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INTRODUCTION : FIELD OF INTEREST

The Central Council for Education, an advisory board to the minister of education and
science (former minister of education) concludes its report issued in 1997 with the following

statement:

Japanese education has experienced a dramatic expansion and
development. (...) Rapid social changes in recent years, however, greatly
affected the state of affairs in education. (...) On the other hand, there
has been an increased demand to adapt the educational system to

extensive and drastic social and cultural changes.

The reform Impetus

During the course of J apan’s miracle recovery from the ruin after the World War II,
education served as a ‘driving force for the economic, social and cultural development’ of
a new Japan (Ministry of Education, MOE, 1997). A national enthusiasm for education,
however, resulted in some social side—effects such as the placing of too much value on
educational background in every respect of social life; excessive competition in entrance
examination; problematic behavior in young people; and uniform, inflexible structures and
methods of formal education (7b:d, p. 1). Now major educational reform is being considered
so that both school administration and the curriculum reflect the recent ‘extensive and
drastic social and cultural changes’ (ibid, p. 1)”

The Japanese educational system has already experienced two major reforms since
Japan became a modern country in the mid 19% century- it was reformed ﬁrstly by the Meiji
government in the period immediately following the Meiji Restoration in 1867 and secondly
by the Allied Nations’ occupation after the Second World War.? Thus, Japan has been

undergoing a third major round of reform from the end of the 20" century to the begining of
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the 21%.

Focus on private, female and junior higher institutions in Japan

Essentially, the 1990’s educational reforms originated, at least in a part, from
recognition of the risk which all Japanese educational bodies appeared to be facing as a
result of drastic changes in the composition of population, namely the increasing older
pop‘ulation in an aging society and the consequent decrease in the youth population at an
ever increasing pace. In Japan, the percentage of students going to university and junior
colleges has already exceeded 43.3% of the population of 18-years-olds in 1994 (MOE 1995).
However, this quantitative expansion of higher education in Japan will undoubtedly soon
cease following the reduction of population size of the successive age group. The population
of 18—yers—olds is predicted to decline from 1.86 million in 1994 to 1.29 million in the year
2007, which is a considerable decrease of more than 30% within 15 years. According to Baba
and Tanaka (1997), a possible result of this demographic change is the serious prospect that
‘some universities might be closed or fall short of the regular number of students due to the
decrease in applicants’. Private educational institutions, which are, more precarious in the
face of changes in the economic climate than their national or public counterparts; are now
taking the situation very serious in their ceaseless effort at self-transformation.”

Generally speaking, on the other hand, Japanese educational institutions traditionally
provide female students with fewer educational opportunities at higher educational levels,
compared with other developed foreign countries (e.g. UNESCO 1978). To be sure, as Yamada
(1995) puts it, following the egalitarian reform over the course of the post-war period, ‘women
have achieved an “equal opportunity” to participate up to the secondary level’. However, she
points out that ‘women still face barriers to participation at the tertiary level of education
and questions remain regarding the goals of higher education for women’ (ibid). The fact that
Japan is behind the field of female higher education is partly attributed to traditional gender
roles and their reflection to be found within the educational system especially in private
sectors.” |

More importantly, as Yamada (7bid) further continues, ‘most female students are still
absorbed into junior colleges’, which are quite unique educational institutions in Japan,
catering almost solely for girls. This fact, according to the same author, casts a shadow
over the recent achievement that ‘since 1989, the percentage of female students entering
higher education institutions has exceeded that of males’. That is, in 1994, 45.9% of women
compared to 40.9% of the male population entered higher education (Yamada 1995). The key

role which female junior colleges have had in the Japanese official educational framework,
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thus, necessitates our re-examination of female academic participation in its specific context

of Japanese higher education.”

The Structure of the Essay

Interestingly enough, Japanese female junior colleges have not been actively researched.
Indeed, as Brian (1997) observed, ‘Regardless of the tremendous amount of research about
Japanese education, (...) junior colleges have been neglected in the literature’ whether in
Japanese or English. In order to bridge this gap, I will focus primarily on female junior
colleges in Japan, and explore what might be the most interesting and relevant questions
to be asked about such colleges in the current climate. In this attempt, I will begin with
looking at the so-called ‘rhetoric of figure’ behind the actual female attainment on the higher
educational front in Japan, as an indication of ‘problems’ which are caused by such female
institutions. I then consider how such institutions might link to Japanese society, especially
in so far as they, in turn, disadvantage the academic and professional status of women
systematically in the society. The discussion will then refer to the consideration of which
methodological frameworks are available for the research of such institutions. Approaches
such as functionalism, interpretivism, Marxisim and feminism are discussed in relation to
the possible analytical frameworks for Japanese female junior colleges. The final section of

the essay suggests some future directions of the study.

FEMALE JUNIOR COLLEGE: A UNIQUELY JAPANESE INSTITUTION?

‘Rhetoric of Figures’

In Japan, since 1989, the female enrollment ratio in higher education has already
exceeded that of the male population with the figure of 47.6% for the former, as opposed
to that of 37.2% for the latter, as of 1998 (MOE 1998). This achievement of women
in higher educational institutions has been partly attributed to the economic growth
realized by post-war Japan, and the consequent rise of national living standard in general
(Fﬁjimura'Fanslow 1985).2 This figure, which seems to indicate a drastic change in female
status over the post-war period, is, however, somewhat misleadingly represented. This
‘rhetoric of figure’, so to speak, comprises two aspects, and both of which are related to the
uniquely Japanese educational, industrial and cultural environments. The first aspect of this
rhetoric can be regarded as ‘quantitative’, while the second aspect can be similarly labeled as

‘qualitative’.
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Firstly, this figure on female higher educational enrollment, which is more than 40%
as of 1990 (MOE 1998, pp. 586-587) must be considered in the light of the fact that 30% of
female colleges students were enrolled at institutions with an exclusively female students
population, and that most of such female students go to junior colleges, where they represent
an overwhelming population of 90% (Fujimura-Fanslow 1985). The consequence is such that
‘[Wlomen constitute a very small percentage at the (...) co-educational universities’ (ib1d).

~ Secondly, if we focus on the subjects female college/ uhiversity students are studying,
we notice another type of gender differentiation. For example in 1981, ‘more than six out
of ten women enrolled in universities were clustered in the traditionally female fields of
literature, education, and home economics’ and the proportion of female representation in
these fields rises to 80% in junior colleges (Fujimura-Fanslow 1985). Even brief quantitative
and qualitative analysis of such statistics suggests the need for a re-examination of women’s
status in Japan in its specific context of female higher education. Women’s junior colleges
in particular could be therefore reasonably focused on, as a reflection of Japanese society in

which females are still modestly represented both academically and professionally.”

The ‘Second’ Track for Female Higher Fducation

Junior colleges are a part of the Japanese official higher institutional framework,
characterized by the following features: Firstly, they provide the students with two-year
courses, at the end of which they receive a so-called “half- bachelor”. Secondly, these two-year
institutions are vocationally, rather than academically, oriented. Thirdly, the governing
bodies are usually private, with some minor exceptions which are national or public.
Essentially, the students’ population in these colleges is predominantly, and in many cases
even overwhelmingly, female. Lastly, coupled with these features, they are often not regarded
as universities in any real sense but rather as ‘the supplier of short-cycle, cheap clerical
workers’ (Narumiya 1986). This female route from secondary education into short-term
tertiary education, mostly within such all-female environments, can be reasonably regarded
as the ‘second’ track of the Japanese female higher education. The existence or maintenance
of a ‘dual’ track system inside the official and institutional framework of Japanese female

higher education clearly contrasts with the following historical fact:

As a result of the Allied nation’s egalitarian educational reform in
the post-war period, the prewar multi track, elitist education system
and high quality technical schools gave way to a single (unisex) track,

6-3-3-4 educational ladder system (Wray 1991, pp. 453-454).
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A Socio-Economic Explanation

To understand some reasons for the conservation of this ‘dual track system’ within
the official framework of Japanese female higher education, an understanding of such
institutions in the specific context of Japanese culture might be helpful. A traditional, and
still prevailing, notion with regard to gender roles in Japan is that “men work outside to
earn money and women stay at home to keep family and children”. This persisting social
norm, though becoming seemingly more precarious nowadays, can still be found in the

Japanese educational system:

The prewar concepts of gender differentiated education and the
ideology of education for “good wives and wise mothers” has resurged
from time to time over the postwar period (Fujimura-Fanselow&

Kameda 1995, p. 14)

Moreover, as this cultural norm also includes, though implicitly, that “a husband should
be better educated than his wife”, Japanese women’s colleges which grant the half-bachelor
degree play an “ideal” function within Japanese society (ib:id).

This kind of social philosophy is also brought into individual families, where the parents
are more likely to regard the education of their sons as being more important than that of
their daughters. A recently implemented nationwide public survey revealed the following

fact:

While there has been a general rise in the levels of education that
the Japanese desire for children of both sexes, parents continue to
assign higher priority to the education of sons (Fujimura-Fanselow&

Kameda 1995, p. 28).

This unfortunate trade-off between their sons and daughters in the same family is
perpetuated by many young women choosing to go to private colleges/ universities, where
the tuition fees must be covered by their parents. Female junior colleges tend to be chosen
by‘the parents more often because their tuition fees are theoretically half, compared to those
of four-year institutions, given the half-length of the enrollment period in such short-cycle
institutions.

From an industrial point of view, Japanese women’s junior colleges have always been

an integral part of the Japanese economic structure. In fact, they have acted as a continuous
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supplier of a “cheap” and “trained” female labor forces during a period of unprecedented
Japanese economic prosperity. As Brian (1997) insightfully argued, such institutions have
acted, at least in a sense, as ‘employment agencies’ for the industrial world. Although such
institutions are often categorized into two types, namely ‘general education’ and ‘training
for employment’, according to the programs they offer, many junior colleges combine these
two types of education into one course of a so-called ‘bride-training’ (7bid). In this sense,
women’s junior colleges respond fairly well to the industrial need that ‘girls could finish
their education before reaching a marriageable age’ (Yamada 1995). Indeed, since, at least
logically, the graduates from the junior colleges can work for two years longer than their
colleagues’ graduating from universities, the general preference on the side of employers are

as follows:

Many companies, as a matter of policy, do not recruit female
university graduates, which partly accounts for thev fact that
employment rates among these women have been lower than those
found among female junior college graduates and male graduates

(Fujimura-Fanselow 1985, p. 484).

Here is yet another clue to understand the hitherto continuing popularity of such
institutions. These various themes could usefully provide a framework for the study of such
colleges and the subsequent identification of specific research questions to be discussed in

the final section of this paper.

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS

In this section, I will examine four dominant paradigms within the field of sociology of
education, all of which are expected to be potentially useful for the study of Japanese female
higher education and specifically Japanese women’s junior colleges. Generally speaking, -
major sociological perspectives on education fall into the following three approaches:
functionalism, interpretivism and Marxism (Blackledge& Hunt 1985, p. 1). Although these
three paradigms within the sociology of education are interrelated, and sometimes even
intertwined, I will provide a brief account of each approach. Feminist perspectives will be
also discussed individually as an a'lternative approach of these three traditional paradigms.
The brief overview of all these four paradigms will be followed by their respective application

to the existing study of Japanese educational issues, so far conducted by both Western and
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Japanese researchers.

Functionalism

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and Talcott Parsons (1902-1979) are regarded as the
two major figures in the field of sociology of education. Especially, the concentration and
devotion of Durkheim and ‘modern Durkheimians’ to the educational aspects of the society
is above all noteworthy (7bid., p. 2). According to Blackledge et a/. (1985), Durkheim’s two
major contributions to the sociology of education were, first, his research on the co-relation
between social class and educational attainment ‘through the tradition of “political
arithmetic” and, second, his coverage of the economics, social mobility and political order
through his “functional theory” (ibzd, p. 2). The work of Parsons, the other dominant figure
in functionalism, has been also introduced in educational studies mainly by Ralph Turner
(1964; 1966) and Earl Hopper (1971; 1975; 1981).

Durkheim originally developed an analysis of social function performed by social
institutions. His attention was focused on the part to be played by the institution in the
promotion and maintenance of a particular form of social cohesion and social unity (Banks
1968, p. 4). This emphasis on the functional role of social institutions then led him to realize

the contemporary meaning of schools in modern industrialized society.

The educational process itself must take on the role of the allocation

and selection (...) for their adult role (7b7d., p. 5)

Importantly, this function of such institution considered here is conceived as being more
than a simple transmission of skills and values to the next generation. Another contribution
of the functional approach to education is the placement of the issues within the broader
context of socio-economics. As Banks (1968) clearly states, ‘[Olne of the major strength of
the structural and or functional approach to education is the firm placing of educational
institutions in their relationship with the wider social structure’ (z6:1d. p. 5). Consequently,
in taking account of educational issues within the context of modern society as a whole, one
must consider their association with both economic and demographic surroundings.

The weakness of functionalism, on the other hand, is the tendency to

[Olver look not only the extent of differentiation in a modern
complex society but also the fact that differentiation implies (...) a (...)

degree (...) or contained conflict (Banks 1968, p. 6)
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For Banks (1968), furthermore,

[Ilt was one of the major errors of Durkheim to minimize the
amount of conflict consequent upon the division of labour, and this same

error continues within the structural school (p. 6)

This criticism from a Marxist approach was to some extent plausible, when we
acknowledge the fundamental importance of the concept of ideology over the process of
education in any society. Additionally, according to Banks (1968), again, this ideological
aspect has been ‘so seriously neglected’ in the study of education up to the 60’s (p. 6).

In Japan, rather neutral attitude has been primarily associated with this traditional
functionalist sociology. For example, the research on status-attainment, carried out by
Tominaga et al. (1979), has indeed taken an objective stance in a series of reports, which
were based on their preceding Social Stratification and Mobility (SSM) surveys on Japanese
society. While Tominaga et al. use Parsons’ AGIL model for their analytical framework, as
referred in Brinton (1993), Lummis et 2/’ examination on what kind of impact was brought
to male Japanese and their actual view on the in female counterparts, as a result of the
women’s movement and the consequent changes in women’s aspirations and roles over the
past twenty years, takes on neutrality, too. Change in masculinity including their attitudes
toward their own roles as husbands, fathers, and wage earners have also been considered
(Fujimura& Kameda 1995). Another example of the neutral evaluation on Japanese society
within this school is the work done by Masaki Yamaguchi, who, through his eyes as a
journalist, reported on changes in family life in recent years. Consequently, he succeeded in
offering valuable insights into ongoing processes of self-questioning and redefinition of the
male role by a small but growing number of Japanese men today (7b7d. xxxv). In relation to
the Japanese women’s junior colleges, Dore (1976)’s evaluation of such institutions within
an economic paradigm leads him to conclude that this function as an employment agent for
the industrial world ‘works well’ in the sense that it provides an adequate modus operandi
of distributing each generation among the available middle class jobs (ibid). He further
expounds that they may be described as ‘ability-filtering devices’ for the labour market
(ibid). More recently, Takatori& Tachi (1998)’s argument creates a new focus on the role of
female junior colleges in Japan through their theory of so-called ‘junior colleges as a first
stage’, where the female students can find their further direction while pursuing their study.
However, this is not yet validated, given the actual situation that ‘in 1991, 87.0% of junior

college graduates sought employment while 3.8% continued their education’ (MOE 1992 and
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Brian 1997).

Negative evaluation of the social function of Japanese women’s education can also be
found amongst the researchers. Such stances include the strategy of locating the study of
women’s work within the context of the patriarchal, that is family, system of Japan. By
focusing on the pre-modern factors within the Japanese society, Takenaka, for exaniple,
argued that ‘any change in women’s earnings, or in women’s position in the workplace or
labour force’, hence that of education, ‘requires a fundamental change in that patriarchal

family system’ (Ueno 1985, 1990). The central point to this kind of discussion is that

[Wlhile the prewar family system has been formally abolished (...)
the restriction on “women’s freedom of choice and independence” still
remains and this in turn hinders “the realization of a truly egalitarian
relationship between wives and husbands” (Fujimura& Kameda 1995,

pp. 183-197)

Yoshizumi (1995) notes in her essay, which looks at marriage and the family in
contemporary society, that psychological and cultural as well as legal residues of that éystem
- persist.? Kameda (1986) also argues that ‘junior colleges) distribute workers according
to sex distinctions and provide short-term education, which equals an education suited for

women’.

Interpretivism

Interpretivism was initially devised as an alternative approach to functionalism, which
intrinsically involves empirical and logical difficulties as well as a tendency to be politically
conservative (Blackledge& Hunt 1985, p. 2). As a result, interpretivism was developed to
focus on firstly the study of ‘micro’ social processes and secondly their consequential pursuit
of ‘new’ sociology of education (sbidi., p. 3). While the former made use of the insights of
interactionism, ethnomethodology and phenomenology, and analysed classroom interaction
(e.g. teacher-pupil relationship etc.) into the depth, the latter tentatively focused on
knowledge as a social construct. Ethnography and symbolic interactionism together with
hemenuetics have gained substantial popularity over the course of the development.

Some distinguished figures in this school include Clifford Geerts (ethnography), G. H.
Mead and Herbert Blumer (symbolic interactionism) and Martin Heidegger, Charles Taylor

and Hans-George Gadamer (hermeneutics), none of whom we are going to discuss any
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further in this essay.

In short, interpretivism, as an alternative approach, focused on ‘microcosmic’
world, putting the emphasis on individual case studies, as opposed to the functionalist
approach which focused on the ‘macrocosmic’ world (ib:d., p. 4). The methods employed
in interpretivist study of educational matters can thus include participants’ observation,
interviews with informants and archival research (Denzin& Lincoln 1998, pp. 221-222).
Functionalism and interpretivism are the same, however, in the sense that both use the
notion of ‘social actor’, placing it within the broader social context such as industry, culture,
family and the like. The difference is that interpretivism takes considerable account of
‘interpretation’ as an essential activity to understand the world (ib:d., p. 222). The goal of
this type of investigation is, therefore, to have a grasp or understanding of the ‘meaning’ of
social phenomena, and not the mere ‘function’ of social actors, whether they are individuals
or institutions.

At this juncture, the difficulty of maintaining the opposition of subjectivity and
objectivity, that is engagement and objectification, thus arises for interpretivists.g)
Regardless of a number of prominent figures within this school, the paradox of how to pursue
“an objective interpretative science of subjective human experience” must be said to have
still remained unsolved. While this impasses in relation to the trade-off between subjectivity
and objectivity was exactly what the functionalists faced previously, this major weakness
was to be shared by both functionalist and interpretivists.'”

One example of gender and educational studies in Japan which uses interpretivist
frameworks is by Libra (1976). Based on her collection of rich ethnographic material
on Japanese women, she succeeds in presenting some basic directions in the movement
towards women’s equality in Japan. She then concludes that, as far as ‘these (...) directions
are problematic in a broad social context’ , and seem to ‘line sexual equality up with
racial, economic and other types of inequality’, ‘progress beyond a certain point involves
fundamental social change’. (/67d.) Briton (1993), on the other hand, describes a division of
labour in Japan using the following methodologies; three city survey, daily interaction with
people and media, interviews or survey with a random sample, and government statistics
and newspaper reports on women’s labour force. In an attempt to ‘bridge the gap between
quantitative and qualitative techniques’, according to Brian, he was deeply motivated by the
belief that ‘good social science comes not just in the form of constructing regression equations
but also in listening to what people have to say about their own lives’ (ibid.).

Tanaka (1995), a Japanese female sociologist, also researched women’s participation

in labor force divisions amongst several cohorts of Tokyo women at different points in their
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lives and especially looked at how they balance family and work responsibilities (Fujimura&
Kémeda 1995, xxxv). She analyses ‘the life cycle employment patterns and occupational
distribution of women in relation to educational background’ and reveals that, ‘while access
to both educational and employment opportunities has rapidly increased, education has
not been fully translated into career advancement for Japanese women, due largely to the
limited employment opportunities for married women, especially those seeking to re-enter
the labor market after having left if because of household and child care responsibilities’
(ibid., xxxv). The ‘life-cycle’ approach, which she utilized in this research, is now a widely
used method in Japan, together with those of ‘life-course’ and ‘life-stage’, as its broad
synonyms. Vogel (1978), as a distinguished figure among the “japonists”, gives a detailed
account on the lives and the social roles of some typical middle class Japanese housewives,
indicating that their role in the family is distinct from that of American housewives. The
data is drawn from ‘an in-depth study of a sample of middle class Tokyo housewives’ and
reveals that ‘the vast majority of women desire marriage and see it as their primary, if not
exclusive, life-long career, requiring training, special skills and endless devotion’ (7b:d.). Last
but not least, Brian (1997), in his study of Japanese female junior colleges, addresses the
views that such institutions enhance gender definitions, and concludes that such criticism
‘should not be surprising’, because ‘they are part and parcel of an educational experience
that systematically socializes women from an early age’. Focusing on a specific female junior
college in Japan, he aims to ‘provide an ethnographically informed study that highlights the
concreteness, color and cultural context of this college’, taking what he called ‘a bottom-up,
inside-out approach, with on-the-ground description of a particular institution and its
socializing activities’in order to secure ‘a focused, qualitative, and interpretive account’. Using
both qualitative and quantitative data collection at this particular college, he challenges

taken-for-granted assumptions about such colleges (Brian 1997).

Marxism

In a sense, Marxism has re-emerged, albeit contradictorily, following the recognition
of the limitations of interepretivism. This movement led to a renewed concern with ‘macro’
social processes, economics and politics (Blackledge& Hunt 1985, p. 3). Traditionally,
Marxists have approached educational studies in either of the following two patterns:
first, education as the ‘reproduction’ of social stratification, or as maintenance of capitalist
‘relations of production’, or, second, as a ‘site of resistance’ to the demands of the capitalist
system (b7d., p. 3). Bowles and Gintis (1976), for example, controversially criticize the role

of education and capitalist economy itself through their study of American education, and in



HADZFEIARZE—Z DOXLAEEEIC DV TOEE BEiEK 51

doing so, they illustrate well many of the feature of educational Marxism.

The considerable merits of the Marxist approach can be argued as follows. First, it
successfully incorporated schools within the complicated nexus of ‘other more powerful
social and economic institutions’, particularly the school’s relationship to the workplace and
the family (Giroux 1981, p. 13). Another contribution made by this particular school is the
correction of some of the ‘political and ideological shortcomings’ which were inherent in both
functionalist and interpretivist frameworks (ibid., p. 14). Marxism has made yet another
contribution in restoring the value of ‘culture’ in social science. According to Giroux (1981),
in the traditional field of social science, ‘the concept of culture (...) has contributed little to
an understading of how powerful functions are in a society so as to structure its various
socio-economic classes, institutions, and social practices’ (ibid., p. 26). He exemplifies this
failure by referring to his account that ‘Talcott Parsons (...) reduced “culture” to a form of
cultural idealism, or (...) Clifoord Geerts to the study of a semiotic field’ (Giroux 1981, p. 26).
Marxists, on the contrary, have achieved a successful incorporation of cultural elements into
the study of society, including the educétional system, by way of ‘politicizing’ the concept of
culture (Fbid., p. 26).

Nevertheless, Marxism is not free from criticism, either. Primarily, since this school
inevitably employs macro-perspectives throughout investigations, this approach is aIso
vulnerable to the criticisms from those methodologies employing micro-analysis such as
case-study and field work. Moreover, it should be noted that Marxism is essentially the
same as functionalism in that both theories see society as a system of role/ function, (...) and
therefore both are liable to be criticized ‘for overstressing this factor’ (Reid 1978, pp. 10-
12). Pluralists and Weberians, too, criticize the Marxist overemphasis on economic matters
in dealing with educational questions (ibid., p. 3). Finally, it is worth noting that Marxists’
common theoretical backbone of ‘production and reproduction’ theory stems directly from
Durkheim’s conception of school role as being a system for the ‘methodological socialization
of the young generation’ (Durkheim, 1956, p. 71). The result of this homogeneity is the
synthesis of these perspectives under the name of “structuralism”.

In Japanese contexts, too, Marxism approaches have emerged as a possibly valid way of
investigating female educational issues in similar ways to those found in Western countries.
Brinton (1993) explains the process leading to the restoration of Marxism in the Japanese

context:

Most of the English-language literature on gender stratification in

Japan falls into two categories: descriptive, qualitatively rich vignettes
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of individual Japanese women, and quantitatively sophisticated work
either by labour economists working in a human capital tradition or by

sociologists working in a status-attainment tradition.
He then expands his argument to the criticism of interpretivism as shown below:

On the one hand, the micro-level, descriptive literature is useful
in being able to tap into how individual Japanese women think, feel,
and behave. But this literature offers no sustained analysis of “why”
patterns of gender stratification are systematically reproduced in

Japanese society (Brinton 1993).

Thus, Marxist perspectives were brought into the field and gained a substantial renewed

popularity in due course.

Feminism
When discussing the critical tradition of social research in general, Harvey (1990)

writes:

It is all the more surprising (...) that, while it is simple enough to
find accounts of the core process of say positivistic/quantitative or pheno-
menological/qualitative approaches to sociological research, accounts of

the essential nature of a critical approach are elusive (p. 15).

In this specific connection, one may argue that feminists, as relative latecomers to the
fields of social science, appear to have partially succeeded in filling this gap. Social scientists’
effort to remain critical has substantially been behind the endeavors of Marxists, and there
1s no doubt that feminism is partly derived from Marxism in a sense that the former has
fully inherited the latter’s critical attitudes (Harvey 1990, p. 15).?

However, the fact that feminism is not completely derived from Marxism must also
be admitted. The early feminists’ endeavour was ‘to develop a sociological theory of the
schooling which formalized how education functioned as a political instrument of the state,
governed largely by men’ (Dillabough& Arnot 1999). Their contribution finally resulted in
their successful establishment of a theoretical/methodological framework that incorporates

Parsonians’ structural functionalism and Durkheim’s moral perspective into Marxism critical
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stances. Feminist researchers, in my view, have successfully secured both subjectivity and
objectivity through their employment of an eclectic approach which combines qualitative
and qualitative data. One example of excellent handling of quantitative data in British case
is the Essex Survey (Marshal et al. 1988) in which they successfully provide some evidence
that ‘women are less likely than men to be seen as promotable, and they are recruited on
the specific understanding that they will not seek promotion’ (Abbot and Wallace 1997, pp.
62- 65). An example of tactful handling of qualitative data, on the other hand, is Brown and
Gilligan (1992) in which the authors skillfully deconstruct “girls’ talk” and their different
“voice” through the implementation of multiple interview and reading of what they call their
listening guides.

Feminists’ pursuit of critical social researches is well documented in the writing of
Acker, a leading figure in British feminism, who reveals male sociologists’ frequent failure to

recognize that sex differences are the result of cultural and social influence.

Writing of men, sociologists show an acute awareness of the social
constraints upon their actions. Writing of women, or of sex differences,
they frequently switch to psychological or biological levels of explanation

(Acker 1981, cited in Thomas 1990, p. 1)
Similarly, the following becomes their common premise:

People’s actions are socially constrained, although not socially
determined; people make decision which are based on an awareness of
the potentialities and limitations of certain courses of action (Thomas

1990, pp. 1-2)

This cognizance of oppression in general, caused by the unique status of being female in

3«

particular, led some feminist researchers to use the familiar version of Marxists’ “production

and reproduction” theory.

Whether we believe that inequality of the sexes is the result
of genetic differences, the desire of men to control and dominate
women, outdated attitudes and prejudices or historical struggle, it is
undoubtedly the case that there is a continuous process of producing

and reproducing inequality (Thomas 1990, p. 2).
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More importantly in this connection, their critical stance never allows them to overlook

the shortcomings of Marxism. Thomas elucidates:

Explanations for the failure of working-class children within the
system, for example, have ranged from the “cultural deprivation” theory
(e.g. the Plowden Report, 1967) to the vulgar Marxist belief that the
primary function of education is to instill in working-class pupils the
docility énd passivity necessary for participation in the labour force

(Thomas 1990, pp. 2-3).

The second phase of the discussion (from 1970’s onwards) made within the framework
of these socialist feminism is thus characterized by their usage of the notion of ‘gender codes’
or ‘gender regimes’ in their argument of school as a reproductive institution (Dillabough&
Arnot 1999).

In the Japanese context, however, almost every single example of feminist research
is predominantly coloured by the Marxist discourse. Fujimura illustrates this tendency

substantially well:

The essays (...) evaluate education both as an instrument of
oppression that restrains women, locking them into sexually defined
roles, and discourages their participation in public life as well as a force
for liberating women and equalizing their opportunities (Fujimura

1985).

This very skeptical attitude towards Japanese female education in general, is verified
even more sharply in the field of higher education in particular, where evidence is such that
women continue to pursue their studies in sex-segregated institutions and also that gender
differentiation is further evident in terms of the content of study pursued (Fujimura&
Kameda 1995). Under such status quo, no matter how women’s junior colleges provide
educational opportunities for women, they are vulnerable to the criticism that they have
fixated and reinforced women’s roles, becoming a ‘structural element in the reproduction of
sex roles’ (7bid.). Hara’s (1995) endeavours to find a cause of this social structure necessitate
her revision and re-analysis of the nature and development of female education over the

couse of Japan’s post-war recovery in historical contexts (7bid.). She subsequently concludes:
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The state-controlled, sex-segregated educational system of prewar
Japan, based on the ideology of “education for good wives and wise
mothers”, was designed to maintain a conservative social order and to
keep women in a separate and inferior role within the family and society

(zbid).

" These discussions imply that the problems regarding the female status, including their
educational attainment, certainly involve causes which are inextricably interwoven in the
historical and cultural roots of Japanese society. Fujimura (1995), focusing on women in
higher education, explores ‘the reasons for persisting gender differences in patterns of college
attendance, changing patterns of employment among female graduates, and the attitudes
of college women regarding their future, including employment, marriage, and family’
(Fujimura& Kameda 1995). Her conclusion, basing on her analysis of existing research data
— including statistical data and public opinion survey data — collected by both Japanese
ministries and private institutions, subsequently claims that sex difference in educational
opportunities still persist. Furthermore, regardless of recent changes, according to her, this
inequality is most noticeable at the tertiary level (7bid.). In many cases, her discussion is also
supplemented by interviews undertaken by the author with both her own and other women
students and graduates from a number of universities, junior colleges and senshu-gakko
(post-secondary institutions offering short-term vocational and technical training). Yamada
(1993) also shows the differences in the patterns of both attendance and specialization

between men and women.'?

FEMALE JUNIOR COLLEGE - STILL THE ‘SECOND TRACK’

Contradictory Phenomena _

Fujimura (1985) found, on the basis of her interviews with female students, that young
Japanese women are now well aware of the fact that they do not have equal access to
employment as university-educated males. They are, moreover, cognizant of the restriction
on their mobility, advancement and receipt of high remuneration (ib7d.). These rather
pessimistic views on the side of young women partly attributed to the results of the surveys
recently held by the Japanese Recruiting Centre, in which much smaller proportion of
university-bound female, compared with male high school séniors, acknowledge that ‘a

university degree is advantageous in terms of employment’ and accordingly much smaller
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proportion of female graduates thought that ‘one will be at a disadvantage unless one has
a university degree’ (Japan Recruiting Centre 1990). This female negative perception of
the value of a university degree may, in part, result in the continuing popularity of junior
colleges, which only offer them a half-bachelor, as their choice for post-secondary educational
institutions. Narumiya (1986), who attempted to illustrate ‘the structure of higher education
opportunities for women through the process of expanding education’ after the WWII, by
using mainly the governmental statistical data, also points out the continuous growth of the

junior college over the period, and critically analyzes this ‘uniquely Japanese phenomenon’.

Primarily a Female Issue

The statistical fact that massive proportion of over 90% of the total enrollment in
junior colleges are female renders the above mentioned problems uniquely female issues.
Furthermore, although many schools train female students in various specializations in
employment, the general impression is that female students, rather than being educated
to be ‘citizens or individuals’, are socialized to be ‘women’ at junior colleges (Amano 1986).
When Yamada (1995) shows, during her discussion of the disparity between male and
female students in higher education, that ‘most female students are still absorbed in junior
colleges’, female junior colleges are pitilessly exposed to the criticism that they are a “harmful

function”.'?

Some Discussion for/ against Female Junior Colleges
In order to assess the achievement of equal educational opportunity in a society, Levin
(1976) looks at whether the same degree of family expectation for both their sons and
| daughter is expressed. On the other hand, it is generally believe that societies with flexible
employment options for women have an equally similar sex ratio in educational institutions
between the male and female population (Giele& Smock 1977). Furthermore, the quality
of higher education in any society should be evaluated by the integration of the following
four functions: research and training for future researchers; teaching through liberal arts
education; professional training and education; and cultivation of critical thinking (Parson&
Platt 197 3). However, Japanese higher institutions, most notably female junior colleges, have
some trouble with any of these three aspects.
Firstly, the relatively high tuition fee of private universities, in which most of the
female students are in reality enrolling, leaves less options to the parents in relation to their
daughters’ education. Parents are more likely to send their daughters to two-year colleges/

universities, where the cost is theoretically a half of the four-year equivalent owing to its
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half period of attendance.

Secondly, although the graduates from two-year institutions can find a job soon after
their graduation — sometime even more easily than their counterparts graduating from
four-year institutions — they are usually employed as a clerical workforce. In Japanese
companies, this type of employees has no real prospect for the promotion, and thus their
future career orientation tends to be rather provisional.

" Thirdly, Japanese women’s junior colleges as a whole have been accomplishing only two
of Parsons et a/ four functions of higher education, and they simply provide either a liberal
arts education or professional training and education, or both at most (Yamada 1993). Thus,
some researchers even conclude that Japanese female higher education, including both four
and two year, has served the social function of not promoting equal opportunities, but of
reproducing and fixing gender roles, and therefore could not be regarded as the educational
function in the same way as their male or mixed equivalent have played (Kameda et a/.
1995).

However, a positive prospect regarding such female junior colleges can be also found
in the recent discussion, and this partially aims to define junior colleges as to be the
‘first stage’ of heir experience in higher beducation, during which period the students can
decide even more thoughtfully and profoundly their future orientation (Takatori& Tachi
1998). The female graduates from four—year institutions have relatively narrow choices
as to their future direction after graduation—they have to immediately begin working in a
company, given, again, the nation-wide opinion that women should get married at around an
“appropriate” age. The graduates from two-year institutions, in contrast, have more options
— e.g. transferring into the third year of four-year institutions, studying abroad and the like.
Therefore, if these institutions can successfully provide the graduates with such routes to
continue their study according to their different levels of aspiration, this argument could

have some validity.

CONCLUSION: FUTURE DIRECTION OF THE STUDY

Today, (...) we are facing an age of transition — transition to
an internationalized society, transition to an information-centered
civilization, and transition from a fifty-year life-span to an eighty — year
life span (...) Education must respond to these requirements of the new
age.

(The Ad Hoc Council on Education 1985)
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Women’ s higher education: an interesting research theme

Berger (1976)’s study on the gender stereotype in Japan, basing on interviews with
Japanese women and their comments on their American counterparts, concludes that
‘standards of strength and power differ as social and cultural values differ’ (UNESCO 1983,
p.85). His conclusion, in turn, appears to me to argue for researching Japanese women
within an analysis of the unique Japanese social and cultural context. On the other hand,
the paperé edited by Hunter (1993), dealing with women’s work in Japan, were not limited to
a single disciplinary approach.

As women’s work is a topic of shared interest for economists'?,

historians'®

, sociologists, anthropologists and others, this volume
includes contributions from a variety of disciplinary perspectives as well
as from a range of academic and geographical backgrounds (Hunter

1993, p. 6).

Similarly, Fujimura& Kameda (1995), in their co-work titled Japanese Women: New

Feminist perspective on the Past, Present, and Future attempts to analyze:

[Tlhe complex and often contradictory situation in which Japanese
women find themselves today, drawing on current feminist research
about or on the historical, religious, social, political, economic, and

cultural dimensions of women’s lives both past and present (ib7d., xxx).

This common stance shared by both editors of the works on Japanese women implies

that female issues must be considered across several related disciplines.'®

Methodological Approaches to be Employed

Owing to both the partial and complementary nature of any major perspectives of
contemporary sociology of education and the interrelated and multi-disciplinary nature
of Japanese female issues, I shall not take any particular approach, nor any particular
discipline in my study. However, three of the four traditional approaches have emerged
as potentially available analytical frameworks for the study, and those are functionalism,
Marxism and feminism. Very little ethnographic / micro studies within interpretivist
paradigm might supplement the study. In short, my methodological stance will be a

mixture of the three paradigms, i.e. functionalism, interpretivism and Marxism, with strong
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influence from feminism. While the historical investigation of related matters will be a part

of the study, I am also prepared, at this early stage, to pursue the direction of the so-called

post-modernism investigation.'”

Research Questions

According to Wray (1991), the study of educational reform in Japan is, in a sense, ‘a
study in the assimilation, alternation, and rejection of adopted foreign institutions and
values in a country with a long history and deep-seated cultural vales’. Fully alerted by this
insight, this essay has allowed me to identify the following preliminary research questions
in relation to female junior colleges, and specifically their relationship to the educational

reforms which are currently under way:

1) Are female junior colleges no more than historical legacies whose male counterpart has
already vanished? If not, what is the contemporary role of Japanese junior college for
" women, especially in relation to the actual economics and social change?
9) 7Tb what extend are such junior colleges framed by traditional gender discourse, or by
contemporary concepts of individualization ?
3)  What are the limits of their adaptability to contemporary social pressures?

...etc.

4
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(Endnotes)

1) Three basic points of this reform, presented by the concerned committee in 1997 were: 1) the
principle of putting emphasis on individuality; 2) transition to a lifelong learning system; and
3) coping with various changes in our society, including internationalization and the spread of
information technology.

2) As is often the case with Japan’s major social and structural reforms, reforms on its
educational front have always been discussed, or even initiated, in their connections with
Japan’s international surroundings, specifically, increased pressure from foreign countries such
as the United States. The term ‘Big Bang’ is often used to describe these drastic changes in
social structure, which is normally accompanied by the necessary change in social paradigm
(Kitamura& Cummings 1972). This sort of requirement usually comes from abroad, with either
implicit or explicit commitment of foreign powers who think of the Japanese ‘uniqueness’ as an
obstacle to be settled out for the purpose of “global standardization” as opposed to the insularity
of Japan. Any of the major reforms planned in Modern Japan has always involved such problems
as the dilemma between nationalism and internationalism (Lincolme 1993). Moreover, since such
arousal of nationalism as a result of foreign pressure towards domestic reform also give rise to
the revisionist movement within the Japanese traditional norm such as gender roles and the like,
the discussion of educational reform has been always accompanied by parallel discussions of the
cultural and attitudinal change in Japanese society over the years of reform.

3) The Ministry of Education of Japan (MOE) suggested that educational reform, including higher
education, was necessary in its 1996 White Paper entitled ‘Educational Policy in Japan’ and
cited the following changes in the Japanese social climate: 1) the arrival of an internationalize
or informationalized society; 2) the growing higher education enrollment and the subsequent
diversification of students’ needs; and 3) the national demand for reform if the nation’s educational
system, including the fulfillment of life-long learning, following the arrival of an aging society
(MOE, 1996).

4) Justification for concentrating on the private sector rather than national sector including both
state and municipal universities can be discussed as follows: Firstly, following the decreasing gap
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between national and private universities in terms of both financial and academic advantages
to the students may reasonably change the traditional notion among the Japanese that national
universities are superior to private universities. The expected roles played by the private sector
with regard to the educational reform of this time are thus now relatively more important both
qualitatively and quantitatively, compared to the previous two major reforms (Nishihara 1990).
Secondly, the administrative deregulation and the paralleled introduction of market principles
into the educational industry have been leaving less room for governmental interference in the
management of private schools, including curriculum revision etc. From a financial perspective,
the share of governmental subsidy in the private sector has declined over the decades to as little
as slightly over 10% in the late 90’s, compared with its peak of 29% in 1980 (Arimoto 1997).
Thirdly, the ever increased ratio of higher education enrollment of both men and women, which is
now reaching over 40% on average, has been mainly achieved by the continuous development in
private sector. This figure can be said to have been achieved mainly through the accommodation
by private universities, given that the number of newly established national universities after the
war was relatively limited. In fact, the proportion of students in the private sector has grown from
59.7% in 1965 to 73.2% in 1996 (MOE 1996).

5) Incentives to look primarily at female education in the context of the 1990’s educational reform
can be verified as follows. Firstly, Japanese post-war achievement of high enrollment ratio, which
is one of key factors of the current reform, can be partly attributed to the promotion of female
status in this field over the half century. The growth of female enrollment, in either universities or
junior colleges, increased by nearly sevenfold between 1955 and 1981, compared with that of male
enrollment which increased only threefold (Fujimura- Fanselow 1985). Secondly, unprecedented
economic growth by post-war Japan, which made it possible for the average annual growth rate
of national income to attain a level of nearly 10% between the years of 1959 and 1968, resulted
equally in change in their family constitution. If the overall improvement in living standards can
be discussed coupled with reduction in the number of children per family, the growing prosperity
of the Japanese in general have contributed to the realization of equal opportunities for girls
and women in education in particular. For example, Japanese women, who had to raise 5.14
children in 1940, have in 1981 as few as 1.74 children (Fujmura- Fanselow 1985). This means
that family restriction on female penetration in both academic and vocational scenes is now
largely reduced and thus, at least logically, ‘a growing acceptance of the idea of sexual equality
and the desirability of providing higher education to women’ can be recognized with relative ease
(Fujimura- Fanselow 1985). The third social factor which favors our discussion of educational
reform in its specific context of female education can be found in the changing employers’
attitude towards women university graduates as a labor force and an expansion in employment
opportunities for such women (Fujimura- Fanslow 1985). The increased participation by women,
particularly married women with and without children, in paid employment has already become
a de-facto tendency. Although ‘the pattern favored most widely by college women today is to work
until they have children and then retire to the home but to reenter the work force either on a
full- or part- time basis once their children are older’, a growing number of university- education
women expressed ‘a desire to continue working even after they have children and to make work a
lifelong pursuit’ (Fujimura- Fanslow 1985). A mature industrial structure in Japan which requires
an already-trained work force might well affect this tendency even more positively.

6) Against these social backdrops, I propose to carry out this study with much more focus on the
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private sector, as opposed to national and public ones. In this pursuit, I will also pay full attention
to female education within the private sectors with a view to reconsider the traditional, and
contemporary if any, roles of such institutions as female junior colleges.

7) These figures show how female enrollment into higher education has increased substantially
since 1955. In 40 years, it has risen from approximately 5% to 43%. By 1990 female enrollment
have surpassed male enrollment, even though both sexes had increased their enrollment. This is
closely associated with female participation in single sex junior college. Also, western researchers
point out same phenomena found in western countries. Specifically in terms of western female
higher education, Thomas (1990), for example, looks at the two distinctions in the context of
British higher institutions, to be identified as masculinity/ femininity and arts/ science, and
examines the interaction between these two sets of distinctions (ibid, p. 1).

8) In addition, as Ohinata argues in her discussion of the various social, political, and economic
functions have been bestowed on motherhood over the last one hundred years. The continued
emphasis on motherhood, particularly the idea that mothers posses an innate aptitude for child
rearing and that they should devote themselves exclusively to their children until the children
reach a certain age, restricts women from fully participating in society and securing equality with
men (Fujimura& Kameda 1995, xxxiv). .

9) These rather ‘romantic’ roots (Denzin& Lincoln 1998), however, are the very characteristics that
they inherited from functionalists.

10) Contemporary theoretical descendants of these interepretivist founders have addressed this
paradox in several ways. See Hammersley (1992a, 1992b), LeCompte and Preissle (1993) and Kirl
Miller (1989) etc. (Denzin& Lincoln 1998).

11) In summery and upon analysis of the above-mentioned development of sociology, one may
well say that the qualitative development of sociology was done in such a way that it became
more critical. If we remember that functionalism, established by Durkheim and Parsons, was at
first criticized by the followers to be politically conservative, as well as empirically and logically
problematic, this transformation of sociology, namely from functionalism to interpretivism, can
be termed as their self effort to be consciously critical. While interpretivism gave birth to some
totally new approaches within an existing framework of sociology, such as ethnography and
symbolic interactionism, the limitations of those methodologies were also revealed. The problem
of securing subjectivity, as opposed to the objectivity, which is an all-time required nature of
any science, has emerged, and these approaches, most notably hermeneutics, were exposed to
this criticism. Interestingly enough, Marxism has a common stance with functionalism in that
both deal with the relationship of education to the wider society including industry, family and
other institutional functions. This common attention to macro social processes by both Marxist
and functionalist well contrasts that of interpretivist, who focuses on micro social processes of
classroom interaction. This complementary triangular relation between these approaches finally
results in the formation of one circulative articulation of the methodologies. There should be no
surprise thus that Hagreaves, a leading figure among the “modern Durkhemians” has been deeply
influenced by Marxism, most distinguishably in his account on the schooling theory of ‘resistance’
in Marxist context (Denzin& Lincoln 1998, pp. 210- 212).

12) Using the governmental data on the status of women in Japan over the decades, together with
interviews with both male and female samples, as evidence, she suggests that ‘women’s higher
education is a social way of maintaining a sub-culture and traditional gender norms’ (Yamada _
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1993). Areas covered by her recent publications also includes the desired partnership between
higher institutions and industries and the survey on Japanese housewives in comparison with
their American counterparts (ibid). Similarly, Kameda (1995) argues that the achievement of
the promotion of gender equality and women’s participation in all spheres of public life and
concludes as follows: This achievement has been hampered by the fact that, while the legal and
structural bases for equality have been achieved, sexism and gender stereotyping continue to be
reproduced and perpetuated both through family socialization and through the knowledge values,
and expectations transmitted through the formal as well as the hidden curriculum- textbook,
teaching practices, tracking, counseling and guidance programs, male dominance in the teaching
profession, teacher- students interactions, and school rituals (Fujimura et al. 1995).

13) They could be ‘harmful’ partly because they obstruct the further representation of female
academic, thus professional, promotion at most, or partly because they ‘dazzle’ the recent
achievement of high female enrollment into higher institutions at least. These are voices, mainly
from the academic world, against these institutions catering solely for the female students in
general, and those offering only two-year programmes in particular. On the other hand, at the
same time, there is another voice which supports such institutions as continuing to be helpful and
thus worth being maintained for the future. This kind of opinion is heard mainly from within the
industry and family (Fujimura& Kameda 1995).

14) Earlier works of such people as, Pauloson and Powers (1976), Lebra (1984) and Sievers (1983)
have much concentration on women’s vocational participation. Important monograph in which
the working life plays a focal part have been published by writers such as Kidd (1978); Cook&
Hayashi (1980); Smith& Wiswell (1982); Bernstein (1983); Tsurumi (1990); Saso (1990); Kondo
(1990); and Lo (1990) (Hunter 1993).

15) Major compilations of historical source material of Japanese women comprise such works
as Nihon Fujin Mondai Shiryo Shuei [Collected Materials on the Women’s Problems in Japanl]
(Domesu Shuppan 1976- 1981), which have made it easier to study the position of Japanese
women without engaging in primary research. Bibliographical guides for female issues in
Japan, on the other hand, includes such volumes as Nihon Jopseishi Kenkyu Bunken Mokuroku
[Bibliography of Research on the History of Japanese Women] (Joseishi Sogo Kenkyu-kai 1988),
which have revealed ‘the wealth of materials which can be used by researchers wanting to
explore the subject further’ (Hunter 1993). Useful compilations of authoritative articles include
the multi-volume Nihon Joseishi [History of Japanese Women] (Joseishi Sogo Kenkyu-kai 1982)
and Nihon Josei Seikatsu-shi [History of the Life of Japanese Women] (Joseishi Sogo Kenkyu-kai
1990) (ibid.). These compilations of the history of Japanese women have sought to ‘remedy the
long-standing gender bias in historical interpretation, and arouse interest in the activities and
lives of Japanese women, many of which have not been the subject of conventional historiography’
(ibid.). Especially on the economic issues of Japanese women, Kobayashi (1978), as a reformist,
views on ‘(W]omen who have been the foundation of Japan’s rapid economic growth, their
constant efforts to adapt to the ever-changing external conditions of Japanese societies in the
last hundred years’ (ibid.). Lastly, as for the history of feminism in Japan, Fujieda (1995) ‘profiles
some of the key figures in Japan’s first phase of feminism, which flourished in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, many of whom were inspired and encouraged by the struggle and
achievements of early feminist in the West’ (Fujimura& Kameda 1995, xxxvi). Tanaka (1995) ‘looks
at the second phases of feminism in Japan, tracing its growth and changes in terms of direction,
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goals, strategies, and main actors, from the women’s liberation movement of the early 1970’s to
the current decade’, including the UN convention on “Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women” (ibid. xxxvi).

16) Hunter (1993) further continues: [Tlhe multidisciplinary approach contained in this volume
has (...) highlighted the existence of common issues, notwithstanding the wide range of subject
matter covered in the contributions’.

17) As for this direction, I now feel, albeit somewhat instinctively, that Beck’s discussion of
post-industrialized society in his Risk Society (1992) might be of substantial help, rather than
those of the so-called “established” post-structuralist such as Foucault and the like, given
the strange, and intriguing “parallelism” between Beck’s term usage and that of above cited
governmental statement in 1985 (The Ad Hoc Council on Education 1985).



