Suzanne Acord

Keizai Koho lesson plan to be used in conjunction with Facts and Figures of Japan 2008.

Japanese Women Make An Impact In and Out of the Home

Japanese women have held many roles throughout Japan’s rich history.  Women were quite powerful in and out of the home in ancient Japan.  This power can be seen in the respect afforded Amaterasu, Japan’s Sun Goddess.  Japanese goddesses are credited with the creation of Japan’s islands and are believed to have familial connections to the Japanese imperial family.  The first Japanese emperor, Jinmo Tenno, is thought to be a descendant of Amaterasu.  Japan’s first empress gained power around 183 CE and six other female rulers succeeded her (Bingham & Gross 1987).

Confucianism was introduced in Japan around the sixth century.  Women’s power declined as Confucianism became widely practiced in Japanese society.  Confucianism describes women’s roles as subordinate to those of men and it became difficult for women to maintain positions of power under this belief system.  Women soon became the property of their fathers, brothers, sons and husbands (Menton, et al.).  

To do: (In pairs)

1.  At what age do you hope to find a marriage partner?  How will you choose a marriage partner?  Explain your answers?

2.  What do you believe to be the roles of a man and wife in a marriage?

(Adapted from China: Understanding Its Past)

Until the early 1900s, marriages were primarily arranged and women remained at a disadvantage in the home and workplace.  Marriages were not based on love, but on the status of the families involved.  Unlike in the past, women moved in with the husband’s family after marriage and the new mother-in-law controlled just about every aspect of the new wife’s life (Menton, et al.).

Women played a major role in the Meiji restoration and during Taisho social inequality movements, but they didn’t gain equal rights until the promulgation of the 1947 Constitution.  Article 24 of the constitution provides for the equality of men and women (Menton, et al.).  This was a step in the right direction, but for decades following, equality was not practiced on a wide spread basis.  Japanese women have faced many obstacles in the workplace since Article 24.  Women who were lucky enough to find jobs were sometimes forced to resign upon marriage or childbirth.  Court cases addressing this discrimination have become increasingly common.  A court case in the 1960s deemed it unlawful to fire a woman because of marital status.  One company tried to implement a retirement age of 30 for women as opposed to the company’s retirement age of 55 for men.  The courts stymied this company’s discriminatory efforts in 1969 (Crosscurrents).

Today, women are working in and out of the home.  Women perform housework, rear children and guide their children’s educational journeys.  Many also manage to acquire college degrees and employment outside of the home (Menton, et al.).  Couples are waiting longer to enter into marriage and are thus having fewer children during their childbearing years.  Women are “shying” away from marriage for a variety of reasons.  Many wait to marry or completely avoid marriage because they yearn for a career, an education or they may be reluctant to enter into a marriage based on traditional Japanese values that would require the woman to give up some or all of her independence.  Article 24 states that women and men have access to equal opportunities, but women continue to carry out traditional responsibilities like cooking, caring for the children and taking care of the home while also working outside of the home.  According to Professor Machiko Osawa of Japan Women’s University, 70% of men “never prepare meals or do washing.”  This combination of paid and unpaid work becomes burdensome for many women.

To do:

3.  Examine the two graphs on page 42 of Facts and Figures of Japan.  Choose one graph to examine more carefully.  In two sentences, describe the data presented in the graph.

Women who do choose to marry often don’t return to work for a number of years if ever again in their lifetimes.  The high cost of daycare is a major concern for families.  In addition, women sometimes find it difficult to return to work because their jobs have already been filled or they are offered only temporary employment that doesn’t provide opportunities for advancement.  Highly educated women are often unwilling to “start over” in the workplace or accept less responsibility because they chose to leave the workforce to rear their children.  These women may choose to avoid childrearing altogether or may choose to remain stay at home moms rather than be underpaid and underemployed in the workplace (Osawa).

To do:


4.  Examine the graph on page 32 of Facts and Figures of Japan.  Describe the data provided in the graph.  According to this graph, how many children were born per 1000 people in 1947?  In 1960?  In 2007?  Examine the right hand scale of the graph.  This provides the fertility rate.  How many children were born per woman in 1947?  In 2007?  

5.  What implications might this birthrate have on the workforce?  On the production of goods and services?  On Japan’s economy?

Many businesses are concerned that the decline in the population will decrease production and consequently have detrimental effects on Japan’s economy.  These concerns have led many companies to create child and female friendly business practices.  Benesse is a Japanese corporation that provides extended maternity leave, paternity leave and subsidized daycare centers for its employees.  Benesse’s leaders believe that these policies allow families to continue working while raising children.  Other companies are following Benesse’s lead through the creation of similar employee benefits.

6.  In groups, imagine that you are leaders of a Japanese corporation.  You are finding it difficult to recruit and retain enough workers to meet your production needs.  What policies do you plan to implement to create and sustain a stable workforce?  Create a detailed solution and share it with your classmates.  Determine which plan seems the most feasible.  
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