firms
mostly employ recent graduates. Iwao further explains that the age distribu-
tion of employed Japanese women forms an M-shaped curve with the first
peak around ages 20 and 24 and the second peak around ages 45 to 49 (1993: 162).
After women have briefly worked they are expected to drop out of the labor
force, and only after their children have finished school do they have the
possibility of working again. Nevertheless, many women are unable to reenter
the workforce full-time, as they might have to take care of aging parents
at home.

The following analysis explores the gendered dilemmas these women con-
front on a daily basis and examines how conventional family ties have been
undermined by a neoliberal global economy, which accentuates the fluidity of
this process of changing social structures (Borovoy 2010a; Kurihara 2009;
Linhart 1984; Osawa 1999; Rebick and Takenaka 2006; Rindfuss e al. 2004;
Roberts 2011). Japanese women remain underrepresented in advanced career
positions in finance, industry, entrepreneurship, government, and academia,
leaving them to creatively redefine what it means to have a career in a male-
dominated sphere (Kurihara 2009; Marcus 1983; Moeran 2005). Career paths
for Japanese white-collar men in these sectors remain fairly standardized;
however, Japanese women are just beginning to redefine what it means for
them to have a career.

We will begin by analyzing how the changing global economy has had an
impact on Japan and how the country positions itself in a new environment.
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Next, how these changes have an impact on shifting gender hierarchies in the
different work sectors and finally how these changes play out on the indivi-
dual level of the white-collar professional women. The focus will be on the
three cycles of life, family, and career, and how these three cycles interact.
These cycles are currently out of sync for most women, but major transitions
are shifting more favorably for most women.

Career is the central concept to understanding these women’s lives, because
it is their professional career that sets them apart. From the postwar period
until the early 2000s, most women became housewives — either full-time or
with a part-time job — and they framed their careers in more domestic terms;
raising a family was the primary aim of a woman. By definition, a career
woman reverses this aim. Thus, building a career becomes the primary goal
and although this path is not always straightforward because of lingering
gender hierarchies, building a career also helps to establish an identity. These
women try to shape a life that includes family and a career. Different historical
moments create different environments in the working world, but all of the
women interviewed, regardless of historical circumstances, achieved a career.

For the past thirty years more women have been pursuing higher educa-
tional degrees and lifelong careers rather than dropping out of the workforce
after marriage and childbirth or returning several years later for a part-time
job. As Sylvia Ann Hewlett et al. ask in a recent study, what continually
compels three-quarters of Japanese women to drop out of their careers?
(2011: 10). The answer involves many factors:

For most career women in our U.S. and Germany studies, off-ramps are
the result of a complex interaction between ‘pull factors’ rooted within
family, community and society and ‘push factors’ centered around work.
In Japan, however, while family pulls are significant, push factors in an
unsupportive workplace are even more effective in derailing female
careers.

(Hewlett et al. 2011: 10)

Many believe that the main reason Japanese women leave the workforce is
because of a lack in adequate childcare support, but this is not true. In Japan,
only 32 percent of Japanese women report inadequate childcare, while in the
United States 74 percent do (Hewlett er al. 2011:10). Another reason given
for why women would quit their jobs is a lack of senior care and homes, but
only 38 percent of university-educated women say that they would quit their
work to take care of parents or in-laws. Thus, the main obstacle keeping
women away from their career track is the workplace itself (Hewlett er al.
2011: 10).

Hewlett joins many others, including policymakers and labor scholars, in
posing the issue of why Japanese women and careers are positioned in the
negative: why do they not stay on track? This book reverses the analysis to
ask why and how it is that one-quarter of women do get on and try to stay on



