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PUBLIC AND PRIVATE IN JAPAN

Patricia Boling

I attempt to understand what public and private mean in Japan, where
those values are located, and what characteristic problems or tensions
arise in this society along various dimensions of public and private. As an
approach to doing this, I make use of comparisons between Japan and
the West to highlight what seems different or remarkable about Japanese
ways of thinking about public and private.

The essay focuses on the concepts of public and private in Japan:
what do they mean? how are they related, and how do they contrast?
where do they come from, and how have they evolved? A brief con-
cluding section contrasts the emerging public debate about household
responsibilities in the West to the apparent contentment and consensus
about domestic life in Japan.

The Concepts of Public and Private

In English, “public” comes from the ancient Latin word poplus,
meaning the entire adult male population.” In modern usage, “‘public”
can refer to that which affects or is of concem to all or most of the
people, that which has broad impact; it can also refer to an open, visible,
participatory manner of arriving at a decision, or the quality of being
shared or representative-—-for example, the public good or the public
interest. The word “‘private’” has the ancient Latin word privare as its
root, meaning to deprive or bereave. In contemporary usage, “private’
still sometimes means deprived or lacking in public significance or status,
for example, a private in the Army, or matters of individual or particular
concern which have limited interest or impact. “Private’ is also related
to the word “privilege” (privi: private, Jegium: 1aw), and many of the
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current genses of “‘private’ seem more related to privilege than depriva-
tion, Thus, “private’ refers to ownership or control of property by an
individual {or by that fictive individual, the corporation), and to matters
related to intimate or household life, which are hidden away from public
view.

In Japan, the meanings of “public”” and “private” have evolved quite
differently. ® “Ké,” the word and kanji (ideograph) most cormonly
used in words relating to ““public,” usually contrasts with “shi,” the same
kanji as *“‘warakushi,” or “1.” For example, kdshi, the word formed from
these two opposites, can refer to public and private, government and
people, or public and personal affairs. In early usages, k6 often referred
to members of the Imperial Court: thus, k6shi meant-a young noble;
kébu meant nobles and soldiers (for example, a k0by marriage was a
marriage between members of the Imperial and Shogun’s families). Now
k6 is used in a variety of words that suggest 2 public purpose (kdji, public
affairs; kdmin, “‘public person™ or citizen; kdmin seikatsu, public life;
kéminkan, public hall or community center; k0yd, at public expense or
for public use), or public access, availability (kdshu + denwa, public
phone; kéen, park), or widespread impact, common concerns (kdkyd no
rieki, the public interest; kdgei, “public harm,” that is, pollution), or
governmentally provided, insured (koho, public law; koshd, a licensed
prostitute; kéei jitaku, public housing), The verb kékai suru (“public
open make’”), to present something to the public, contains the idea of
making something open or known to the public. A related word, dyake,
at one time was written with the characters for “‘great house”; it also
referred to the Imperial Court. Opake means more explicitly “official”
or “governmental”, Ovake ni suru is to make something public. Kyo,
meaning “‘together’” or “common,” is used in the words for public land
(kyéytchi) and publicly owned (kyéyit), and in kdkyé no rieki (men-
tioned above, “‘the common good™).

In Japanese the words having to do with private often mean having to
do with the self (shi) or individual (kofin), though sometimes minkan—
“people’s space” —is used to contrast private or homely to official (e.g.,
minkanfin is a private citizen; minkan dantai is a private organization;
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also minkan can mean ““folk,” as in folk tale or folk remedy.) Interest-
ingly, the words stemming from ke (fir) and shi either carry a neutral
or negative connotation; there is no sense, as in English, of private as
privileged. Further, the negative associations are more common and
stronger than in English. Kofin no.., means “private,”” but the con-
notation is “...and selfish.” Thus, expressions like kojin shugi (in-
dividualism) and kojin mondai (personal affair) suggest selfishness.
Several “‘shi”” words are neutral, simply denoting private or particular:

(13

shiytichi, private land; shiya, private ownership; shitaku, private house;
shijo, personal feelings. But a number of expressions have strikingly
negative connotations: shiseiji, an illegitimate child; shifsa, illicit inter-
course; shiyd, meaning personal use, private business, and also mis-
appropriation, embezzlement; watakushi suru, to arrogate to oneself;
and shishin— “‘self heart”-—selfishness. Let us look more closely at
where these notions of public and private came from. .

Historian Mary Berry argues that %dgi, the notion of the public good,
was -the oritical factor in the sixteenth century unification regimes’
success in concentrating power and achieving national integration. Berry
shows how the sixteenth century rulers Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-
1598), Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542-1616), and Oda Nobunaga (1534-1582)
were able to subordinate their daimyos (feudal lords) to their rule by
eliminating private alliances and sources of private power. They pacified
warring daimyos by limiting their means for building power, for example,

by forbidding them from entering private alliances,®

(4)

setting their own
quarrels,“ or arranging political marriages.® In addition to regulating
various kinds of private behavior, the unifying rulers explicitly argued
that personal interest must be sacrificed in the name of kégi, or the
public good. Kogi was pitted against fractious private interests and
actions of all kinds: “duplicitous private thoughts, personal enmities and
interests, factionalism, partiality, and willful action.” ® Pacification and
unification were possible because these rulers were able to identify
“rightful authority with service to the ‘public interest””*

Just as the Sovereign was Thomas Hobbes™ solution to the violent

religious and political strife of seventeenth century England, kogi was
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the solution to omnipresent civil war and factionalism in Japan. Kdgi
was seen as the .antithesis of logal privilege and personal justice, the
divisive politics of faction, and self-interest broadly speaking.® While
Hobbes believed rational men driven by fear of death would consent
to the sovereign, who could insure their security and safety, k0gi became
a new principle of legitimacy which justified sovereign rule in Japan:

But unlike Hobbes’ sovereign, kdgi was not based on the consent of
the collective citizenery; it was in Berry’s words a good “defined and
benevolently bestowed by the powerful upon a subject people.”® The
very rudimentary form of consent to absolute authority in Hobbes
political theory developed in the West into fuller notions of consent
and participation, limited state power, and respect for individual privacy
and property as the bases of legitimate government. In contrast, the
notion of the public interest in Japan continued to associate self interest
with violence and discord, and obedience to the ruler with peace. ™

The notion of the public developed in the Tokugawa period, which
associated raison d’etat with the public good and opposed it to selfish
private interest, is clearly present in modern Japanese polifical thought
as well, Although the Meijt enlightenment of the late nineteenth century
saw some move toward embracing western ideals of individualism and
participation, traditional notions of public and private were little
changed. The Meiji Charter Oath of 1868 purported to invite and respect
public discussion (kdronshugi), but Matsumoto Sannosuke writes that in
fact respect for public opinion and discussion-

inevitably implied exclusion of personal opinions (shikeru) [sic]
and private discussion {(shigi)... private means the individual de-
sires and emotions that should be denied while- public implies
virtwous action in accord with universal principles, free from
individual impulses, © ‘

Not only do Meiji concepts of public and private bear a strong re-
semblance to the older Tokugawa period understanding, they have
also had an important effect on modern Japanese social and political
life.” Since the Meiji period, political parties have been identified with
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partiality and special interests, and thus viewed as incapable of represent-
ing the nation as a whole. That left only the bureaucracy, which was
presumed to be impartial and immune to special pleading, and thus able
to “correctly pursue the best interests of the whole according to the
‘supreme principles of justice and public interest.””® It is interesting
to contrast the Japanese faith in the technical expertise, wisdom, and
impartiality of bureaucrats, which continues to-this day, to the work
doné on ““capture” of government agencies by special interests in the
United States.” American scholars and citizens are skeptical of the
impartiality of bureaucracies, which often are viewed as serving narrow
and partial interests rather than the public good. Of course, bureau-
crats in Japan are the elite, and may well be devoted to a vision of the
public good their American counterparts do not have; but one wonders
if the traditional suspicion toward private interests and respect for the
public interest as defined by public authorities does not lead Japanese
citizens into passivity and credulity about the “public™ purposes served
by Japanese bureaucrats. ,

If faith in buregucrats is one consequence of the overwhelming
suspicion of private opinion and faith in public authority, the other side
of this is difffculty developing an active, critical citizenry. For example,
Meiji enlightenment thinker Fukuzawa Yukichi wrote of the difficulty
of generating the independence of mind necessary for democracy. -

Superficially, the government has undergone marked changes in
recent years. But its despotic, oppressive disposition remains little
altered. The general populace would appear to have obtained a few
new privileges, but the old spirit of cowardly mistrust persists. ..
the tendency to cower is everywhere, .. Japan today seems to have
a government but not a citizenry, " -

Though Japan today has an active, powerful government, it still seems to
lack an active citizemj(. However one assesses the import of the citizens’
movements of the 1960s, 70s and 80s, apathy and passivity continue to
bé legacies of the value or weight traditionally accorded public and
private matters..
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The scope of government involvement and the notion of public
interest are more encompassing than in the United States, For example,
goverhment interaction with the private sector in order to encourage
shifts in resources, greater efficiency, or preserve productive capacity in
critical areas is quite extensive and collegial; fostering industrial produc-
tivity is viewed as a primary governmental goal. Even more remarkable,
corporate success—making sure one’s company is productive and turns
out big profits—1is itself widely viewed as a public good for which
private interests rightly ought to be sacrificed.” In the post war period,
companies have come to be seen not as

“private property but [as] public organs with administrators and
managers appointed to operate them.” That meant continuation of
the prewar value of messhi h6ko (sacrifice self in service to the
public), with the “public”” role now filled by business and indus-
trial management.™ ‘

Despite the continued potency of public commitments and values—
respect for the public administration of bureaucrats and corporate
managers, close ties between government and industry, a passive, pliable
citizenry — there have been attempts in the post war period to legitimize
the private and to attack the authority of the state. I want to look brief-
iy at three of these attempts, the citizens’ movements, ““my homeism,”
and legal protections for privacy and religion, and to assess their signifi-
cance.

Citizen’s Movements .

- Writers such as Matsumoto Sannosuke, Matsushita -Keiichi, Oda
Makoto and Takabatake Michitoshi have argued that ordinary citizens
can make experiences in their daily lives a basis for developing an auton-
omous, critical stance toward the state,® They praise the citizens’
movements of the 1960s and 70s, which were mostly locally-based
political movements organized around a vardety of issues: protecting
consumers; opposition to the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty; American
imperialism and the war in Vietnam (Beheiren); pollution; the construc-
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tion of the new international airport at Sanrizuka; nuclear weapons and
power plants, and military . bases. The citizens’ movements enabled
people living in a community to connect their “private’” experiences to
the public priorities of the state, and to begin to see that problems and
issues which affected. their lives weren’t so meager and paltry as the
traditional watakushi— dyake dichotomy made them seem. In a system
of thought where any perspective narrower, less. all-encompassing and
universal, than that of the whole nation is suspect as partial and selfish, “*
the citizens’ movements argued that legitimate power should be more
concerned with the everyday needs and interests expressed by ordinary
citizens than those of the expert state bureaucracy.® Leftist intellectuals
writing about the citizens’ movements argued for democracy and partici-
pation, encouraging fledgling citizens to participate and helping them
to see local problems as a source of legitimate grievance and activism.
Their goal was to foster a spirit of independent thinking and resistance
that could enable citizens to become engaged in actively participating
in politics. Autonomy, individuality, and especially concern about local
problems—all of which would be associated with watakushi or shi in
traditional Japanese thought— needed to be seen as valuable and con-
structive if citizens were to feel they were right or entitled to “stick
out” (medatsu) and challenge the public authority (éyake) of the state,

“My Homeism™

Tada Michitaro approaches the value of individuality and private life
in a somewhat different fashion in an essay titled “The Glory and Misery
of ‘My Home’.”” Instead of viewing the private realm as a source of
democratic resistance to state power, Tada’s essay explores the possibi-
lities and dangers of the home as a place where individuality can be
preserved from the forces of mechanization, productivity, routinization,
and conformism in society. Tada believes that for all of the criticism it
has received, “my homeism’ expresses a strong need people have to
protect their individuality and personal integrity. ®

But just how effective is the home as an enclave which protects and
nurtures individuality and uniqueness? For the men who spend most
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of -their time outside the home working, home is primarily a place of
rest and relaxation. Compared to the practice in the West, where most
workers arrive home in time to eat dinner with their families, even the
“mai homu papa,” Japan's dedicated family man, is an absent, distant
figure. In the case of conflicts between domestic or personal commit-
ments and job responsibilities, valuing or choosing private commitments
over public ones is usually seen as unmanly, weak, embarrasing, and
shameful.® Further, “my homeism” is widely discredited, having been
declared in the mid 1960s to be inimical to productivity, *

Even when we consider those who have more time to spend at
home—women, old people, and children— the hope that the home will
nurture individuality seems misplaced. The “my home™ movement was
rooted in an advertising campaign which supported the “electric boom™
of the 1950s, and clearly the home continues to be shaped and con-
trolled by competition, consumerism, and the homogenization of tastes
and -preferences, ® Consider, for example, the prevalence of Ayoiku
mamas— “education mamas”—who are intent on shaping their chil-
dren into achievement-oriented producers who can pass exams, or the
mass-marketing of such individual, expressive ceremonies as weddings,
not to mention fashion, entertainment, and so on. .

As a footnote to our discussion of “my homeism”, let us briefly
consider the shinjinrui phenomenon, The current (1987-88) discussion
of the shinjinrui also frowns at what is viewed as the younger genera-
tion’s preoccupation with personal or private matters. Though there
seems much to admire about the shinjinrui, such as. their concern with
finding rewarding work and -the high priority they give to personal life,
the shinjinrui are generally portrayed as part of the ““me” generation:
self-indulgent, more interested in what they do with their free time
than in developing intense loyalty to the company, unwilling to accept
the discipline of overtime work ‘and out of town postings. . Others
see the shinfinrui as part of a larger postwar reaction against the restrain-
ing power of a shared notion of the public good. For example, Victor
Koschmann writes,
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When defeat in war and the reforms of the Qccupation swept away
the restraining, channelling and centralizing influence of dyake,
they left in their wake pnvatmed centrifugally onented selves
(watakushi) and households.

Whichever interpretation is right, both the shinfinrui and “my homeism”
exemplify ambivalence about private life and uneasiness about embracing
private interest or a thoroughly commercialized, socialized domestic life.

Legal Protections for Privacy and Private Conscience -

Ambivalence about privacy as at once a source of autonomy, rebellion
and individuality, and at the same time shameful and egoistic, is also
reflected in legal decisions and.practices. Although protections against
defamation and invasion of privacy exist in Japan,® individuals rarely
bring suit to protect their good name or privacy, and even when they do,
courts tend to weigh the public’s interest in a free press and access to
information heavily against the harm suffered by individuals, In a
country where large circulation weekly magazine (Friday, Focus, Flash,
Emma, Touch, . .) regularly market scandalous 2:00 a.m. candid photo-
graphs of and gossip about the famous, this lack of strong privacy protec-
tions and civil suits for invasion of privacy is even more remarkable.

Why do so many people who have legitimate claims refuse to sue,
but “go to bed crying” (naki neiri suru)?™ Lawrence Beer, an American
scholar of Japanese law, suggests that individuals find it difficult to
confront higher authority unless they are members of a group, and so
give up fatalistically and suffer in silence when they are injured by the
media,®™ Whereas in the West people assert their rights as a matter of
course in order to insist on the respect or treatment to which they are
entitled as human beings, doing the same thing in Japan would be per-
ceived as acting like a trouble maker. ® Clearly, norms of collective life
and group harmony remain quite strong, and in practice often outweigh
recently transplanted norms of respect for individual rights, “

Though it involves the individual’s right to freedom of conscience
or religion rather than an invasion of privacy per se, a recent (1988)
Japanese Supreme Court decision and the circumstances which surround
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it underline the burden which faces individuals who wish .to assert their
private rights, The case was brought by the widow of a Self Defense
Forces serviceman who was killed during the course of his job. Mrs.
Nakatani, a Christian, wanted her husband (who was not a Christian) to
receive 2 Christian burial, and so she challenged the usual practice of
interring SDF members in a Shinto shrine. The Court ruled against
Nakatani. First, the justices found no unconstitutional enforcement of
a state religion because the SDF Friendship Association which was
responsible for the interment was deemed not to be a public organization
carrying out state policy. Second, although they recognized the in-
dividual’s right to worship however she wishes in private, they argued
that the individual could not force others to recognize this claim in
public— that Is, by requiring the SDF service organization to allow Mr.
Nakatani’s remains to be buried rather than interred, according to his
wife’s wishes. Third, rather than arguing that religious tolerance required
the SDF organization to let Mr. Nakatani be buried, the Court urged
Mrs. Nekotani to be more tolerant of the religious views of others—
namely, the SDF members who supported her husband’s interment. In
addition, Mrs. Nakatani was subjected to a hate campaign— abusive
phone calls and the like— from members of her community who told
her if she couldn’t go along with the majority’s wishes, she should move
to another country.™

The Nakatani decision has generated considerable criticism within
Japan from those who fear its implicit attack on individual freedom of
conscience and its lean in the direction of reestablishing a state religion.
Certainly the decision is instructive for those interested in understanding
the status of public and private values in Japan today. The public value
of group membership, consensus and harmony of the SDF group clearly
outweighed the private value of a particular widow who wanted her
husband to receive a Christian burial. While refigious freedom in the West .
usually entails certain forms of public recognition of one’s private
beliefs (e.g., not having to work on one’s Sabbath day or on one’s reli-
gious holidays), religious freedom in Japan apparently means only the
right to believe as one pleases in the privacy of one’s home, on one’s free
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time — unless one belongs to a group with sufficient clout to insist on
support for religious rites that support the group’s identity. In the West,
conscience or religious belief are taken as central to the person, whether
defined publicly (e.g., as student, soldier, worker) or privately, whereas
in Japan it appears that there are two selves, a public one and a private
one, who are separate and disconnected, and whose responsibilities
and commitments appear to receive very different degrees of respect. o

To review the ground covered so far, we have seen that private in-
terests and concerns have been identified consistently as narrow, seifish,
partial, and morally suspect, The public good, on the other hand, has
been identified as primary, universal, encompassing and superior in its
claims and virtue. Although in the West, respect for private interests and
rights would be taken as (partly) constitutive of the public good, in
Japan they are seen as irreconcilable opposites, so that private concerns
or perspectives must always take back seat to public ones. Though one
would expect Japan to have become much more concerned with privacy,
individualism, rights and the private sphere since the end of the Second
World War, in fact there continues to be a great deal of ambivalence
about the value of the private: articles on ““my homeism,” the shinjinrui,
and recent legal practice all suggest that privacy is still a highly suspect
value or commitment. On the other hand, the citizens’ movements
suggest that local, community problems or interests, which are private
when compared to a large corporation or the nation as a whole, can be
a focus for democratic participation and a source of resistance to state
power, But whether participants in citizens’ movements are really more
individualistic or attuned to private life than most Japanese is not clear
to me; rather, I think they are attuned to, and arguing for, a more
immediate, visible public than the abstract, uncontrollzble, and ques-
tionably legitimate *‘national interest.”

Concluding Remarks: The Household

In the West, many women regard the privatization of the home and
the marked division of labor between women and men as a kind of
deprivation (to which, recall, “privacy” is etymologically related.)
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Housework is viewed as repetitious, unchallenging, boring, and is widely
demeaned, even by housewives themnselves. (“What do you do?” “Oh,
I'm just a housewife.”’) As increasing numbers of women have entered
the workforce, women have begun to argue that the private world of the
home, and especially the division of domestic responsibilities between
men and women, has a powerful and adverse impact on women’s ability
to succeed in the work world, and so must be dealt with as issues of
public, political concern, *

Although Japanese women also are working ocutside the home in
increasing numbers, there has been little discussion of Japanese men
sharing in household work,® and remarkably few complaints about the
segregation of women in low-paying, low status part time jobs. Nor has
there been much outcry about the “deprivation” of housework: a home-
grown version of Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystigue, the bestseller
published in 1963 about the boredom and unhappiness of American
housewives, has not yet been written. Why is this so?

There are-two main reasons why Japanese women’s attitudes toward
housework and job discrimination are so different from those of western
women: 1) because the job of being a housewife is taken more seriously
and given more respect in Japan, and 2) because basic attitudes about
privacy, individualism, rights and entitlement to equal treatment are very
different. ‘

Most women in Japan believe that being a housewife is a job which
requires skill and training, ¥ Women commonly attend classes in house-
hold arts (sewing, cooking, flower arranging) before and after marriage,
Standards for housekeeping are high. The job of childrearing is viewed
as extremely demanding, at least until children enter college, because
mothers must encourage and prod their children to study for their
entrance exams, beginning with elementary school clear through to the
exam for entry into a high-ranking college, which in turn settles their
destiny (what kind of firm they can get a _]Ob with, who they will be
able to marry).

. Beyond their role in preparing chﬂdren to do well on exams, women
sometimes see their role as a good wife and wise mother (rydsaikenbo)
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as one which requires them to be active in various grassroots political
movements, including the consumer, environmental, and feminist move-
ments.® As one western writer put it, although she had expected women
involved in housewives' groups active in consumer issues to reject the
housewife role in favor of roles which afforded a greater voice in bureau-
cratic and corporate decision making, :

what I found was just the opposite: the consumer movement
derived its strength from the identity of its members as housewives
and mothers; and conversely, the movement seemed to strengthen,
rather than weaken; commitment to the role of housewife;*®

In addition, Japanese writers make. much of the fact that Japanese
women have more autonomy and control over running the household,
spending money, and making major decisions (buying houses and cars,
for example) than their western counterparts.” The demand western
feminists commonly make that women and men should have similar roles
and responsibilities in both workplace and home strikes many Japanese
men and women as odd: why should women want to give up their power
and autonomy in the home in order to slave away with the sarariman?
Women shouldn’t try to be “masculine,” but should discover in women’s
roles and sphere the potential for a new “women’s world” of sistethood
and ferninist activism, *

it appears that Japanese women are relatively content with the
domestic sphere, but lack of complaining may also have to do with fear
of “sticking out” or being thought selfish, Whereas western women
generally expect and feel they are entitled to equal treatment and oppor-
tunities, Japanese women do not. Though there have been bows in the
direction of sexual equality in recent years with the Equal Employment
Act of 1985, in fact there is neither a strong commitment to equal
employment practices nor a groundswell of popular discontent among -
women with current hiring and promotion practices. Rather than a tradi-
tion that enshrines rights, 'equality, and individualism, Japanese tradition
holds up notions of group life, duiy to one’s job or superior, comple-
mentarity, and harmony. Thus, the basic attitude among Japanese
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women is one of acceptance that being a woman and mother entails
certain responsibilities to one's children and home that are simply in-
compatible with the kinds of careers men lead, Women do not expect
to lead the same kind of lives as men, and for the most part do not feel
aggrieved because their only option is to take low paying, low status part
time jobs. (But note that this does not apply to women who remain
single and pursue careers.) High status or demanding jobs in Japan are
simply viewed as incompatible with family responsibilities. Mothers who
work willingly take jobs that permit them shorter hours and more
flexible scheduling so they can take care of their domestic responsibi-
lities. "

As we saw earlier, those who assert their rights or ““stick out” from
the crowd are likely to feel nervous or threatened in their encounters
with authority or a hostile majority. Women who voice discontent with
their work or with their role ag mothers tend to be viewed in a negative
light, ® Acceptance of, or resignation to, one’s role is viewed as a grace-
ful, fitting attitude for women: constant irritability, chafing, and dis-
satisfaction is not,* '

So although the home and housework have become public issues in
the West, in Japan dissatisfaction with domeéstic responsibilities is very
muted. If one reason for this is that housewives actually feel more
satisfaction and contentment from their job, another is unwillingness
to push their “selfish” private concerns or desires in the face of the
greater good and harmony of the family and society.
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